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Abstract 
 
Purpose: The global refugee crisis affects an estimated 32.5 million refugees worldwide. 

However, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimated 

budget of USD10 billion in 2022 and 2023 to cover the basic needs of all refugees is only 

funded at 50-53% from international donors (UNHCR 2023a). This problem of limited 

resources forces humanitarian aid organisations to make critical decisions about the 

allocation of funds and services to refugee communities. Thus, the humanitarian aid 

context is infused with unequal and competing interests since the decisions made can 

significantly impact the lives of individuals and communities, raising questions of 

accountability. 

 

This thesis critically examines the Vulnerability Assessment Framework (VAF) as a 

calculative practice to allocate UNHCR humanitarian assistance to Syrian refugees in 

Jordan. In doing so, the thesis explores the power relations embedded in the VAF and the 

interplay of these relationships to further understand how Syrian refugees use a surrogate 

to demand accountability. 

 

Theoretical and Methodological approach: This thesis draws on the theory of practice 

developed by the French philosopher Pierre Bourdieu to understand and explain the VAF, 

its actors, and the corresponding experiences of Syrian refugees. Bourdieu offers a 

framework to understand how various forms of capital are used in situational fields to 

access symbolic power. This thesis explores how this symbolic power can be perceived 

as symbolic violence, especially where the doxa or rules of the game initially achieve 

compliance and then resistance. This resistance is evident as a field of opinion where the 

heterodoxic voice of Syrian refugees is heard. Publicly available documents were used to 

analyse the field of UNHCR humanitarian aid in Jordan using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 

thematic analysis, followed by an analysis of Syrian refugee comments on a social media 

platform using Kozinet”s (2019) netnographic approach.  

 

Findings: The VAF was created with limited engagement of Syrian refugees. The design 

and development of the VAF established the doxa, which exemplifies and emphasises 

existing power relations and symbolic capital. While the VAF was legitimised and 

imposed on Syrian refugees as universal, fair, and reliable, Syrian refugees used the field 
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of opinion offered by social media as a surrogate to question several aspects of the VAF. 

To demand accountability, Syrian refugees used social media to achieve three functions: 

signal unprofessional behaviours, question compliance with implicit and explicit 

standards, and impose informal sanctions on the UNHCR. 

 

The questioning of VAF implementation and the difficulties experienced with compliance 

exposed several aspects of symbolic violence. Furthermore, rather than promoting 

empowerment, participation, and a rights-based approach to humanitarian assistance, the 

VAF as a calculative instrument failed to capture the voice of Syrian refugees' leading to 

disempowerment and unintended behavioural consequences.  

 

Contributions: First, the thesis contributes to accounting and accountability literature on 

resource allocation in humanitarian aid contexts. It explores the complexity of 

accountability relationships by analysing the network of actors who created the VAF. It 

transcends the traditional focus of the literature on accountability relations underpinned 

by economic logic by highlighting the significant and influential role of cultural capital. 

Second, it contributes to the under-researched area of surrogate accountability, 

demonstrating “social media” as a new form of surrogate that performs multiple functions 

as a means of empowerment. Third, the thesis contributes to the understanding and 

application of Bourdieu’s theory of practice by providing new insights into how illusio 

and symbolic violence function in practice and how calculative practices and 

accountability relations facilitate modes of domination. Finally, the thesis offers 

methodological contributions by adopting netnography in an aid context.  

 

Limitations and Future Research:  Publicly available documents and social media 

comments provided both institutional and individual evidence and sentiment. Further 

research would benefit from access to internal documents and participant interviews to 

develop an understanding of the role of a surrogate. In addition, the thesis primarily 

focussed on the accountability relationship within the field of Syrian refugees in Jordan. 

This field could be expanded to include the role of external partners of the UNHCR to 

demonstrate the broader influence of powerful institutional donors. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 
 

A refugee is a displaced person who has been forced to cross a national boundary 
and who cannot return home safely. No one likes or chooses to be a refugee. 
Being a refugee means more than being an alien. It means living in exile and 
depending on others for such basic needs as food, clothing and shelter (Barman 
2020, p. 103). 

 
 

 

1.1 Research Topic 
 

There are 32.5 million refugees worldwide1 (UNHCR 2022f) “seeking safety from 

persecution, violence, conflict, and human rights violations” (Azizi et al. 2021, p. 4456). 

Refugees are among society's most disadvantaged and marginalised groups (Hoffstaedter 

2014; Koike 2011; Nicola 2019; Rajaram 2018; Taysum & Arar 2018, p. 15). Many 

experience discrimination based on race, gender, and nationality in the countries hosting 

them (Bozdağ 2020; Costello & Foster 2022; Fozdar & Torezani 2008; Pittaway & 

Bartolomei 2001; Spiritus-Beerden et al. 2021) and may feel socially stigmatised as 

security or economic threats (Koos & Seibel 2019; Renner et al. 2021; Sajdi et al. 2021; 

Santana de Andrade 2020). Many refugee-hosting countries do not offer a path to 

citizenship, and refugees have limited access to resources and legal rights such as work, 

healthcare, and education (Paravati et al. 2022; Şimşek 2020; Syam et al. 2019; Zetter & 

Ruaudel 2016).  

 

Furthermore, millions of refugees live in extreme poverty and suffer daily as they struggle 

to meet their minimum needs (UNHCR 2023f). They compete for scarce resources, 

 
1 As of mid-2022.  
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opportunities, infrastructure, informal employment, and services, including humanitarian 

assistance (Alrawadieh et al. 2019; Blocher & Gulati 2016; Darling 2016; Esses et al. 

2017; Kreibaum 2016). The large number of refugees causes increased pressure on 

humanitarian-aid budgets. Aid organisations must therefore make important decisions on 

how to allocate the limited funding they receive from donors, and these decisions can 

have a significant effect on the lives of refugees (Azizi et al. 2021; Meral et al. 2022).  

 

Aid allocation has received considerable interest in the literature, with particular focus on 

how donors and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) allocate aid (Ali et al. 2015; 

Bermeo 2017; Bermeo & Leblang 2015; Cardwell & Ghazalian 2018; Dreher et al. 2012; 

Greene & Licht 2018; Jayasinghe 2007; Knackstredt 2015; Koch et al. 2009; Nancy & 

Yontcheva 2006; Park et al. 2015). These studies highlight that aid allocation is usually 

driven by a variety of self-interested political, commercial, historical, strategic, religious, 

and colonial preferences, rather than humanitarian considerations. They also focus on 

how humanitarian, development, or foreign aid is allocated to countries or aid 

organisations, rather than on a micro level to individuals. For those few studies that have 

explored the micro level of humanitarian aid allocation (see Brun 2016; Emma & Boram 

2018; Meral et al. 2022; Sandvik 2018, 2021), the aid recipients’ perspectives have not 

been captured (Sözer (2020) is a notable exception). 

  

This research examines the instrument that humanitarian organisations use to allocate aid 

to Syrian refugees in Jordan: the Vulnerability Assessment Framework (VAF). Through 

the lens of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice, this study unpacks the interplay of 

relationships between the more powerful actors who design, develop, and implement the 

VAF and the less powerful, Syrian refugees, who must comply with the underlying 
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requirements of the VAF to receive aid. In particular, this research analyses the 

implications of calculative practices in shaping people’s experiences and facilitating 

power relations and accountability relationships. The research uncovers a form of 

“surrogate accountability” that refugees use to call powerful actors to account.  

 

Further, prior accounting research argues that the views and voices of less powerful 

groups are, in many cases, marginalised and ignored (Cornwall 2003; Haynes 2010; 

Kingston & Luke 2021; Tanima & Brown 2016; Tweedie 2022). Such studies emphasise 

the role of critical accounting research in highlighting the voices of the less powerful and 

the potential for change and emancipation. This thesis contributes to this body of literature 

and to accounting research in aid contexts by presenting the voices and perspectives of 

refugees as aid beneficiaries, in comparison to the views of aid providers, to highlight 

those who are traditionally marginalised and ignored. This chapter presents the 

background and motivations for this research. It briefly outlines its scope, identifies the 

research objectives, and discusses the theoretical framework used to interpret the data and 

the methodology used for data analysis. The chapter concludes by outlining the 

organisation on the thesis.  

 

1.2 The Personal is Political – Research Background and Motivations 
 

The 2011 Syrian civil war started as an uprising against the authoritarian regime of Syrian 

President Bashar Al-Assad, and intensified in 2014 and 2015 with the involvement of 

many parties such as the Al-Nusra Front, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, and foreign 

states (Berti & Paris 2014, p. 22; Cohen 2016; Dragostinova 2016). It is estimated that in 

just five years, approximately half a million people died. Almost half the Syrian 

population of ten million lost their homes in Syria, while another eight million fled the 
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country (Zisser 2017). By mid-2021, the number of people killed in the conflict amounted 

to over 606,000 (SOHR 2021). The United Nations Higher Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) considers Syria the world’s largest refugee crisis in decades, with the majority 

of Syrian refugees hosted in neighbouring countries (Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq) 

(UNHCR 2023g), where they suffer from difficult living and economic conditions 

(Alsrehan 2020; Mahmood et al. 2022; Santana de Andrade 2020; UNHCR 2018e).  

 

Lehman (2005, p. 681) suggests that “the personal is political”. Who we are, our 

perceptions and understandings, how we think and act, and how we view our past are 

shaped by our social environment and its various stimulations, which create our future 

(Lehman 2005). Lehman (2005, p. 685) further notes that new realities can be re-

conceived “when the environment provides stimulations to re-create the world”. “Our 

task is to re-direct our human energies by providing the unlimited possibilities of 

alternatives, and to prevail on highly raised socio-cultural and political consciousnesses, 

providing a better life for all (Lehman 2005, p. 685). Events and encounters in my life 

have stimulated my thinking, feelings, desire, and action to stand against the injustice and 

marginalisation of refugees. My personal experience developed into a call for political 

change through this thesis, as explained below.     

 

In 2014, I was on a work trip outside my home country, Jordan, when I checked social 

media and saw horrible news: children killed, men brutally tortured, and women raped in 

Syria as the civil war raged. I was terrified as I imagined Syrians living in constant fear, 

fleeing their homes with scant possessions and some separated from family members. I 

reflected on how life can change in a blink of an eye.  
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Syria was only one of a series of uprisings and armed conflicts that spread across several 

Arab countries, known as the Arab Spring (Zisser 2017). Jordan also had civil unrest and 

tensions at that time, and the idea of Jordan following other countries was a concern for 

many, including myself. The disturbing news created fears that disrupted my sleep with 

a nightmare that kept me awake. I remember thinking, where would I take my family if 

something similar happened in Jordan? How would I cross the border and seek refuge 

when three of the four neighbouring countries were at war and were not safe?  

 

Jordan survived the civil unrest, opening its doors to thousands of Syrians who had 

escaped. Jordan has a long history as a refugee host country (Kelberer 2017). The city 

where I lived, Zarqa, is one of many cities that host large numbers of Syrian refugees 

(UNHCR 2023c). Consequently, Syrians have become neighbours who tell many sad 

stories. I witnessed the difficulties they faced firsthand. I remember my father telling me 

that many refugees are offering the in-kind assistance items they receive from aid 

organisations for sale at low prices so they can buy food and pay rent. From that time, my 

compassion and passion for refugees started to grow.  

 

Four years later, in 2018, I started my PhD journey in Australia and lived with a family 

who had come to Australia as refugees. The family told me about their journey, the 

uncertainty and fear they faced when they fled their home, and the challenges they had 

after arriving in Australia. As part of this journey, I was learning about critical and social 

accounting, and how accounting and calculative practices can be powerful and affect 

people in ways I could not imagine before. One day, I had a conversation with a friend 

who worked at UNHCR-Jordan about the struggles that refugees have with the 
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organisation.  I was constantly exposed to the suffering of refugees, and I realised that I 

could give refugees a voice through my research to help raise some of their concerns. 

 

1.3 Research Scope – The VAF, Calculative Practices, and Accountability 
 

The accounting literature highlights that refugees are not always welcomed and accepted 

in host countries and can suffer from racial discrimination (Lehman et al. 2018; Pianezzi 

& Ashraf 2022; Smyth et al. 2022; Twyford et al. 2022). Further, accounting scholars 

indicate that accountability in humanitarian/aid settings is complex given the multiplicity 

of actors involved and difficulty in identifying who is accountable for what (Baker 2014; 

Chwastiak 2013; Conway et al. 2015; Dhanani & Kennedy 2022; Everett & Friesen 2010; 

Goncharenko 2021; McPhail et al. 2016). However, accounting litretaure that examines 

the experiences of refugees, especially in developing country contexts, is relatively 

limited. Further, while other (non-accounting) studies have explored the VAF from many 

perspectives, such as gender, feminism, resilience, migration, and legality, among others 

(Brun 2016; Emma & Boram 2018; Meral et al. 2022; Sandvik 2018, 2021; Sözer 2020), 

this thesis is the first to unpack the implications of calculative practices and accountability 

relationships related to aid allocation to refugees. More specifically, it analyses the 

construction and operationalisation of the VAF as an instrument predicated on calculative 

practices while exploring its accountability implications and impact on Syrian refugees 

from their perspective. Given the huge number of Syrian refugees worldwide, 

representing “the largest refugee shock of the era” (Betts & Collier 2015, p. 1), the Syrian 

refugee crisis and the lives of Syrian refugees have a particular significance. 

 

The VAF is an interagency quantitative instrument used by the UNHCR in Jordan and 

other aid organisations to allocate aid funding (Costello et al. 2022; Meral et al. 2022). 
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Relying on refugees’ data collected by agents, the VAF is a means-test instrument that 

calculates a set of scores reflecting various refugee “vulnerability indicators” (Sandvik 

2018). The scores are used to classify, categorise, and rank refugees from the least 

vulnerable (score 1) to the most vulnerable (score 4) (Sandvik 2018). Those in extreme 

hardship and classified as the most vulnerable are targeted and prioritised to receive 

assistance (Sandvik 2018).  

 

Its creators portray the VAF as a reliable and fair instrument to identify the needs of 

refugees, provide them with efficient financial assistance, and improve the social and 

economic aspects of their lives (UNHCR 2014a, 2014e). However, Sandvik (2021, p. 

427) argues that the VAF score and the meaningful use of calculative practices 

(calculation, classification, categorisation, and ranking) are “a matter of life and death in 

the humanitarian space”. For instance, refugees with the highest vulnerability score have 

access to healthcare, while others, the “less vulnerable”, are deemed ineligible (Sandvik 

2021). The same rationale is applied to other forms of assistance, such as food, water, 

livelihoods, and shelter. Despite criticisms and the potential harm allocation can cause 

(see Brun 2016; Emma & Boram 2018; Meral et al. 2022; Sandvik 2018, 2021; Sözer 

2020), the instrument continues to be used, with other humanitarian organisations 

adopting similar vulnerability assessments in countries such as Lebanon, Egypt, and the 

United Kingdom (Sözer 2019). Thus, this research is significant, as the findings are 

relevant to other contexts that use similar instruments and principles in humanitarian 

operations, and highlight the large number of refugees who continue to be affected by the 

intended and unintended outcomes of such instruments and instruments.  
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Calculative practices such as those used in the VAF are implicated “in multivarious 

economic, social and political structures of discourse and practice in human affairs” 

(Davie 2000, p. 312) and “in the reframing of problems and their solutions” (Tregidga 

2013, p. 813). Calculative practices embedded within technologies, such as the VAF, can 

therefore be harnessed by certain actors to intervene across various levels of society and 

human life and articulate differing realities (see Miller 1998, 2001; Miller & Rose 1990). 

 

Criticism of the heavy reliance of accounting on “numbers” has been well-documented. 

Accounting scholars acknowledge that numbers, such as the VAF score, do not provide 

a complete picture, as they do not convey the context in which they were produced (Le 

Theule et al. 2021). For example, many studies explore how numbers contribute to 

quantifying and reducing human beings, places, crises, and social issues to one-

dimensional metrics (see Dellaportas 2019; Dillard & Ruchala 2005; Mantzari 2014; 

Twyford 2021). For example, Dellaportas (2019) suggests that, through quantification, 

people can be objectified and denied their autonomy, and have their identities labelled 

and recast, leading to dehumanisation. As Bauman (1989, p. 102) sums up, 

“[d]ehumanising starts at the point when ... the objects ... can and are, reduced to a set of 

quantitative measures”. Numerical representations can never capture the voices, human 

qualities, and experiences of marginalised communities. In this sense, the life and people 

behind the numbers are ignored (Antonelli et al. 2018). 

 

Ofelia and Brian (2017, p. 321) call such consequences the “dark side” of accounting, 

which can engender “abuse, exclusion, exploitation and stigmatization” (Power & Brenan 

2022, p. 4). Prior research has shown that such events materialise in environments with 

power imbalances and accountability systems that prioritise the needs of more powerful 
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actors (see Dellaportas 2019; Dillard & Ruchala 2005; Mantzari 2014; Twyford 2021). 

These powerful actors then exercise different forms of actual and symbolic domination 

over the less powerful, who often do not have the means to hold them accountable 

(Dellaportas 2019; Dillard & Ruchala 2005; Mantzari 2014; Twyford 2021). The 

literature shows that aid contexts are no exception. Aid recipients suffer the consequences 

of existing power relations and ineffective accountability systems that are “supposed” to 

empower and engage them but, in many cases, do not (Bawole & Langnel 2016; Choudry 

& Kapoor 2013; Ebrahim 2003; Jacobsen & Sandvik 2018; Kilby 2006; Krause 2022; 

O'Dwyer & Unerman 2010; Siddiquee & Faroqi 2009; Taylor et al. 2014; Wellens & 

Jegers 2014, 2017). 

 

This thesis adds to the critical accounting research that recognises and highlights 

accounting’s influence. Examining the VAF and the experiences of Syrian refugees in 

Jordan through their own voices raised on a social media platform makes visible the 

influential nature of calculative practices. Aligning with prior research (Antonelli et al. 

2018; Dellaportas 2019; Dillard & Ruchala 2005; Gomez 2007; Mantzari 2014; Ofelia & 

Brian 2017; Power & Brenan 2022; Twyford 2021), this thesis exposes the “dark side” of 

the VAF by shedding light on aspects of refugees’ lives that are masked and affected by 

various accountability relationships. This thesis further contributes to the scant 

accounting literature on surrogate accountability (Adler et al. 2021; Belal et al. 2015; 

Islam et al. 2018; Pazzi & Svetlova 2021; Phiri & Guven-Uslu 2019; Sinkovics et al. 

2016) through examination of how refugees respond to these effects and seek an 

alternative (surrogate) form of accountability through social media.  
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1.4 Research Questions and Objectives 
 

The thesis aims to answer the following research questions:  

1. What is the impact of calculative practices and accountability systems related 
to aid allocation in Jordan? 

2. How do these practices affect the allocation of humanitarian assistance and 
services to Syrian refugees? 

 

By answering these questions, the thesis provides a critical analysis of the impact of the 

VAF as a calculative practice and the implications of accountability systems discharged 

to allocate humanitarian aid in Jordan. This thesis illuminates the different voices of 

parties involved and affected by the aid-allocation process and decisions. In doing so, the 

thesis:  

- Examines the process of assessing vulnerability to deliver humanitarian assistance 

and services to Syrian refugees in Jordan.  

 

- Critically evaluates the accountability implications of the VAF on Syrian 

refugees.  

 

- Highlights the role of a surrogate to demand accountability from aid organisations. 

 

1.5 Theoretical Framework 
 

This thesis draws on the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) “theory of practice” 

(Bourdieu 1977) to explain fields and practices of power and modes of domination 

exercised by dominant (the more powerful) actors on the dominated (less powerful). In 

line with other scholarly work  (Cooper et al. 2011; Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018; Fukofuka 

et al. 2023; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019; Sargiacomo et al. 2014; Shenkin & Coulson 2007), 
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the theory is considered most relevant to explore the practices of the VAF and investigate 

the potential symbolic domination (violence) that Syrian refugees experience when 

interacting with the more powerful aid organisations that use the VAF to allocate aid 

resources.  

 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice employs three core related concepts: field, capital, and 

habitus. The field is a social/relational space comprising different positions of power and 

struggles where actors or “social agents” engage in a specific activity (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992, p. 97) or “game” (Bourdieu 1993, p. 18). The field can be an 

organisation, a group of organisations working together, a physical space, or a 

specialisation such as academic, scientific, or political fields.  Habitus represents the 

different dispositions and perceptions that social agents internalise and continue to 

reproduce according to their position in the field (Bourdieu 1989). As such, habitus helps 

maintain the status quo. The positions of social agents are defined by the capital they 

hold; that is, the sources of power that give their holders access to certain benefits and 

gains (Bourdieu 1985).  

 

Capital can take different forms: economic (such as money and material resources) 

(Everett 2002, p. 62), cultural (such as knowledge and skills) (Bourdieu & Thompson 

1991, p. 14), and social (such as social relationships and connections) (Bourdieu 1977, p. 

178). When any of these forms become recognised and legitimised in the field, they 

become “symbolic capital” that gives its holder symbolic power. This places the holder 

in a privileged and powerful position in the form of reputation, status, and prestige 

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 179; Bourdieu 1985). The significance of capital varies across fields; 

for instance, economic capital can be the most valued form in financial fields, while social 

relations can be highly regarded in tribes. Both the amount and composition of capital 
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determine social agents’ level of power and distinguish the dominant from the dominated 

(Bourdieu 1985).  

 

Once positions and relations of power are established in a given field, the dominant agent 

uses symbolic power to impose their habitus as universal rules, or “doxa”, which become 

accepted by all agents (the dominant and dominated alike) and become “taken for 

granted” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 85). The doxic rules serve the interests of dominant agents 

and facilitate the exercise of “hidden” forms of symbolic violence against the dominated 

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 192). Doxa are designed to reproduce the status quo and maintain the 

current positions of power and the gains that come with them (Bourdieu 1989). The 

dominated comply with the legitimised rules as they fail to recognise the symbolic 

violence exercised against them. They believe in the value of the game and are taken in 

by what Bourdieu calls “illusio” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p. 98).  

 

The symbolic domination and illusion continue until the dominated recognise the 

symbolic violence and start to question the rules by raising their “heterodoxy”, the 

discourse that opposes the doxa (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 168-9). This marks the transition 

from doxic submission and adherence to doxic resistance in the “field of opinion” 

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 168; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p. 168). The dominant agent can 

respond with an orthodoxy discourse that replaces doxa, with the aim of restoring their 

position (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 168-9). In this way, the theory of practice extends beyond 

the three core concepts of field, capital and habitus to explain the resistance that can occur 

on the field using additional concepts (doxa, illusion, symbolic violence, field of opinion, 

heterodoxy, and orthodoxy). 
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The theory of practice has been widely used in the critical accounting literature, providing 

a sound theoretical lens to explain accounting’s dominance in contexts of unequal power 

distribution, increase understanding of the reproduction of power relations, and analyse 

modes of resistance (see Ahn & Jacobs 2019a; Ahn & Jacobs 2019b; Alawattage 2011; 

Chawla 2020; Cooper et al. 2011; Cooper & Johnston 2012; Cooper & Joyce 2013; Dewi 

et al. 2019; Finau & Chand 2022; Goddard 2021; Hamilton & Ó hÓgartaigh 2009; Imam 

& Spence 2016; Killian & O'Regan 2016; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019; Lodhia & Jacobs 

2013; Lombardi 2016; Mulligan & Oats 2016; Neu 2006; Neu et al. 2013; Neu & Ocampo 

2007; Neu et al. 2002; Poullaos 2016; Sargiacomo et al. 2014; Semeen & Islam 2021; 

Situ et al. 2021). Given the significant power asymmetry between Syrian refugees and 

aid providers, and the resistance of Syrian refugees against the VAF and its implementers 

on social media, this theory facilitates an investigation and interpretation of how 

calculative practices and accountability systems shape the experiences and realities of 

people from the field. Existing Bourdieusian accounting literature has mainly applied the 

field of practice only partially, referring to the three core concepts (field, capital, habitus). 

Only a few scholars have explored the modes of resistance, the field of opinion, and the 

questioning of the doxa (see Baxter & Chua 2008; Dumay & Rooney 2018 for examples; 

Kraal 2013). This thesis contributes to literature that uses a Bourdieusian lens in both 

accounting and aid contexts by applying Bourdieu’s field of practice comprehensively 

across a case example and drawing out the interactions between the two contexts.    

 

1.6 Methodology  
 

For accounting, in spite of its apparent objectivity, there are no “physical 
absolutes” upon which to base and verify the technology. The framework is a 
social construction. The technology is framed by ideology. The interpretation of 
events, and even the specification of what constitutes an event, are functions of 
the socio-political point of view (Dillard 1991, p. 9).  
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A constructivist ontology and subjective sense-making epistemology are taken as 

philosophical assumptions for this thesis. These assumptions align with the objectives of 

this research to examine the different views of the VAF. These assumptions also support 

the attempt to break free from accounting’s conventional reductionist nature that leaves 

important aspects of the human experience unreported. Correspondingly, the examination 

of the VAF, related accountability relationships, and refugees’ perspectives offered in this 

thesis do not represent absolute facts. However, the insights gained from the thesis still 

enrich an understanding of the lived experience of refugees affected by calculative 

practices and accountability relationships.  

 

In line with its philosophical assumptions, the thesis employs a qualitative interpretive 

methodology (Denzin & Lincoln 2018) to analyse publicly available data: the VAF 

documents published by the UNHCR and Syrian refugees’ comments on the social-media 

platform ShoutOut2. Qualitative research is suitable for the objectives of this research as 

it “allow[s] for deeper and more nuanced knowledge of human experience” 

(Polkinghorne 2010, p. 425).  

 

Two qualitative methods were used in this thesis to analyse the two datasets. Similar to 

other critical-work scholars (see Bobe et al. 2017; Gebreiter & Hidayah 2019; George et 

al. 2021; Guo et al. 2022; Li & Soobaroyen 2021; Rogerson et al. 2020; Sobkowiak et al. 

2020),  Braun and Clarke (2006) six-phase thematic analysis approach was used to 

analyse the VAF documents. Kozinets’s netnographic method guided the collection and 

analysis of Syrian refugees’ comments. Braun and Clarke (2006) and Kozinets (2019) 

provide step-by-step guidance on analysing the data based on conducting a coding process 

 
2 A pseudonym. 
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and establishing common themes. The themes from the analysis were driven by the 

theoretical framework, prior accounting and accountability literature, and the collected 

data to capture new insights that have not been established in the literature, thus opening 

space for further contributions. Although Netnography has been used by some accounting 

scholars (see Alharthi et al. 2022; Goncharenko 2019; La Torre et al. 2021), it is 

considered relatively new to accounting literature (Jeacle 2021); this thesis contributes to 

the literature in terms of methodology in providing an example of the use of netnography 

in the accounting context and, more specifically, in the aid context.   

 

1.7 Organisation of the Thesis  
 

This chapter has introduced the thesis motivation, scope, objectives, theoretical 

framework, and methodology. The remainder of the thesis is organised in the following 

manner:  

 

Chapter Two provides the context for this thesis. It defines what a “refugee” means and 

differentiates between refugees and other displaced people. It further reviews accounting 

literature that examines various refugee situations and highlights how refugees can be 

implicated by accounting and accountability systems. The chapter then proceeds with a 

review of the Syrian civil war and the challenges that refugees face as a result of 

displacement, as well as providing contextual information regarding Jordan, the site of 

the study.   

 

Chapter Three provides background information on the concept of responsibility-sharing 

and its problematic application. It also presents the relevant players in humanitarian-aid 

contexts, such as the UNHCR and intergovernmental organisations. The chapter further 
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critiques the increased reliance on digital humanitarian technologies in managing 

humanitarian crises, and the potential harms of this reliance. As part of this critique, the 

VAF and related literature are introduced.  

 

Chapter Four reviews the literature on accountability in aid contexts. It begins with a 

discussion of the meaning of standards accountability and presents various accountability 

relationships between humanitarian actors and aid beneficiaries and how they may 

interact. It highlights how accountability to beneficiaries is often sidelined to serve the 

interests of humanitarian actors. This is followed by a discussion of the concept of 

“surrogate accountability”, a key contribution of this thesis, suggesting social media as a 

surrogate and an alternative to standard accountability.  

 

Chapter Five presents Bourdieu’s theory of practice in detail. It starts with outlining the 

significance of the theory and its use in accounting literature, and situates the thesis within 

that literature. This is followed by a discussion of the rationale for the theory, particularly 

how Bourdieu developed the concept of habitus to overcome the shortcomings of 

subjectivist and objectivist approaches to explaining practices. The chapter then discusses 

each of the theory’s concepts, providing examples of how they have been studied in the 

accounting literature.  

 

Chapter Six outlines the research design. It explains the philosophical assumptions of the 

thesis, its underlying methodology, and the methods used to collect and analyse the data.  

 

Chapter Seven is the first analytical chapter. It presents the results and discussions of 

analysing the VAF documents using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic-analysis 
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method, thus giving the views of aid organisations, including the UNHCR. This chapter 

tracks the development of the VAF from its inception, highlighting the different fields 

and social agents involved in the aid-allocation process, how they interact with each other 

and influence the habitus, and the positions of power determined by the different forms 

of capital. In doing so, the chapter maps the various accountability relationships at play, 

evaluates their effectiveness, identifies the dominant and dominated positions, and 

discusses the strategies used by the dominant to legitimise and impose the VAF as the 

doxic rules of aid allocation.  

 

Chapter Eight analyses Syrian refugees’ comments on ShoutOut as their heterodoxy 

discourse in the field of opinion. Syrian refugees’ views are revealed, offering a different 

perspective on the VAF to those articulated in the VAF documents. The chapter discusses 

Syrian refugees’ experiences and feelings about the VAF and how it affects their daily 

lives, habitus, and behaviours. The chapter is structured to demonstrate the concept of 

surrogate accountability and show how Syrian refugees use social media as a surrogate to 

demand accountability and question the VAF. Within the themes of surrogate 

accountability, samples of refugees’ voices are presented in sub-themes to show 

representative examples of the symbolic violence experienced. 

 

Chapter Nine provides the conclusions of the thesis, presenting a summary and 

highlighting the contributions. A discussion of the limitations of the research and the 

identification of avenues for future research are provided.  
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Chapter Two: Context  
 

 
This chapter presents the context for this thesis. It is broken into four parts. First, a 

discussion of the meaning of a refugee and other displaced people and how they were 

studied in the accounting literature is provided. Second, I give an overview of Syria, 

including its history, politics, and economy. An outline of the Syrian crisis and its 

implications for Syrian refugees comprises the third section. Finally, an overview of 

Jordan is presented, giving the geographic context for Syrian refugees and aid 

organisations such as UNHCR-Jordan and partner NGOs. Throughout the discussions, 

this chapter presents the difficult situation that Syrian refugees have suffered before and 

during the Syrian war and the challenges they face in host countries.  

 
 
2.1 Who Is a Refugee? 
 

A large amount of literature discusses the definition of the term “refugee”: who is, who 

is not, and who should be, a refugee (see Black 2001; Carmen 2016; Dummett 2001; 

Haddad 2004; Lister 2013; Maley 2016; Marshall 2011; Shacknove 1985). According to 

Maley (2016, p. 24), “the 1951 [Refugee] Convention is undoubtedly the most widely 

cited  source of a definition of refugee”. The legal definition of a refugee in Article 1A (2) 

of the United Nations 1951 Refugee Convention (hereafter “Refugee Convention”) and 

amended by the New York Protocol of 1969 applies to any person who:  

owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is 
outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a 
result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it 
(UNHCR 1992, p. 8). 
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This definition provides several conditions that must be met for a person to gain the legal 

status of a refugee: they must have a fear of persecution for any of the relevant reasons 

made explicit in the definition, must be outside their country of habitual residence, and 

must not be able or willing to return.  

 

This definition has been criticised widely as being narrow (Maley 2016; Shacknove 1985) 

and “reflects the designation of refugee enshrined in a particular Convention at a 

particular time, within a particular international political and economic context” (Black 

2001, p. 63). This definition has not been updated since 1969, despite many calls to 

broaden the scope of the definition given that it excludes some groups from gaining the 

legal status of refugee. Dummett (2001, p. 37) argues that the definition should extend 

beyond people fleeing for fear of persecution to “all conditions that deny someone the 

ability to live where he [sic] is in minimal conditions for a decent human life”. This is an 

important argument, as people may be displaced for reasons other than fear of 

persecution, such as those fleeing due to poverty and some types of wars, and thus fail to 

meet the legal refugee status, but are still in desperate need of protection and refuge 

(Kukathas 2016; Lister 2013). Further, internationally, there has been a growing 

international consensus to acknowledge and include environmental and climate refugees 

in the definition (Marshall 2011). Environmental and climate-related displacements have 

also received scholarly attention. For example, Perkiss and Moerman (2018) use 

alternative accounts to capture the complexities and multidimensional nature of the 

experience of climate-induced displacement of Pacific Islander peoples.  

   

The restrictive nature of the criterion of being “outside the country of former habitual 

residence” means that internally displaced persons (IDPs) are also not recognised as 
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refugees (Mooney 2005). According to the United Nations (UN) Guiding Principles on 

Internal Displacement, IDPs are: 

persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave 
their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order 
to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, 
violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have 
not crossed an internationally recognized state border (UN 1998). 
 

The UNHCR instead categorises IDPs as “persons of concern”, and leads the coordination 

with other international organisations to protect and assist them (UNHCR 2022b). The 

different groups of people (legal refugees, IDPs, environmental refugees etc.) share the 

commonality of involuntary movement (Marshall 2011). This is a significant distinction 

that separates these groups from migrants who move voluntarily in search of better life 

conditions (Carmen 2016; Haddad 2004).  

 

Before a request for refuge is assessed and approved and the requestor becomes a legal 

refugee,  they must first be identified as “an asylum seeker” (Chin & Cortes 2015, p. 586). 

When granted refugee status by a signatory state, refugees have two rights that are 

explicitly stated in the Refugee Convention: the right of no penalty for illegal entry into 

the country of asylum and the right of non-refoulment (Chin & Cortes 2015, p. 587). 

Moreover, the Refugee Convention states that “[t]he Contracting States shall accord to 

refugees lawfully staying in their territory the same treatment as is accorded to nationals” 

of the country of asylum, including employment, social security, education, and housing 

(UNHCR 1951, p. 98). Thus, for many people, refugee status confers “a privileged 

position” (Shacknove 1985, p. 276) with rights and entitlements.  

 

For this reason, those who are against a broad definition consider the potential burden on 

host countries (Haddad 2004; Maley 2016). Lister (2013) explains that extending the 



21 
 

definition means that hundreds of millions of poor people will have the right to enter and 

stay in other countries, and raises questions about the international community's 

obligations towards them. Despite ongoing criticism, this thesis adopts the Refugee 

Convention’s definition given its use by the UNHCR to classify people as “legal 

refugees” in order to receive assistance and be assessed using the VAF.   

 

2.1.1 Displaced People and the Accounting Literature 
 

Accounting and accountability for different forms and labels of displacement have 

received attention in the literature. Scholars have exposed the marginalised and 

disadvantaged position of displaced people and examined the accounting and 

accountability mechanisms implicated in their suffering. Refugees represent one group of 

the “feared others” in the United States (Lehman et al. 2018, p. 72), and are considered 

“unwanted” parts of society in many other countries (Cooper et al. 2016, p. 79). Both 

Twyford et al. (2022) and Lehman et al. (2018) document that race underpins neoliberal 

policies, practices, and attitudes toward these groups, especially in Western contexts. This 

manifests in many ways; for example, Smyth et al. (2022) highlight the barriers that 

developed countries create for refugees. They cite as examples the United States’ wall on 

the Mexican border, the European Union’s (EU) strict border policies and resultant deaths 

in the Mediterranean Sea, and the inhumane treatment of asylum seekers in Australia’s 

offshore detention centres. These examples indicate the “hypocrisy of rich, first-world 

donors asking humanitarians to be more accountable” (Everett & Friesen 2010, p. 480) 

when they fail to be so themselves. Accounting systems have also been shown as misused 

by powerful corrupt actors to produce “ignorance”, leading to the mismanagement of 

funds allocated to support asylum seekers and refugees in Italy (Pianezzi & Ashraf 2022).  
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Another body of accounting-humanitarian literature that is related to the movement of 

people and relevant to the thesis explores the marginalised experiences of migrants and 

immigrants. Accounting scholars highlight how practices such as counting, classification, 

auditing, and debt management contribute to the achievement of neoliberal goals of 

governing, responsiblising, and financialising immigrants at a distance in the United 

States, Canada, the UK, and Italy (Gilbert 2021; Lehman et al. 2016; Pianezzi et al. 2021). 

The result is that humanitarian care is compromised by economising the social (Lehman 

et al. 2016; Pianezzi et al. 2021), silencing people’s voices, and obscuring social issues 

(Agyemang & Lehman 2013). Others take a different approach, addressing the unmaking 

and construction of immigrants’ identities through the accounting profession (Annisette 

& Trivedi 2013) and tax returns (Bujaki et al. 2017). Common among these studies is the 

demonstration that accounting and calculative practices have mostly disadvantaged 

people in the global north; as an exception, Harney (2011) gives evidence of how social-

auditing procedures in Italy that aimed to address petty crime in public transport through 

checking bus tickets produced new knowledge that exposed the challenges faced by 

African migrants.  

 

While insights from this literature on immigrants and migrants are important, these 

groups are not forced to move, as opposed to refugees and asylum seekers. There exists 

a paucity of accounting literature that examines the experiences of asylum seekers and 

refugees. This thesis contributes to addressing this gap by examining the quantitative and 

calculative nature of the VAF, as well as the neoliberal conception of vulnerability, and 

how it affects Syrian refugees. Further, very few studies (with the notable exception of 

Frey-Heger and Barrett (2021) study in the context of Rwanda) have assessed accounting 

for refugees and other displaced people in developing-country settings. This research, 
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similar to Frey-Heger and Barrett (2021, p. 11) which examines how the identity of 

refugees are shaped as the “in need”, “suffering”, and “vulnerable” other . As a 

distinction, the study of Frey-Heger and Barrett (2021) is limited to examining the 

relationship between the local staff of an NGO and its refugee beneficiaries. This thesis 

extends such work by paying keen attention to the relationships among other actors and 

the role of the calculative practices of the VAF in discharging accountability. 

 

From an accountability perspective, accounting research has indicated the complexity of 

a one-size-fits-all model for accountability to refugees and other displaced people. There 

exists debate on who should be held accountable. Is it the NGO providing direct assistance 

to refugees (Conway et al. 2015; Dhanani & Kennedy 2022; Goncharenko 2021)? Is it 

the government providing relief for internally displaced people due to natural disasters 

and relying on calculative accountability, rather than taking responsibility for the Other 

(Baker 2014)? Is it the donor providing funds to humanitarian organisations and holding 

them accountable (Everett & Friesen 2010)? Is it the state that caused the crisis in the first 

place, as in the case of the United States’ invasion of Iraq in the name of profit (Chwastiak 

2013)? Or is accountability fragmented in a network of actors where everybody is 

responsible, but responsibility is difficult to identify, and thus where accountability is 

escaped, as in the case of Australia’s detention centres (McPhail et al. 2016)? Perkiss and 

Moerman (2020) highlight the complexity of accountability within a web of actors, noting 

that it can never be properly captured without paying attention to the competing 

rationalities and various forms of accounts of the experience. This thesis seeks to capture 

the competing accounts of the humanitarian community and Syrian refugees, uncovering 

the accountability dynamics in this context. Each case and context are different and brings 

new insights to accounting, depending on the angle and the lens that the researcher takes. 
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Therefore, by examining Syrian refugees in Jordan, this thesis contributes a novel context 

to the literature to enrich an understanding of accountability in aid contexts. The next 

section presents the context of Syria prior to the 2011 Syrian crisis and before many 

Syrians became refugees.  

 
 
2.3 The Syrian Arab Republic  

Syria is a developing country in Southwestern Asia, to the east of the Mediterranean Sea, 

that covers a land area of approximately 185,000 square kilometres. It is surrounded by 

Turkey (to the north), Iraq (to the east), Jordan (to the south), and Israel and Lebanon (to 

the west) (Kasparek & Dimashki 2009). The country is known historically and in modern 

times for being geostrategic, sitting on the intersection of three continents, “making a 

foothold there crucial to the global imperialist balance of forces” (Matar 2016, p. ix). 

Syria has strong economic and military ties with Russia, hosting the only Russian naval 

base on the eastern side of the Mediterranean, while being a neighbour to US allies. The 

discovery of a vast oil reserve in Syria in the mid-1980s has also made it strategically and 

economically significant (Matar 2016, p. ix).  

 

The Sykes-Picot Agreement between the United Kingdom and France saw Syria under 

French control from 1920 to 1946, when it gained its independence (Morrison & Woog 

2008, p. 33). Many political parties formed in Syria and competed for power following 

independence. Eventually, one party, the Ba’ath party, became dominant (Morrison & 

Woog 2008, pp. 46-9). The country underwent 21 coups before President Hafez Al-

Assad3 assumed power in 1970. He remained president until his death in 2000, after 

 
3 Hafez Al Asad was a former Ba’athis General, former Defense Minister, and former Prime Minister 
(Ma’oz 2021, p. 252). He is the longest-serving ruler of Syria.  
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which his son Bashar Al-Assad became the current president of Syria (Morrison & Woog 

2008, pp. 10-73). The Assads, who come from an Alwite Muslim minority, are known 

for their autocratic rule over the majority Sunni Muslims and “brutal measures against 

rebels and innocent civilians” when uprisings have occurred (Ma’oz 2021, p. 249). Both 

presidents adopted similar policies. According to Morrison and Woog (2008), “Bashar 

followed in the footsteps of a man whose major accomplishment in three decades had 

been staying in power”. Syria has been listed by the US as a country that supports 

terrorism since 1979, subjecting the country to restrictions on foreign aid and trade 

(Morrison & Woog 2008, pp. 7-9; U.S. Department of State 2019). By the time of Hafez’s 

death, Syria was described as:  

the last country in the Middle East to introduce fax machines and the Internet, a 
country with a crumbling industrial base, a corrupt, 19th century banking system, 
an utterly backward educational system, and not a single world-class export of 
any product or service (Friedman 2000). 

 

Before Hafez’s rule, the state-controlled Syria’s economy and market prices with import 

restrictions to create an independent and self-sufficient economy. Syrians had relatively 

good living standards with access to basic services and government subsidies (Matar 

2016, pp. 1-2). During Hafez’s regime, the economy moved to a free-market system with 

investment liberalisation policies, no state controls, and a significant reduction in 

subsidies (Matar 2016, p. 2). Agriculture, mining, and manufacturing were the major 

contributors to the Syrian economy until oil reserves were discovered (Matar 2016, p. 9). 

Despite this discovery during the 1980s, the economy was characterised as “weak and 

vulnerable to external disturbances”, such as fluctuations in oil prices (Matar 2016, p. 13) 

and the Iraq war (Morrison & Woog 2008, p. 95). The living standards of the Syrian 

population began to deteriorate as a result of Hafez’s development policies and strategies 

(Perthes 1992). Matar (2016, p. 1) notes that during Hafez’s rule, resources were allocated 
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to nonproductive economic sectors that benefited particular groups in the society (the 

ruling elites) instead of the general public, which created “social polarisation”, a major 

driver of social instability and unrest.  

 

As a result of the regime’s policies, Syria suffered from a continuous budget deficit, a 

balance of payments deficit, inflation that reached an unprecedented level of 30%, and a 

devaluation of the Syrian pound (Perthes 1992). Government strategies also led to a 

reduction in investment while maintaining a high budget for military expenditures, 

increasing taxes and fees, adopting policies that kept wages low, and laying off many 

workers, which caused severe hardship for most Syrians (Perthes 1992). Barnes (2009) 

argues that even the problem of water scarcity in Syria presented a challenge to the 

development process of the country as a result of the ruling Ba’ath party’s implementation 

of water-intensive agriculture. As will be shown later, the economic strategies of the 

regime are considered among some of the causes of the Syrian uprising (Matar 2016, p. 

1). The next section provides a background of the Syrian civil war.  

 

2.4 Syrian Civil War 
 

As-Shaab/Yoreed/Eskaat el nizam! The people want to topple the regime! Here 
on March 6 the slogan of the revolutions in Cairo and Tunis, which the boys 
had seen played out on their TVs, came flying from their paint cans onto a wall 
and grain silo in Daraa, the ancient and increasingly arid farming town on 
Syria’s southern border with Jordan. The local secret police soon arrested 15 
boys between the ages of 10 and 15, detaining them under the control of General 
Atef Najeeb, a cousin of President Bashar al-Assad. In a gloomy interrogation 
room, the children were beaten, bloodied, and burned, and had their fingernails 
pulled out by grown men working for a regime whose unchecked brutality 
appears increasingly to be sowing the seeds of its undoing (Macleod & Reporter 
in Syria 2011). 
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The torture of 15 boys described in the above excerpt and the resulting protests in the city 

of Daraa were the spark that ignited the Syrian civil war in 2011. The situation escalated 

when security forces fired on protesters and killed 100 people in one day. While the 

protests expanded across the country and people called for social, economic, and political 

reforms, the brutality and violence committed by security forces reached unprecedented 

levels, and the uprising shifted into a bloody civil war (Macleod & Reporter in Syria 

2011).  

 

Protesters began to demand President Bashar Al-Assad’s resignation. He ignored all 

requests for reforms and provoked increased anger when he failed to live up to his promise 

of conducting fair presidential elections in 2014, extending his term to 2028 (Azimov 

2019). The protests and brutality continued and increased; thousands of people were 

killed and millions had to flee their homes (Zisser 2017). There were also allegations of 

the use of chemical weapons in some attacks in several cities (Price 2019). The number 

of aerial bombardments had reached 33,000 by 2015 (Ferris & Kirişci 2016, p. 17). The 

use of violence and repression was not new to the regime: the Al-Assads had relied on 

violence to control the various ethnicities in Syria, including Sunnis, Shiites, Alawites, 

Christians, Kurds, Druse, Circassians, and Armenians (Spindel 2011, p. 4). Scholars have 

highlighted the sectarian nature of the Syrian war and the persistence of Sunni-Shiite 

animosity (Alvarez-Ossorio 2019; Can 2017; Phillips 2015). However, while the Al 

Assads have taken advantage of the vulnerability created by the sectarian division in 

Syrian society to capture and maintain power, the Syrian war is more complex (Balanche 

2018). 

 
The Syrian war did not spontaneously ignite. No doubt an ongoing “authoritarian regime 

ruled through emergency laws, clientelism, and endemic corruption” (Berti & Paris 2014, 
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p. 22) made life hard for many people. There was general disappointment and frustration 

over the social inequalities and poor governance of the country. The living circumstances 

of the lower and middle classes worsened during the decade before the war (Berti & Paris 

2014). Syrians suffered from stagnant salaries, cheap imports competing with local small 

manufacturers, and a failure to conduct political reforms (International Crisis Group 

2011).  

 

From a regional point of view, the conflict in Syria is part of the so-called Arab Spring 

that began in 2010. Before the outbreak of unrest in Syria, demonstrations against 

authoritarian regimes had occurred in several Middle Eastern countries such as Tunisia, 

Egypt, Libya, and Yemen (Zisser 2017). These Arab revolutions contributed to the fall of 

Zainal Abidin bin Ali, the Tunisian President for 23 years, the resignation of Hosni 

Mubarak, Egypt’s former president of 30 years (Azimov 2019), and the death of Libyan 

dictator Muammar Al-Gaddafi after 42 years of rule (Abushouk 2016). The regional 

upheaval changed citizen reactions to the Syrian regime’s usual and routine behaviours. 

The people would no longer tolerate the conditions under which they were living,  and 

they did not want to be excluded from the awakening of the region (International Crisis 

Group 2011).  

 
It has been more than a decade since the beginning of the Syrian crisis, with many internal 

and external reasons combining to contribute to the prolonged war. One reason is the 

fragmentation of the opposition (Tan & Perudin 2019). The opposition is composed of 

the Free Syrian Army, Islamic groups such as the Al-Nusra Front (which is linked to the 

Al-Qaeda terrorist group), and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria4 (Paphiti & Bachmann 

 
4 The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria is previously known as Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). 
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2018). This fragmentation leads to a lack of consensus on a political strategy and agenda 

and to poor coordination, making it difficult to abolish the regime. Further, Bashar’s 

exploitation of the sectarian division in Syria has played a role in lengthening the civil 

war. He has favoured Alawites in public-sector employment and placed many in power 

positions (McLauchlin 2018; Phillips 2015). At the same time, Sunni and Christian 

businessmen have benefited from market liberation policies, which has encouraged their 

loyalty to the regime (Berti & Paris 2014).  

 
A further reason for the protracted5 war is the interference of regional and international 

forces with different and conflicting interests, resulting in a strengthening of each side 

and further complicating the situation (Alvarez-Ossorio 2019). On one side, Russia, Iran, 

and Hezbollah have supported the Al Assad regime by providing military assistance. On 

the other, countries in the region such as Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey (Sunni Islam) 

have provided military assistance to the opposition. Others, such as the United States, 

Britain, and other Western countries, provide “non-lethal” support to the opposition 

(Ferris & Kirişci 2016, p. 16) and justify their participation in the war as a response to the 

violation of human rights (Azimov 2019). While there have been at least 17 attempts at 

peace, none have been successful in achieving a political solution (Ferris & Kirişci 2016; 

Musarurwa & Kaye 2016). Musarurwa and Kaye (2016, p. 32) argue that this may be due 

to the Syrian war becoming a global conflict involving a “web of foreign players” with 

different ideas on how to end the conflict. Figure 2.1 below presents the sequence of 

events, the interventions by external forces, and peace attempts between 2011 and the end 

of 2016.  

 

 
5 A protracted refugee situation occurs when there are refugee populations of 25,000 persons or more who 
have been in exile for five or more years in developing countries (UNHCR 2004, p. 2). 
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This overview of Syria, the Syrian regime’s policies, and the Syrian crisis indicates that 

Syrians have suffered and are suffering severely from existing power relations at many 

levels: local, regional, and international. None of the parties involved in the war have 

been officially held accountable for the suffering and death of many Syrians. Although 

large amounts of funds are provided every year to support Syrian refugees in the form of 

international and private aid, Syrians continue to be disadvantaged, deprived, and exposed 

to different forms of violence in the absence of permanent solutions.  

 

The next section provides a review of Syrian refugees and the challenges refugees face in 

host countries, including Jordan. 
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Figure 2.1: Timeline of Events 2011-2016 (adapted from Musarurwa & Kaye 2016, 
p. 33) 
 
 
3.3 Syrian Refugees  

 
The random attacks, bombardments, human rights violations, sexual violence, lack of 

survival mechanisms, and fear resulting from the ongoing war have contributed to many 

Syrians fleeing the country (Ferris & Kirişci 2016). The number of registered Syrian 

refugees had reached 6.6 million as of mid-2022, with over 5.6 million hosted in 

neighbouring countries (UNHCR 2023g) Table 2.1 gives the breakdown of Syrian 

refugees). These refugees have limited resources and opportunities to return to Syria. The 

major challenges that Syrian refugees face (many termed vulnerabilities in the VAF) are 

discussed next. The purpose of discussing these challenges is to draw attention to the 

complexity of refugees’ challenges (vulnerabilities) and the difficulty of designing a 

comprehensive tool such as the VAF that fully captures and represents these challenges.  
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Table 2.1: Syrian Refugees in Host Countries (Source: UNHCR 2021e) 
 

Host Country  Number of Syrian Refugees  
Turkey 3,763,447 
Lebanon 839,086 
Jordan 674,458 
Iraq  258,965 
Egypt 141,303 
Other (North Africa) 41,742 
Total 5,719,001 

 
 
 
2.4.1 The Well-Being of Syrian Refugees  
 

Refugees often go through “multiple psychological, social, emotional, and economic 

traumas” (Newman et al. 2018, p. 4). They may experience torture and the loss of family 

members before they flee their country. When they arrive in a host country, they 

encounter additional problems such as a lack of shelter, job opportunities, and even water. 

They may also be required to learn a new language, culture, and customs. All these 

challenges contribute to increasing stress levels (Ghumman et al. 2016). Strong feelings 

of hopelessness, fear, worry, and anxiety are common among refugees and are usually 

accompanied by cognitive, physical, social, and behavioural changes (Renner et al. 2020).  

 

The Syrian crisis is “a humanitarian catastrophe” that has caused “unimaginable” 

psychological damage to Syrian refugees (Al-Nuaimi et al. 2018, p. 34). About 30% of 

Syrian refugee students in Egypt were found to be suffering from post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) and depression, and nearly 14% had suicidal plans or attempts (Kira et 

al. 2017). Similar reports of PTSD were also found in Lebanon (Kazour et al. 2016), 

Turkey (Alpak et al. 2015), and Germany, where settled refugees suffered from PTSD, 

depression, and schizophrenia (Renner et al. 2020). Syrians in Jordan were found to have 
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many symptoms of psychological distress, such as “anger, fearfulness, nervousness, 

difficulty falling asleep or staying asleep, hopelessness about the future, and spells of 

terror and panic”, with many needing psychological support (Basheti et al. 2015, p. 1698). 

Women and children are usually more susceptible to PTSD (Ghumman et al. 2016), with 

around 24% of Syrian children in Jordan reporting feelings of being lonely and depressed, 

and with some having somatic pain (Hamdan‐Mansour et al. 2017).  

 

Addressing refugees’ psychological disorders and mental-health illnesses is not an easy 

task. Refugees may not have sufficient information about treatment options and they 

might not seek treatment due to the stigma associated with doing so (Renner et al. 2020). 

Therefore, many cases are not recognised because of underreporting (Atari-Khan et al. 

2021). This suggests that the actual percentage of refugees suffering from such issues is 

probably much higher. In addition, even when cases are reported and help is sought, the 

treatment process can face obstacles. There might be cases where psychological disorders 

are recognised but treatment is not pursued as a result of the perception that treatment 

does not provide a permanent solution. Syrian refugees in Lebanon, for example, 

considered resettlement as a panacea to their social and mental hardships (Kerbage et al. 

2020). However, the resettlement process may itself cause increased anxiety and 

additional mental-health complications. Evidence of this was documented in the 

experience of Syrian refugees who resettled in Germany (Von Haumeder et al. 2019). 

They reported that lack of language skills, discrimination, uncertainty around citizenship 

status, unemployment or working in improper jobs, financial problems, inability to meet 

basic needs, separation from family, social isolation, and loss of social status and values 

had all contributed to an increase in psychological distress (Von Haumeder et al. 2019). 
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Acceptance programs that offer full integration of refugees into host communities are 

extremely important for refugee mental health (Saleh et al. 2018).  

 

As a result of biological, psychological, behavioural, and attentional changes (Schnurr 

2015), PTSD can cause physical health complications as well as mental; these can include 

cardiovascular disease and other chronic diseases. Syrian refugees in the United States 

have reported suffering from “physical pain, including headaches, stomach aches, muscle 

pains, and poor health from heart problems” (Atari-Khan et al. 2021, p. 251). Therefore, 

addressing psychological disorders and the barriers to treatments is important due to the 

serious consequences of mental health for physical health.  

 

2.4.2 Physical Health  
 

Pinheiro and Jaff (2018, p. 19) write, “Refugees are often afflicted with health conditions 

that require long-term, specialized, and continuous care services that are costly and 

difficult to secure in host countries and camp settings.” The sudden and large influx of 

refugees into a host country can overload health systems, leading to overcrowded 

hospitals (Ekmekci 2017) and shortages of medicine and basic needs such as food and 

water (Doganay & Demiraslan 2016). Refugees also have an increased risk of developing 

diseases after arrival due to spending time in crowded and unsanitary living arrangements 

(Doganay & Demiraslan 2016). The additional burden on health facilities and human 

medical resources can cause host communities to view refugees as competitors for health 

resources, which can lead to resentment (Holmes 2015).  

 

Despite suffering from serious conditions and needing to seek medical intervention, many 

refugees have issues accessing adequate healthcare in host countries. The biggest barrier 
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reported relates to the cost of medical treatments (Doocy, Lyles, Hanquart, et al. 2016; 

Doocy et al. 2015; Lyles et al. 2018; Nabulsi et al. 2020; Tappis et al. 2017). The average 

payment Syrian refugees in Lebanon make for a consultation is USD $15 (Doocy, Lyles, 

Hanquart, et al. 2016). While the average total monthly healthcare expenditures can reach 

USD $90, the UNHCR only covers 70% of the costs (Holmes 2015). A 2014 survey of 

Syrian refugees in Jordan found that they pay around USD $18.8 million for medical care, 

with this amount excluding the cost of medication6 (Doocy, Lyles, Akhu-Zaheya, et al. 

2016).  

 

Further to the costs of seeking care, 33% of Syrian women in Jordan and 94% of Syrian 

women in Lebanon reported paying for their maternal and newborn health services 

(Tappis et al. 2017). These costs are much higher for unregistered refugees, who are 

ineligible for formal assistance, than for refugees with legal status (Nabulsi et al. 2020). 

These costs represent a huge financial burden to refugees whose economic conditions 

worsen as the crisis is prolonged, aid reduces over time, and the livelihood options 

available for refugees  become increasingly limited (Doocy, Lyles, Hanquart, et al. 2016; 

Lyles et al. 2018). Some refugees have even resorted to returning to Syria as they could 

not afford treatment in host countries, despite reports that the regime has destroyed health 

facilities in areas controlled by the opposition (Holmes 2015).  

 

Although some countries provide refugees free access to healthcare, there are factors that 

may prevent refugees from benefiting from these services. Existing research notes that 

even when host countries accommodate refugees in healthcare systems, some limitations 

may still exist. Turkey, for instance, has adopted an “unconditional open door policy” for 

 
6 Those who can pay use aid money or the money they earn from work or borrow from family and friends. 
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Syrian refugees, granting them legal status, social rights, and comprehensive free access 

to medical services (Saleh et al. 2018, p. 460). Despite this, some refugees in Turkey were 

not aware of their eligibility for free healthcare (Torun et al. 2018). Others who were 

aware of their right to healthcare reported facing other barriers, such as not speaking the 

local language, insufficient knowledge and understanding of how the healthcare system 

works, long waiting times, and health professionals’ negative attitudes towards refugees 

(Torun et al. 2018). Long waiting times were also found to be a  barrier to accessing 

healthcare in Canada (Oda et al. 2017), despite the confidence of the Canadian 

government in its ability to manage Syrian refugees and integrate them into the Canadian 

public health system without increasing its capacity (Hansen et al. 2016).  

 

In Jordan, Syrian refugees face changing policies that inhibit access to healthcare. Krafft 

et al. (2018) note that legal refugees outside camps were initially able to obtain health 

services at public health facilities and were treated as Jordanians in terms of the cost. 

However, the Jordanian Ministry of Health changed its policy in 2014 and required 

Syrians to pay a higher fee, keeping them from being able to afford even public 

healthcare, let alone the more expensive private clinics (Krafft et al. 2018)  

 
2.4.3 Employment 
 

Refugee employment in host countries is essential, performing “perhaps the most 

significant mechanism for the re-integration of refugees into mainstream society” 

(Newman et al. 2018, p. 4). Employment enables refugees to be self-reliant, increases 

confidence, allows them to socialise, and provides a sense of dignity (Şahin Mencütek & 

Nashwan 2020). Having sustainable and appropriate employment that aligns with a 
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refugee’s skills, needs, and desires makes them less dependent on aid and improves their 

well-being  (Gericke et al. 2018).  

 

However, refugees are often faced with legal constraints that can limit or prohibit them 

from working (Şahin Mencütek & Nashwan 2020). At the beginning of the crisis, Syrian 

refugees were not allowed to work legally in neighbouring host countries. For example, 

“Jordan had prioritized preventing Syrian refugees from joining the labour force” until 

2016 due to high unemployment levels among Jordanians and the fragmented labour 

market (Şahin Mencütek & Nashwan 2020, p. 5). As a result, refugees, especially those 

who considered low-skilled, participated in the informal sector. Working in this sector 

meant accepting below-minimum wages, working long hours in poor conditions, and 

being subjected to workplace discrimination (Bache 2019; Loayza et al. 2018; Refai et al. 

2018; Şahin Mencutek & Nashwan 2021; Şahin Mencütek & Nashwan 2020; Stave & 

Hillesund 2015). 

  

Employment for highly skilled refugee workers can be even harder, as this group 

struggles to find appropriate work that matches their qualifications (Bridekirk & Hynie 

2021). Entrepreneurs may seek illegal entrepreneurship opportunities by starting 

unsustainable and unlicensed businesses such as selling goods made at home (Refai et al. 

2018).  Such illegal activities may be driven by restrictions placed by the host 

government. For instance, in Jordan refugees need to secure a Jordanian sponsor to 

register an official business (Koburtay et al. 2020). While illegal entrepreneurship 

activities can temporarily assist refugees to earn an income, they may have feelings of 

anger and frustration if the authorities ultimately force them to shut down their business 

(Refai et al. 2018). 
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In response to pressure exerted by Western countries, some host countries (including 

Jordan and Turkey) have now granted refugees the right to work in the formal market. 

Having a work permit also comes with benefits. For example in Turkey, work permits 

allow refugees to access health insurance, pensions, fair compensation, and protection 

from employer exploitation, and give them the ability to sue employers for work-related 

violations (Bache 2019). However, Syrian refugees may not consider formal employment 

because they are dependent on aid (Stave & Hillesund 2015) and may be under the 

impression that they will lose some or all of the aid they receive if they work  (Bache 

2019). 

 

A further challenge faced by refugees is resentment. Refugees tend to reside in poor areas 

where they  must compete with locals for limited services and jobs (Bache 2019; İçduygu 

& Diker 2017; Şahin Mencütek & Nashwan 2020). There is evidence that in some cases, 

competition with refugees has caused the regional migration of locals in pursuit of 

employment opportunities (Loayza et al. 2018), such as the relocation of many Turkish 

women working in the agricultural sector (Del Carpio & Wagner 2015). Evidence also 

shows that the unemployment rate of locals has increased as a result of refugee 

competition (Çakılcı 2017). For example, after the start of the Syrian war, “the 

unemployment rate of Jordanians [increased] from 14.5 to 22.1 per cent between 2011 

and 2014…[and increased] from 19 to 35 per cent unemployment among the youngest 

age group of 15–24 years, indicating that it has become more difficult for young and new 

Jordanian workers to enter the labour market” (Stave & Hillesund 2015, p. 114). Further, 

in Lebanon, the presence of Syrian refugees has had a negative impact on the 

unemployment rate and Lebanese people’s income (David et al. 2020). Due to the 
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perceived negative impact of refugees on the labour market of host countries, the issue of 

whether o refugees should have the right to work in host countries remains debatable 

(Şahin Mencutek & Nashwan 2021) 

 

Disadvantaged groups such as refugee women and young workers face additional 

challenges (Ceritoglu et al. 2017). Although women have reported having a sense of 

empowerment from engaging in paid employment, cultural sensitivity, community 

expectations, and gender roles make it hard for them to secure permanent employment 

(Şahin Mencütek & Nashwan 2020). Moreover, a parent’s acceptance of low wages 

means that children work to increase the family income, subsequently missing out on 

school (Bache 2019; İçduygu & Diker 2017).  

 

The challenges refugees face are not limited to their well-being, physical health, and 

employment. The next section outlines some of the other major challenges refugees 

confront on a daily basis.  

 

2.4.4 Other Major Challenges 
 

Refugees struggle to survive conflicts and thrive in new environments  as they strive to 

secure food, clean water, documentation to prove their identity, and education. Table 2.2 

highlights these challenges, which also comprise vulnerability indicators embedded 

within the VAF.  
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Table 2.2: Other Challenges that Refugees Face 
Sector/Area Challenge/Vulnerability 
Education  - The language barrier, cultural problems, discipline 

problems, and limited access to books and class 
support  (Taskin & Erdemli 2018). 

- Students suffering from depression and trauma and 
needing psychological support at school (Aydin & 
Kaya 2019). 

- Studying different curricula, limited access to public 
schools and inability to afford private schools, cost 
of transportation, and dropping education  because 
of perceptions that it will not help secure a job 
(Albakri & Shibli 2019). 

- Prioritising other needs due to poverty, social 
tensions, and discrimination (Kaysılı et al. 2019). 

- Bullying, short teaching times and inability to find 
highly qualified teachers to work for the second shift 
dedicated to refugee children at schools, inability to 
access the education system because of lack of 
documentation (Visconti & Gal 2018). 

- Accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability 
problems (Fincham 2020).  

Food and nutrition  - Food insecurity (Al Zoubi et al. 2019; Ghada et al. 
2016; Nassour et al. 2021; Pehlivanturk-Kizilkan et 
al. 2020). 

- Unhealthy weight gain of Syrian refugee children 
(Pehlivanturk-Kizilkan et al. 2020). 

- Affordability of food items (Vatanparast et al. 
2020). 

- Lack of nutritional knowledge and poor dietary 
habits (Nassour et al. 2021). 

- Problems adjusting to a new food culture (Talhouk 
et al. 2020). 

Water and sanitisation  - Exacerbating water-scarcity problems (quality and 
quantity) in host countries and natives’ resulting 
hostility towards refugees (Baylouny & Klingseis 
2018; Hussein et al. 2020). 

- Limited access to clean water and sanitation and 
potential risk of spreading the coronavirus and other 
diseases (Kassem & Jaafar 2020) 

- Not having water for as long as weeks at a time and 
the anxiety that results (Mercy Corps 2014) 
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Documentation - Lack of identity documents to enter host countries 
and inability to pay residency fees (Janmyr 2016) 

 
This section and Sections 2.4.1-2.3.4 highlighted the challenges that refugees face and 

the complexity of refugees’ vulnerabilities, which raises a question of whether these 

vulnerablities can be captured in numerical scores, which will be discussed in Chapter 

Three. The next section provides an overview of Jordan.  

 
2.5 Jordan 
 

The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan bears a proportionately large burden of hosting 

refugees. Jordan was ranked second in terms of its refugee-to-population ratio in 20227 

(World Food Program 2022b), where Syrian refugees account for approximately 7% of 

the population (World Food Program 2022a). Given the large number of refugees that 

Jordan hosts, the experience of managing refugees’ affairs in Jordan is broad and 

encompassing.  

 

Jordan is a relatively small developing country in the Middle East (Al Rawashdeh et al. 

2016) with a total area that covers 89,341 square kilometres (El-Anis 2019, p. 118). It has 

a population of 11.302 million as at end-2022 (Department of Statistics 2023) distributed 

across 12 governorates, with Amman as the caapital. The majority of Jordan’s population 

are Sunni Muslim Arabs, with small minorities of Muslim Circassians and Chechens and 

Christian Arabs (Teller 2009). Jordan is surrounded by Syria to the north, Iraq to the east, 

Saudi Arabia to the southeast and south, and Israel and the West Bank to the west (Irvine 

2023). Like Syria, Jordan’s strategic location allows the country to become a nexus 

connecting Asia, Africa, and Europe and a channel for trade and communications (United 

 
7 Jordan was previously ranked the first (De Bel-Air 2016). 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Iraq
https://www.britannica.com/place/Saudi-Arabia
https://www.britannica.com/place/Israel
https://www.britannica.com/place/West-Bank
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Nations Population Fund 2023). As such, it has historically attracted external powers and 

foreign occupation due to its strategic and political value (Patai 1958). The modern state 

of Jordan dates back to the 20th century, when it was originally part of the Ottoman 

Empire (Irvine 2023) before the Emirate of East Jordan was established in 1921 under the 

United Kingdom. The Emirate continued to be a British mandate until it became an 

independent kingdom in 1946 (Wilson 1987, p. 148). 

 

The members of the Hashemite family, who have ruled since Jordan’s establishment, 

maintain considerable status in the Muslim world as descendants of the Prophet 

Mohammad. The King enjoys large-scale constitutional and executive authority: he 

appoints the Prime Minister, approves members of the cabinet, and appoints judges and 

the Commander of the Armed Forces (Sharp 2018; Teller 2009).  

 

Jordan is considered one of the most politically liberal Arab countries (Irvine 2023), 

known for its “dynamism, moderation and peace brokering” efforts in the region (United 

Nations Population Fund 2023). It enjoys good relationships with the west and Arab 

countries and is known for its stability: “an island of peace surrounded by sea storms” 

(Invisible Dog 2013). As such, it receives large amounts of international aid8 to support 

the country  as it attempts to mitigate the effects of the Syrian crisis on both Jordanians 

and Syrian refugees (Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation 2020). The 

following section discusses the challenging situation of the Jordanian economy, which 

constitutes an important reason why Jordan requires international support for Syrian 

refugees.  

 

 
8 Over 6 billion dollars for the years 2020-2022. 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Ottoman-Empire
https://www.britannica.com/place/Ottoman-Empire


43 
 

2.5.1 Economy  
 

Jordan is a lower-middle-income country9 (World Bank 2017). It has a small, open 

economy with limited natural resources compared to neighbouring countries (Obeid & 

Awad 2017). Therefore, it outsources many essential products such as fuel, chemicals, 

metals, and food (El-Anis 2019, p. 119). Having a budget deficit that worsened in 1989, 

Jordan was forced to approve an International Monetary Fund (IMF) program with 

embedded neoliberal economic policies in exchange for financial assistance. These 

policies were aimed at economic stability (El-Anis 2019, p. 130). In subsequent years 

Jordan has implemented additional neoliberal reforms to achieve economic growth. These 

practices have included reductions in subsidies for food and fuel, privatisation of 

government-owned companies, and liberalisation of foreign trade (El-Anis 2019, pp. 131-

2). Despite these efforts, Jordan is not considered a wealthy nation; its poverty rate has 

increased from 14.4% in 2010 (Department of Statistics 2021) to 15.7% in 2018 (Ministry 

of Social Development 2019), and its poverty line is USD 96 monthly per individual 

(UNHCR 2018d).  

 

The global financial crisis, along with other external and regional shocks, hit Jordan 

strongly, causing reductions in exports, imports, and tax revenue, and an increase in the 

unemployment rate (Hausmann et al. 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic also had negative 

impacts on the Jordanian economy: income from tourism decreased by 75.7%, total 

income decreased by 10.4%, and total exports decreased by 4.5% (Central Bank of Jordan 

2020). To manage its budget deficit, Jordan relies heavily on conditional external debt 

(Alzoubi 2020) and foreign aid (Magableh 2017). Further, the Government of Jordan has 

 
9 The World Bank reclassified Jordan from an upper-middle-income country on 1 July 2017.  
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increased taxes many times in the last decade to reduce the deficit (AL-Qudah 2021; Al 

Quraan 2020). Taxes continue to be the main source of revenue for Jordan (Alzoubi 

2020). According to Al-Khalidi (2018), Jordan's parliament passed an “IMF-backed tax 

law” to reduce public debt in 2018 after warnings by the Prime Minister of the heavy 

price that Jordan would pay if the Parliament failed to approve the law. In the same year, 

thousands of Jordanians protested against these IMF-driven tax hikes (Reuters 2018). 

This highlights how external actors influence the policies of developing countries and 

how governments can compromise their accountability to citizens as a result of their 

relationships with powerful global actors.  

 

Jordan faces many challenges. The budget-deficit problem correlates with an energy 

problem that has resulted from a lack of large oil and gas reserves. Jordan imports about 

97% of its energy needs from its neighbours (El-Anis 2019). However, regional instability 

has increased the cost of energy (Hausmann et al. 2019). Another major challenge is 

freshwater scarcity (Library of Congress 2006). Jordan is ranked as “one of the five most 

freshwater-poor countries in the world”: territorial water is only 0.6% of the total area, 

and about 85% of Jordan’s land receives minimal or no rainfall (Department of Statistics 

2019; El-Anis 2019, p. 120). In terms of water resources, surface water from three rivers 

(the Jordan, Al Yarmouk, and Al Zarqa rivers) constitutes two-thirds of total water 

(Hussein 2018). Two of the three rivers are transboundary, and the use of these water 

resources is limited by bilateral agreements. This leaves groundwater, which is currently 

over-exploited, as the main source of fresh water (Hussein 2018). Water shortage has had 

a huge impact on the Jordanian agriculture, food, and manufacturing industries (El-Anis 

2019). The weak economic situation in Jordan is exacerbated by the increased strain on 
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its resources as a result of hosting refugees (Berti 2015; Francis 2015). The following 

section discusses Jordan as a host country of many refugees.  

 
 
2.5.2 A Refugee-Welcoming Country 
 

Although not a signatory to the Refugee Convention (UNHCR 2020e), Jordan is among 

the top 10 refugee-hosting countries in the world (International Organisation for 

Migration 2020). It has a reputation for being a safe haven for refugees, despite its lack 

of economic resources (De Bel-Air 2016).  

 
Historically, Jordan has been “the main recipient of refugees from various nationalities 

through its open-door policy” (OECD 2018, p. 39). According to the UNHCR, it hosts 

refugees from 57 nationalities including Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Sudan, and Somalia 

(UNHCR 2021d). A large percentage of the population are Jordanians of Palestinian 

origin who fled from the Arab-Israeli Wars in 1948 and 1967 (Library of Congress 2006). 

A third wave of Palestinian refugees arrived in Jordan from Gulf countries, many of 

whom left Kuwait after the 1991 Gulf War (Chatelard 2010). Significantly, Jordan is the 

only country that has granted large-scale citizenship to Palestinians (Irvine 2023). 

According to the United States Congressional Research Service, Jordanian Palestinians 

comprise 55% to 70% of the population (Sharp 2020). In addition to Palestinians, Jordan 

received refugees from Lebanon during the civil war in 1975-1991, and from Iraq during 

the Gulf War in 1991 and after the United States-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 (Chatelard 

2010).  

 
Recently, the largest number of registered refugees in Jordan have come from Syria 

(UNHCR 2021d, 2021e). Unofficial reports estimate the total number of Syrians, 
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including unregistered refugees, to be around 1.3 million (ACAPS 2020). Seventeen per 

cent of registered refugees live in three camps: the Zaatari, Azraq, and Emirati Jordanian 

camps (UNHCR 2021d). According to the UN, 86% of Syrian refugees outside camps 

live below the poverty line (European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations 

2021). In 2016, an effort to support Syrian self-reliance and improve living conditions 

was made through attempts to integrate refugees into the labour market. In agreement 

with the EU, Jordan made a commitment to issue 200,000 work permits to Syrian refugees 

over a period of five years (De Bel-Air 2016). In addition to helping refugees access the 

labour market, Jordan is “one of the countries which continue to lead the way in ensuring 

refugees can get an education” by the inclusion of Syrian children in Jordanian public 

schools and offering subsidised fees to attend several Jordanian universities (UNHCR 

2020b).  

 

The regional crises and subsequent hosting of refugees did not come without a cost. 

Although Jordan maintained its open door for Syrian refugees, its borders with Syria and 

Iraq were officially closed, leading to the obstruction of trade. This lowered revenue, 

decreased exports and imports, and increased energy expenditures, leading to an increase 

in the budget deficit (Hausmann et al. 2019; Obeid & Awad 2017; OECD 2018). The 

huge expenditure of hosting Syrian refugees, about US$1.5 billion annually, led the 

government of Jordan to its shift capital-investment budget to current expenditures, thus 

limiting opportunities for economic growth (OECD 2018). In addition, the influx of 

Syrian refugees has brought to the forefront a complex interplay of social tensions 

between Syrian refugee and the Jordanian hosting communities (Al Atom 2019; Shteiwi 

2020; Zintl & Loewe 2022). This dynamic has primarily arisen from heightened 

competition over limited resources and opportunities within the country such as jobs, 
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housing, and essential services. This had negative impacts such as increasing rent prices 

and unemployment rate for Jordanian, leading to frictions and strained relations between 

the two groups and the need for social cohesion programs (Al Atom 2019; Shteiwi 2020; 

Zintl & Loewe 2022). Despite the implications of hosting refugees, the Jordanian 

Government notes that “Jordan remains committed to its moral obligations and bearing 

more than its fair share of the response” to the Syrian crisis (Ministry of Planning and 

International Cooperation 2020, p. 1). 

 

2.6 Concluding Comments 
 

This chapter has provided definitional overviews of what is meant by “refugee” and 

the difference between legal refugees and other displaced people. It has highlighted 

the debate and implications of extending the definition to include other groups. 

Further, a review of the relatively limited accounting studies on refugees and other 

displaced people has situated this thesis within the literature and highlighted its 

contributions. The review has also emphasised the complexity of accountability to 

refugees and the difficulty of identifying who should be held accountable. 

Moreover, this chapter has provided an overview of Syria and its economic and 

political situation prior to the civil war that was enabled by the authoritarian regime 

of the Al-Assad family. Furthermore, the chapter has provided a brief discussion of 

the Syrian civil war and the intervention of many parties and states, which hindered 

any progress on political solutions and contributed to the protracted nature of the 

Syrian refugee crisis. This was followed by a presentation of the challenges faced 

by Syrian refugees in host countries and the complexity of their vulnerabilities. 

Finally, the chapter has discussed the characteristics of Jordan as a refugee-hosting 

country and the physical context for this thesis. This chapter has shown that Syrian 
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refugees suffered from the actions of powerful actors before the war and continue 

to be on the lower end of the power hierarchy in host countries.  

 

Given the economic and social costs of hosting refugees and the need for 

international aid, the issue of funding vulnerable communities inevitably invokes 

accountability relations between donors, aid-recipient organisations, and other 

humanitarian actors. To analyse the accountability relationships and interplay 

between them (discussed in Chapter Four), there is a need to understand how the 

VAF works and the principles it embeds. The following chapter reviews the VAF 

as one of the innovative calculative approaches to distributing assistance to Syrian 

refugees in Jordan. It provides a detailed discussion of the actors who have been 

involved in its design, development, and implementation. This includes an 

examination of the UNHCR-Jordan office, which manages refugee affairs in Jordan 

and works with NGOs to deliver assistance and implement humanitarian programs.   
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Chapter Three: Background 
 

 

Chapter Two introduced the context for this thesis, including the definition of a refugee, 

accounting literature on displaced people, background on Syria and the Syrian crisis, the 

challenges faced by refugees, and Jordan as the site of investigation. This chapter 

discusses the need for states to share the burden of accepting and caring for refugees 

through a review of the relevant actors involved in refugee management and some of the 

innovative approaches used for this purpose, including the VAF.  

 

The chapter is presented as follows: Section 3.1 introduces the concept of responsibility-

sharing and the unequal distribution of this responsibility between the global north and 

the global south. Section 3.2 discusses the influence of intergovernmental organisations 

(IGOs), followed by Section 3.3, which reviews the history of the UNHCR and the 

challenges associated with discharging accountability. Section 3.4 addresses some of the 

new innovative approaches adopted by states and aid organisations to manage refugees 

and immigrants, highlighting their implications. Section 3.5 introduces the VAF as one 

of these approaches, offering some initial critiques from the literature. Section 3.6 

concludes the chapter.   

 

3.1 Responsibility-sharing  
 

The current global refugee crisis has historically been termed “the refugee problem” (see 

Bradley 2019; Hattam & Every 2010; Rubinstein 1936; Simpson 1938). According to 

Saunders (2018 n.p.), this terminology suggests that “refugees are regarded [as] a 

problem” that needs to be solved, rather than encouraging governments and other actors 
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to solve the problems of refugees. At the beginning of 2019, around 78% of refugees were 

living in protracted refugee situations (USA for UNHCR 2020), averaging 26 years 

(UNHCR 2017a). Although protracted situations drain the resources of the host country 

(Tatah et al. 2016) and impose many challenges (Ahimbisibwe 2019; UNHCR 2006a), 

existing research also shows that refugees can have a positive impact on host countries 

by creating economic opportunities and attracting international aid (see Codjoe et al. 

2012; Hussein et al. 2020; Jacobsen 2002; Mahia et al. 2020; Vemuru et al. 2020). 

Jacobsen (2002, p. 577) argues that the “potential benefit” of hosting refugees “for the 

state and its citizens go beyond the burdens imposed by a mass influx”, and that refugees 

should thus be embraced.  

 

Nonetheless, refugees continue to be unfairly blamed for larger social, political, 

economic, and security issues (Borthakur 2017; Choi & Salehyan 2013; Salehyan & 

Gleditsch 2006; Tumen 2016; Yasmine & Moughalian 2016). Consequently, they are 

inadequately supported and can be treated as unwanted guests (Turculet 2015) or 

unwelcome visitors (Rodriguez et al. 2017). While donors provide significant funding to 

the UNHCR each year to support refugees in developing countries, there is “a persistent 

shortfall in funding” (UNHCR 2021f, p. 3). For instance, as of August 2021, the 

UNHCR’s budget was underfunded by nearly $3.5 billion (UNHCR 2021f). Evidently, 

there is a need for more “responsibility-sharing”.  

 

According to Milner (2005, p. 56), responsibility-sharing or cost/burden-sharing is “the 

principle through which the diverse costs of granting asylum assumed by the host state 

are more equitably divided among a greater number of states”. It is a specific commitment 

in the Refugee Convention that countries providing the initial asylum to refugees will be 
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supported by international cooperation (Doyle 2018). This can be accomplished in two 

ways: providing financial support, and resettlement10 (Milner 2016). However, with the 

absence of a definition of what constitutes international cooperation in the Refugee 

Convention, there is an imbalance in responsibility-sharing among states (Doyle 2018). 

Ten donors11 provide over 75% of the UNHCR’s funds (Milner 2016), with developed 

countries preferring to provide financial assistance rather than offering asylum to refugees 

in their territory (Dowd & Mcadam 2017). Therefore, countries geographically proximate 

to crises that produce refugees carry the burden as the first to receive large numbers of 

refugees12. There exists “a major power asymmetry within the refugee system in which 

geography and proximity to crisis de facto define State responsibility” (Betts 2018, p. 

623). Further, the commitments made by donor states are characterised by being 

discretionary, shaped by politics, and at times provided in response to ad hoc campaigns 

or solidarity conferences organised by the UN (Betts et al. 2017).  

 

Recognising the need for more responsibility-sharing, the UN General Assembly adopted 

the New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants in 2016, which included several 

commitments to “strengthen and enhance mechanisms to protect people on the move” 

(UNHCR 2023d). As part of this declaration, the UNHCR was called upon to propose a 

Global Compact on Refugees (hereafter “the Compact”) by July 2018 to set out “practical 

measures that can be taken by a wide range of stakeholders to enhance international 

 
10 Resettlement is “the selection and transfer of refugees from a State in which they have sought protection 
to a third State that has agreed to admit them – as refugees – with permanent residence status” (UNHCR 
USA 2023). 
11 Table 3.4 in Section 3.3 gives the list of donors. 
12 As of mid-2022, there are over 27.1 million refugees registered with the UNHCR; 83% are hosted in 
low- and middle-income countries. Seventy-two per cent are hosted in neighbouring countries; only 57,500 
are resettled in third countries in 2021 (UNHCR 2022c). 
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cooperation…and to ensure a more equitable and predictable sharing of the burden and 

responsibility for protecting refugees” (UNHCR 2023d).  

 

Although the Compact represents a significant step toward responsibility-sharing (Doyle 

2018), early critics highlight that it suffers from many shortcomings. For instance, it is 

still considered not legally binding (Doyle 2018) and “modest in scope and ambition”, 

without any guidance on how to reflect its principles to practice (Betts 2018, p. 625). It 

seeks to increase the resources available in the system rather than changing how the 

system itself works (Betts 2018). According to Dowd and Mcadam (2017), although the 

Compact commits states to “more equitable” responsibility-sharing that considers their 

different capacities, resources, and existing contributions, it does not necessarily follow 

that responsibility-sharing is equitable. Finally, the Compact does not provide 

mechanisms to measure implementation or hold states accountable for their commitments 

(McAdam cited in Dowd & Mcadam 2017). Although almost all member states supported 

the Compact in the context of the EU, it has been argued that the EU does not implement 

the Compact (Easton-Calabria 2021, p. 126). For instance, Arar (2017) suggests that the 

EU uses strategies such as providing large donations and incentives to host countries in 

the global south to encourage local integration of refugees in host countries, thus shifting 

the responsibility to the global south. 

 

Syria remains the most significant refugee crisis that the UNHCR has ever supported 

(UNHCR 2022a). In 2013, “[t]he United Nations launched the largest appeal in its history, 

seeking five billion US dollars for humanitarian aid to Syria” (uNifeed 2013). António 

Guterres, UN High Commissioner for Refugees at the time, commented on this figure:  

It represents what the Americans spend in ice creams in 32 days. It represents 
what the Australians spend on overseas travel in 10 weeks. It represents what 
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German drivers spend on petrol in six weeks. I don't recall any bailout of any 
average-dimension bank in the Western world that has not cost five, six, seven, 
or 10 times more. So, what we are asking for is indeed massive from the point 
of view of what is normally the support given by the international community to 
humanitarian needs. But it is really, it is really very little compared with what is 
usually spent on other purposes in other parts of the world (uNifeed 2013). 

 

Despite this appeal, there is still a considerable responsibility deficit in response to Syria, 

and the proximate countries that host the largest number of Syrian refugees (Turkey, 

Lebanon, and Jordan) continue to carry the largest social and economic burden. Figure 

3.1 indicates the UNHCR’s budget deficit for Syria from 2014 to 2022. It highlights that 

that the amount the UNHCR received from donors and was able to spend is significantly 

less than the budgeted amount that the UNHCR estimated as needed to support Syrian 

refugees. The insufficient financial assistance that donors provide for Syrian refugees has 

been one of the main drivers for developing the VAF in Jordan13. In August 2022, the 

UNHCR issued a further appeal to the international community, warning that “[t]he 

refugee situation in Jordan may become a humanitarian crisis in a matter of months if 

urgent funding is not provided” (UNHCR 2022e). 

 

 
13 The VAF is described in more depth in Section 3.5. 
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Figure 3.1: Syria Budget vs Expenditures (Source: UNHCR 2022d) 

 

The imbalance of responsibility-sharing between states coupled with the need for a 

coordinated response requires the involvement of many actors in the management of a 

refugee crisis. In addition to the UNHCR14, other actors such as local and central 

governments in host countries, NGOs, other IGOs, civil-society groups, and community-

based organisations play different and important roles (Mommers & van Wessel 2009; 

Moretti 2021; Munir-Asen 2018; Sakharina et al. 2017; Van Dessel 2019). These actors 

are involved in making decisions related to refugee status determination (Alexander 1999; 

Hamlin 2012), the management of refugee camps (Bulley 2014; Karsu et al. 2019), the 

provision of humanitarian and development aid (Crisp 2001; MacPherson & Sterck 

2019), and resettlement (Betsy 2020). Figure 3.2 highlights this complexity within the 

global refugee regime. The next section provides an exposition of IGOs, given their role 

 
14 As will be indicated in Section 3.2, the UNHCR is considered an IGO. 
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as active participants at different stages in the refugee-management regime and actors that 

share some of the responsibility.    

 

Figure 3.2: The Refugee Regime Complex (Source: Betts 2013, p. 73) 

 

3.2 Intergovernmental Organisations 
 

There has been an abundance of studies on IGOs15 within the accounting and 

accountability literature. Examples of these organisations include the World Bank, 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD), EU, and UN, including its agencies, such as the UNHCR and UN 

Development Program (UNDP). In the context of the VAF, the EU participates as a donor, 

 
15 Intergovernmental organisations are “permanent bodies that states create to address matters entrusted to 
them and which result from international agreement among states” (Law 2007). 



56 
 

while the World Bank and other IGOs have significant roles in the design of the VAF as 

operational partners to the UNHCR. IGOs typically hold large amounts of financial and 

technical resources as well as expertise. These resources allow them to provide assistance 

to developing countries, which gives them power, allowing them to dominate and govern 

the daily practices of these countries (Alawattage & Azure 2019; Neu & Ocampo 2007; 

Shiraz Rahaman et al. 2007).  

 

Accounting scholars continue to draw attention to the influence that these organisations 

exercise in the global space (see Alawattage & Alsaid 2018; Alawattage & Azure 2019; 

Annisette 2004; Bakre et al. 2017; Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018; Hopper et al. 2009; 

Jayasinghe et al. 2020; Lassou & Hopper 2016; Neu et al. 2006; Neu et al. 2010; Neu et 

al. 2008). For example, global financing organisations such as the World Bank, IMF, and 

Asian Development Bank provide conditional loans to developing countries (Alawattage 

& Alsaid 2018), the World Bank, IMF, and UN issue rankings for countries based on 

income and human development (van Helden & Uddin 2016), and some IGOs issue soft 

laws, codes, governing papers, systems, and bodies to regulate the global space and hold 

states accountable (Alawattage & Azure 2019; Jayasinghe & Wickramasinghe 2011; 

Kreander & McPhail 2019).  

 

The World Bank and IMF are among the most powerful IGOs. According to Neu et al., 

these organisations are “two key, global actors” and “given their ability to reform and 

reshape the economic and social landscape, it is imperative that attention continues to be 

aimed toward” them (2010, p. 418). The conditional nature of their financial assistance is 

a particular area of interest for accounting scholars. In exchange for their loans, the World 
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Bank and IMF require developing countries to undertake accounting-dependent reforms16 

that may provoke local resistance and be inappropriate for their contexts (Kimani et al. 

2021; Shiraz Rahaman et al. 2007). Using Bourdieu, (Neu & Ocampo 2007) and Neu et 

al. (2006, 2008) note that the conditions the World Bank enacts dominate developing 

countries by imposing certain views and practices. Other scholars have confirmed that 

imposing accounting and calculative practices is a way of diffusing a neoliberal agenda 

and imposing marketised logics that seek capital accumulation in developing countries 

(Alawattage & Alsaid 2018; Alawattage & Azure 2019; Bakre & Lauwo 2016; Bakre et 

al. 2022; Mehrpouya & Salles-Djelic 2019). Further, Alawattage and Alsaid argue that 

the World Bank’s loans to Egypt represent a form of “hegemonic imposition” (2018, p. 

18). Additionally, they suggest that in the context of Ghana, the World Bank’s imposition 

of social accountability requirements “amounts to ‘symbolic violence’” (2019, p. 18). 

These examples suggest that IGOs’ assistance often comes with strings attached.  

 

The effectiveness of IGOs’ interventions and their ability to provide positive outcomes to 

the general public remains debatable (Nyamori et al. 2017). Many scholars conclude that 

the discourse of more accountability, better governance, improved democracy, reduced 

corruption, and the addressing of poverty as promoted by such organisations is rhetoric, 

and that the outcomes are often counter-productive (Alawattage & Azure 2019; Bakre & 

Lauwo 2016; Bakre et al. 2022; Jayasinghe & Wickramasinghe 2011; Kimani et al. 2021; 

Murphy 2008; Rahaman et al. 2004; Uddin & Hopper 2003). IGO interventions can also 

have side effects (Neu et al. 2006), exacerbating the very problems they are trying to solve 

 
16 Reforms include, for example, corporate governance (Kimani et al. 2021); adopting accounting standards 
and practices (Christensen et al. 2019; Cohen et al. 2015), new accounting information systems, auditing 
practices, accountability mechanisms (Neu et al. 2006); and conducting economic reforms such as public-
sector privatisation, trade liberalisation, elimination of state subsidies, and tax restructuring (Alawattage & 
Azure 2019; Bakre & Lauwo 2016; Uddin & Hopper 2003; van Helden & Uddin 2016). 
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(Shiraz Rahaman et al. 2007). The evidence remains inconclusive regarding the 

unfavourable outcomes and whether they are (un)intended (Annisette 2004; Jayasinghe 

et al. 2020; Neu et al. 2006; Shiraz Rahaman et al. 2007). The conditional nature of 

financial assistance discussed and the potential consequences are relevant to this thesis. 

The VAF is one such conditional tool imposed on refugees by IGOs and other 

humanitarian actors: refugees must provide personal data to receive aid. As will be 

explained in Chapters Seven and Eight, this tool has adverse outcomes for refugees.  

  

As an IGO, the UN is a powerful body. Its system comprises over 30 funds, programs, 

and specialised agencies working in over 190 countries (United Nations 2023b). The 

World Bank is listed as one of its specialised agencies, and three of its subsidiary 

organisations work with refugees and asylum seekers: the UNHCR, United Nations Relief 

and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), and International 

Organisation for Migration (IOM) (United Nations 2023b). Despite these organisations’ 

influence and impact on millions of people, according to Neu et al. (2009), less attention 

has been directed toward humanitarian international organisations than to the World Bank 

and IMF. For example, critical accounting studies on the UNRWA are limited, while the 

IOM and UNHCR are only briefly mentioned in a small number of studies concerned 

with refugees or migrants (Annisette & Trivedi 2013; Everett & Friesen 2010; Gilbert 

2021; O’Leary 2017; Perkiss & Moerman 2018; Perkiss et al. 2022). While some studies 

refer to the role that the IOM plays in Western countries’ immigration policies and 

processes, such as managing some Australian offshore immigration detention facilities 

(McPhail et al. 2016) and providing training to refugees before arriving in Canada 

(Gilbert 2021), the organisation itself was not the main unit of analysis. The same 

observation applies to the UNHCR in accounting research. This thesis contributes to the 

http://www.unrwa.org/
http://www.unrwa.org/
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accounting literature by analysing the UNHCR’s implementation of the VAF and 

accountability relationships at play (Chapter Four). To make this contribution, a brief 

background on the role of the UNHCR is necessary. 

 

3.3 UNHCR  
 

The UNHCR was established in 1950 following the Second World War as a support 

agency to help the millions of Europeans who had lost or fled their homes (UNHCR 

2023b). The initial scope of the Refugee Convention, which forms the basis for the 

UNHCR’s work, sets to support those who had been displaced because of the war prior 

to 1 January  1951. The organisation supports over 32.5 million refugees, as well as 53.2 

million IDPs, 4.6 million asylum seekers, and 5.6 million Venezuelans displaced abroad17 

(UNHCR 2022c). Figure 3.3 showcases the number of refugees according to the country 

of origin as at mid-2022.  

 

Figure 3.3: Refugees Based on the Country of Origin (UNHCR 2021c) 

 
17 All figures are as of the mid-2022 except IDPs, which is as of the end of 2021. 
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The UNHCR operates in 137 countries and has many local offices, such as UNHCR-

Jordan (UNHCR 2023h). To support refugees and other persons of concern, the UNHCR 

partners with other IGOs as well as international and local NGOs to deliver assistance 

and provide services (UNHCR 2019a). UNHCR works with more than 900 partners 

worldwide (UNHCR 2023e). IGOs do not receive funds from the UNHCR, but work with 

the organisation to achieve shared objectives. NGOs that receive funds from the UNHCR 

to implement specific programs are called implementing partners, and are accountable to 

the UNHCR (UNHCR 2003, 2019a). It is important that NGOs have the required skills, 

knowledge, and experience in the country that hosts refugees, the implementation of 

humanitarian interventions, and the UNHCR’s policies and procedures, as all of these 

factors are considered before forming a partnership agreement with the UNHCR.  

 

The UNHCR also relies on voluntary contributions to fund its operations. The annual 

budget of the UNHCR reached US$9.15 billion in 2021 (UNHCR 2021c). Eighty-five 

per cent of funds come from governments, 3% from IGOs and pooled funds, 11% from 

the private sector, and 1% from the UN budget to cover administrative costs (UNHCR 

2021c). As indicated, the agency depends heavily on a small number of donors, and this 

dependence places donors in a powerful position that makes the UNHCR accountable to 

them for “the funds entrusted to it to provide protection and assistance and to seek durable 

solutions for refugees” (UNHCR 2003, p. 109). Table 3.1 presents the top 10 donors in 

2021. 
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Table 3.1: UNHCR Donors in 2021 (Source: UNHCR 2021a) 

 

 

The protection of refugees was, and still is, intended to be the responsibility of states, 

with the UNHCR providing more of a supervisory role, including holding states 

accountable for their commitments under the Refugee Convention. However, the role of 

the UNHCR has expanded through the years such that it has assumed additional 

responsibilities, including the direct provision of services and humanitarian aid, 

particularly in countries that are not signatories to the 1951 Convention (Jacobsen & 

Sandvik 2016, pp. 3-4; Woodruff 2014), such as Jordan. Therefore, in many contexts 

(especially in the global south), the UNHCR has taken the lead in coordinating responses 

to refugee crises and in managing refugee affairs (Glasman 2017; Moretti 2021; Scheel 

& Ratfisch 2014; Vayrynen 2001). In this way, the UNHCR takes the role of the state 
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(Miller 2018, p. 2). Taking on additional responsibilities beyond the UNHCR’s mandate 

has accountability implications. First, the organisation holds more accountability 

requirements than its original charter envisioned. Second, host governments are not 

assuming their responsibilities and not being held accountable. Finally, the UNHCR must 

play a more active role in protecting refugees from external adversities as well as threats 

that might arise from its own work (Jacobsen & Sandvik 2016, pp. 9, 13). This includes 

protecting them from violating their own human rights obligations (Kinchin 2016). 

 

The UNHCR acknowledges its accountability to the people it serves through its policy 

called “Accountability to Affected Populations” (AAP). The UNHCR defines and 

explains the AAP as follows:  

[T]he responsible use of power (resources, decision making) by humanitarian 
actors, combined with effective and quality programming that recognizes a 
community of concern's dignity, capacity, and ability to be independent....   
UNHCR is committed to ‘putting people first' and drawing on the rich range of 
experiences, capacities, and aspirations of refugee, displaced, and stateless 
women, men, girls and boys. In addition, it is committed to being accountable to 
the people it serves by listening and responding to their needs, perspectives, and 
priorities (UNHCR 2021b, p. 1) 

 

The AAP recognises the power of the UNHCR and its staff over refugees and other people 

of concern. However, the UNHCR has faced criticism for its “lack of accountability, 

transparency, and the absence of external control mechanisms” (Fresia & Von Känel 

2016, p. 105). In response to such criticisms, the UNHCR established accountability 

bodies, technologies, and a range of procedures to improve not only its financial and 

internal accountability, but also its accountability to people of concern; specifically, 

refugees. Examples include issuing a Code of Conduct, an Age, Gender and Diversity 

policy, and an internal financial control framework, as well as establishing the Inspector 
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General's Office and Oversight Committee and an internal audit service (Türk & Eyster 

2010).  

 

The abundance of approaches and guides is considered “both an asset and hindrance” 

(Türk & Eyster 2010, p. 167). Although this assumes a system of accountability that is 

dynamic and in a constant state of change and development, it provides a “fragmented” 

(Türk & Eyster 2010, p. 168) and elastic conception of accountability (Jacobsen & 

Sandvik 2016, p. 17). It can tend to constrain staff with paperwork and bureaucracy (Türk 

& Eyster 2010). Also, while the existence of these policies serves to disprove the 

perception “that UNHCR suffers from a lack of accountability”, the UNHCR “tends to 

label a wide range of practices [as] accountability initiatives” (Jacobsen & Sandvik 2016, 

p. 11), which may not necessarily lead to better accountability. Further, some of the 

policies are characterised by being “generic” (Brouder 2017) in that they provide only a 

“broad understanding” of accountability with “little elaboration or critical reflection 

regarding how accountability is defined in any given instance, who the relevant 

stakeholders are, or to what ends accountability mechanisms are addressed” (Jacobsen & 

Sandvik 2016, p. 11). Accountability is further complicated by adopting new mechanisms 

and technologies to respond to refugee crises worldwide, which can have serious 

implications for refugees. The next section discusses some of the innovative approaches 

that are in use to manage refugee crises and their accountability implications.  

 

3.4 Innovative Approaches and Their Consequences  
 

Technologies produce unexpected problems, are utilised for their own ends by 
those who are supposed to merely operate them, are hampered by under-funding, 
professional rivalries, and the impossibility of producing the technical conditions 
that would make them work – reliable statistics, efficient communication 
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systems, clear lines of command, properly designed buildings, well framed 
regulations or whatever (Miller & Rose 1990, p. 11)  

 

Technology has contributed to creating innovative approaches to manage many refugees 

and migrants and to deal with humanitarian challenges. Technologies such as blockchain, 

artificial intelligence, algorithms, digital identities, and biometrics are increasingly used 

to predict people’s movement and to manage borders, visas, and asylum procedures 

(Bither & Ziebarth 2020). These approaches are sometimes categorised as digital 

humanitarianism, and are described as data-based and smart approaches that allow for 

the remote management of humanitarian interventions (Duffield 2016). Many of these 

technological opportunities are promoted as embedding the UNHCR’s promise of 

improving accountability and performing humanitarian tasks in “the most effective, 

efficient, fast, precise, cheap, comprehensive and transparent manner possible” (Jacobsen 

& Sandvik 2018, p. 1509). However, existing research notes that these technologies 

instead have serious implications for accountability (see Jacobsen & Sandvik 2018; 

Lehman et al. 2016). 

 

Although the humanitarian principle of “do no harm” requires humanitarian actors not to 

elevate people’s suffering, evidence has continuously shown that many humanitarian 

technologies are counterproductive (Burton 2020). Humanitarian organisations often 

contract with private for-profit businesses to provide these digital technologies, which 

enable businesses to sell their goods and services and accumulate capital (Burns 2019). 

In this way, digital humanitarianism takes on the form of “philanthro-capitalism”, where 

capital logics such as branding, efficiency, and bottom lines become infused within the 

humanitarian sphere, as opposed to humanitarian and social logics (Burns 2019, p. 1101). 

Further, while promoted as depoliticised, neutral, and impartial, humanitarian 
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technologies are affected by “global power dynamics” and can disadvantage those 

intended to benefit from their deployment (Jacobsen 2015, p. 28). They can “reproduce 

the power asymmetries of humanitarianism, and in so doing, they become constitutive of 

humanitarian crises themselves” (Madianou 2019b, p. 2), thereby violating the “do no 

harm” principle.  

 

The concerns around the use of humanitarian technologies stem from the serious 

consequences of the successful use of technology, rather than technology failure 

(Jacobsen 2017). For instance, Jaspars and Sathyamala (2021) explain that refugees and 

asylum seekers can be potentially excluded and made invisible due to digitalising 

assistance in English-speaking countries, where digital and English illiteracy can prevent 

some people from applying for assistance. Madon and Schoemaker (2021) further explain 

that the UNHCR’s transition to open platforms in Uganda to improve the effectiveness of 

service delivery places refugees into categories that are imposed on them, limiting their 

agency. The authors note that categories such as “female head of the household”, which 

serves the refugee-management system, may clash with social and cultural norms, and in 

some cases lead to tensions or violence (Madon & Schoemaker 2021). The implications 

of categorisation and classification are pertinent to this research and will be discussed in 

their relation to the vulnerability categories that result from the implementation of the 

VAF. 

 

A further relevant impact of technologies comes from the use of algorithms in 

humanitarian interventions and initiatives such as the VAF. For instance, in Turkey and 

Estonia algorithms are used to speed the process of making spatial decisions to relocate 

Syrian refugees to areas of better employment (Masso & Kasapoglu 2020). Masso and 



66 
 

Kasapoglu (2020, p. 1203) note that algorithmic decisions “entail a ‘triple agency’ – an 

agency of experts developing and using these datafied solutions, an agency of data 

subjects being targets of those calculations, and an agency of algorithms”. The authors 

further explain that algorithms have the power of constructing refugees’ lives by making 

automated decisions that fail to capture social and cultural sensitivities and refugees’ 

desires (Masso & Kasapoglu 2020). It has been well established that algorithms have 

constitutive power (Agostino et al. 2021; Cheung 2017; Jeacle & Carter 2011; Kerwin 

2020; Martin 2018; Molnar 2019; Nikidehaghani et al. 2022). Algorithmic decisions are 

found to have material consequences; for example, hotel ratings in the TripAdvisor 

website (Jeacle & Carter 2011; Scott & Orlikowski 2012). Moreover, Nikidehaghani et 

al. (2022) show that the use of algorithms in Australia’s welfare debt recovery system 

intensifies power asymmetries and  modifies the behaviours of welfare recipients.   

 

The use of algorithms, beyond their constitutive power, also has implications for 

accountability and transparency. Algorithms are developed by humans and often embed 

the values of those who create them, “many of which openly promote racism, sexism, and 

false notions of meritocracy” (Anupam 2017; Noble 2018, pp. 1-2). In the case of 

migration and refugee management, it is argued that algorithms are an extension of states’ 

migration policies, with little attention paid to giving refugees choice and control (Masso 

& Kasapoglu 2020). Algorithms thus have an element of bias (Lehner et al. 2022) and 

can reconfigure accountability relations (Nikidehaghani et al. 2022; Scott & Orlikowski 

2012), leading to further systematic marginalisation and algorithmic oppression (Noble 

2018, p. 4). This harm is magnified by the difficulty of holding anyone accountable for 

algorithmic decisions. Algorithms are described as black boxes; they are highly technical, 

and the source code is usually considered classified, which makes it difficult to question 
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algorithmic decisions (Molnar 2019; Ouyang 2019). Further, the involvement of many 

actors in the process raises questions on who should be held accountable for any harm: is 

it the organisation, the developer of the algorithm, the user, or the decision-maker? 

(Wieringa 2020). This makes it challenging to trace decisions underlying algorithmic 

calculations to a specific person or actor (Lehner et al. 2022). 

 

Algorithms rely on data, with the datafied nature of humanitarian technologies receiving 

considerable scholarly attention, most of which has signalled these technologies as 

problematic. Data-based technologies collect large volumes of sensitive data and personal 

information, allegedly for the purpose of serving, protecting, and resourcing people 

(Hosein & Nyst 2013). However, such technologies have the potential to inflict harm 

(Jacobsen & Fast 2019), exclude some individuals from receiving aid (Holloway et al. 

2021), facilitate surveillance and control over refugees’ movements, and violate human 

rights such as privacy (Hosein & Nyst 2013; Latonero & Kift 2018; Lehner et al. 2022; 

Sánchez-Monedero 2018). 

 

The collection and use of biometric data has also been examined as an area of concern. 

Biometrics such as fingerprints and iris scans18 offer useful tools for verifying and 

establishing the (digital and biological) identities of refugees and asylum seekers to 

deliver humanitarian assistance and prevent fraud (Farraj 2011; Holloway et al. 2021). 

However, they impose serious risks such as “violation of privacy, misidentification, 

stigmatization, and the potential to block meritorious asylum applications” (Farraj 2011, 

p. 891). Madianou (2019b, p. 10) provides evidence of the bias that biometric 

 
18 An iris scan is a biometric technology that uses the human iris, the patterns of which are unique to 
individuals, to authenticate users (Bharadi et al. 2018). 
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technologies induce in the context of Rohingya refugees, arguing that biometrics cause 

“racial and gender bias, codification of discrimination, lack of data safeguards, function 

creep, and ethical concerns given the lack of meaningful consent”.  

 

In the context of the Syrian crisis, the UNHCR used iris-scanning technology in Jordan 

initially to manage Syrian refugees’ registration and later to distribute cash assistance 

(Jacobsen 2015, p. 76). Although the UNHCR had used biometric registration before, this 

was the first time  it had been used to distribute money. Jacobsen (2015, p. 76) found that 

the biometric data for some Syrians was leaked to the Syrian regime, threatening their 

safety if they return to Syria. There were also concerns about the UNHCR sharing Syrian 

refugees’ data (including biometrics) with the government in Lebanon. These concerns 

appeared to make refugees prefer not to receive assistance over providing their data in 

Lebanon (Jacobsen 2015, p. 78).  

 

While humanitarian technologies seek more effective and efficient humanitarian 

decisions and programs, they pose risks that defeat their purpose and compromise 

accountability. The next section extends the discussion on innovative humanitarian 

technologies and provides background information on the VAF as one of these 

technologies. 

3.5 The Vulnerability Assessment Framework  
 

UNHCR-Jordan launched the VAF in 2014 to direct the response to the influx of Syrian 

refugees in Jordan. It was developed in consultation with other IGOs including the World 

Bank, two donors (the United States and the EU), and NGOs (UNHCR 2017g n.p.); 

Figure 3.4). The VAF is used by UNHCR-Jordan and partners to make decisions 
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regarding who is eligible to receive assistance, and what share of funding they will receive 

(Lenner & Turner 2021). The underlying principle of the VAF is that those who are 

deemed more “vulnerable” will be prioritised to receive assistance. The VAF is thus 

considered an algorithmic tool for resource allocation (Turner 2019). 

 

 

Figure 3.4: Actors Involved in the Design, Development, and Implementation of 

the VAF 

 

Before the development of the VAF, humanitarian actors conceived of vulnerability in 

terms of specific vulnerable groups such as women at risk, elderly people, and people 

with disabilities (Lenner & Turner 2021). This approach suffers from some flaws: first, it 

leads to a large number of eligible vulnerable refugees, which is problematic to aid 

organisations given the reduction of aid funds over time (Khogali et al. 2014). Second, it 

does not recognise the difference in vulnerabilities between people in each group. 

Drawing on Glasser (2019), accounting scholars Burns and Jollands (2020) agree with 

this, and acknowledge the complexity of societies, the people in them, and the 



70 
 

multidimensional nature of well-being and vulnerability. Instead of making an exhaustive 

list of vulnerable people, Deeson (2020) advocates for a “principle-based approach” that 

accounts for the conditions that make the person vulnerable. This principle is embedded 

in the VAF, as evident in the following definition of vulnerability:  

[T]he risk of exposure of Syrian refugee households to harm, primarily in 
relation to protection threats, inability to meet basic needs, limited access to 
basic services, and food insecurity, and the ability of the population to cope with 
the consequences of this harm (UNHCR 2017g, p. 1). 

 

As will be shown in Chapters Seven and Eight of this thesis, the implementation of the 

VAF leads to other problems, such as the redistribution of vulnerability, refugees’ self-

identification of vulnerability, the quantification and dehumanisation of refugees, and the 

decreasing amount of funds available to support them.  

 

Similar to other digital humanitarian technologies, the VAF relies on collecting refugee 

data that corresponds to several vulnerability indicators: welfare, documentation status, 

coping strategies, dependency ratio19, basic needs, education, food security, health, 

shelter, and water (WASH) (UNHCR 2016f). The process is broken down into the 

following steps:  

 

Step 1: Staff of partner NGOs conduct home visits to Syrian refugees’ houses, interview 

them, observe their living conditions, and collect refugee data using a questionnaire 

(UNHCR 2014e). 

Step 2: Data collected is uploaded to the Refugee Assistance Information System (RAIS) 

using tablets via software supplied by UNHCR-Jordan (UNHCR 2017g).  

 
19 The dependency ratio is “an indicator that describes the economically active and inactive people in a 
family and is the relationship of dependents (non-autonomous adults, children and the elderly) to non-
dependents (able-bodied, working-age members)” (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019, p. 34). 
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Step 3: Using the VAF algorithm, a single-digit score between 1 and 4 is calculated. The 

scores are calculated for each of the vulnerability indicators mentioned above as well as 

an overall score that represents the average vulnerability for all indicators (UNHCR 

2017g). Each score is assigned a vulnerability level in this way: 1-low vulnerability, 2-

moderate vulnerability, 3-high vulnerability, and 4-severe vulnerability (Action Against 

Hunger et al. 2019). Figure 3.5 shows an example of the VAF scores for each 

vulnerability indicator for one refugee household from 2015 data.  

Step 4: Vulnerability scores become available to implementing partners “in the form of 

the VAF Module in RAIS for visualization and decision making” (UNHCR 2017g, p. 6).  

Step 5: The VAF scores are used for targeting, prioritisation, and eligibility determination 

for humanitarian programs based on sectors of intervention and geographic location of 

operation (UNHCR 2017g). 

Step 6: The UNHCR and aid organisations select their beneficiaries based on 

vulnerability results by selecting those who are the most vulnerable; that is, those with 

higher scores (UNHCR 2017g)  

Step 7: The UNHCR and aid organisations check whether beneficiaries have already 

received assistance from another organisation for the same intervention (UNHCR 2017g). 

Step 8: The UNHCR and aid organisations deliver assistance to eligible refugees. A 

description of the assistance provided is uploaded to RAIS. Examples of assistance 

include cash, food, and education support (MECI 2016; World Bank & UNHCR 2016). 

Step 9: Refugees who are considered ineligible can contact the UNHCR hotline to appeal 

by requesting a reassessment if they believe that the decision needs to be reviewed 

(UNHCR 2014a, 2014b, 2017g).  
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Figure 3.5: VAF Scores for a Refugee Household- 2015 (adapted from UNHCR 
2017g) 

 

Like other quantification- and categorisation-based assessments of vulnerabilities or 

needs used to support people (eg. Burns & Jollands 2020; Deeson 2020; Firtin 2022; 

Wällstedt 2020), the VAF fails in many ways. The literature shows that vulnerability is 

an elusive concept, one that can be misinterpreted and manipulated (Sözer 2019). It is 

more complex than can be expressed by the UNHCR’s definition or any other assessment 

mechanism. Consequently, refugee vulnerability is often oversimplified in practice, and 

the ways the concept is adopted can cause actual harm to refugees. As a starting point, 

the deployment of “vulnerability” made it morally acceptable to help only a segment of 

refugees, normalising the redistribution of vulnerability among refugees (Sözer 2020). 

Accounting literature spotlights this issue by distinguishing between the rights (RBA) and 

the Needs-Based Approach (NBA) to humanitarian aid. RBA is considered an element of 
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accountability to aid beneficiaries in their capacity as rights claimers (Cornwall & 

Nyamu-Musembi 2004; Harris-Curtis et al. 2005; O'Dwyer & Unerman 2010; O’Leary 

2017), which implies that all people have the same rights (Harris-Curtis et al. 2005), 

including the right to receive assistance. In contrast, NBA assistance is perceived as a gift 

given to satisfy the needs of aid recipients, who consider themselves beneficiaries with 

needs (Harris-Curtis et al. 2005; O’Leary 2017). Given scarce resources, some people 

may be left out of assistance when NBA is adopted (Harris-Curtis et al. 2005). As the 

VAF is based on the assessment of needs, and thus takes a NBA rather than a RBA, some 

refugees do not have the right to receive assistance because they are not assessed as “the 

most vulnerable”. This raises questions about accountability to refugees.  

 

Sözer (2019) draws attention to the dynamic nature of vulnerability and argues that no 

amount of categorisation can grasp all the vulnerabilities of refugees. As a result, some 

vulnerabilities are inevitably not accounted for, and increase over time because 

humanitarian responses fail to address them. Moreover, vulnerability assessments ignore 

the issue of intersectionality and correlations between the vulnerability indicators when 

identifying vulnerability. As a result, there can be “mis-targeting of needy individuals and 

[the] inability to detect real priorities in interventions” (Mendola & Pera 2021, p. 11).  

 

NBA assessments continue to fail to account for the strengths, capacities, and positive 

coping mechanisms of refugees, especially women, children, and others stereotyped as 

highly vulnerable (Emma & Boram 2018). Not accounting for the capabilities of such 

groups traps them in limited perceptions of being beneficiaries and aid-dependent (Emma 

& Boram 2018). Consequently, more-empowering forms of accountability to 

beneficiaries are not realised (O'Dwyer & Unerman 2010). Furthermore, Turner questions 
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the “centrality of ‘vulnerability’ both as a mechanism for resource allocation and way of 

analysing refugees’ lives” (2019, p. 17). Burns (2019, p. 1113) contends that “researchers 

can and should politicise digital humanitarianism. Doing so means to draw attention to 

the unevennesses, unintended impacts, assumptions, trade-offs and vulnerabilities, and 

epistemological limitations of emergent humanitarian technologies”.  

 

This thesis responds to these calls by conducting a deeper and more comprehensive 

examination of the design and development of the VAF. This entails a thorough analysis 

of every step of the implementation process from an accountability perspective, paying 

attention to the accounts of Syrian refugees. To do so, the thesis explores how eligibility 

decisions are made, who is responsible, and what the ramifications for refugees are, as 

told by refugees.   

 

3.6 Conclusion   
 

This chapter has discussed the idea of responsibility-sharing, which was shown to suffer 

from a deficit due to insufficient financial contributions from donors and limited asylum 

quotas offered by developed countries. These deficits have shifted the responsibility to 

developing countries, where the UNHCR is responsible for managing the largest 

percentage of refugees. This chapter has also provided a discussion of the power of IGOs 

and their diffusion of accounting technologies as informed by neoliberal ideologies. The 

history of the UNHCR has been presented, with a discussion of the organisation’s 

increased responsibilities to cover activities traditionally performed by states and the 

diversity of humanitarian actors with whom it works, complicating its accountability 

system. The increased number of refugees and the challenges of managing humanitarian 
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crises has been shown to have led to the adoption of new technological solutions, which 

can have serious consequences for refugees. The VAF was introduced as one such 

innovation that is used to distribute assistance based on the level of vulnerability. The 

VAF, however, has accountability implications for refugees.  

 

The following chapter focuses on accountability literature in aid contexts to further situate 

the thesis. It introduces the complexity of the concept of accountability, including its 

definition, and outlines the different forms of standard accountability relationships 

between humanitarian actors that are applicable to the context of this thesis. Surrogate 

accountability is presented as an alternative form of accountability, which is discussed in 

more detail in Chapter Eight.  
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Chapter Four: Accountability for Vulnerability 
 

 

The previous chapter discussed the burden of hosting refugees and the need for more 

responsibility-sharing from developed countries. It also explained the role of IGOs and 

the UNHCR and reviewed digital humanitarian technologies, including the VAF and the 

actors involved in its implementation. This chapter discusses the concept of 

accountability and accountability relationships in the context of this thesis; specifically, 

standard accountability relationships (downward, upward, and horizontal accountability) 

and surrogate accountability.  

    

4.1 Introduction to Accountability   

Sinclair (1995) described accountability as an elusive concept dependent on factors such 

as the audience, context, and disciplinary focus. For example, accountants perceive 

accountability as “a financial or numerical matter, political scientists view accountability 

as a political imperative and legal scholars as a constitutional arrangement, while 

philosophers treat accountability as a subset of ethics” (Sinclair 1995, p. 221). Moreover, 

accountability is “ambiguous”, and “a socially embedded, politicised, pluralistic, and 

value-heavy construction…[that is] defying broad generalizations and universal 

theorising” (Ebrahim & Weisband 2007, p. 3). Given its complexity, accountability is a 

contested notion among accounting researchers and scholars from other disciplines 

(Bovens 2007; Gijs Jan & Thomas 2013; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019; Sinclair 1995; Smyth 

2012).  
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Attempts to define and understand accountability are abundant in the accounting 

literature.  According to Roberts and Scapens (1985, p. 447), “[a]ccountability in its 

broadest sense simply refers to the giving and demanding of reasons for conduct”; in other 

words, requiring justification for behaviours. Such understanding outlines the relational 

aspect of accountability, as it requires individuals or organisations to “explain and take 

responsibility for their actions” (Sinclair 1995, p. 221). As a result, accountability 

relationships encompass an accountor and accountee (Steccolini 2004). The accountor is 

the actor who is being held accountable and required to provide an account, while the 

accountee is the actor who receives the account (Patton 1992). However, Dillard and 

Vinnari (2019, p. 19) argue that simply “providing an account does not constitute 

accountability”. To provide further insights into the relationship of accounts to 

accountability, Bovens (2005) describes three stages of accountability. First is the 

information stage, which includes the provision of an account that informs the accountee 

about the performance of the accountor using various forms of data such as financial 

reports, sustainability metrics, and media releases (Bovens 2005, pp. 184-5). The second 

stage, referred to as the "debating phase", is evident when the accountee can “question 

the adequacy of the information or the legitimacy of the conduct” of the accountor 

(Bovens 2005, p. 185). The final stage entails passing judgement: the accountee has the 

opportunity to approve the conduct or impose sanctions such as fines, disciplinary 

measures, or even penal sanctions (Bovens 2005, p. 185).  

 

Bovens’s three stages will be used to evaluate accountability in this thesis. However, this 

research will draw on additional important literature to define accountability relationships 

in this context and provide a deeper analysis of accountability. As indicated previously, 

in Section 2.1 (the discussion of accountability to refugees) and Section 3.4 (the 
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discussion of algorithmic accountability), discharging accountability in practice is 

complicated. This is partially due to the existence of more than one accountee or “forum”, 

resulting in the need for several accounts and imposing different criteria for performance 

(Bovens 2007, p. 455). Therefore, different accountability relationships and forms of 

accountability arise between the accountor and various accountees (Bovens 2005, p. 203).  

 

This thesis will explore two primary forms of accountability: standard (Section 4.2) and 

surrogate (Section 4.3). Standard accountability implies that the accountee can hold the 

accountor accountable directly (Rubenstein 2007). When this is not possible due to 

significant power inequality between the two, the accountee can involve a surrogate to 

hold the accountor accountable on their behalf. Given the multiplicity of actors in the aid 

context, there are many accountability relationships at play within standard 

accountability. Figure 4.1 demonstrates standard accountability relationships in the 

context of this thesis in which the VAF is implicated (upward accountability, downward 

accountability, and horizontal accountability20), with the arrow tail originating from the 

accountor and the arrowhead pointing to the accountee in each relationship. Horizontal 

accountability is an exception, as the two actors are both representing an accountor and 

an accountee at the same time as they are accountable to each other. Standard 

accountability here appears as a simple instrumental unidirectional model between the 

accountor and accountee, which in practice is more complex.  

 
20 Upward accountability represents the relationship between aid organisations and their donors, downward 
accountability represents the relationship between aid organisations and their beneficiaries, and horizontal 
accountability represents the relationship between aid organisations and their partners. 
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Figure 4.1: Standard Accountability Relationships between VAF Actors 

 

4.2 Standard Accountability in Aid Contexts 

In aid contexts, donors such as “governments, multilateral agencies, private foundations 

or charitable individuals” provide funds to aid organisations such as NGOs and other 

intermediaries (Townsend & Townsend 2004, p. 271). In turn, aid organisations “deliver 

specialised services [to a range of beneficiaries] and manage resources on their behalf” 

(Siddiquee & Faroqi 2009, p. 245). Further, aid organisations often partner with other 

organisations to address social issues and assist beneficiaries, thus forming a network 

(Chen et al. 2022; O'Dwyer & Boomsma 2015). As a result of these relationships, the 

three forms of standard accountability mentioned above arise in aid contexts. These forms 
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follow the flow of aid funds between actors, and, as Figure 4.1 shows, all are evident in 

the context of this thesis.  

 

Further, the accounting and accountability literature acknowledges existing power 

relations between the accountor and various accountees, and recognises that, in some 

cases, accountability requirements (requested accounts) conflict (Cäker 2007; Dewi et al. 

2021; Kuruppu et al. 2022; Siddiquee & Faroqi 2009). In this way, accountability has a 

“multiple and fragmented” nature (Sinclair 1995, p. 231) that forces the accountor (aid 

organisation in this case) to be caught in a web of accountability that includes competing 

demands and multiple interests. This situation requires making compromises (Sinclair 

1995). The main focus of this thesis is the downward accountability relationship between 

UNHCR-Jordan and Syrian refugees. However, the analysis of this relationship will draw 

attention to the roles of other accountee actors such as donors, NGOs, and IGOs, and 

explore whether downward accountability is implicated in the interplay with other 

accountability relationships. Section 4.2.1 discusses the literature on downward 

accountability.  

 

4.2.1 Downward Accountability  

Downward accountability represents accountability to beneficiaries, also called clients 

(Najam 1996), and refers to relationships with groups to which the organisation provides 

services (Ebrahim 2005)  or benefits (Najam 1996), known as beneficiaries. For example, 

in the microfinance context, poor women receiving microfinance loans are categorised as 

beneficiaries (Tanima & Hidayah 2018). Downward accountability is particularly 

important due to the power gap between aid organisations and their beneficiaries, who 

are affected by the activities and decisions of these organisations but have little power to 
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influence them (Jacobs & Wilford 2010). In this thesis, Syrian refugees are the 

beneficiaries and receive services from UNHCR-Jordan directly or through partner 

NGOs. Accordingly, in the context of this thesis, UNHCR-Jordan and partner NGOs are 

downwardly accountable to Syrian refugees. 

 

Although downward accountability is often examined in the context of NGOs and other 

intermediary organisations, it is also discussed in the public-sector literature as a form of 

accountability toward citizens (see Brinkerhoff & Wetterberg 2016; Suebvises 2018). 

Downward accountability is derived from the social responsibility towards beneficiaries 

(Edwards & Hulme 1996) and aims to account for long-term social impact (O'Dwyer & 

Unerman 2007). Here, an organisation is accountable for the “needs and aspirations of 

the community it is working with” (Najam 1996, p. 345). Downward accountability is 

needed to balance the power gap between beneficiaries and aid organisations and involves 

transparency about decisions, listening, and responding to beneficiaries (Jacobs & 

Wilford 2010). Moreover, the literature notes that downward accountability can empower 

beneficiaries and offer them the opportunity to participate in the decisions that affect their 

lives (Banks et al. 2015; Bishop & Bowman 2014; Chen et al. 2020; Chu & Luke 2022; 

Wellens & Jegers 2017).  

 

To explain the link between downward accountability and empowerment, researchers 

note that both involve less-powerful people engaging with more-powerful actors to gain 

control over decisions that affect them (Jacobs & Wilford 2010). Kilby (2006) suggests 

that downward accountability can become part of the empowerment process as it 

determines the distribution of power between aid organisations and their beneficiaries and 

opens the door for beneficiaries to scrutinise aid organisations and challenge existing 
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power relations, thus creating a power shift. In this way, empowered beneficiaries can 

hold aid organisations accountable. This thesis draws on this literature to explore how 

Syrian refugees seek empowerment for the VAF-based decisions through accountability 

mechanisms, and thus how they can be considered accountees.  

 

While empowerment has become a buzzword in development and humanitarian settings 

(Cornwall & Nyamu-Musembi 2004; Dimick 2012; Goodkind & Ballentine 2017; 

Maschietto 2016, p. 21; Vera & Helle 2014; Wong 2012), the notion of being empowered 

and determining who is responsible for empowering people is contentious. A large 

number of aid organisations in developing countries view themselves as agents of 

empowerment (Kilby 2006), such as NGOs empowering women in India (Kilby 2010, p. 

108) and Bangladesh (Tanima et al. 2020) and NGOs empowering survivors of natural 

and social disasters in Indonesia (Dewi et al. 2021). Although aid organisations have a 

role to play in empowering their beneficiaries, existing research suggests that the 

outcomes of their programs, practices, and approaches do not always meet their 

objectives. For instance, Frey-Heger and Barrett (2021) and Kilby (2006) raise the issue 

of aid dependency. Both studies explain that when aid organisations provide assistance 

in the form of humanitarian relief for a considerable length of time, rather than 

implementing programs that promote self-reliance, beneficiaries become disempowered 

and aid-dependent. The OECD (2012b, p. 44) suggests that organisations such as 

development NGOs, donors, and governments can work together to create “an enabling 

environment for empowerment and also in providing direct support for people’s own 

actions to empower themselves”. The VAF, as with other aid tools, can be disenabling by 

constructing refugees as both vulnerable and aid-reliant (this thesis will explore this 

aspect in Chapters Seven and Eight). 
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As mentioned earlier, participation is an element of downward accountability that can 

foster empowerment. Participation can encourage democracy (Krösschell 2013) in that 

“people exercise their power when they participate” (Hanberger 2018, p. 388). This 

requires giving people a voice (Kamruzzaman 2020) in the process of identifying 

priorities; developing policies and strategies (Cornwall 2000); and carrying out 

monitoring, and evaluation (Bishop & Bowman 2014). Scholars suggest that when people 

are effectively engaged in these stages, the power imbalance between them and aid 

organisations is reduced (Ebrahim 2003; Marini et al. 2017). Therefore, beneficiaries may 

be able to hold powerful actors accountable when actively involved in assessing aid 

programs (Ebrahim 2003; Marini et al. 2017).  

 

Notwithstanding, participation means different things in different contexts. Not all 

participatory practices are equally effective, and participation does not always deliver on 

promises of empowerment and effective accountability (see Tanima et al. 2020). Despite 

limitations, scholars have attempted to identify the different approaches and 

characteristics that make beneficiary participation effective and meaningful. For example, 

Cornwall (2000) and Chu and Luke (2018) identify three forms of beneficiary 

participation: consulting, delegated control, and partnership. When adopting the first 

form, people are invited to participate in initiatives in their capacity as “beneficiaries” to 

improve effectiveness through a consultative process. From this point of view, 

participation is “done for people” (Cornwall 2000, p. 22). Here, beneficiaries are passive 

participants; their participation remains symbolic or tokenistic as top management usually 

takes decisions high in the hierarchy where the real decision-making power lies 

(Siddiquee & Faroqi 2009). In this sense, organisations exercise participation as a “sham 
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ritual” that only informs people of already decided-upon programs and objectives (Najam 

1996, p. 346), secures their compliance (Kamruzzaman 2013), and makes the 

organisation and the people “feel good” (Najam 1996, p. 346). The second form,  

delegated control, is more empowering, as beneficiaries own and control the decision-

making process in their fight for rights and access to resources (Chu & Luke 2018; 

Cornwall 2000, p. 22); in this case, participation is done by the people. Finally, 

participation can take the form of a close working relationship between aid organisations 

and beneficiaries, which implies “working with the people” (Chu & Luke 2018; Cornwall 

2000, p. 22).  

 

This thesis argues that participation by beneficiaries can only lead to effective downward 

accountability and empowerment when it moves away from the consultation form to 

partnership and delegated control. This is because, in such cases, people are provided 

with avenues to receive accounts from aid organisations (Bovens’s information stage), 

scrutinise them (Bovens’s debating stage), and approve or sanction the conduct (Bovens’s 

sanction-imposition stage). As multiple forms of participation exist, this thesis examines 

whether Syrian refugees are meaningfully engaged in designing, developing, and 

implementing the VAF. The level of participation is critiqued against the extent to which 

Syrian refugees can have a voice regarding decisions made about the distribution of aid 

funds formally through the VAF and whether they can hold UNHCR-Jordan accountable. 

Where this fails within the standard form of accountability, this thesis demonstrates that 

Syrian refugees use a surrogate as an alternative way to express their voice and demand 

accountability. The following section discusses upward accountability and the potential 

dominance of such forms of accountability and the prioritisation of donors over 

beneficiaries.  
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4.2.2 Upward Accountability and the Dominance of Donors 

Upward accountability refers to accountability to benefactors and, as indicated 

previously, represents the accountability relationship between the organisation and its 

donors (Najam 1996). In the context of humanitarian aid in Jordan, aid funds flow from 

donors to UNHCR headquarters in Geneva, to UNHCR-Jordan, and NGOs in their 

capacity as implementing partners. Therefore, the UNHCR has an upward accountability 

relationship with its donors, UNHCR-Jordan has an upward accountability relationship 

with the UNHCR’s headquarters, and implementing partners (NGOs) have an upward 

accountability relationship with UNHCR-Jordan. Figure 4.2 presents these relationships.  

 

Figure 4.2: Upward Accountability between Humanitarian Actors in Jordan 
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Upward accountability is also referred to as functional accountability (O'Dwyer & 

Unerman 2007; Unerman & O'Dwyer 2010). It is generally concerned with financial or 

fiscal controls to ensure “spending designated moneys for designated purposes” (Najam 

1996, p. 342). This implies a financial dependence on donors (Najam 1996; Siddiquee & 

Faroqi 2009) and can have consequences for accountability, as will be discussed later in 

this section. It is mainly concerned with “resources, resource use and immediate impacts, 

measuring the efficient as opposed to the effective use of funds” (O'Dwyer & Unerman 

2010). Because of this focus on immediate impacts and efficiency, upward accountability 

is described as narrow, short-term,  and focused on quantifiable and measurable outcomes 

(Ebrahim 2005). For example, conventional accountability mechanisms such as quarterly 

financial and quantitative reports that donors request fail to reflect long-term impact 

(Ebrahim 2005). An NGO’s account of the number of children who received food 

assistance does not capture the organisation’s effort to address long-term policies and 

structural change (Ebrahim 2005). 

 

In addition to requesting formal financial reports, donors discharge upward accountability 

by demanding disclosure statements, performance assessments, and evaluations (Ebrahim 

2003; O'Dwyer & Unerman 2010). Donors may also impose additional informal reporting 

requirements such as site visits, audits, procurement procedures, and timesheet recording 

(Gaston 2017). While upward accountability can support the organisation and facilitate 

downward accountability in some ways (see Agyemang et al. 2009; O'Dwyer & Unerman 

2010; Uddin & Belal 2019), it has been widely criticised as being a dominant form of 

accountability that is prioritised over other forms (Al-Mahaidi 2020; Chapman & Kelly 

2007; Choudry & Kapoor 2013; Ebrahim 2003; Gaston 2017; Jacobsen & Sandvik 2018; 
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Kalb 2006; Krause 2022; O'Dwyer & Unerman 2010; Pritam et al. 2020; Siddiquee & 

Faroqi 2009). 

 

The prioritisation of accountability to donors can be justified due to dependence on the 

funds they provide. Thus, an organisation may privilege donors’ interests and shift the 

focus away from other accountability commitments toward beneficiaries21 (Dewi et al. 

2021, p. 4). For instance, donors’ demands can be excessive and place a large burden on 

the recipient organisation, especially if the organisation relies on many donors (Najam 

1996). This is evident in the case of the UNHCR. A report by the UN noted that in 2016 

the UNHCR submitted 1,301 individual reports “tailored to donor-specific needs, 

templates and contents” (Achamkulangare & Tarasov 2017, p. 6). Such excessive 

reporting demands have many implications. First, recipient organisations may incur 

additional costs in the form of the time, effort, skills, and systems needed to meet the 

requirements of each donor (Chapman & Kelly 2007; Gaston 2017; Kalb 2006). Second, 

failure to meet donors’ accountability demands has serious consequences: loss of funds 

and support, and the withholding of services. This means that donors can enforce 

accountability with the potential of “punishment” on the operating aid organisation 

(Ebrahim 2003; O'Dwyer & Unerman 2010). Together, formal and informal reporting 

requirements (Bovens’s information and questioning stages), as well as the ability to 

punish aid organisations (imposing-sanctions stage), show that donors have the power to 

hold aid organisations accountable, a power that beneficiaries often do not enjoy.  

 

In addition to reporting requirements, the literature claims that donors can take a dominant 

position through the nature of funding, particularly earmarked funds. Earmarking 

 
21 This argument is also true for other actors in positions more powerful than beneficiaries. 
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represents funds conditioned by donors to be used for a specific purpose that may not 

align with the interests of the organisation and beneficiaries (Al-Mahaidi 2020; OECD 

2012a; Pritam et al. 2020). In such cases, aid organisations are viewed as service 

contractors that donors use to channel funds and implement their policies. Even more 

concerning is that sometimes donor requirements and funding conditions do not just take 

priority at the expense of accountability to beneficiaries, but actually work against it 

(Siddiquee & Faroqi 2009). Choudry and Kapoor (2013) note that those organisations 

that stay committed to the people they serve are considered the exception to the rule (see 

Awio et al. 2011; Boomsma & O'Dwyer 2019 as examples). Andrews (2014) suggests 

that having more discretion over funds is one of the factors that help organisations make 

a commitment to downward accountability.  

 

The issue of conflicting interests between different forms of accountability, particularly 

upward and downward, in the context of the UNHCR is well documented in the literature. 

Jacobsen and Sandvik (2018, p. 1509) challenge the UNHCR’s claims that certain 

accountability technologies22 are dual-accountability tools “equally attentive to donor 

requests and the protection needs of refugees”. The authors argue that these technologies, 

which rely on quantification, measurability, and accuracy, serve upward accountability to 

donors but do not necessarily improve downward accountability. On the contrary, they 

create new protection risks for refugees (Jacobsen & Sandvik 2018). Krause (2022) 

supports such observations, demonstrating that one of the UNHCR’s key reports produces 

(non)knowledge about displacement by presenting mainly numbers and categories driven 

by donor and funding concerns. This thesis contributes to this literature by exploring 

whether the VAF supports upward and downward accountability. Further, it explores the 

 
22 Examples include biometrics, cash-based interventions, and a results-based management system. 
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nature and extent of donors’ involvement in the VAF and whether this has any 

consequences for downward accountability to Syrian refugees.  

 

As discussed earlier, in addition to donors, the UNHCR partnered with other IGOs 

(operational partners) to design and develop the VAF. The following section addresses 

the accountability relationship between the UNHCR and these organisations.  

 

4.2.3 Governance Networks and Horizontal Accountability  

Upward and downward accountability relationships are traditionally based on vertical, 

hierarchical relations and a one-directional flow of responsibility, authority, and aid 

funds. However, accountability purely from this lens is limiting and insufficient, as there 

can be contexts where accountability relationships do not clearly fall within these two 

distinct categories (Argento et al. 2020; Bracci 2009). This applies in this thesis because 

of the lack of flow of responsibility, authority, and aid funds between the UNHCR and 

other IGOs. Scholars highlight cases where several organisations collaborate to exchange 

resources and expertise and jointly implement programs and policies, forming a network 

of actors (Acar et al. 2008; Mills & Koliba 2015). This is what Koliba et al. (2010, p. 60) 

call “governance networks”, defined as:  

relatively stable patterns of coordinated action and resource exchanges; 
involving policy actors crossing different social scales, drawn from the public, 
private, or nonprofit sectors and across geographic levels; who interact through 
a variety of competitive, command and control, cooperative, and negotiated 
arrangements; for purposes anchored in one or more facets of the policy stream.  

 

Given the many actors working together on the same level, governance networks see 

authority diffused equally and non-hierarchically between these actors (Jedd & Bixler 

2015). In this case, actors share decision-making power as peers or partners (MacDonald 
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& Levasseur 2014), signifying that “individual and organisational members of a 

partnership should be accountable to one another and the partnership as a whole” (Acar 

et al. 2011, p. 159). This horizontal (also termed collaborative or lateral) accountability 

reflects checks and balances between the actors (Dillard & Vinnari 2019; Fox, JA 2008, 

p. 31) and, as with other forms of accountability, requires informational flows 

(Schillemans et al. 2008; Shaoul et al. 2012). However, this form does not replace other 

hierarchical accountabilities, as hierarchical and horizontal or lateral forms function hand 

in hand (Bracci 2009). In contrast to the accounting literature on hierarchical 

accountability forms, literature that examines governance networks and horizontal 

accountability is limited. Scholars have flagged the need for more research in this area 

(see Agyemang et al. 2019; Cäker & Nyland 2017; Hopwood 1996; O'Dwyer & 

Boomsma 2015), especially the role that accounting technologies play in accountability 

in international aid settings (Kuruppu et al. 2022). Accordingly, the issues relating to 

governance networks and horizontal accountability raised in extant accounting literature 

and discussed below are relevant to this research.  

 

Horizontal accountability has been explored in several settings (Argento et al. 2020; 

Bracci 2009; Cäker & Nyland 2017; Hopwood 1996; O'Dwyer & Boomsma 2015). For 

example, in their study of the Dutch government’s financing scheme for NGOs, O'Dwyer 

and Boomsma (2015) note that due to scrutiny by Dutch politicians and media of NGOs’ 

inefficiencies, the government required NGOs to apply for funding jointly with each 

other. In addition to the upward accountability to government, this additional requirement 

inserted an extra layer of horizontal accountability, which can impose an additional 

burden on NGOs given the new accountability requirements they need to meet. On the 

other hand, a lack of horizontal accountability between partners in a smart city was 
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documented by Argento et al. (2020). They found that new horizontal performance 

measures between the partners can improve administration, operation, communication, 

transparency, and the degree to which the sustainability targets of the smart city are met. 

The literature, therefore, indicates that horizontal accountability can have positive as well 

as negative implications. Given the critical role that IGOs play in the VAF, understanding 

the consequences of horizontal accountability is important for this research. A deeper 

analysis of this form requires an awareness of the issues related to  how horizontal 

accountability is implemented in practice.  

 

Prior literature highlights two practical issues concerning horizontal accountability within 

governance networks: “the problem of many hands” (Thompson 1980, p. 950) and the 

power imbalance between actors (Kuruppu et al. 2022). The problem of many hands23 

results from the involvement in the governance network of many actors with different 

roles and contributions. In this case, it can be difficult to identify “who is the accountor” 

(Bovens 2005, p. 189) and to “ascribe moral responsibility” to any actor (Thompson 1980, 

p. 950). This issue is further complicated when there is dissonance between partners due 

to the multiplicity of voices, opinions, and practices (Crepaz et al. 2016). Thus, the 

responsibility lines become blurred (Levasseur 2018). Accounting research emphasises 

the problem of many hands and its implications for accountability. For instance, Rajala 

and Kokko (2022, p. 848) draw attention to the complicated nature of the horizontal 

accountability system in an alliance between public, private, and not-for-profit actors in 

Finland. The authors confirm that it is “difficult to determine who is accountable and for 

what and to whom”. Further, the literature shows that some actors can take advantage of 

this aspect to escape accountability (see McPhail et al. 2016).  

 
23 This problem is evident in algorithmic accountability, as discussed in Section 3.4. 
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The power imbalance can also affect the exercise of accountability. For instance, more-

powerful partners may impose certain requirements (systems, practices, financials audits) 

on their counterparts (Kuruppu et al. 2022). Other partners may lose their identities when 

achievements are aggregated under the network. Further, power asymmetries may lead to 

tensions between horizontal accountability and other forms of aid accountability. For 

example, horizontal accountability is found to compromise upward accountability in two 

cases: when the whole network is held accountable and it is difficult to trace outcomes to 

partners (Chen et al. 2022), and when horizontal accountability is neither formalised  nor 

integrated into accounting systems. This enables prioritising accountability relationships 

with certain partners over upward accountability (Cäker 2007), as such partners dominate 

accountability relationships.  

 

While prior research has examined the interplay between horizontal and upward 

accountability, the relationship between horizontal accountability and downward 

accountability has not been examined. This research contributes to work on governance 

networks and horizontal accountability by exploring the relationship between the 

UNHCR and its partners. This is achieved through deconstructing the network of the VAF 

to identify individual responsibilities, accountabilities, and power relations. To address 

the research gap regarding the impact of horizontal accountability on downward 

accountability, this thesis investigates the impact of the relationship with partners on 

Syrian refugees. The following section presents surrogate accountability as an alternative 

form of accountability to which Syrian refugees can resort when standard accountability 

systems fail them. 
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4.3 Surrogate Accountability  

As discussed earlier in this chapter, standard accountability is implicated in existing 

power relations between accountors and accountees (Roberts & Scapens 1985). The more 

powerful accountees are often prioritised, and, as a result, the accountability demands of 

the less powerful may not be met (Elbers & Arts 2011; Nijs & Renard 2009). Rubenstein 

(2007, p. 616) explains that in contexts where there is an unequal distribution of power, 

it is: 

desirable for more powerful actors to be held accountable for their treatment of 
less powerful actors. Among other things, this requires that more powerful actors 
be sanctioned if they fail to fulfil their obligations to less powerful actors. 

 

While standard accountability where less powerful accountees can sanction the more 

powerful accountors directly is considered “best practice”, this is often not achieved 

(Rubenstein 2007, p. 616). In aid contexts, few accounting studies have explored the 

ability of beneficiaries to sanction powerful actors, with no evidence proving such ability 

(see Cordery et al. 2010; Sian & Smyth 2022; Tello et al. 2016).  

 

In situations of power imbalance where the less powerful actors/accountees struggle to 

sanction the more powerful actors/accountors, Rubenstein (2007, p. 617) suggests 

“surrogate accountability” as the second-best form of accountability after standard 

accountability. Surrogate accountability occurs when an independent third party 

negotiates with the less powerful actors to obtain authorisation to act on their behalf 

(Rubenstein 2007). The roles of the surrogate include setting and endorsing standards of 

conduct, collecting information on compliance with standards, and sanctioning the 

powerful actors (Rubenstein 2007). In the case of aid organisations, Rubenstein (2007) 

suggests that donors can act as surrogates and sanction NGOs if they fail to fulfil their 
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commitments to aid recipients (Rubenstein (2007). In other contexts, NGOs can act as 

surrogates for poor farmers and sanction IGOs such as the World Bank if people are 

negatively affected by their projects (Rubenstein 2007). Because this thesis explores a 

context bound by unequal power relations that may affect the discharge of standard 

accountability, the use and role of a surrogate require explanation. Figure 4.3 

demonstrates surrogate accountability in the context of this research.  

 

 

Figure 4.3: Surrogate Accountability 

 

Studies in the accounting literature exploring surrogate accountability are evident but 

limited. For example, Pazzi and Svetlova (2021) explore the role of NGOs as 

informational surrogates for the civic public in their accountability relationship with the 

Italian government. In this example, NGOs educate citizens about governmental data 

such as revenue, expenditures, and loans by providing visualisations, explanations, and 

contextualisation through open data platforms and accounting seminars,  thus making 

government data accessible and understandable (Pazzi & Svetlova 2021). This 

demonstrates that it’s possible for the role of the surrogate to be only informational, as 

opposed to performing all three functions of setting standards, receiving information, and 

sanctioning. 
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Further, several social and environmental accounting studies suggest or explore surrogate 

accountability as an alternative to standard accountability, such as in the context of 

protecting the natural environment (see Adler et al. 2021; Belal et al. 2015) and workers’ 

human rights (see Islam et al. 2018; Phiri et al. 2019; Sinkovics et al. 2016). Surrogate 

accountability in aid and social and environmental contexts assumes that the role of the 

surrogate is played by organisations or individuals. This thesis contributes to this limited 

literature by exploring surrogate accountability through a different channel: social media.  

Specifically, this thesis investigates how Syrian refugees may use a social-media platform 

as a surrogate, and what surrogacy functions it can make available for them24. 

 

While social media has not been addressed in the accounting literature specifically and 

explicitly as a tool to exercise surrogate accountability, many studies have investigated 

social-media content in various settings and highlight its powerful use by both 

organisations and individuals. Prior research has shown that organisations use social 

media for many purposes. For example, corporations use it to provide information on 

their services (Manetti et al. 2017) and disclose financial results (Boylan & Boylan 2017) 

as well as information on corporate social responsibility (She & Michelon 2019; Zhou et 

al. 2015). Moreover, corporations use social media to obtain feedback from various 

stakeholders such as customers’ online reviews of services and shareholders’ reactions to 

financial disclosures (Alharthi et al. 2022; Bellucci & Manetti 2017; Brennan & Merkl-

Davies 2018). Further, prior research has shown that online interactions on social-media 

platforms can offer a space for organisations to engage with stakeholders and the public, 

thus improving organisational connectivity with others (Bellucci & Manetti 2017; 

 
24 More details on the analysis of social media are provided in Chapter Six; Research Design. 
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Brennan & Merkl-Davies 2018; Landi et al. 2022; Manetti & Bellucci 2016; Manetti et 

al. 2017; She & Michelon 2019).  

 

However, scholars suggest that companies and NGOs may take advantage of social media 

and use it for self-presentation to manage stakeholders’ perceptions and/or manipulate 

them by signalling positive outcomes and hiding negative impacts, thus influencing how 

stakeholders react to them (Gullberg & Weinryb 2021; She & Michelon 2019; Yang & 

Liu 2017). Social media can thus be used as a means to maintain and improve 

organisations’ legitimacy (She & Michelon 2019). In addition, the potential exploitation 

of social media by organisations to collect a large amount of data from their clients has 

been criticised in the literature (see Alharthi et al. 2022; Andrew et al. 2021; Arnaboldi 

et al. 2017). For example, Alharthi et al. (2022) and Andrew et al. (2021) use the concept 

of “surveillance capitalism” to explore the issue of extracting customers’ personal data 

and its implications such as data breaches.  

 

Nonetheless, organisational use of social media can be a double-edged sword, as 

“organisations have become much more accountable to the public” (Jeacle & Carter 2014, 

p. 1235). Many accounting scholars have investigated the reactions of the public and 

stakeholders to organisational disclosures, performance, and activities using online 

comments, posts, and opinions that people use to share their emotions, feelings, and 

identities (La Torre et al. 2021; see Manetti & Bellucci 2016; Osman et al. 2021; Perkiss 

et al. 2021; Semeen & Islam 2021; Tomo 2022). In this sense, social-media platforms can 

play a critical role in scrutinising and challenging the current order, raising expressions 

of concerns, enhancing debate, filling the information gap, and offering different 
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perspectives to what is published through other means, thus enabling alternative voices 

(Brivot et al. 2017; Munro & Thanem 2018; Perkiss et al. 2021; Semeen & Islam 2021).  

 

According to She and Michelon (2019, p. 54), social media “represent public arenas 

where divergent – sometimes conflicting – stakeholder interests are present and debated”. 

In this sense, scholars argue that social media can support gathering socio-political views 

(Manetti & Bellucci 2016), become a tool for dialogic accounting (Bellucci & Manetti 

2017; Landi et al. 2022; Manetti et al. 2017), and increase corporations' reputational risk 

(Brivot et al. 2017). For instance, social activists use it to mobilise political engagement 

(George et al. 2021) and citizens to demand transparency and democracy from their 

government (Osman et al. 2021). Social media thus has an important role in 

reconfiguring, disseminating, aggregating, channelling, and democratising accountability 

relationships, empowering people, and promoting social change (see Goncharenko 2021; 

Jeacle & Carter 2011; Neu et al. 2019; Scott & Orlikowski 2012). As this review on the 

use of social media in the accounting literature suggests, certain aspects of Bovens’s 

accountability phases and surrogate accountability are evident, such as providing 

information and debating the current order, and, to a lesser extent, allowing the imposition 

informal sanctions such as reputational implications. This research explores aspects such 

as setting standards of conduct, questioning and debating, and imposing sanctions.  

4.4 Summary  
 

This chapter has provided a literature review on accountability within accounting studies. 

It has highlighted accountability as an elusive, contested, and contextual concept that can 

take many forms.  It has identified two main forms of accountability in aid contexts: 

standard and surrogate accountability. Within standard accountability, aid literature 
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examines three forms that are relevant to this thesis: downward, upward, and horizontal 

accountability. This chapter has discussed each of these forms and their application to 

actors in this research while emphasising that the main relationship of analysis is 

downward accountability between UNHCR-Jordan and Syrian refugees. This can be 

implicated by the accountability relationships with other actors such as donors, NGOs, 

and IGOs. Further, this chapter has outlined the notion of surrogate accountability, 

situated it within the accounting literature, and highlighted the contribution of this thesis 

by examining social media as a new form of surrogacy.   

 

The next chapter outlines Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice as the theoretical 

framework for this thesis. While standard forms of accountability, which mostly follow 

the flow of aid funds, may appear simple and unidirectional, they are more complicated 

in practice. Bourdieu’s theory of practice speaks the language of that complexity, 

complementing this literature in its recognition of the power asymmetry between actors. 

Rather than only analysing relationships based on the economic or financial logic 

commonly deployed through accounting and accountability practices, a Bourdieusian lens 

provides a deeper analysis of the power asymmetry between actors and enriches our 

understanding of why certain actors dominate beyond aid dependence and the 

implications of their domination.  
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Chapter Five: Theoretical Framework 
 

 

The previous chapter discussed the concept of accountability and those of its forms that 

are relevant to this thesis: standard accountability in aid contexts (downward, upward, 

and horizontal) and surrogate accountability. This chapter presents the theoretical 

framework used in this thesis: the theory of practice developed by Pierre Bourdieu. The 

chapter discusses the concepts of this theory based on the extensive work of Bourdieu’s 

decades of research as manifested in several books and research papers. It also reviews 

critical accounting literature that has used Bourdieu’s theoretical framework and concepts 

either partially or holistically. The chapter proceeds as follows: Section 5.1 provides the 

background and significance of the framework, including its use in accounting. Section 

5.2 presents the rationale for this theory; more specifically, how Bourdieu explains and 

uses the concepts of habitus and field to overcome the shortcomings of objectivism and 

subjectivism. Sections 5.3 to 5.7 discuss the concepts of this theory: habitus, field, doxa 

and the field of opinion, capital, and symbolic violence, respectively, and how they apply 

in this thesis. Section 5.8 offers concluding comments.  

 

5.1 The Significance of the Theory of Practice  
 

Bourdieu’s book Outline of a Theory of Practice, published in 1977, provides an account 

of his experience in Algeria. The book details the elements of his theory and how they 

can be applied in practice. Bourdieu was posted to Algeria to finish his military service, 

as the country was under French colonial rule (Grenfell 2008a, p. 13). Later he taught at 

the University of Algiers, conducting ethnographic studies in rural Kabyle. Here he 
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witnessed how traditional society was opposed to and shaped by the modern world, a 

phenomenon he also observed in his home region in France, albeit in a different cultural 

setting (Grenfell 2008a, p. 17). Bourdieu’s ideas and investigations in fields of power 

were influenced by Karl Marx and Max Weber (Malsch et al. 2011). According to Malsch 

et al. (2011), he was inspired by Marx’s work theorising the social reproduction of the 

existing order and the significance of class struggles and material interests in explaining 

power inequalities. Further, Weber’s ideas influenced Bourdieu in pursuing the 

production of practices as inherently interested processes, no matter how disinterested 

practices appear (Malsch et al. 2011). Bourdieu’s theorisation is also linked to his 

personal life experiences (Moore 2012, p. 239). According to Moore (2012, p. 238):  

Bourdieu was born in a province in southwestern France to a family of modest 
means, and even after he was recognized as France’s leading intellectual in the 
late twentieth century, he remained uncomfortable in the universe of French 
academia. “In France,” Bourdieu said in an interview, “to come from a distant 
province, to be born South of the Loire, endows you with a number of properties 
that are not without parallel in the colonial situation.” 

 

In his books, Bourdieu discusses three core concepts: habitus, field, and capital. 

According to Dobbin (2008), each of these concepts represents a theory: field is the theory 

of social structure, habitus is the theory of the individual, and capital is the theory of 

power relations. Scholars have suggested that these concepts should not be explored 

independently, as they are interconnected and together make up “the structure and 

conditions of the social contexts” (Grenfell 2008b, p. 2). Further, in exploring these 

concepts and how they interact with each other, Bourdieu expands his theory to include 

other related concepts: symbolic power, symbolic violence, doxa, illusion, the field of 

opinion, and heterodoxy and orthodoxy discourses (Bourdieu 1977). Table 5.1 

summarises these concepts, which are discussed in depth in Sections 5.3 to 5.7.  
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Table 5.1: Summary of the Concepts of the Theory of Practice 
 

Concept  
 

Meaning  

Habitus Dispositions, schemes of perception, practices, cognitive and 
evaluative structures that social agents internalise (Bourdieu 
(1989, p. 19) 

Field  A social space or arena space that is formed of social agents, 
their positions, and power relations between them (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant 1992, p. 97) 

Capital  Sources of power that determine social agents’ positions and 
distribution in the field. Species of capital include: economic, 
cultural, social, and symbolic (Bourdieu 1985).  

Doxa The field’s taken-for-granted and unquestioned rules (Bourdieu 
1977, p. 164) 

Symbolic violence  Hidden and misrecognised forms of domination  that result from 
the imposition of doxa (Bourdieu 1977, p. 192) 

Illusio  The belief that engagement in the field is worth the investment 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, pp. 98-9) 

Field of opinion The universe where doxa is questioned (Bourdieu 1977, p. 168) 

Heterodoxy The discourse that questions and exposes the doxa (Bourdieu 
1977, p. 169) 

Orthodoxy The discourse that counters heterodoxy and replaces doxa 
(Bourdieu 1977, p. 169) 

 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice is significant, as it offers a systematic, critical, and reflexive 

means to understand systems of domination underpinned by multiple power relations, and 

is driven by Bourdieu’s genuine concern for those who suffer from this domination 

(Everett 2002). Thus, it has been used as a theoretical grounding by many accounting 

scholars to gain an understanding of how accounting, accountability, and accountants can 

impose, shape, and change certain realities. Further, Shenkin and Coulson (2007) suggest 

that Bourdieu’s theory supports accounting scholars in investigating accountability as a 

politicised issue and to question dominant ideologies. Moreover, Everett (2002) argues 

that Bourdieu’s ideas provide a better understanding of the social world, as he considers 

language, categorisations, and labels as part of the systems of domination, elements that 

constitute important aspects of the VAF. In addition, Cooper et al. (2011) argue that 

Bourdieu’s theory is useful in revealing the deeper forces at play, rather than viewing 
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unfortunate outcomes or realities as honest mistakes. Accounting studies that have used 

this theoretical lens have explored a wide range of contexts such as the public sector (Ahn 

& Jacobs 2019a, 2019b; Chawla 2020; Lodhia & Jacobs 2013; Neu 2006; Neu et al. 

2013), the accounting profession and professionals (Hamilton & Ó hÓgartaigh 2009; 

Imam & Spence 2016; Mulligan & Oats 2016; Poullaos 2016), Indigenous contexts 

(Finau & Chand 2022; Fukofuka et al. 2023; Lombardi 2016), social and environmental 

accounting (Killian & O'Regan 2016; Situ et al. 2021), mining (Alawattage 2011), sports 

(Cooper & Johnston 2012; Cooper & Joyce 2013), financial aid and lending (Dewi et al. 

2019; Goddard 2021; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019; Neu & Ocampo 2007; Neu et al. 2002; 

Sargiacomo et al. 2014), human rights (Cooper et al. 2011), and fair trade (Semeen & 

Islam 2021). According to Malsch et al. (2011), this theory allows accounting scholars to 

make substantial contributions to the literature by examining struggles of power and 

hidden domination.  

 

In addition to accounting scholars’ assertions of the significance and potential of the 

theory of practice, this thesis adopts a Bourdieusian perspective for several reasons. The 

theory of practice is best suited to the context of this thesis given the evident multiple and 

complicated power relations between Syrian refugees, the UNHCR, and other actors. As 

will be explained later, this theory considers different sources of power beyond just 

economic, thus providing a more comprehensive account of the social reality. Through 

concepts such as habitus, symbolic power, doxa, and illusio, Bourdieu’s theory can 

explain not only the status of social reality and systems of domination, but also how and 

why the current order and embedded relations are the way they are and how reality is 

continuously reproduced. This theory considers systems of dominance as hidden and 

misrecognised as disinterested, a view that aligns with how accounting technologies are 
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often perceived as objective and neutral while in fact, they disadvantage certain groups 

in society. Further, through the concepts of the field of opinion, heterodoxy, and 

orthodoxy, Bourdieu’s theory can explain cases of resistance where people start to 

question the current social order and become empowered, an aspect that has been raised 

in previous literature and is of interest to this thesis. In this way, this theory provides an 

important lens to analyse and interpret the present, the past and how and why it led to the 

present, and potential changes and modes of resistance.  

 

To situate this research with the accounting literature, this thesis draws on the review 

conducted by Malsch et al. (2011) exploring accounting research that referred to Bourdieu 

during the period from 1999 to 2008 to identify his influence on critical accounting 

literature. Malsch et al. (2011) indicate that 18 out of 85 journal articles relied heavily on 

his work. However, the authors highlight two important gaps: first, most of the research 

reviewed does not use Bourdieu’s three core concepts of field, habitus, and capital 

holistically, with the concept of habitus missing from 11 articles. Second, only 10 articles 

are politically engaged, meaning “socially and politically committed when discussing and 

problematising domination” (Malsch et al. 2011, p. 208). However, this review is limited 

to focusing only on the three core concepts while overlooking the rest of the concepts that 

form integral parts of the theory. More recent accounting literature has responded to 

Malsch et al.’s (2011) call for more holistic and politically engaged research (see Cooper 

& Johnston 2012; Dumay & Rooney 2018; Goddard 2021; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019; 

Millar 2021), although some studies still apply the theory partially and/or in a way that is 

not politically engaged (see Imam & Spence 2016; Killian & O'Regan 2016; Lodhia & 

Jacobs 2013; Neu 2006; Neu et al. 2008; Oakes et al. 1998; Poullaos 2016). This thesis 



104 
 

presents a comprehensive and politically engaged view incorporating all concepts 

presented in Table 5.1, by focusing on Syrian refugees in the Jordanian context.  

 

Moreover, Bourdieu recognises contextual uniqueness through his concept of capital, 

which assumes that sources of power in each field differ according to the form of capital 

that is active, effective, and highly regarded (Bourdieu 1985). While some accounting 

scholars acknowledge context-specific observations in their studies as limitations (see 

Dumay & Rooney 2018; Goddard 2021; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019), perhaps the 

substantial contributions that they offer using Bourdieu’s theory are driven by the 

contextual uniqueness of their studies. This thesis argues that it is this uniqueness that has 

allowed the multiplicity of views and a richer understanding of how accounting functions 

in society. Accounting scholars have been able to examine and reveal several roles of 

accounting using Bourdieu’s theory. For instance, some explore accounting as part of the 

field (Ahn & Jacobs 2019a, 2019b; Lodhia & Jacobs 2013; Millar 2021; Mulligan & Oats 

2016; Poullaos 2016; Situ et al. 2021); some view accounting skills and systems as a form 

of capital and source of power (Ahn & Jacobs 2019a; Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018; Lombardi 

2016; Neu et al. 2013); some document that accounting is part of mainstream doxa 

(Fukofuka et al. 2023) or enforces or changes certain rules, thus constructs doxa (Chawla 

2020; Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018; Neu 2006); some reveal that accountants are dominant 

actors (Dumay & Rooney 2018; Farjaudon & Morales 2013); and many have suggested 

that accounting shapes or is shaped by habitus or acts as habitus (Alawattage 2011; 

Everett 2003; Farjaudon & Morales 2013; Goddard 2004; Hamilton & Ó hÓgartaigh 

2009; Killian & O'Regan 2016; Kuruppu et al. 2016; Oakes et al. 1998), and that 

accounting can act as a form of resistance (Finau & Chand 2022). The discussion of 

Bourdieu’s concepts in subsequent sections of this chapter provides some examples of 
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these functions and examples of Bourdieu’s concepts from selected studies that share 

some commonalities with this research.  

 

This thesis contributes to the accounting literature by exploring how the VAF as a tool 

that employs calculative practices such as calculation and categorisation performs not 

one, but multiple functions that ultimately affect accountability. The functions that will 

be explored in this thesis are: the VAF as capital and a source of significant power, an 

instrument of domination that shapes both doxa and habitus, a reproducer of power 

relations, and a trigger for resistance.  

 

Furthermore, this research responds to calls by Kuruppu and Lodhia (2019) and Goddard 

(2021) for more Bourdieusian research on aid organisations that incorporates various 

forms of capital and the construction of doxa and habitus, and considers relationships 

with partners. It extends studies, such as that of Sargiacomo et al. (2014, p. 668), that 

show “how certain relations perpetuate suffering”. These concepts and the rationale 

behind the theory are developed in the following sections. 

 

5.2 The Rationale Behind the Theory 
 

In explaining the rationale behind the theory of practice and the relationships between the 

concepts of field and habitus, Bourdieu criticises the duality of objectivism and 

subjectivism in attempts to account for the social world. He argues, that when applied 

separately, these approaches produce distorted accounts of reality (Bourdieu 1989). On 

one hand, subjectivism, which is associated with qualitative research and interpretive 

understanding, relies on how social agents internalise social reality. Such subjectivism, 

he argues, can “reduce the social world to the mere representations that agents have of”, 
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thus “producing meta-discourse, an ‘account of the accounts’” (Bourdieu 1988, p. 781; 

1989, p. 15). On the other hand, objective studies of structures and processes 

(externalities), which focus on economism and causal explanation (e.g. language, 

employment rates, income curves, likelihoods and frequencies, etc.) lead to an “implicit 

theory of practice” that ignores the social conditions and subjective representations of 

social agents (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 1, 86; Bourdieu 1988, p. 782). In this way, objectivism 

treats “social facts as things” (Bourdieu 1989, p. 14). Objectivism's view is that the reality 

of social life must be examined in relation to the deep causes in isolation from the 

perceptions of social agents (internalities).  

 

To overcome the shortcomings of both views, Bourdieu proposes a dialectic relationship 

between objectivism and subjectivism. He argues that the objective structures of a 

particular field, which are usually examined by leaving out the subjective representations 

of social agents, are, in fact, the basis for these representations. At the same, these 

subjective representations need to be considered when analysing the objective structures, 

as social agents continue to reproduce and transform the objective structures through own 

representations (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 72, 82-3; Bourdieu 1988, p. 782). Bourdieu captures 

this dialectic relationship between the objective structures of the field and subjective 

representations of social agents through the concept of habitus, which will be discussed 

in Section 5.3. Figure 5.1 below presents the relationships between Bourdieu’s three core 

concepts. Following is a summary of these relationships, which will be discussed in more 

detail in this chapter:  

- Field and habitus:  habitus is structured by the field and structures and 
reproduces the field.  

- Field and capital: the field determines the most important species of capital.  
- Habitus and capital: capital determines social agents’ position in the field, 

which in turn determines the habitus they internalise. Also, as habitus 
develops, capital is accumulated.    
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Figure 5.1: The Relationships between Field, Habitus, and Capital (adapted 
from: McAdam et al. 2018) 

 

 

5.3 Habitus  
 

The subjective representations that social agents form of the social reality are derived 

from their habitus. Bourdieu (1989, p. 19) defines habitus as:  

a system of schemes of perception and appreciation of practices, cognitive and 
evaluative structures which are acquired through the lasting experience of a 
social position. Habitus is both a system of schemes of production of practices 
and a system of perception and appreciation of practices. 

 
This definition indicates that by holding specific positions in the social space, social 

agents are exposed to certain experiences through which they embody and integrate 

certain perceptions and practices (Bourdieu 1977, p. 83). In this way, habitus is a function 

of the social position and includes both perceptions and produced practices. Bourdieu uses 

his explanation of how habitus is acquired to challenge rational-action theory which 

implies that the responses of social agents are rational and intentional (Bourdieu & 
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Wacquant 1992, pp. 123-8).  Rational-action theory ignores the conditioning process that 

social agents are usually subject to (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, pp. 123-8). It assumes 

that individuals are independent subjects or rational actors (Everett 2002). On the 

contrary, Bourdieu contends that the perceptions and practices of social agents are adopted 

unconsciously, outside the level of calculation (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, pp. 123-8).  

 

To Bourdieu, acquiring habitus starts in early childhood through silent observation and 

unconscious imitation of the actions of others. Children absorb and assimilate the practices 

they are exposed, to such as gestures, postures, facial expressions, and speaking style, as 

well as all the principles and rationale behind them. They adopt the principles they grasp 

as their own and they reproduce them in their conduct and actions (Bourdieu 1977, p. 87). 

Such schemes of transfer are also instilled naturally by society in a hidden persuasion 

process of “deculturation and re-culturation”, which is realised through details such as 

how to dress, speak and behave, thus establishing a certain order to which individuals 

submit unconsciously (Bourdieu 1977, p. 94). In this sense, Bourdieu refers to habitus as 

“structured structures” produced in the past, naturally, without intervention or intention 

by a conductor (Bourdieu 1977, p. 72; Bourdieu 1988, p. 782; 1993, p. 73) through 

interaction with the field25 and the practice of daily life (Conway et al. 2017). This 

explains the conditioning process (Bourdieu 1989). Further, Bourdieu argues that the 

acquired habitus is translated into practice and shapes social agents’ present and future 

actions and experiences, which are, by default, compatible with the field in which they are 

produced. As such, habitus also represents “structuring structures” that continue to 

reproduce the field (Bourdieu 1977, p. 72; Bourdieu 1988, p. 782; 1993, p. 73). This 

relationship between the field and habitus is demonstrated in Figure 5.2.  

 
25 Field will be discussed in detail in Section 5.4. 
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Figure 5.2: The Relationship between Field and Habitus 

 
 

Understanding the interplay between field and habitus is important for analysing and 

interpreting the world and the way social phenomena are constructed and legitimised 

(Bourdieu 1988, pp. 782-3). This requires examining both the reality of things in the 

outside world (the field) and the reality inside agents, as encapsulated in their minds, in 

their habitus (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p. 127). An example of the accounting 

literature on the interplay between habitus and field is provided by Jayasinghe and 

Wickramasinghe (2011) in their study of a Sri Lankan fishing village. The authors suggest 

that the new resource-allocation mechanism (development accounting) failed to empower 

the poor due to their past conditioning. The authors note that in the villagers’ interaction 

with the rich and powerful fish merchants, their perceptions (habitus) of existing power 

relations (the structure of the field) prevented them from resisting market controls 

imposed by the fish merchants. Their structured habitus implied a perception that “we are 

poor; we cannot fight them; we need to depend on them” (Jayasinghe & Wickramasinghe 

2011, p. 411). Habitus contributed in this way to the reproduction of existing power 
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relations and maintaining the status quo (and hence reinforced the field). This thesis 

contributes to this literature by exploring the habitus of some Syrian refugees, how their 

habitus is potentially influenced by the implementation of the VAF and existing power 

relations in the field, and how, through practice, habitus can continue to reproduce the 

same positions and related power asymmetry between various actors/social agents. 

 

Bourdieu suggests that it is through habitus and its reproduction cycles that norms and 

customs are created. This includes what can be done and said, and the appropriate and 

reasonable conduct in a given field (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 8, 21). For example, Farjaudon 

and Morales (2013, p. 158) argue that in organisations, “accounting shapes the 

perceptions of what is and is not reasonable”. This can be done by accountants presenting 

certain accounting valuation methods as the best way and using the discourse of 

consensus to produce habitus that discourages resistance from other departments, thus 

allowing accountants to maintain a privileged position (Farjaudon & Morales 2013, p. 

158).  

 

Further, as indicated earlier, what social agents internalise depends on their position in 

the field (Bourdieu 1988, p. 782; Bourdieu 2000, p. 183). Bourdieu argues that an 

alignment can be observed between the dispositions of a social agent, their positions in 

the social world, their environment (houses, furniture, etc.), and the people with whom 

they are associated (friends, family, and connections) (Bourdieu 2000, p. 150). This has 

two consequences: first, social agents who are in similar positions in the social space 

(subject to similar conditions and conditioning) tend to develop similar dispositions and 

practices that result in the collective construction of social reality and consensus on the 

meaning of their world (Bourdieu 1977, p. 85; Bourdieu 1989, p. 17). In this way, the 
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practices and experiences of social agents in similar positions become harmonised, 

identical, mutually intelligible, and taken for granted (Bourdieu 1977, p. 85). Second, a 

sense of commonplace exists between social agents in the same positions that keeps them 

close to each other and distances them from other agents with different positions and 

dispositions. This leads to the formation of distinct groups or classes (Bourdieu 1989, p. 

17). Although it is not expected that members of the same class or group have been subject 

to the same experiences at the same time and in the same order; it is more likely that 

members of a particular class or group have been faced with experiences more common 

to that class or group than to members of other classes or groups (Bourdieu 1977, p. 86). 

This research will explore the VAF’s potential to form distinct groups with a unique 

habitus and experiences through its vulnerability-classification system.  

 

As pointed out in the above discussions of Bourdieu’s conception of habitus, he asserts 

that social reality can be perceived as the sum of invisible relations between the positions 

occupied by social agents, how proximate or distant they are from each other, and whether 

one is above, below, or in between others. Therefore, social reality is “a space of 

positions” (Bourdieu 1989, p. 16). However, Bourdieu acknowledges that social reality 

is not fixed and argues that the alignment between positions and dispositions is never 

permanent due to structural changes in the field (revoking or amending positions) or 

generational mobility. The accounting literature indicates that in organisational settings, 

the habitus of the company may change as a result of changes in the habitus of the 

government when imposing new requirements (Cooper et al. 2011). In this way, habitus 

is affected by changes in the habitus of other powerful agents. In addition, Everett (2002) 

suggests that habitus changes with changes in the other elements of Bourdieu’s theory: 

field and capital. Finally, Kuruppu and Lodhia (2019) present an example of how 
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organisational habitus is shaped not only by external factors but also by internal forces, 

such as the habitus of employees or management. This research will explore the habitus 

of different actors in the field and how they are affected by the habitus of others. 

 

With regards to accountability in organisations, Goddard (2021, p. 5) describes the term 

accountability habitus as “sets of dispositions to develop accounting practices in certain 

ways in accordance with the shared perceptions of accountability in existence”. In other 

words, the perception of accountability is what shapes accounting in practice. This 

argument, in essence, aligns with Dillard and Vinnari (2019) conception of 

accountability-based accounting systems. While the latter calls for a more deliberate and 

rational path that in reality considers the positions of all actors or stakeholders in the field, 

Goddard (2021) refers to the unconscious alignment between accountability habitus and 

accounting practices, which might inadvertently favour the interests of certain positions 

in the field. As part of the examination of habitus, this thesis will examine the 

(organisational) accountability habitus of the UNHCR. Everett (2002, p. 71) refers to the 

idea of Drummond (1998) that habitus should be perceived as composed of “narratives”. 

Therefore, to investigate and understand habitus, Everett (2002) recommends analysing 

the language used by social agents through speech, discourse, and textual analysis. This 

thesis adopts this recommendation to examine the habitus of UNHCR and Syrian refugees 

through the analysis of their texts (Chapter Six). This analysis will explore the perceptions 

and practices (habitus) related to accountability and vulnerability in the refugee 

humanitarian field in Jordan.  

 

To summarise, habitus includes the embodied dispositions and perceptions that social 

agents have of their reality that are initially constituted by the structures of that reality 
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(the field), as well as the practices aligned with it, and that social agents continue to 

produce over time. What social agents inculcate within themselves as habitus depends on 

their position in the field, which in turn determines their class and relationships with 

others. Further, habitus can change due to changes in the habitus of other agents, internal 

and external factors, and changes in the capital or field. The next section discusses the 

concept of field.  

5.4 Field 
 

Bourdieu perceives society as a “system of relatively autonomous but structurally 

homologous fields” (Brubaker 1985, p. 748). Each field represents a social space or arena, 

the structures of which are defined by the nature of power relations between social agents 

engaged in a particular function or activity (Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019). To explain the 

concept, Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992, p. 97) define the field as:  

a network or configuration of objective relations between positions. These 
positions are objectively defined, in their existence and in the determinations 
they impose upon their occupants, agents or institutions, by their present and 
potential situation (situs) in the structure of the distribution of species of 
power (or capital) whose possession commands access to the specific profits 
that are at stake in the field, as well as by their objective relation to other 
positions (domination, subordination, homology, etc.) 

 
According to this definition, the field is a relational space that constitutes a network of 

social relations. It includes social agents, their positions, and power relations defined by 

the types of capital they hold that allow them to access specific benefits or gains. In 

general, fields are occupied by two main groups, the dominant and the dominated, who 

attempt to control the sources of power in the field (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p. 106). 

To further illustrate this concept and the interactions between agents, Bourdieu uses the 

metaphor of the game and players (Bourdieu 1993, p. 18). He argues that while a game, 

any game, is created deliberately by players and has specific explicit rules, the field 
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follows implicit regularities that players inherently understand. Further, the relative 

importance of each type of capital that a player possesses depends on the field, just as the 

relative importance of trump cards varies based on which game is played (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992, pp. 98-9). Those who have valid cards have more power, and the amount 

of power a player has is a function of the capital they own and how it changes over time 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, pp. 98-9). Moreover, the field is similar to the game, in that 

it has stakes for which players compete and oppose each other, sometimes with great 

degree of intensity (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, pp. 98-9). Players offer unconditional 

investment in the game because of their common belief that the game is worth playing. 

Bourdieu uses the term “illusio” to describe this common belief, which is derived from 

the perceived value of what is at stake that keeps players invested in the game, and keeps 

them maintaining and reproducing it (Bourdieu 1993, p. 73; Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, 

p. 14; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, pp. 98-9). In economic fields, managers of companies 

may operate under the powerful illusio of the drive to maximise profits (Cooper et al. 

2011). As a result, they may continue with the business as usual and ignore health and 

safety issues that are costly to resolve, even though it puts the safety of all employees, 

including managers, at risk (Cooper et al. 2011). Chapter Eight will draw attention to the 

illusio of social agents and, more importantly and specifically, Syrian refugees, which 

keeps them invested and arguably has contributed to maintaining the VAF as a tool for 

aid allocation for more than a decade.  

 

Many types of fields exist. For example, in the accounting literature, the concept of the 

field has been associated with a village, a social movement, an NGO, a corporation, and 

a public-sector institution (Cooper et al. 2011; Dumay & Rooney 2018; Farjaudon & 

Morales 2013; Goddard 2021; Jayasinghe & Wickramasinghe, D 2011; Kuruppu & 
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Lodhia 2019; Semeen et al. 2016). The field can be broader, such as the political and 

scientific fields (Bourdieu & Thompson 1991), the religious, artistic, and economic fields 

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 188), and academia (Shenkin & Coulson 2007).  

 

Scholars who use Bourdieu’s theory distinguish between two main forms of fields: 

restricted and widespread (Cooper et al. 2005; Everett 2002; Jayasinghe & 

Wickramasinghe 2011; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019). A restricted field is often a particular 

organisation, while a widespread field is an institutional setting composed of a group of 

actors and/or institutions (restricted fields interacting with each other) (Kuruppu & 

Lodhia 2019). Everett (2002, p. 61) adds to this discussion and suggests that “there is a 

tendency for the widespread field to influence or colonize the restricted field, though all 

fields differ in the degree to which this occurs”. A significant influence suggests that the 

restricted field is “heteronomous”, while no influence implies an “autonomous” restricted 

field (Everett 2002, p. 61). The restricted field of an NGO was found by Kuruppu and 

Lodhia (2019) to be heteronomous given the influence of the widespread field, consisting 

of the aid context in Sri Lanka. In this thesis, two restricted fields can be observed: 

UNHCR-Jordan and the Syrian refugee communities in Jordan. UNHCR-Jordan 

represents a restricted field because it is a single organisation, and Syrian refugee 

communities are considered a restricted field as they form groups of individuals who 

share common characteristics and experiences in the same physical space (Jordan). One 

widespread field is identified in this thesis: the network of VAF actors operating in 

Jordan, as discussed in Chapter Three. Chapters Three and Four have already introduced 

aspects of these fields through the review of the actors involved in the VAF, as well as 

the relationships between them. The research will develop and further explore the 

influence of the VAF actors on the UNHCR and Syrian refugees, and how that 
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“constitute[s] and re-constitute[s] conceptions of accountability” (Kuruppu & Lodhia 

2019, p. 195) as well as organisational and individual habitus respectively. 

 

The analysis of the fields in this thesis will also explore a main characteristic that 

Bourdieu considers prevalent in every field: the existence of struggles. Bourdieu notes 

that all fields are spaces of competition and conflicts between agents involved in various 

struggles (Bourdieu 2000, p. 183). Social agents struggle over points of view or habitus 

(Bourdieu 1989, p. 20). Bourdieu mentions that the meanings of the objects of the social 

world have a degree of “indeterminacy and vagueness”. These meanings vary by time 

and are subject to interpretation and language categorisation. This results in a “plurality 

of visions” and a “plurality of points of view”, which provide “a base for symbolic 

struggles over the power to produce and to impose the legitimate vision of the world” – 

struggles to impose habitus (Bourdieu 1989, p. 20). In some cases, agents may use 

strategies that attempt to transform or manipulate the perceptions of others through words 

and names to construct new realities. An example of struggles from the aid context is 

provided by Kuruppu and Lodhia (2019), who observe a conflict between the perspectives 

of employees of an NGO regarding which role the organization should play: advocacy or 

providing aid. The existence of such struggles over points of view will be investigated in 

this thesis; particularly, views of who is the most vulnerable, who is eligible for aid, and 

the fairest and best way to distribute aid funds. 

 

Furthermore, agents struggle over the equality of distribution of capital, the 

corresponding power, and specific positions that generate profit in the field (Bourdieu 

2000, p. 183). They aim to change or maintain their capital within the rules of the field, 

or aim to change the rules to give them more capital and privilege over others (Bourdieu 
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& Wacquant 1992, pp. 98-9). Bourdieu argues that “ultimately, they aim for the 

conservation or subversion of the structure of the distribution of the specific capital” 

(Bourdieu 1993, p. 73). Therefore, this struggle leads to an allocation, reallocation, or 

maintenance of the rare positions and power relations in the field  (Bourdieu 2000, p. 

183). In aid contexts, Goddard (2021) suggests that NGOs compete over donor funds 

(economic capital, as discussed in Section 5.6). Given the limited funds available for aid 

organisations as well as Syrian refugees, the existence of struggle over economic capital 

will be explored along with other forms of capital and positions. Moreover, this thesis 

will examine whether Syrian refugees attempt to change the rules of the VAF to 

accumulate more capital. Bourdieu uses the term “doxa” to refer to the rules of the field 

or game. Doxa is discussed in the next section.  

5.5 Doxa, Doxic Acceptance, and the Field of Opinion 
 

Doxa is a field’s taken-for-granted rules and what goes without saying (Bourdieu 1977, 

p. 164). It is a product of the structuring and conditioning process; when social agents’ 

habitus is in perfect agreement with the objective structures of the field, they develop a 

common sense of reality that appears to them as self-evident (Bourdieu 1977, p. 164). 

This reality includes all social classes, divisions, hierarchies, positions, and power 

relations that are produced, as does habitus, unconsciously and naturally (Bourdieu 1977, 

p. 164). As a result, a certain social order is established and reinforced with immediate 

adherence (doxic acceptance/submission) by agents as taken for granted, familiar, 

unquestioned, and undisputed (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 164-70; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, 

p. 168). This form of doxic submission is illustrated by Bourdieu in his work on gender 

relations and masculine domination (see Bourdieu, Pierre 1990; Bourdieu 2001). Everett 

(2002, p. 69) adds that doxa is “composed of language, of the axioms, postulates, 
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categories, labels, and binary oppositions constitutive of common sense”.  Deer (2008, p. 

121) suggests that doxa is “used to account for actions and practice”. In aid contexts. 

donors’ funding patterns and requirements represent doxic boundaries on what an NGO 

can and cannot do (Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019). Furthermore, in some policy and advocacy 

projects, part of the doxa is that the NGO does not inform beneficiaries that they are being 

intervened on. This doxic rule is justified by accountability requirements to measure 

impact so that the NGO can meet the accountability demands of more-powerful actors 

(Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019).  

 

Further, Bourdieu suggests that the doxic rules and the established order are validated by 

the objective consensus of everyone in the field,  thereby producing the “naturalisation of 

its arbitrariness” (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 164-70; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p. 168). 

Bourdieu uses this logic to highlight how disadvantaged groups in society adjust their 

perceptions to accept their weaker position and become subject to unquestioned 

domination by dominant actors, perceiving this domination as natural (Bourdieu 1988, 

pp. 782-3; 1989). All parties have this “shared [but implicit] vision” that the domination 

is “true and necessary” (Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018, p. 611). Cooper et al. (2011) suggest 

that doxa is crafted by the dominant group by imposing their points of view (habitus) as 

universal and legitimate. Further, Everett (2002) suggests that this can happen through 

classification, calculation, labelling, and codification. In this research, the assumptions 

that underlie the VAF as a system of classification and the rules of aid allocation are 

considered doxa. This doxa and how it is legitimised will be investigated, and the shared 

vision of the dominated group, arguably Syrian refugees, will be highlighted as part of 

this investigation.  
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Burger and Luckmann (1991, p. 58) argue that what is taken for granted is not fixed and 

permanent, but rather valid “until further notice”. Bourdieu agrees with this statement and 

distinguishes between doxa and the notions of orthodoxy and heterodoxy. Doxa is the 

universe of the undiscussed where there is no place for opinion (Bourdieu 1977, p. 168). 

The rules are not challenged or even thought to be challenged. On the other hand, 

orthodoxy and heterodoxy are two competing discourses located in the “field of opinion” 

where the essence of doxa can be exposed, explicitly questioned, and suspended 

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 168). Bourdieu (1977, p. 168) suggests that the discussion, revelation, 

and questioning of doxa are triggered and initiated as a result of cultural contact or by 

economic and political crises. The critique of doxic rules can lead to a “deliberate, 

methodical suspension of naive adherence to the world” and lead to breaking apart the 

alignment between the habitus and the objective structures; in this case, the world is no 

longer viewed as natural and self-evident (Bourdieu 1977, p. 168).  

 

To clarify the concepts of orthodoxy and heterodoxy, Bourdieu (1977, p. 169) gives the 

example of class societies. In these settings, he argues, the dominated group awakens 

when there is an overt or covert struggle on the meaning of the social world and its system 

of classifications (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 168-9). This group recognises and starts to reject 

the arbitrariness of the social world, prevailing class divisions, and power relations. They 

make efforts to expose it and push back the limits imposed by doxa; this scrutiny of doxa 

creates heterodoxy (Bourdieu 1977, p. 169). At the same time, the dominant group 

defends the righteousness of doxa, trying to rationalise and restore it in a conscious and 

systematic way (Bourdieu 1977, p. 169). This explicit defensive discourse produces 

orthodoxy, which acts as a replacement for doxa (Bourdieu 1977, p. 169). Figure 5.3 

presents the field of opinion, including doxa, orthodoxy, and heterodoxy. The existence 
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of heterodoxy in the field indicates that the field has been through two phases: doxic 

submission in “the universe of the undiscussed” and doxic resistance/questioning in the 

“universe of discourse (or argument)” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 168). As Oakes et al. (1998, p. 

286) note, fields are not stable, but in “a constant state of flux”. This thesis will explore 

these two phases. The existence of heterodoxy and orthodoxy in relation to the VAF rules 

will be examined as they appear on social media through the interactions between the 

UNHCR and Syrian refugees.   

 

Figure 5.3: Field of Opinion and Doxa (source: Bourdieu 1977, p. 168) 

  

To summarise, a field is a social space of the different positions that social agents occupy 

and the power relations between them, as determined by the distribution of capital. Each 

field is unique in terms of the activities in which social agents engage and the doxic rules 

to which they are subject, which they view as taken for granted until challenged and 

questioned in the field of opinion. Social agents struggle to impose their perceptions and 

points of view on others and compete for capital resources and the corresponding 
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positions in the field. The following section discusses the various forms of capital 

resources that social agents can accumulate. 

 

5.6 Capital   
 

Capital is the source of actual and potential power; just as an ace determines the chances 

of winning in a card game, capital determines chances of profit26 in the field (Bourdieu 

1985). Bourdieu uses capital and power interchangeably in his scholarly work. According 

to Bourdieu (1985), capital is what determines social agents’ position and distribution in 

the field, which in turn determines their habitus. An agent’s power and position depend 

on, first, the overall volume of capital that the agent possesses, and second, the 

composition of capital – that is the relative weights of the species of capital (Bourdieu 

1985). The composition of capital is particularly important because, as indicated, not all 

types of capital have equal significance in the field (Bourdieu 1985). Figure 5.4 presents 

the different species of capital.  

 

Figure 5.4: Species of Capital (source Maclean et al. 2006) 

 
26 “Profit” here does not mean accounting profit. Bourdieu refers to profit as a form of gain, benefit, 
advantage, or return.  
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Bourdieu identifies four main species of capital: social, economic, cultural, and symbolic. 

Capital can be either available in an objectified and material form or embedded. To 

demonstrate how fields vary according to the type of capital that is most valued, Bourdieu 

(1985) provides relevant examples. For instance, an academic title or qualification as a 

form of cultural capital is effective in an educational institution and may be considered 

the main source of power, as opposed to social networks (social capital). In contrast, 

academic titles may not be highly regarded in financial settings where economic capital 

may be the most valued.  

 

Social capital includes kinship, networks of alliances, clientele, memberships, and other 

relationships that offer free support that social agents can access at times of disruptions 

of day-to-day activities such as economic crises or political conflicts (Bourdieu 1977, p. 

178). According to Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992, p. 119), “[s]ocial capital is the sum of 

the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of 

possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition”. 

 

However, social capital is itself not free: it requires expenditures and energy invested in 

a series of never-ending exchanges such as gifts or words (Bourdieu 1986). It is expected 

that agents provide material and symbolic investments and political or economic aid to 

their allies when needed (Bourdieu 1977; Bourdieu 1986). The volume of social capital 

available to an agent is a function of the size of the network of connections they can 

summon and the volume of other species of capital that each of those connections holds 

(Bourdieu 1986). In aid contexts, NGOs’ access to the cultural capital of their partners 

and volunteers is considered social capital (Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019).  
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Economic capital consists of “monetary and material wealth, commodities and, physical 

resources (e.g. land)” (Everett 2002, p. 62). It can be instantly and easily converted into 

money and can be institutionalised as property rights. Bourdieu states that “economic 

capital is at the root of all the other types of capital” and that other types represent 

“transformed, disguised forms of economic capital” (Bourdieu 1986, p. 24). According 

to Lombardi (2016, p. 1337), “[m]oney, in our current dominant Western capitalist 

civilization, represents power and position”. The dominance of economic capital can be 

identified in aid studies conducted on fields where the power of economic capital is 

recognised. As indicated in Chapters Three and Four, many donors and lending 

institutions impose their aid systems, views, measures, and funding preferences and 

conditions upon recipient aid organisations (Kimani et al. 2021; Neu & Ocampo 2007; 

Neu et al. 2006; Neu et al. 2008; Shiraz Rahaman et al. 2007). The fact that donors hold 

greater economic capital explains why many studies have found that upward 

accountability sidelines downward accountability (see Dewi et al. 2021; Ebrahim 2003). 

Nyamori (2009) used Bourdieu’s lens to examine the Constituency Development Fund 

established as an attempt by the Kenyan Government to decentralise development and 

empower citizens as agents of their own development. The findings indicate that systems 

of accountability were driven by the need for economic capital and were designed to 

satisfy upward accountability obligations to the parliament, rather than focusing on the 

aspirations of citizens and their active engagements. This manifested in the regular 

accounting reports produced in technical financial forms that the less powerful citizens 

cannot understand. Even if some have the knowledge to understand these reports, citizens 

do not have the access or opportunity to provide input to such reports, which are often 

discussed in distant parliamentary locations (Nyamori 2009).   
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Cultural capital, also called informational capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p. 119), 

includes “knowledge, skills and other cultural acquisitions, exemplified by educational 

or technical qualifications” (Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 14). It also includes 

statistics, and can be in the “form of instruments of knowledge endowed with universal 

validity within the limits of its competence, such as weights, measures, maps or land 

registers” (Bourdieu 2005, p. 12). The extent of cultural capital an agent acquires depends 

on the period of time, the social class, and the society to which they belong. Holders of 

large volumes of cultural capital are usually recognised and entitled to material and 

symbolic profits (Bourdieu 1986).  

 

Cultural capital can take three forms: embodied, objectified, and institutionalised 

(Bourdieu 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p. 119). In its embodied form, cultural 

capital becomes an integral part of the person’s dispositions of the mind and body: it 

becomes part of their habitus and cannot be separated from its possessor (Bourdieu 1986). 

Because it is not in a materialised state, it cannot be transmitted immediately in the same 

way money or property rights can be transferred by inheritance, gift, or exchange. 

Embodied cultural capital diminishes and dies with its holder (Bourdieu 1986). Examples 

of embodied cultural capital are social agents’ knowledge and skills (Bourdieu 1986, p. 

20) such as lawyers’ skills that powerful corporations and holders of large amounts of 

economic capital can afford (Cooper et al. 2011). In its objectified form, capital is 

manifested in cultural goods such as pictures, books, dictionaries, writings, paintings, 

monuments, and instruments (Bourdieu 1986, p. 20). Its institutionalised form is 

considered a form of objectification, an example of which is academic qualifications 

issued by academic institutions; in other words, it is a “certificate of cultural competence 

which confers on its holder a conventional, constant, legally guaranteed value” (Bourdieu 
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1986, p. 20). When cultural capital is highly regarded in the field, it can give its holder a 

significant amount of power. For instance, accounting skills and knowledge are 

considered a form of cultural capital that gives accountants a significant position of power 

in the company in comparison to others who lack these skills (Farjaudon & Morales 

2013). Cultural capital has been found to be strong enough to enable its holders to resist 

an attempt to impose an accounting system proposed by holders of economic capital 

(Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018). In aid contexts, beneficiaries’ lack of education and training 

has hindered their ability to affect and resist the decisions of the NGO. Beneficiaries’ lack 

of both economic and cultural capital explains the exclusion of their voices (Kuruppu & 

Lodhia 2019). 

 

When any of the other three types of capital are perceived and recognised as legitimate in 

a certain field, they become symbolic capital and give their holders symbolic power 

(Bourdieu 1985, 1989). Symbolic capital or power, which includes, for example, 

accumulated prestige, honour, reputation, renown, and personal authority (Bourdieu 

1977, p. 179; Bourdieu 1985; Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 14), gives its holder access 

to symbolic credit and guarantees (Bourdieu 1977, p. 181). For example, Cooper et al. 

(2011) argue that a government organisation responsible for enforcing work health and 

safety requirements on companies derives its symbolic capital or power from its claims 

to protect workers. In a similar fashion, corporations’ donation of funds for social and 

environmental projects that bear their names grants them legitimacy and reputation that 

is misrecognised; in other words, not perceived as capital (Everett 2002). 

 

Further, accounting systems and knowledge have been viewed as a form of cultural 

capital that can be a source of legitimacy for organisations and thus can become symbolic 
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capital (Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018). In describing the symbolic power of accounting, 

Farjaudon and Morales (2013, p. 156) argue:  

Accounting articulates categories of perception and appreciation to enable the 
production of both a shared definition of reality (consensus) and a system of 
classifications and judgments about what is and is not valued. Often perceived 
as neutral or collegial, this system of distinctions actually favours the interests 
of some at the expense of others, often without triggering conflict or resistance. 

 

Although it is easier to measure economic capital than symbolic capital, analysing 

transactions in terms of symbolic capital gives a more accurate account of reality and the 

logic behind it (Bourdieu 1977, p. 182). If the focus is only on economic and material 

aspects, strategies that aim to maintain or increase reputation and honour will be missed 

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 182).  

 

In good-faith economies where reputation is regarded more highly than economic capital, 

symbolic capital can be a source of material profit and can be immediately converted into 

economic capital (Bourdieu 1977, p. 180). Bourdieu provides an example of this in his 

ethnographic fieldwork in Kabyle. He notes that, for example, in agricultural fields where 

technical resources are limited, access to labour power is needed and very important. 

People use their family ties and other social connections (social capital) to access the 

labour support required for ploughing and harvesting (Bourdieu 1977, p. 180). This 

unpaid support yields economic gains. As this form of social capital is the most effective 

type of capital in the agricultural field, it is conceived as symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1977, 

p. 180). 

 

Bourdieu refers to convertibility as an important characteristic of capital (Bourdieu 1986; 

Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 14). As indicated in the agricultural example above, 

social capital can be converted to economic capital. To clarify this characteristic, 
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Bourdieu refers to another example to demonstrate how economic capital can be 

converted to cultural capital and back. He suggests that in obtaining education, money is 

invested by individuals to gain educational qualifications, which in turn give them access 

to the labour market and economic returns (Bourdieu 1986; Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, 

p. 14). This research will examine the different species of capital that each actor holds as 

well as the convertibility of each.  

 

In short, Bourdieu recognises four main forms of capital, and asserts that each form can 

be converted into another and can be a source of power to its holder if considered the 

most valuable in the field (symbolic power). The extent of agents’ power depends on the 

total value of capital they possess and its composition. Those with more power occupy a 

privileged position in the field and can exercise what Bourdieu calls “symbolic violence”, 

as discussed in the next section. 

 

5.7 Symbolic Violence  

Symbolic violence originates from the unequal distribution of capital in the field 

(Bourdieu 1989) followed by the imposition of doxa (Cooper et al. 2011). Dominant 

actors, who have more symbolic capital or power, are recognised and well known, and 

have legitimate authority. The capital they hold puts them in a superior position that 

allows them to dominate others by imposing values, norms, perspectives, visions, 

behaviours, and recognitions favourable to them as collective and “universally approved” 

(Bourdieu 1989, p. 21). Those who occupy dominant positions in the field can craft doxa 

(Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019); consequently, doxa becomes “the breeding ground for 

symbolic violence” (Cooper et al. 2011, p. 746, emphasis in the original).  
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Bourdieu differentiates between symbolic and physical violence in that symbolic violence 

is a covert, hidden, indirect, impersonal, and euphemised exploitation of others (Bourdieu 

1977, p. 192). It imposes meanings as legitimate while obscuring the power relations that 

enable it to do so (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977, p. 4). Furthermore, it makes agents behave 

in a certain way as part of their submission to the doxic rules (Bourdieu 1977, p. 192). 

Symbolic violence appears to be humane, kind, and respectful, and the real interest of the 

actor is not obvious. The actor seems to be disinterested in gaining personal and material 

benefits; thus their influence is misrecognised, appears legitimate, and is not recognised 

as violence (Bourdieu 1977, p. 192). In this way, legitimacy is an example of symbolic 

violence (Bourdieu et al. 1994). Figure 5.5 demonstrates how symbolic violence 

originates.  

 

 

Figure 5.5: Symbolic Violence (created based on Bourdieu 1977) 
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An example from accounting literature of legitimacy strategies that enable symbolic 

violence as disinterested is provided by Farjaudon and Morales (2013). The authors 

suggest that accountants impose accounting techniques such as calculation by presenting 

them as objective and supporting them with voluminous reports that appear complex, and 

then synthesising them to a single figure. Further, accountants seek legitimacy through 

validating calculation techniques by external consultants who have a good reputation, a 

strategy Farjaudon and Morales (2013, p. 161) refer to as “out-there-ness”. Similarly, 

Oakes et al. (1998) provide evidence of how business planning is presented as objective 

despite the symbolic violence of increased control exercised under its name. This thesis 

will explore the use of such strategies to legitimise the VAF in Chapter Seven. 

 

Symbolic violence manifests in the dominant exercising power over capital, the power to 

“name capital” (Cooper et al. 2005, p. 376), and the power to determine the value of all 

species of capital (Mustafa & Victoria 2008). Moreover, Bourdieu suggests that symbolic 

power is capable of “worldmaking” (Bourdieu 1989, p. 22) through the power of 

“constitution”, the power to form “a new group”, the power to “make things with words”, 

and the power of “consecration or revelation” (Bourdieu 1989, p. 23). These descriptions 

are critical when trying to understand struggles over classifications such as age, gender, 

social status, groups, and nations (Bourdieu 1989; Bourdieu 2000, p. 184). The dominant 

actors can use their power to impose and inculcate a vision of division in the field 

(Bourdieu 1989). Although such divisions might already exist in an implicit state, they 

are brought to life and become explicit only when they are distinguished, designated, and 

named (Bourdieu 1989). This idea of group-making will be used in the analysis to 

demonstrate how new classifications and groups are created through the 

operationalisation of the VAF. 
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Further, Bourdieu suggests that symbolic violence is characterised by its ability to sustain 

itself by reproducing the power relations that created it in the first place through the active 

collective complicity of social agents (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 190-6). He argues that once 

the power relations, domination, and divisions are established, embedded in a certain 

social order, and internalised in social agents’ habitus, the objective structures of the field 

will be capable of reproducing these power relations automatically (Bourdieu 1977, p. 

190). In this way, habitus plays a critical role in reproducing symbolic violence through 

the structuring process discussed earlier.  

 

Further, given that part of the doxic acceptance of the social order is the unconscious 

acceptance of existing relations of domination, once the system of domination is 

established, members of the dominant group do not need to take any action to exercise 

their domination (Bourdieu 1977, p. 190). They simply let the system take its own course. 

In this sense, Bourdieu defines symbolic violence as “the violence which is exercised 

upon a social agent with his or her complicity” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p. 167). 

This means that the dominated, who receive no benefits from the use of symbolic power, 

participate in their own subjection (Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 23). They fail to see 

the arbitrariness of the social order and its embedded hierarchies. Bourdieu views the 

dominated as active bodies in their domination, rather than passive participants to whom 

power is applied (Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 23); hence, he refers to them as “social 

agents”.  

 

Further, Bourdieu notes that symbolic violence feeds not only on the complicity of the 

dominated but also on the collective complicity of everyone in the field (Bourdieu 1977, 

p. 196). There is a common belief, a collective misrecognition by the dominant and the 
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dominated alike, that the power of the dominant is justified and legitimate (Bourdieu & 

Thompson 1991, p. 23). All this happens during the doxic-submission phase before the 

start of any heterodoxy discourse can give birth to the field of opinion, and when social 

agents are still captured by the illusio that the game is worth playing. Farjaudon and 

Morales (2013) document how dominant agents contribute to the domination of others in 

the case of marketing managers who welcomed accountants’ ideas to use financial 

definition and measurement of the brand to maximise shareholders’ value. This allowed 

accountants to occupy a dominant position in the company, devaluing marketing 

managers’ position and reducing their capital. In this case, the domination was 

misrecognised by both accountants and marketing managers, and asymmetrical power 

relations were reproduced (Farjaudon & Morales 2013). 

 

The accounting literature has revealed many forms of symbolic violence exercised by 

accounting and accountability systems as well as accounting professionals, thus showing 

how accounting can become an instrument of dominance (Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018). For 

instance, Sargiacomo et al. (2014) highlight accounting’s dominance in a humanitarian 

setting. The authors argue that the accounting system used to record and report post-

disaster relief funds imposes a requirement on survivors to provide certain documentation 

and forms (cultural capital). However, when people are unable to meet this requirement, 

they are denied access to relief funds, which  increases their suffering. Further, the focus 

of the system can be on “simply restoring what people had” in terms of material 

possessions, rather than honouring the moral obligation to explore “what people could do 

or be” and whether they have regained their dignity and well-being (Sargiacomo et al. 

2014, p. 667). In addition to considering donors’ control of the activities of an NGO as a 

form of symbolic violence, Kuruppu and Lodhia (2019) draw attention to another 



132 
 

symbolic violence exercised by an NGO on its partners. The authors argue that the NGO’s 

resistance to donors' doxic rules drove it to take advantage of the capital of other NGOs 

through partnership agreements to maintain a dominant position in the field.  

 

Further, accounting research using Bourdieu’s lens has explored the empowering and 

disempowering roles of accounting. For instance, Lombardi (2016) criticises accounting 

history in Australia and argues that accounting services provided for Indigenous people 

by non-Indigenous accounting professionals disempower them compared to accounting 

services delivered by Indigenous people, which empower them. Lombardi (2016) 

explains that the dominant non-Indigenous, who possessed cultural capital in the form of 

accounting skills, occupied a powerful position in the field and imposed their practices 

on Indigenous peoples as legitimate. However, according to Neu (2006, p. 395), 

accounting has the potential to be empowering and to “reconstitute social space by 

introducing new ways of thinking about and talking about the social world”. An example 

of the empowerment potential of accounting is provided by Chawla (2020), who shows 

how social audit accounting and accountability in India have changed the rules of the 

game, the distribution of capital, and the habitus around social roles and conformity to 

traditions. As a result, it has become possible to change existing power relations and the 

domination of the elite, and to empower local citizens to be account holders instead of 

remaining unprivileged. Further, in the context of educational reform in Canada, Neu 

(2006) highlights how new requirements for funding, accountability, and resource 

allocation have changed the capital distribution in the field, the positions of actors, and 

consequently power relations. Actors who were powerful prior to the reform have lost 

their influence, and those who were in a weaker position have gained more capital and 

authority. As indicated in Chapter Four, this thesis will explore the empowering and 
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disempowering potential of the VAF by exploring the positions occupied by different 

actors in the field. Moreover, this thesis will explore the potential symbolic violence 

experienced by Syrian refugees as documented by their heterodoxy discourse posted on 

social media.  

 

In brief, symbolic violence is a misrecognised form of violence that operates silently in 

the field. It is exercised by those who have the most symbolic capital or power by crafting 

the rules of the field and imposing them as universal, imposing their perceptions on 

others, changing or maintaining the capital distribution in the field, and imposing 

divisions and classifications. In  the process, dominant actors and groups secure collective 

complicity and establish a system of domination that is capable of reproducing itself 

without active intervention. Figure 5.6 presents the VAF through the lens of Bourdieu’s 

theory and how it is interpreted (Chapters Seven and Eight). 
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Figure 5.6: The VAF through the Lens of the Theory of Practice   
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5.8 Concluding Comments 
 

This chapter has outlined the theoretical framework used to analyse the VAF. This 

framework enables a critical analysis of various forms of domination underpinned by 

multiple power relations. The chapter has discussed the origin of this theoretical 

framework and its significance in accounting literature, which has allowed many scholars 

to contribute to the knowledge of how systems of accounting and accountability function 

in society and how they can serve the interests of certain dominant groups at the expense 

of others. The chapter has presented Bourdieu’s main concepts under the theory of 

practice, including how they relate to each other and together provide an account of social 

reality, the hidden forces behind the current order, and how it can be produced and 

reproduced or resisted.  

 

Using this theory, this thesis adopts a qualitative methodology to analyse the various texts 

in documents produced regarding the VAF in the field to reveal the potential symbolic 

violence enacted through calculative practices and accountability relations. The research 

design is presented in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Six: Research Design 
 

 

 
When I become aware of a segment of your lived experience, I arrange what I 
see within my own meaning-context. But meanwhile you have arranged it in 
yours. Thus, I am always interpreting your lived experiences from my own 
standpoint. Even if I had ideal knowledge of all your meaning-contexts at a given 
moment and so were able to arrange your whole supply of experience, I should 
still not be able to determine whether the particular meaning-contexts of yours 
in which I arranged your lived experiences were the same as those which you 
were using. This is because your manner of attending to your experiences would 
be different from my manner of attending to them. However, if I look at my 
whole stock of knowledge of your lived experiences and ask about the structure 
of this knowledge, one thing becomes clear: This is that everything I know about 
your conscious life is really based on my knowledge of my own lived experiences 
(Schultz 1972, p. 106). 

 

 

Chapter Five presented Bourdieu’s theory of practice as the theoretical lens through 

which data is analysed in this thesis, including its various notions: field, capital, habitus, 

symbolic power, symbolic violence, doxa, illusion, the field of opinion, heterodoxy, and 

orthodoxy. This chapter discusses how this was done by explaining the underlying 

philosophical assumptions of the research and methods employed to collect and analyse 

the data. 

 

The chapter proceeds as follows: Section 6.1 presents the ontological and epistemological 

assumptions underlying this thesis. Section 6.2 presents the methodology adopted. 

Section 6.3 outlines the methods employed including document analysis, textual analysis, 

text selection, and thematic analysis (Sections 6.3.1- 6.3.4). Section 6.4 summarises and 

concludes the chapter.  
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6.1 Philosophical Assumptions  

When conducting research, researchers bring to the research a set of philosophical 

assumptions (ontology and epistemology) that inform the decision to adopt a particular 

research approach (Creswell & Creswell 2018, p. 40) and form the basis for what the 

researcher claims as “reliable knowledge” (Gaffikin 2008, p. 6). According to Gaffikin 

(2008, p. 6), ontology describes how we view reality and perceive the world. This thesis 

adopts a constructivist/relativist ontology through which the world is individually and 

socially constructed (Gaffikin 2008, p. 6; Scotland 2012). This means that people impose 

their own assumptions and understanding on the world as they attempt to construct 

meaning (Lythcott & Duschl 1990, p. 458) as embodied in the language and actions of 

social actors (Schwandt 1994). In this sense, knowledge is not waiting to be discovered 

and verified, it is created by a cognitive system through the process of screening, 

translation, alteration, and sometimes rejection of information (Lythcott & Duschl 1990, 

p. 458). This leads to the assumption that “there is [no] single unitary reality apart from 

our perceptions. Since each of us experiences reality from our own point of view, each of 

us forms a different reality. As such, the phenomenon of multiple realities exists” (Krauss 

2015, p. 760). This individuality is reflected in the work done by researchers, where a 

certain amount of bias is expected and accepted (Krauss 2015, p. 760). In this way, when 

researchers try to make sense of the meanings made by others through their meaning-

making process, researchers themselves add a second layer of meaning-making (Fox, NJ 

2008, p. 661). 

 

The constructivist ontology is in alignment with Bourdieu’s theory of practice, which 

acknowledges that the meanings of the objects of the social world are subject to 

interpretation, and that this leads to a “plurality of visions” or world views, which can 
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become a source of struggle (Bourdieu 1989, p. 20). To Bourdieu, social realities are 

objects of cognition (Bourdieu 1990, p. 135). As explained in Chapter Five, he recognises 

that this happens due to the different positions of individuals in the field and how their 

positions allow them to construct and shape their perceptions (habitus) of the world 

differently (Bourdieu 1988, p. 782; 1989; Bourdieu 2000, p. 183).  

 

With regards to epistemology, the origin of the word is from the Greek word epistêmê, 

which means “knowledge” (Krauss 2015). While ontology is concerned with what is and 

how individuals view reality, epistemology is “concerned with how knowledge can be 

created, acquired and communicated, in other words, what it means to know” Scotland 

(2012, p. 9), and with determining “when knowledge is valid, [and] what counts as truth” 

(Packer & Goicoechea 2000, p. 227). In line with the ontology adopted in this thesis, the 

epistemological assumption is “subjective sense-making” (Fox, NJ 2008, p. 662). The 

following section outlines the methodology used in this research, which is aligned with 

the philosophical assumptions of the thesis.  

 

6.2 Methodology 
 

With the choice of methodology being informed by the constructivist ontology and 

subjectivist epistemology of the thesis, a qualitative interpretive methodology was 

employed (Denzin & Lincoln 2018). The distinctive contributions of qualitative 

accounting research have been acknowledged. According to De Villiers et al. (2019), 

qualitative research focuses on exploring complex social problems, and on examining 

accounting in nuanced ways, emphasising the importance of assessing the subjectivities 

underpinning social situations. As a result of this emphasis, it has proliferated in the 
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accounting discipline and become very diverse in terms of the topics, ideas, types of 

organisations, and countries examined, as well as the theories and qualitative methods 

applied by accounting scholars (see Dumay et al. 2018). Through qualitative research, 

scholars have been able to address issues such as “culture, politics, ideology, power, 

stories, language, symbols, perception, and cognition” and also understand what is “inside 

the ‘black box’ of organisational, institutional and strategic implementation practices and 

routines” (Parker 2014, p. 14). 

 

It is suggested that the main objective of qualitative research is to enable the process of 

meaning-making (Krauss 2015) to produce a “theorized storyline or a particular kind of 

plot that relates the field and academic worlds” (Golden-Biddle & Locke 2007, p. 6, 

emphasis in the original). In this way, qualitative research “contribute[s] to the generation 

of knowledge that is more imaginative, thoughtful, reasoned, and insightful” (Golden-

Biddle & Locke 2007, p. 8). 

 

Further, according to Polkinghorne (2005), qualitative research is useful when researchers 

attempt to understand human lived experiences. Thus, qualitative research was adopted 

in this thesis, as it is considered suitable to explore the lived experiences of Syrian 

refugees implicated in the web of the UNHCR’s accountability relationships and how 

these relationships are managed through the operationalisation of the VAF. Qualitative 

data is often collected in the form of spoken or written language, as opposed to numbers 

(Polkinghorne 2005). Therefore, theoretical frameworks in qualitative research are linked 

with the actions and events of social actors, as expressed through speech or text, and with 

the researcher’s interpretation to construct an account of the past (Golden-Biddle & Locke 
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2007, p. 6). The result is a “holistic account” or a detailed picture of the real-life problem 

under investigation (Creswell & Creswell 2018, p. 258).  

 

Additionally, one of the characteristics of qualitative research that examines personal and 

social relationships is that it “allow[s] for marginalized voices to emerge” (Manning & 

Kunkel 2014, p. 435). Marginalised groups suffer the consequences of power 

asymmetries such as social domination (Pettit 2002). By giving people a voice, qualitative 

research has an emancipatory potential (Kincheloe & Mclaren 2011). Adopting a 

qualitative research methodology is consistent with Bourdieu’s theoretical lens which 

proved helpful in exposing the heterodoxic voices of marginalised groups in their 

resistance to the doxic rules. As Finau and Chand (2022) suggest, when people exercise 

resistance, they can emancipate themselves from the domination imposed on them.   

 

Moreover, as indicated, researchers participate in the meaning-making process and 

account construction of reality (de Loo & Lowe 2017). The interpretation and analysis 

that researchers offer are shaped by their unique context, knowledge, lived experience 

(Schultz 1972, p. 106), “social position (e.g. gender, age, race, immigration status, sexual 

orientation)” and “political and professional beliefs” (Berger 2015, p. 219). The 

researcher is “no longer ‘outside,’ no longer a neutral observer, affectively and politically 

detached; the researcher is now an instrument of the research process” (Medico & 

Santiago-Delefosse 2014, p. 360). Therefore, it is critical that the researcher engages in 

the research reflexively to recognise their “situatedness within the research and the effect 

that it may have on the setting and people being studied, questions being asked, data being 

collected, and its interpretation” (Berger 2015, p. 220). Accordingly, by adopting this 

methodology, this thesis provides mere “knowledge claims” determined by the collected 
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data and interpretive insights (Lythcott & Duschl 1990, p. 447). It does not claim to 

present the only truth but recognises “the existence of more than one explanation” for 

evidence (Lythcott & Duschl 1990, p. 447). This thesis does not, by any means, seek to 

provide an “absolute” verified knowledge (Lythcott & Duschl 1990, p. 447). The next 

section describes the methods and data-selection process used in this thesis.  

 

6.3 Methods 

Many qualitative research methods are available for researchers to use (Given 2008 

provides examples). Researchers consider the type of data they have or intend to collect 

when deciding the right method to employ (Vogt et al. 2014, pp. 2-3). In this research, 

two types of data were collected: publicly available UNHCR documents (related to the 

VAF and accountability policies27) and Syrian refugees’ comments on a social media 

platform that UNHCR-Jordan uses to communicate with refugees. This platform has been 

given the pseudonym "ShoutOut" to protect the identity of the refugees. To analyse this 

data, document analysis was selected as the overarching research method. Under this 

method, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis was used to analyse the VAF’s 

documents, while Kozinets’s (2019) netnographic approach, which also relies on themes, 

was used to analyse ShoutOut comments. In these documents, the analysis focused only 

on texts; hence, textual analysis forms part of the method. The following section discusses 

document analysis as applied in this thesis.  

 

 
27 Most of the accountability policy documents analysed are appendices to the UNHCR APP.  
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6.3.1 Document Analysis 

Document analysis is widely used in qualitative research, either as a standalone method 

or as a way to triangulate data collected from other sources such as interviews (Bowen 

2009). It is defined as a “systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents 

both printed and electronic (computer-based and Internet-transmitted) material” (Bowen 

2009, p. 29). The analysis is conducted through “finding, selecting, appraising (making 

sense of), and synthesising data contained in documents” (Bowen 2009, p. 28). 

Documents can serve many purposes: providing researchers with context and background 

information regarding the field of study, drawing their attention to new questions, 

providing additional data, allowing tracking of changes over time, and enabling the 

verification of findings (Bowen 2009). Such roles are driven by the content of documents 

as repositories of knowledge (in other words, what they say). However, researchers can 

also explore the role of documents in networks of action; in other words, what they do 

and how they are used (Prior 2010, pp. 111-2). In this sense, the document “is open to 

manipulation by others: as an ally, as a resource for further action, as an enemy to be 

destroyed, or suppressed” (Prior 2003, p. 3). Given that “[i]nstitutions systematically 

direct individual memory and channel perception into forms compatible with the relations 

they authorise” (Douglas 1986, p. 69), documents can provide a powerful tool for them 

to “encode information” (Douglas 1986, p. 47). Thus, the analysis of organisational 

documents can bring to light the “shadow places” created by institutions (Douglas 1986, 

p. 69), as well as the meanings and institutional thinking embedded in these documents. 

This thesis examines both the content and the role of some documents, such as securing 

legitimacy. 
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Although many documents include texts, documents extend beyond written texts. They 

can be found in many forms such as sculptures, paintings, ancient cemeteries, 

architectural plans, visual images (Prior 2003, pp. 5-8), diagrams (Prior 2003, p. 83), 

audiotapes (p. 105), maps (Prior 2003, p. 166), and social-media content such as posts 

and comments (see Goncharenko 2021; Law et al. 2021; Oelcer et al. 2020). This diversity 

is derived from the view that a document is “an expression of human thought” (Buckland 

1998, p. 5), and the increased emphasis that the concept of documents includes “whatever 

functioned as a document rather than traditional physical forms of documents” (Buckland 

1998, p. 7). Thus, ShoutOut comments are considered documents in this thesis. As 

discussed in Chapter Five, documents are important because they are considered a 

representation of the habitus of those who produced them through the narratives, 

language, and discourse embedded in documents (Everett 2002). The following section 

discusses textual analysis.  

 

6.3.2 Textual Analysis  

There are two broad types of textual analysis: “the linguistic tradition, which treats text 

as an object of analysis itself” (Wutich et al. 2015 n.p.) and examines its structure and 

discourse (Lockyer 2008, p. 865), and the sociological tradition, which treats text “as a 

window into human experience” (Wutich et al. 2015 n.p.) by examining its content and 

meaning (Lockyer 2008, p. 865). This thesis follows the sociological tradition, which 

helps to capture the experience of Syrian refugees as described by both the UNHCR and 

the refugees themselves in their respective documents. Textual analysis was selected for 

multiple reasons: texts “have their own narrative structures, and persuasive qualities and 

are designed to convey a preferred meaning”, and they can be interpreted in multiple ways 
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and thus produce “multiple meanings” (Lockyer 2008, p. 865 emphasis added). Thus, this 

method is consistent with the epistemological assumptions and research methodology of 

the thesis.  

 

Further, the textual analysis offers some advantages over other participant-driven 

methods. For instance, texts included in the UNHCR’s documents and ShoutOut 

comments were created before the researcher’s engagement in the research. Given that 

they were not created specifically to answer the research questions, they are considered 

“naturally occurring”, which reduces the risk of research participants’ biases arising when 

they are asked specific questions (Lockyer 2008, p. 865). According to McKee (2001), 

other methods such as interviews produce text more on what people say about reality in 

response to the researcher’s questions than what they think about reality. However, this 

thesis does not assume that texts are neutral. It acknowledges that many texts include a 

level of bias that arises from the views of those who produce them or from manipulating 

text to project certain understandings. To mitigate the effect of such manipulation, texts 

produced by two parties, UNHCR and Syrian refugees, are analysed and compared.  

 

In addition, textual analysis reduces the power gap between the researcher and the 

research participants (see Karnieli-Miller et al. 2009). Moreover, given the humanitarian 

context of the research, engaging refugees in discussions of sensitive topics such as their 

vulnerability imposes additional approval requirements and ethical challenges (see Shaw 

et al. 2020; Tyldum 2012) that were avoided with the use of text analysis. Finally, in 

addition to the low cost of text analysis, as the texts used in this research were readily 

available, and thus offered a quick and convenient way to obtain data (Lockyer 2008, p. 

865). The next section explains how the documents containing textual data were selected.  
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6.3.3 Document Selection 

The texts analysed in this thesis are all publicly available. However, as they come from 

different sources, different methods were applied to select and analyse them, as explained 

below. To define the fields, capitals, doxa, accountability relationships, and 

organisational habitus, textual data from the UNHCR’s main website (www.unhcr.org) 

was collected. The text was in the form of either web text or documents (such as policies, 

handbooks, guidance notes, and practical tools). After several months of reading and 

rereading many texts to become familiar with the work of the UNHCR and the 

humanitarian context in Jordan as well as prior accounting literature, salient words related 

to the objectives of this research were identified. This was followed by keyword searches 

such as “accountability”, “vulnerability”, “VAF”, “partners”, “donors”, “empowerment”, 

“earmarking”, and “rights-based”.  

 

To analyse and understand accountability relationships, the operationalisation of the 

VAF, and Syrian refugees’ experiences, it was important to investigate the meanings 

constructed by both the UNHCR and Syrian refugees. When searching for accountability 

policies, the keyword “accountability” was used. For example, the UNHCR’s AAP policy 

and the Policy on Gender Age and Diversity are two documents that resulted from this 

search.  

 

Further, texts related to the VAF, such as the VAF Guidance Note, Technical Explanation, 

and Introducing the VAF, were downloaded from the “Operational data portal – Syria 

Regional Refugee Response – Jordan” web page 

 (https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36). Searching for the keywords 

“VAF” and “Vulnerability” using the “Filter by Keyword” feature on this page returned 

http://www.unhcr.org/
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/36
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all texts related to the VAF . In addition, this page allows data to be filtered by selecting 

a specific working group; this function was used to find additional documents by selecting 

“Vulnerability Assessment Framework (VAF) – Jordan” as a working group. Many 

documents appeared in all three types of VAF searches, some documents were published 

more than once, and some documents did not include text but only images of maps 

representing the geographic distribution of vulnerability indicators. Thus, the number of 

VAF documents analysed is less than the total number of documents that resulted from 

each search. The documents are all in English. Further, the documents analysed were 

published during the period from 2013 to 2020. Therefore, this research covers the VAF’s 

operation during the period when the VAF was used to determine the vulnerability only 

of Syrian refugees who lived in urban areas. In 2021 and 2022 the VAF was extended to 

include Syrians living in camps and refugees from other nationalities. These years are 

excluded from this research. Some documents were undated; therefore, the publication 

year on the UNHCR’s website was used to reference these documents. Table 6.1 

summarises the search results of the VAF documents, and Appendix 1 provides a full list 

of documents downloaded and analysed.  

 

Table 6.1: Selection of the VAF Documents  

Search Type Results  

“Vulnerability” keyword  21 

“VAF” keyword  60 

"Vulnerability Assessment Framework (VAF) – Jordan” 
working group filter 

63 

 

UNHCR’s documents provide the public-facing views of the UNHCR and other actors 

who participated in the design and development of the VAF.  
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To capture Syrian refugees’ public perspectives, refugees’ comments on UNHCR-

Jordan’s ShoutOut page were examined. This page is publicly available and does not 

require creating an account to view the comments. It is important to note that these 

comments do not represent the views of all Syrian refugees in urban areas; rather, they 

represent the views of Syrian refugees who have access to smartphones and the internet, 

have ShoutOut accounts, and are engaged in posting comments. Kozinets (2019, pp. 399-

400) emphasises the need to protect the confidentiality and assess the harm that may be 

caused if the identities of people are recognised and exposed when their comments are 

traced back to them. Therefore, the content of the UNHCR’s ShoutOut posts was 

purposefully and intentionally excluded from the analysis, as the comments themselves 

can be easily identified and linked to ShoutOut, thus running the risk of exposing the 

identity of Syrian refugees who made the comments. 

 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse both the UNHCR and ShoutOut texts. Section 

6.3.4 discusses thematic analysis and the approaches used to analyse data.  

 
 
6.3.4 Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis is “a form of pattern recognition within the data, where emerging 

themes become the categories for analysis” (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane 2006, p. 82). 

These categories “help [to] understand a class of phenomena or events” (Robinson 2021, 

p. 3). No one approach exists to provide the correct and only way to conduct thematic 

analysis; instead, many researchers have developed different thematic-analysis guidelines 

(see Alhojailan 2012; Aronson 1995; Attride-Stirling 2001; Boyatzis 1998; Braun & 

Clarke 2006). Table 6.2 below summarises the approaches adopted in this research. 
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  Table 6.2: Summary of Thematic Analysis Approaches 

 
Data Sources (Publicly Available) Data Analysis Method 
UNHCR documents  Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases to 

thematic analysis 
Syrian refugees’ ShoutOut 
comments 

Kozinets’s (2019) Netnography 

 

 

6.3.4.1 Braun and Clarke’s Six Phases  

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach is one of the most popular28 approaches. 

According to Kiger and Varpio (2020, p. 846), it is “the most widely-accepted framework 

for conducting thematic analysis”. The six phases29 of this approach are outlined below, 

with a demonstration of how they are implemented in the analysis. Going through these 

phases was not a linear process; as Braun and Clarke note, “these six phases can blend 

together somewhat, and the analytic process necessarily becomes increasingly recursive” 

(2021, p. 4).  

 

Phase 1: Familiarising yourself with your data. This phase requires the researcher to 

be immersed in the data and to understand the “depth and breadth of the content” while 

looking for meaning and commonalities (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 87). To achieve this 

objective, the documents and texts were reread multiple times before the analysis began. 

Some notes about interesting ideas and information were taken throughout this phase.  

 

 
28 The approach has been mentioned over 109,500 times in Google Scholar. 
29 Braun and Clarke relabelled the six phases in a more recent paper published in 2021 as follows: “1) data 
familiarisation and writing familiarisation notes; 2) systematic data coding; 3) generating initial themes 
from coded and collated data; 4) developing and reviewing themes; 5) refining, defining and naming 
themes; and 6) writing the report” (Braun & Clarke 2021, p. 4). 
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Phase 2: Generating initial codes. In this phase, the researcher identifies important 

concepts by assigning codes to individual pieces of information. . A code is “the most 

basic segment, or element, of the raw data or information that can be assessed in a 

meaningful way regarding the phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998 cited in Braun & Clarke 

2006). Coding was performed using NVIVO software.  

 

Phase 3: Generating initial themes30. This phase marks the beginning of the 

interpretation process. It involves “sorting the different codes into potential themes, and 

collating all the relevant coded data extracts within the identified themes” (Braun & 

Clarke 2006, p. 89). Braun and Clarke explain that the process of identifying themes (and 

codes in Phase 2) can be either data-driven (inductive approach) or theory-driven 

(deductive approach). This thesis adopted a hybrid approach that used both data and 

theory-driven analysis. Theory-driven themes were drawn from Bourdieu’s theory and 

existing literature on aid accountability. For instance, themes such as “cultural capital”, 

“economic capital”, and “participation” emerged from the theory, while data-driven 

themes such as “accounting terminologies” and “out-there-ness” were also identified.  

 

Phase 4: Reviewing themes. This phase involved refining the themes identified in the 

previous phase and included two levels of refinement. Level one involved reading all 

codes within each theme to evaluate whether they form “a coherent pattern” (Braun & 

Clarke 2006, p. 91). Non-coherent themes were reworked; some themes were discarded 

as they lacked sufficient codes to support them, some themes were merged, and some 

 
30 Braun and Clarke (2021) emphasise the idea that themes are created and generated by the researcher; 
they thus highlight the active and creative role that researchers play in this process. Themes are not “pre-
entities that reside in data” and emerge (ibid, p. 16). Therefore, this phase was relabelled as “generating 
initial themes” (Braun & Clarke 2021, p. 16). 
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were split into two. Level two aimed to evaluate “the validity of individual themes in 

relation to the data set” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 91). In the analysis for this thesis, 

samples of the data set were reread to ensure that “the themes ‘work’ in relation to the 

data set” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 91) and to code anything that was missed in the initial 

coding in phase 2. A thematic map was then created in NVIVO (Figure 6.1).  

 

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes. This phase involved the further refinement, 

defining, and renaming of themes, and analysing data within themes. The goal was to 

identify “the ‘essence’ of what each theme is about” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 92). The 

annotation, “see also” links, and memo features of NVIVO were very useful in analysing 

data within themes, capturing my initial thoughts and insights about the data, and making 

connections between the data, which helped later in Phase 6.  

 

Phase 6: Producing the report. This phase, which represents “the final analysis and 

write-up of the report” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 93), includes telling the story of the data 

in “a concise, coherent, logical, non-repetitive and interesting” way (Braun & Clarke 

2006, p. 93). Examples of useful and important questions that guided the interpretation 

of themes include:  

- What does this theme mean? 
- What are the assumptions underpinning it? 
- What are the implications of this theme? 
- What conditions are likely to have given rise to it? 
- Why do people talk about this thing in this particular way (as opposed to 

other ways)? 
- What is the overall story the different themes reveal about the topic (Braun 

& Clarke 2006, p. 94)? 
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Chapter Seven presents the VAF from the perspective of the UNHCR and other 

humanitarian actors using the themes generated in this analysis. As this was a recursive 

process, Phases 4, 5, and 6 occurred simultaneously. There was a time gap between Phase 

3 and the following phases during which other chapters in this thesis were edited. This 

created a distance from the data and allowed returning to the data with fresh eyes, which 

in turn helped to avoid being stuck with initial patterns of thinking, allowed reviewing 

additional research, theoretical concepts, and the context of the study, and opened space 

for new ideas. Further, a self-audit was performed about a year after the start of the 

analysis to confirm the reliability of the themes. This  was achieved by recoding some 

documents and comparing the resulting themes to the original ones.  

 
Examples of quotes from each theme are presented to “demonstrate the prevalence of the 

theme” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 93). Given that some of the themes were theory- and 

literature-driven, the lack of themes at times was as important  as their presence to 

highlight any gaps between policies and practice. Similarly, contradictory data between 

the themes generated from the VAF documents and ShoutOut analysis was also critical 

to highlight the differences between the points of view of the UHNCR and Syrian 

refugees. The next section outlines netnography as the method used to analyse Syrian 

refugees’ comments on ShoutOut.
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Figure 6.1: Thematic Map from the Analysis of the UNHCR’s Documents  
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6.3.4.2 Kozinets’s Netnography 
 

The explosion in the use of new social-media networks that have penetrated everyday life 

has enabled users to stay connected and “access, post and share information on a regular 

and continuous basis” (Arnaboldi et al. 2017, p. 762). As discussed in Chapter Four, 

organisations have used social media for many purposes (Boylan & Boylan 2017; She & 

Michelon 2019; Yang & Liu 2017); this increased usage can lead to more accountability 

(Jeacle & Carter 2014). This thesis contributes to accountability research that employs 

social media by taking a netnographic approach to analyse Syrian refugees’ comments on 

ShoutOut. It also contributes to accounting literature by examining ShoutOut as the field 

of opinion where doxa is questioned. In this way, this thesis examines the existence of 

heterodoxy discourse through the analysis of ShoutOut comments and the potential for 

orthodoxy through UNHCR’s replies to these comments. Syrian refugees’ comments 

offer a window to their lived experiences and habitus, as these comments represent their 

perceptions of the work of the UNHCR, including the VAF, its impact on refugees’ lives, 

and refugees’ reactions to the decisions that the UNHCR and other aid organisations that 

use the VAF. Moreover, as ShoutOut comments can provide a different point of view to 

the UNHCR’s representations in its various documents, they offer an opportunity “to 

create new visibilities and present alternative truths” (Tregidga 2017, p. 527). For 

example, Perkiss et al. (2021) used the social-media comments of NGOs, activists, and 

consumers as a form of social account produced concerning the issues of child labour, 

forced child labour, and unsustainable farming practices in the fight against Nestlé in the 

chocolate industry.  

 

Netnography is a qualitative social-media method created by Robert V. Kozinets as a 

form of digital anthropology (Kozinets 2019, p. 16). Kozinets explains that netnography 
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focuses on human experience and “seeks to understand the cultural experiences that 

encompass and are reflected within the traces, practices, networks and systems of social 

media” in order to understand the world. (Kozinets 2019, p. 14). While netnorgaphy and 

traditional ethnography share the aspect of studying the human experience, netnography 

is different in that it focuses on online traces (such as texts, graphics, musicals, and audio-

visuals) that people leave behind when they post, share, or comment on something in the 

online world (Kozinets 2019, p. 16). There is a growing use of netnography in accounting 

research, and this approach has been used previously to examine the behaviour and 

perceptions of people through analysing online comments, ratings, and reviews on 

various platforms such as Facebook, Airbnb, Google Play, blogs, YouTube, Twitter, 

Instagram, TripAdvisor, Amazon, and LinkedIn (see Alharthi et al. 2022; Begkos & 

Antonopoulou 2020; Goncharenko 2019; Guo 2018; Jeacle 2017; Jeacle & Carter 2011; 

Kuruppu et al. 2016; La Torre et al. 2021; Leoni & Parker 2019; McDaid et al. 2019; 

Miley & Read 2012; Samkin 2022; Tomo 2022; Van den Bussche & Dambrin 2021). 

Jeacle (2021, p. 88) promotes the use of netnography in the accounting literature “for 

furthering an understanding of accountability whether that be in private, public, or 

nonprofit organizations”.  

 

In the third edition of his book on netnography, Kozinets (2019) provides detailed 

procedural guidelines and step-by-step explanations for how to collect, analyse, interpret, 

and communicate online data, as well as guidance on ethical issues that need to be 

considered. It is important to note that most of the comments posted on ShoutOut by 

Syrian refugees are in the Arabic language. Therefore, they were translated into English 

by the researcher, who is a Jordanian and thus familiar with the context as well as a native 

Arabic speaker who can relate the comments to their cultural, social, and/or religious 
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contexts. Consistent with the approach taken by Alharthi et al. (2022), who also rely on 

online data in Arabic, punctuation was added to the translated comments to make them 

easier to read. Further, sometimes where there was a lack of equivalent English words for 

Arabic terms, multiple English words were used to capture the essence of the meaning 

(Alharthi et al. 2022; Mokhtar 2020).  

 

Kozinets identifies six steps (or procedural movements) for doing netnographic research 

(Figure 6.2): initiation, investigation, interaction, immersion, integration, and incarnation 

(Kozinets 2019, p. 25).  

 

 
 

Figure 6.2: The Six Procedural Movements of Netnography (adapted 
fromKozinets 2019, p. 139) 

 
 

The initiation phase of netnography is similar to the initiation phase of any research 

project that involves thinking about and identifying the following research elements: 

research topic, constructs, questions, design, and theoretical framework, as well as any 
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ethical, organisational, regulatory, and administrative requirements (Kozinets 2019, p. 

139). The initiation phase of this thesis started in 2019 with extensive reading and 

examination of the UNHCR work and the relevant literature, which allowed the 

identification of the above research elements with the guidance of the supervision team.  

 

Netnographic research can use one or a combination of three procedures to collect data: 

investigation, interaction, and immersion. This thesis adopted an investigative process to 

identify and collect the online data; this is the process adopted by most accounting 

netnographic studies. The investigation process is selective and similar to analysing 

publicly available organisational documents: the data is not created by the researcher for 

the purpose of the research; instead, the researcher observes past online interactions, 

collects data already created by people online, and uses it in the study (Kozinets 2019, p. 

193). As a result, investigative data chosen by the researcher is shaped by the researcher’s 

“decisions, interests, perspectives, and observer effects, and can never be completely free 

of them” (Kozinets 2019, p. 193). This approach is aligned with the philosophical 

assumptions and methodology of the thesis and emphasises that the researcher is never 

separate from the research. Moreover, the investigative approach allows the collection of 

data produced in a natural setting without the intervention of the researcher (Kozinets 

2002), which is consistent with the approach taken to analyse the VAF from the 

UNHCR’s perspective. The data obtained using this approach was assessed as sufficient 

to achieve the research objectives. The immersion approach to data collection  depends 

entirely on the researcher’s engagement with the data through writing and journaling their 

reflections, while interaction involves “explicit questioning or research engagement with 

online participants” (Kozinets 2019, p. 141). The interaction procedure imposes 
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additional considerations when discussing sensitive topics and engaging with 

disadvantaged populations online, and was not used to collect data for this thesis.  

According to Kozinets (2019), taking an investigative approach requires the following 

five iterative steps: simplifying, searching, scouting, selecting, and saving. The following 

sections present the essence of each step and how it was implemented in this thesis. 

 

1. Simplifying 

Simplifying means “translat[ing] research questions into searchable search terms” 

(Kozinets 2019, p. 213). The purpose of this step is to identify a set of keywords for which 

to search (Kozinets 2019, p. 216). As the VAF is used to distribute assistance to the most 

vulnerable, the keywords used to search the UNHCR’s ShoutOut page were “assistance”, 

“vulnerable”, and “vulnerability” in Arabic. 

 

2. Searching 

This step began by entering the keywords identified in step one in the search engine of 

the UNHCR’s ShoutOut page. As the search resulted in a large volume of data, as 

Kozinets (2019, p. 220) explains, the goal was not to be “comprehensive” in including 

everything related to the study, but to be “thorough” and to “find high-quality data” to 

investigate further. The focus was on the posts that related to 1) how the UNHCR 

determines eligible refugees for assistance, 2) the UNHCR’s data-collection process, and 

3) cash-assistance programs, as these have a high impact on refugees and their distribution 

relies on the VAF’s score for identifying eligible refugees. 
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3. Scouting 

Scouting allows the researcher to “reconnoitre various potential ‘sites’ of data, 

interaction, and experience” to filter the data and narrow it down (Kozinets 2019, pp. 213, 

5). This step depends on the format of the data that results from the search: for example, 

if it is text, then scouting means reading it; if it is audio/podcasts, scouting is listening; if 

it is videos, scouting is watching (Kozinets 2019, p. 215). Given that the ShoutOut 

comments on the UNHCR posts are in the form of text, they were read and reread 

carefully.  

 

4. Selecting  

Selecting involves evaluating and judging data for the purpose of:  

limiting the amount of data in the dataset to maintain a balance between 
a thorough and expansive look at a particular phenomenon, and the 
ability of researchers to go into sufficient depth with a particular amount 
of data (Kozinets 2019, p. 226). 
 

The researcher selected five ShoutOut posts posted by UNHCR-Jordan and analysed a 

total of 16,500 comments using the following criteria suggested by Kozinets (2019, p. 

226): relevance, activity, and richness. Relevance is the most important criterion, and is 

usually used during scouting. Relevant data includes information that is meaningfully 

connected with the research questions and purpose (Kozinets 2019, p. 226). As indicated 

in step two, the posts selected were all on topics related to the VAF’s process and 

implementation. Further, comments posted by refugees from other nationalities were 

excluded from the analysis. These comments were identifiable as refugees refer to 

themselves by nationality; for example, they state in the comments, “I am an Iraqi 

refugee” or “I am Yemeni”. Further, activity is concerned with the “recency” and 

“regularity” of the social-media site (Kozinets 2019, p. 228). The posts selected are 
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among the ones with the highest number of comments, reflecting a high level of activity 

from and significance to the refugees. The posts were also recent, to capture Syrian 

refugees’ reflection and evaluation of the VAF after at least a few years of 

implementation. Finally, richness means “the presence of detail, description, emotion, 

and interconnection in the data site or data” (Kozinets 2019, p. 229). Rich data “reveals 

human cultural realities” and “contains a lot of contexts – links to particular social, 

cultural, and physical environments and identities” (Kozinets 2019, p. 229). The 

comments analysed are considered rich, as they capture Syrian refugees’ descriptions of 

their life circumstances, reveal emotions with regards to refugees’ experience with 

eligibility decisions and aid allocation process, provide additional information about the 

context of the research and the operationalisation of the VAF beyond what the documents 

offer, and uncover Syrian refugees’ views of the world and themselves.  

 

5. Saving 

Saving data aims to preserve the data and store it in a long-term format (Kozinets 2019, 

p. 236).  There are multiple options for saving data: capturing screenshots, saving and 

printing, cutting and pasting, and scraping via a computer program (Kozinets 2019, p. 

237). The comments were downloaded and saved in an Excel spreadsheet using the 

website https://exportcomments.com, which can be used to download comments from 

various social-media platforms. The links for each of the ShoutOut post were pasted into 

the spreadsheet, which recorded the following information: the link to the post, the date 

of the post, a number generated to identify comments, the name and ID of the ShoutOut 

profile used to post the comment, the date and time of each comment, the number of likes, 

and the comment itself. However, the subscription used to export ShoutOut comments 

https://exportcomments.com/
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only allowed the download of 5,000 comments per ShoutOut post. Thus, only the first 

5,000 comments were exported and analysed from posts that exceeded 5,000 comments.  

 

The next stage of netnography is data analysis and interpretation. As indicated earlier, 

netnography also includes some form of coding and thematic analysis. Kozinets identifies 

six steps for data analysis, explained below.  

1- Collating data: preparing, arranging, and organising data for coding by converting it 

into a form that can be analysed (Kozinets 2019, pp. 332-3). This process starts with 

filtering data by deciding which aspects of it will be coded, followed by formatting 

the data or the files, and finally filling it to organise it for “ease of reading, searching, 

and coding” (Kozinets 2019, p. 334). In this step, the spreadsheets were already in a 

form that can be analysed. The UNHCR’s replies were highlighted in yellow to 

separate them from refugees’ comments to make the analysis process easier.  

2- Coding: Kozinets (2019, p. 337) considers codes as the tags or labels used to assign 

meaning to data. The coding process is similar to that of Braun and Clarke (2006); 

however, due to the large number of comments in the data collected for this thesis, 

coding was conducted in Excel. An additional column was created to capture the 

codes.  

3- Combining: investigating the codes and looking for commonalities and relationships 

between them. Once this is done, connected codes are put together in what Kozinets 

(2019, pp. 343-4) call “pattern code”. Steps two and three were done simultaneously 

in Excel. 

4- Counting: this process is, in essence, a content-analysis technique where the number 

of codes in each pattern code is calculated and compared with others to see whether 

there are any dominant topics (Kozinets 2019, p. 346). Excel’s data-filter feature and 



161 
 

sum function were used to conduct this process effectively and efficiently. Dominant 

codes included “the VAF is unfair”, “self-identification as vulnerable or highly 

vulnerable”, and “questioning the criteria”. A limited number of codes included only 

a few comments; however, these were still relevant as they related to themes 

generated from the UNHCR’s documents, such as “lack of refugees’ voice”. 

Therefore, they were included in the analysis. As explained earlier, because the 

coding process is partially driven by theory and literature, the lack of codes related 

to a certain topic or theme is equally important; for example, the lack of ShoutOut 

comments related to data collection will be highlighted in the analysis. As part of the 

presentation of the ShoutOut analysis, Chapter Eight provides the number of 

comments for each theme. 

5- Charting: visualising and displaying data. There are many ways this can be done, 

such as mapping, network graphs, and word clouds (Kozinets 2019, pp. 348-51). This 

step was done after the themes were generated using a concept map created in 

Microsoft PowerPoint.  

 

According to Kozinets (2019), interpretation is defined as “the process of making sense 

of, and discovering meaning in, collected and analysed data” (p. 359). Kozinets provides 

six different but related interpretive procedures that can be performed sequentially, 

individually, or in any combination or order (Kozinets 2019, pp. 363-4); theming, 

talenting, totalising, translating, turtling, and troublemaking. This thesis adopts the 

theming procedure, as it is consistent with the thematic analysis applied to UNHCR 

documents and texts. Further, Kozinets (2019, p. 365) states, “In past overviews of 

published netnographies, thematic analysis has often been identified as one of the most 

popular, if not the single most popular, analytic technique.” When performing theming 
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procedures, the “the component pieces of the abstract analysis” are put back together 

again, which enables “creating a new conceptual whole from these parts” (Kozinets 2019, 

p. 364). This process concerns gathering the pattern codes and combining them into 

themes or “higher-order pattern codes” (Kozinets 2019, p. 365). In this sense, the analysis 

and interpretation procedure extracts knowledge from data in a hierarchical way, moving 

from data to codes to pattern codes to themes, where pieces of the larger story exist 

(Kozinets 2019, p. 365). The pattern codes were reviewed and refined in the same way as 

the UNHCR’s documents. Figure 6.3 shows a screenshot of the Excel sheet and Figure 

6.4 shows the themes created from the ShoutOut comments.  

 

 

Figure 6.3: Data Analysis of ShoutOut Comments Using Excel 
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Figure 6.4: ShoutOut Comment Themes  
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6.4 Concluding Comments 

This chapter has detailed the philosophical and methodological assumptions of this thesis 

as well as the data-selection process. As indicated, this thesis employed documents and 

textual analysis and used thematic analysis as the method to analyse collected data. Given 

the existence of two data sets, UNHCR documents and ShoutOut comments, two 

approaches were adopted. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach was used to 

analyse UNHCR documents, and Kozinets’s (2019) netnographic approach was 

undertaken to collect and analyse ShoutOut data. Both approaches provide step-by-step 

details on how to conduct the analysis. The research analysis, interpretation, and findings 

are discussed in Chapters Seven and Eight. 
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Chapter 7: The Vulnerability Assessment Framework 
 

 
Firstly we [UNHCR] do a selection where we pick out those 
who are most vulnerable. And then we look closer and closer: 
are you really vulnerable? Yes, but really, really vulnerable? 
And that’s how the pool all the time decreases (Janmyr & 
Mourad 2018, p. 550). 

 
 
Chapter Six introduced the research design, including the philosophical assumptions of 

this thesis and the methods used to analyse the collected data in the form of VAF 

documents, accountability policies, and social-media comments This chapter, which 

recounts the first stage of analysis, is structured according to the Bourdieusian concepts 

of field, habitus, doxa, and symbolic violence identified in Chapter 5. From a 

Bourdieusian perspective, the theory of practice suggests that the established order first 

goes through a doxic adherence/submission phase, where the rules of the game are crafted 

and established, gain consensus, and remain unquestioned. 

 

Chapter Five established three distinct fields relevant to this research: UNHCR-Jordan as 

a restricted field, Syrian refugee communities living in urban areas in Jordan as another 

restricted field, and the network of VAF actors, including donors, NGOs and IGOs. 

UNHCR-Jordan is part of this widespread field and, as will be established in Section 7.2, 

is significantly influenced by it, which makes UNHCR-Jordan a “heteronomous” rather 

than autonomous field (Everett 2002, p. 61). Neu (2006, p. 395) confirms this complicated 

nature of social relations and argues that “an organization is really a network of social 

relations embedded in a larger network of social relations”. The previous chapters began 

defining the boundaries of each of the three fields and introducing the major players. For 

example, Chapter Three provided background information on the UNHCR and other VAF 
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actors, the nature of their work, and the relations between them. Chapter Four identified 

the accountability relationships. This section extends these discussions by highlighting 

the struggles in the fields and explaining the interplay between them and between actors, 

specifically during the design and development of the VAF, by taking a closer look at the 

positions of various actors and the species of capital they hold.  

 

This chapter proceeds as follows. Section 7.1 discusses the fields of this study, the leading 

social agents/actors who played a significant role in the design and development of the 

VAF, and the capital/power distribution in the fields. This section draws attention to who 

the dominant and dominated actors are based on Bourdieu’s logic of capital. It also shows 

how the dominant actors were able to make the rules and impose them on Syrian refugees. 

Section 7.2 outlines the accountability habitus31 of the UNHCR and why and how this 

habitus was shaped by entanglement in a network with other humanitarian actors. Section 

7.3 analyses the various strategies used by the dominant actors to legitimise the VAF and 

present it as disinterested by securing the agreement of other actors, thus making this tool 

a source of symbolic power.  Section 7.4 discusses data collection as part of the doxic 

rules of the VAF and presents the various implications of collecting data. Section 7.5 

moves to the implementation phase to show how implementing partners have the power 

to decide who receives assistance based on the nature of their cultural capital and habitus. 

This section highlights how the implementing partners’ decisions make the selection 

process arbitrary and reproduces existing power relations. Section 7.6 summarises and 

concludes this chapter. Chapter 8 explores Bourdieu’s idea that when the validity and 

legitimacy of rules are questioned, the field enters a phase of doxic resistance and 

becomes a field of opinion. 

 
31 See Chapter Five. 
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7.1 Developing the Widespread Field 
 

To explore the potential for symbolic violence under the theory of practice, the three core 

concepts (field, habitus, and capital) and the connections between them in relation to 

social agents must be identified. Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992, p. 97) indicate that the 

field is defined by the network of objective relations between the positions occupied by 

various agents, as dictated by the capital/power they possess. Further, Bourdieu suggests 

that an important characteristic of any field is the existence of struggles between agents 

over favourable positions, points of view (habitus), and capital distribution (Bourdieu 

1989; Bourdieu 2000, p. 183). The struggle over capital distribution is highlighted in this 

section, while the struggle over points of view will be discussed in Chapter Eight. 

 

The field constituting the VAF in this thesis consists of the instrument as well as the 

development history that has embedded the habitus for the field. Social agents play a 

significant role in the capital/power distribution; therefore, identifying the dominant 

actors and the legitimacy of their doxa is important to establish symbolic violence. 

 

The development of the VAF started in 2013. While the instrument appears to be 

controlled and owned by UNHCR-Jordan, it “by nature is not solely a UNHCR initiative 

but a collaborative initiative developed with the engagement of donors, UN agencies and 

international NGOs operating in Jordan” (UNHCR 2017g, p. 1). These actors32 are 

members of the VAF steering committee (also called the VAF Advisory Board), which 

 
32 These actors are the EU, US, UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP, UN WOMEN, Agency for Technical Cooperation 
and Development, Care, Premiere Urgence – Aide Medicale Internationale, Danish Refugee Council, and 
HANDICAP International (UNHCR 2015g). The latest reports from the UNHCR indicate that PU-AMI 
and HI are no longer members of the steering committee, replaced by Action Against Hunger and the 
Norwegian Refugee Council (UNHCR 2019b). 
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designed and developed the VAF and provides strategic and technical guidance and 

oversight of its operationalisation (UNHCR 2016d). As such, they hold a powerful 

position that allows them to make important decisions that significantly affect Syrian 

refugees in Jordan.  

Capital 

Bourdieu’s logic of capital provides the means to explain the participation and influence 

of these actors. As each field is unique in terms of the type of capital that is active and 

valued the most, understanding the distribution of the most-valued capital between actors 

sheds light on who is considered the most and least powerful (Bourdieu 1985). In 

humanitarian-related fields, as in many others, economic capital in the form of donated 

funds is a highly valued form of capital whose largest holders often dominate other actors, 

given their ability to mobilise and withhold funds (see Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018; Goddard 

2021; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019; Sargiacomo et al. 2014). Moreover, economic capital is 

a source of struggle in the fields of this study. Aid recipients such as UNHCR, other UN 

agencies, and implementing partners usually compete for donor funds (see Goddard 

2021). Further, given the limited amount of donations provided by donors, Syrian 

refugees also compete for economic capital.   

 

Moreover, Bourdieu acknowledged the significance of cultural capital in many fields, 

entitling its holders to considerable gains (Bourdieu 1986, p. 18). Accounting scholars 

recognised that embedded forms of cultural capital, such as knowledge, skills, and 

experience (Bourdieu 1986, p. 20) in managing crises, are also greatly regarded in aid 

contexts (see Goddard 2021; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019). Further, Bourdieu notes that all 

species of capital are disguised forms of economic capital (Bourdieu 1986, p. 24); as such, 

when they change, they contribute to changes in economic capital. Therefore, it is argued 
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that having the required skills, knowledge, and expertise can improve the effectiveness 

and efficiency of humanitarian interventions, and consequently, the use of economic 

capital. Given that economic and cultural capital are highly valued in aid contexts, those 

who hold them are in very powerful positions with a significant amount of symbolic 

power (Bourdieu 1985). The following discussion considers how economic and cultural 

capital played a role in this field during the design and development of the VAF, followed 

by a discussion on cultural capital. This discussion aims to highlight how holding large 

amounts of economic and/or cultural capital secured an influential space for several actors 

in the field. 

 

As indicated in Chapter Three, the need to develop the VAF was primarily driven by 

considerations of economic capital stemming from the limited funds provided by donors 

that can only cover a portion of Syrian refugees’ needs.  As an example:  

At the time of data collection, the UNHCR cash assistance program in Jordan 
provided JD 50 per month to cases including one or two members, JD 100 to 
cases with 3 to 5 members, and JD 120 to cases with more than five members. 
The program was initially designed to be universal but, due to budget constraints, 
it became targeted and administered only to eligible households (World Bank & 
UNHCR 2016, p. 11). 

 

Thus, if donors provided enough funds to cover the needs of all Syrian refugees, there 

would have been no need to prioritise some Syrian refugees over others for assistance. 

The VAF stems from this gap, indicating the significance of economic considerations in 

driving many humanitarian decisions while turning humanitarian interventions to 

selective assistance and “conditional empathy” (Duffield 2019, p. 15). This creates a 

problematic situation for many Syrian refugees who are excluded from receiving 

assistance, while showing the power of donors in shaping the aid allocation process by 

deciding how much economic capital they contribute to the field. This observation is 
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consistent with previous accounting literature highlighting the dominant position of 

donors established by their possession of large amounts of economic capital (see Kimani 

et al. 2021; Neu & Ocampo 2007; Neu et al. 2006; Neu et al. 2008; Shiraz Rahaman et 

al. 2007).  

 

These economic-capital constraints also have accountability implications. The selective 

nature of assistance provision means that the VAF is a needs-based rather than a rights-

based aid-allocation system, with many Syrian refugees left out of support. This outcome 

is the result of existing power relations and the influence of the widespread field, as 

argued in Section 7.2.  

 

The amount and composition of capital determine the extent of power (Bourdieu 1985). 

To further demonstrate the significance of economic capital, the identities of the steering 

committee members, particularly donor members, and how much economic capital they 

bring to the field were examined. The primary donors are the US, represented by the 

Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), and the EU, represented by the 

Department for Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO). The US is 

the largest donor to the UNHCR every year (UNHCR 2021a), and the EU represents the 

largest donor of (tightly earmarked)33 funds, and was previously ranked the second-

largest donor34 (UNHCR 2018b, 2021a). The involvement of these massive donors in the 

development of the VAF is an extension of their enormous economic power. The sizeable 

 
33 UNHCR has four level of earmarking: 1) unearmarked: contributions with no limitations or restrictions 
on the use of the funds; 2) softly earmarked: contributions earmarked towards a region (e.g. Asia and the 
Pacific) or subregion (e.g. South-West Asia), or for a specific situation (e.g. Somalia situation) or a global 
theme (e.g. education); 3) earmarked: contributions earmarked to a specific country; and 4) tightly 
earmarked: contributions earmarked to a country for a specific sector or project, signifying a high level of 
control (UNHCR 2021c). 
34 In more recent years (2020 and 2022), Germany has been the second-largest donor, making the EU the 
third (UNHCR 2021a).  
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economic capital that these two donors have brought to the field has put them in a 

privileged position in relation to other providers of economic capital (other donors) and 

Syrian refugees, enabling their participation in the steering committee and subsequent 

influence over the decisions relating to the VAF.  

 

From the donors’ point of view, it is arguably vital for them to be on the steering 

committee to participate in creating the doxa of the field by ensuring that a sound and 

efficient basis is used to disburse aid funds while allowing them to monitor their use. 

Donors’ power to set the doxic boundaries of the field is highlighted by Kuruppu and 

Lodhia (2019), who demonstrate that donors’ decision to withdraw funding and direct it 

to other countries with more needs imposed restrictive rules on the activities of a 

particular aid organisation, whose operating model had to change from direct 

implementation to policy/advocacy.  

 

Moreover, while not a member of the steering committee, the World Bank undertook a 

critical role in the design of the VAF in 2014, particularly in the creation of the algorithm 

and the economic welfare indicator (UNHCR 2015f, 2015g) (Figure 7.1). The 

participation of the World Bank is related to the economic power of the US and the 

cultural capital of the Bank itself. Regarding economic power, the US government 

represents the World Bank’s largest shareholder, and the only shareholder with veto 

power over certain decisions, allowing it to “play a unique role in influencing and shaping 

global development priorities” (World Bank 2020). Indeed, the US encourages the 

UNHCR to work closely with the World Bank, as stated in the framework of cooperation 

between the two: “PRM expects UNHCR to strengthen coordination with the World 

Bank” (PRM 2020, p. 7), among other expectations the US imposes on the UNHCR. This 
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confirms the US government’s continuous ability to exercise its economic power and 

endeavour to gain and maintain influence over areas where it contributes. This power of 

economic capital enabled the World Bank to shape the design and development of the 

algorithm used to calculate VAF scores, with profound implications for Syrian refugees 

(Sections 8.4.6-8.4.7). 

 

Figure 7.1: Economic Model Developed by the World Bank (UNHCR 2015g, p. 6) 

 

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the World Bank’s involvement can be further 

attributed to its cultural capital in the form of expertise and knowledge in providing 

financial and technical assistance, with over 12,000 projects worldwide and more than 

$45 billion of loans and grants (The World Bank 2016). The Welfare of Syrian Refugees 

document, co-authored by the UNHCR and the World Bank, recognises the World Bank’s 

cultural capital. For example, a joint study conducted by the World Bank and the UNHCR 

on Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon confirms its significance:   

The World Bank can offer know-how on welfare and targeting that can possibly 
result in more effective analyses and policies aimed at improving the well-being 
of refugees and more efficient use of financial resources (World Bank & 
UNHCR 2016, p. 1).  

 
 
The “know-how” capital of the World Bank in certain aspects of concern to aid allocation 
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and management has given the World Bank the advantage of participating in the VAF 

and influencing eligibility decisions. 

 

In addition to the World Bank, UNHCR-Jordan and its operational partners – the other 

four UN agencies and the five international NGOs – are part of the steering committee 

due to their sizeable cultural capital. As with the World Bank, cultural capital is 

manifested through specialised expertise and knowledge accumulated through 

engagement in humanitarian programs locally and internationally (UNHCR 2003). As 

Bourdieu suggests, forms of capital transform into symbolic capital when it is officially 

or socially recognised in terms of reputation, honour, and prestige (Bourdieu 1977, p. 

179). The cultural capital held by aid organisations gives them the social recognition to 

be competent to provide humanitarian assistance to disadvantaged groups. This in turn 

imbues aid organisations with global recognition and reputation. For instance, the 

UNHCR is globally recognised as a reputable agency and leader in protecting refugees 

and IDPs (United Nations 2023a). It is often referred to as “the refugee agency” (Marsi 

2022; Miles 2015). The cultural capital of implementing partners also plays an important 

role in the implementation of the VAF. Its effect is discussed in Section 7.5. 

 

Syrian refugees are absent from the steering committee (UNHCR 2015g, 2019c) and, 

consequently, from the decision-making process. Although the UNHCR’s accountability 

policies “place a heavy emphasis on refugee participation as a means to strengthen 

UNHCR’s accountability” (Türk & Eyster 2010), issues related to limited refugee 

participation in making meaningful decisions that affect their lives are raised continuously 

(Duale 2020; Freedman 2012, p. 126; Janmyr 2022; Kaiser 2005). Syrian refugees’ lack 

of engagement can be attributed to the relatively low amount and low value of the capital 
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that Syrian refugees have compared to other actors, which puts them in a less powerful 

position in the field. As indicated before, most Syrian refugees living outside camps live 

below the poverty line (European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations 

2021), and thus the majority hold a low amount of economic capital. 

 

In addition, many Syrian refugees may hold considerable cultural capital in education, 

skills, and personal information. Many also have institutionalised cultural capital in the 

form of UNHCR refugee certificates, which means they meet the refugee status criteria 

and are officially registered with the UNHCR (UNHCR 2020d). The refugee certificate is 

considered a form of cultural capital, as it gives its holder certain “cultural competence” 

with “constant, legally guaranteed value” (Bourdieu 1986, p. 20). In this case, the refugee 

certificate confirms Syrian refugees’ registration with the UNHCR and their legal refugee 

status. As discussed in Chapter Two, it provides a privilege over those who do not hold it: 

registered Syrian refugees who hold the refugee certificate are in a better position, as they 

can be considered for assistance by UNHCR-Jordan and other aid organisations. 

Moreover, Syrian refugees have considerable social capital in the form of social ties with 

their family, friends, and members of their communities. However, the economic capital 

of Syrian refugees is not large enough, and their cultural and social capitals are not 

valuable enough to give them a seat at the steering committee table. This is confirmed by 

the nature of their engagement in the VAF processes.  

 

Although Syrian refugees are not members of the steering committee, the UNHCR claims 

that they participated in the development of the VAF in one participatory assessment 

conducted through 70 focus groups in March 2014 (UNHCR 2014c, p. 6). However, this 

instance of refugee participation is seemingly a consultative process rather than the 
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delegated control or partnership forms of participation suggested by Chu and Luke (2018). 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, this form of participation does not offer empowerment or 

support downward accountability, given its passivity and lack of meaningful engagement.  

 

There are several issues identified with this refugee participation exercise. First, it was 

conducted only once, a month after the Steering Committee had already identified the 

vulnerability indicators: 

In January and February 2014, as part of the VAF process, a list of indicators to 
measure vulnerability have been established by the Steering Committee and the 
eight main sectors (Food Security, Cash, WASH, NFIs, Shelter, Health, 
Protection and Education) of the Jordan Refugee Response. It was agreed in the 
Steering Committee meeting of 15th January 2014 that a participatory process 
with refugees should also be conducted, to assess refugees’ own perception of 
their vulnerabilities. In subsequent Steering Committee meetings, it was agreed 
that the validation of indicators would be inserted into the UNHCR Participatory 
Assessment in urban areas, conducted in March 2014. The indicators used were 
the list of 15 proposed at the 5th February Indicators’ Workshop, defined by 
sector representatives, and further refined by the Steering Committee in 
discussion with the sectors (UNHCR 2014c, p. 25 emphasis added). 

 

This confirms that, Syrian refugees were not included from the beginning of the VAF 

development process. Instead, their participation came after the more powerful actors had 

already identified the vulnerability indicators. Second, the participatory assessment 

presented in the table of the key findings of refugee participation shows that almost all of 

the key findings had already been reflected one way or another in the VAF indicators, as 

identified by the steering committee, with no new insights obtained from Syrian refugees 

(UNHCR 2014c, pp. 25-8) (Figure 7.2 shows a partial screenshot of the table).  
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Figure 7.2: Key Findings from Refugee Participatory Assessment (Source UNHCR 2014c, 
p. 25) 

 

Such observations indicate that the discussions may have been directed towards the 

already identified indicators, and that this participatory assessment could be considered a 

“sham ritual” (Najam 1996, p. 346) to secure agreement on the vulnerability indicators 

identified by the steering committee. Therefore, the workshop’s aim was to validate, rather 

than set, the vulnerability indicators.  
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Another issue with this participation exercise is that it was neither inclusive nor 

representative, and thus did not reflect the views of all refugee groups. Previous research 

on aid and development has emphasised the need for proper representation, given the 

heterogeneity, diversity, socio-economic differences, and power inequality among 

beneficiaries, to ensure that participation does not, in fact, become a means for exclusion 

(Arora & Romijn 2009; Jacobs & Wilford 2010; Krösschell 2013; O'Dwyer & Unerman 

2010). Those who participated in the focus groups were “disaggregated by age, gender 

and disability” (UNHCR 2014c, p. 6) “throughout eight different types of groups (adult 

men, adult women, male youth, female youth, persons with disabilities – women and 

female youth, persons with disabilities – men and male youth, elderly men, and elderly 

women)” (UNHCR 2014c, p. 25). It is argued that the views of these groups are not 

representative of all Syrians. For instance, the vulnerabilities of ethnoreligious groups, 

children, LGBTQI+, and people with mental health issues, to name a few, may not have 

been captured in the VAF development as well as the data-collection and score-calculation 

processes. The VAF categories assume homogenous groups, although different layers of 

situational vulnerability may be hidden within each group and may not have been 

accounted for (Luna 2009). For instance, the vulnerability of all women is not equal; some 

women are illiterate, others are poor, others belong to a minority group (Luna 2009).  

 

The lack of empowerment of Syrian refugees in the process of developing the VAF is 

further shown by the lack of ongoing engagement. Scholars note that participation must 

be an ongoing process rather than a selective process that happens on an ad hoc basis to 

merely satisfy organisational legitimacy and reputation-related purposes (Ebrahim 2003; 

Kamruzzaman 2020). Evidence of this issue appears in the second questionnaire-

validation workshop of the VAF indicators conducted in 2016, which reveals that Syrian 
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refugees were not invited to the discussions (UNHCR 2016f).  

 

Based on the previous discussions, UNHCR-Jordan and its social capital (donors, 

International NGOs, and UN agencies), together with their economic and cultural capital, 

possess the most significant “volume” and best “composition” of capital (Bourdieu 1985, 

p. 724). As Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992, p. 106) indicate, fields are occupied by two 

groups: the dominant and dominated. Following the capital distribution and power logic 

discussed in this section, UNHCR-Jordan and other steering committee members (the 

“humanitarian community” hereafter) occupy a dominant position in the field. At the same 

time, Syrian refugees represent the less powerful and dominated group (see Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992, p. 106).  

 

Doxa 

By occupying a powerful position, the dominant can craft the taken-for-granted rules 

(doxa) (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 166-7). As Everett (2002) suggests, doxa includes a common 

language, categories, and labels.  The rules of the fields that the humanitarian community 

crafted and imposed that are examined in this study include the language of vulnerability, 

the vulnerability label and definition, the way vulnerability is measured, the four 

vulnerability categories, the different requirements such as the need to provide data and 

the principle that those who are most vulnerable are prioritised for assistance, and the 

appeal process. One UNHCR document specifically notes that the humanitarian 

community created the rules: “This is a multiagency effort, with multiple humanitarian 

organizations working together to establish sector definitions and rules, designing and 

refining an appeals process, and setting policies and procedures” (UNHCR 2014a, p. 4). 
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This quote emphasises the exclusion of Syrian refugees from the process except as 

providers of information. In this way, Syrian refugees, as evident in other studies, are a 

“passive audience rather than active participants in determining their own future…there 

was little chance that communities could be directly involved in and empowered to shape” 

the rules (Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019, p. 191). This thesis shares similarities with Kuruppu 

and Lodhia (2019) study, which found that NGO beneficiaries’ voices were excluded due 

to their low economic and cultural capital reserves.  

 

In terms of doxic submission and adherence (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 164-70; Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992, p. 168), the VAF rules were initially unquestioned by all actors and 

Syrian refugees alike, as shown by Syrian refugees’ compliance with the required process 

and lack of resistance to the design and development process. However, as will be 

discussed in Chapter Eight, Syrian refugees later started to question the rules of the VAF 

game. As Oakes et al. (1998) argue, fields are not fixed, but experience changes. The 

absence of Syrian refugees’ voices in the process and the sense of exclusion and not being 

heard through formal channels are visible in Syrian refugees’ doxic resistance displayed 

on ShoutOut (Chapter Eight).  

 

The following section presents UNHCR-Jordan (as a restricted field) and how it is 

influenced by the habitus of the other members of the steering committee (the widespread 

field).   
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7.2 UNHCR-Jordan – Restricted Field   

Each organisation that participated in the design and development of the VAF has its own 

organisational and accountability habitus. One way to access this habitus is through the 

language and text they produce (Everett 2002). This section addresses the significance of 

the habitus of partners in shaping VAF decisions. In addition, it aims to shed light on 

certain aspects of the (downward) accountability habitus of the UNHCR and to show how, 

as a result of the interaction with and influence of the widespread field, the accountability 

habitus of UNHCR-Jordan deviated in practice from its policies. This section covers 

several aspects that characterise the UNHCR’s accountability habitus towards Syrian 

refugees, including the RBA, empowerment, and meaningful and active participation as 

significant elements in downward accountability. However, as will be discussed next, 

these aspects were not incorporated into the VAF.  

 

The RBA principle is embedded in the UNHCR’s policies, which acknowledge that the 

fact that it: 

is founded on the principles of participation and empowering individuals and 
communities…requires an attitudinal shift in how we work with and for persons 
of concern: They are no longer viewed as beneficiaries of aid, but as rights-
holders with legal entitlements (UNHCR 2008, p. 16, emphasis in original) 

 

Although UNHCR’s policy advocates for a RBA and presents a table that distinguishes 

between RBA which recognises equal rights for all, and NBA (UNHCR 2008, p. 17). The 

VAF, however, was designed as a needs-based, rather than rights-based, system. The NBA 

adopted in the VAF is explicitly acknowledged by the UNHCR in the original framework: 

“The main objective of this initiative is to improve aid effectiveness, by ensuring a needs-

based and principled approach to a humanitarian response” (UNHCR 2013a, p. 2). The 

attitudinal shift from the UNHCR’s accountability policies to the VAF demonstrates a gap 
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between policy and practice. Such shift in habitus is in line with the study by Kuruppu 

and Lodhia (2019), which shows the impact of donors on the organisational habitus of an 

NGO whose habitus has shifted to advocacy rather than direct implementation of 

programs. In the case of UNHCR-Jordan, it appears that the entanglement of UNHCR-

Jordan with a web of other powerful actors in the VAF steering committee caused a shift 

in the habitus of the organisation, as will be discussed next with regards to the concept of 

vulnerability.  

 

The influence of other actors on accountability is indicated in the use of the term 

“vulnerability” – a core tenet of the VAF. It appears that the UNHCR’s habitus did not 

have vulnerability as part of its organisational dispositions prior to the VAF:  

The term vulnerability is not formally used by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Rather, the UNHCR speaks of persons 
of concern who are “at risk” of being deprived of their rights as defined by 
international human rights, humanitarian, and refugee law…. The UNHCR 
Division of International Protection prefers the term “at risk” to vulnerability, as 
the latter suggests helplessness or passivity (World Bank & UNHCR 2016, p. 97 
emphasis added). 

 

Scholars have noted that the use of the term “vulnerability” can be problematic (Luna 

2009; Sözer 2019). Although the steering committee created a definition of vulnerability, 

the concept remains elusive and can be “implemented in incoherent, contradictory and 

even subversive ways by various actors” (Sözer 2019, p. 4). Moreover, despite the 

UNHCR’s reservations about the term and its unfavourable meaning, it was formalised 

and proliferated in targeting initiatives in other countries such as Lebanon and Egypt 

(Sözer 2019). Other members of the steering committee may have advocated for or 

preferred to use this term, as suggested by a statement from the World Bank and UNHCR 

(2016, p. 97): “The term vulnerability is largely used by humanitarian and developmental 
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organizations alike.”  

 
The UNHCR adopting a term borrowed from others and perpetuating its use further 

signifies the power that other VAF actors have due to their cultural and economic capital.  

 

Further, there is an implied helplessness and passivity in the classification “vulnerable” 

that undermines the empowerment habitus of the UNHCR. Although the UNHCR 

emphasises the need to empower refugees (see UNHCR 2008, 2018a; UNHCR 2020a), 

the VAF, in contrast, focuses on  vulnerability, indicating the dissonance between policy 

and practice and another shift in the accountability habitus. The problem is not only that 

the VAF documents are entirely silent on empowerment, but that using the vulnerability 

concept and categories leads to disempowerment. Disempowerment occurs when Syrian 

refugees start to self-identify and view themselves as vulnerable. They internalise this 

view, and it becomes part of their habitus and corresponding practices (Bourdieu 1989). 

As prior research suggests, vulnerability “encourages refugees to engage in ‘victimcy’: 

expressing their individual agency by representing themselves as powerless victims” 

(Utas, 2004 cited in Clark 2007, p. 291). Such self-identification of vulnerability is 

evident in Syrian refugees’ comments and their disempowering practices, as discussed in 

Section 8.4.8. 

 

Moreover, the UNHCR’s policies are consistent with literature arguing that participation 

is an essential element of accountability and empowerment. Participation is where people 

have the chance to raise their voices, engage in making decisions, receive information, 

and debate, assess, and question the conduct and actions of aid organisations. To the 

UNHCR, refugee participation “in making decisions that affect their lives”, such as the 

VAF, is one of their rights (UNHCR 2008, p. 5). However, this aspect of the UNHCR’s 
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accountability habitus is missing from the VAF, given the UNHCR’s absence from the 

steering committee, as discussed in Section 7.1.  

 

This section has highlighted several gaps in the UNHCR’s policies (which serve as 

indicators of accountability) and the VAF in practice. From a Bourdieusian perspective, 

such observations confirm the disadvantaged positions that Syrian refugees have and the 

influence on them of the more powerful fields, which caused the imposition of a 

“vulnerability” habitus by powerful actors. Further, despite the cultural and symbolic 

capital of UNHCR-Jordan, the organisation appears to be placed in a less powerful 

position than other members of the steering committee, given the deviation of its habitus 

from the UNHCR accountability habitus to the habitus of the more powerful actors. Shifts 

in organisational habitus, due to the habitus of other actors, have also been demonstrated 

in similar scenarios (Cooper et al. 2011; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019).  

 

This further illustrates how habitus is structured by the structures and power relations of 

the fields, which, through practice, structures the field and reproduce the same positions 

and power relations (Bourdieu 1977, p. 72). The habitus of the UNHCR is structured by 

the relations with other humanitarian actors (operational partners); in this way, all parties 

(partners, the UNHCR, and Syrian refugees) maintain the same position pf power. As 

such, the structures of the field are reproduced.  As Bourdieu argues, this reproduction of 

power relations creates norms and customs (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 8, 21). In this sense, the 

vulnerability concept considered foreign to the UNHCR has been formalised and become 

the norm in Jordan's UNHCR aid-allocation system.   
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From an accountability perspective, the VAF documents and practice clearly lack the 

aspects of downward accountability, such as RBA, empowerment, and participation.  

Because Syrian refugees lack engagement and voice in the VAF, they are not empowered, 

as they are not offered the means to hold the humanitarian community accountable for 

the VAF’s decisions. Further, the three stages of Bovens (2005) standard accountability 

are also missing (providing information, debating and questions, and imposing sanctions). 

While refugees are provided with some, albeit limited, information through the VAF 

documents, and allegedly other appropriate means of communication (UNHCR 2006b, 

2020a) (Section 8.4.3), evidence from the VAF suggests that they are unable to question 

the humanitarian community’s decisions through formal mechanisms and sanction its 

members for any harm caused by such decisions. The habitus of the humanitarian 

community that developed and implemented the VAF does not include the opportunity 

for Syrian refugees to hold them accountable. Therefore, accountability is symbolic and 

its deployment is restricted by the habitus of the more powerful actors. This failure of 

standard accountability in the VAF has led Syrian refugees to adopt surrogate means to 

demand accountability (Chapter Eight). 

 

7.3 Symbolic Power  

According to Bourdieu (1985, p. 724), when any capital is “recognised as legitimate”, it 

becomes “symbolic capital” and a source of symbolic power. To illustrate, the VAF is a 

form of cultural capital in the form of information. Bourdieu suggests that the term 

“informational capital” could replace the term “cultural capital” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 

1992, p. 119), as information produces knowledge, which is a form of power (Bourdieu 

1985).  
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The VAF relies on collecting a large amount of data stored in a system called the Refugee 

Assistance Information System (RAIS) (UNHCR 2017e)35. As the name indicates, this 

system processes and manages refugee and assistance information in the following 

sequence: after refugee data is collected, the vulnerability score is calculated, and 

assistance is provided. Implementing partners (NGOs) that provide aid are then required 

to enter that assistance on RAIS (UNHCR 2017e). The next time another aid organisation 

selects Syrian refugees for assistance, RAIS highlights those who have already received 

assistance in yellow to avoid duplication (UNHCR 2017e). RAIS is thus a system that 

accounts for human vulnerability and the assistance provided to Syrian refugees. It can 

be viewed as part of the UNHCR’s wider accounting systems. RAIS’s capacity to 

function as an accounting system for assistance is explained below:   

RAIS enables organizations to record, coordinate and report on the assistance 
provided to refugees. RAIS partner agencies are able to enter data on services 
provided to refugees, as well as monitor services down to the individual level 
that are provided by other agencies. This allows agencies to coordinate their 
efforts and ensure that limited resources are targeted in an efficient and 
transparent manner to the most vulnerable refugees, minimizing duplication of 
assistance and effort (UNHCR 2016b, p. 2). 

 
Accounting scholars consider accounting systems as cultural capital and note that these 

systems are powerful in their ability to prioritise the interests of some actors over others 

(see Fukofuka & Jacobs 2018; Sargiacomo et al. 2014). In addition, the literature 

documents other systems similar to the VAF that account for people’s suffering and 

vulnerabilities, such as the homeless (Deeson 2020) and survivors of natural disasters 

(Agyenim-Boateng & Oduro-Boateng 2019; Sargiacomo 2015; Sargiacomo et al. 2014). 

These systems and their calculative, classificatory, and measurement schemes are 

criticised for not accommodating the perspectives of those affected (Agyenim-Boateng & 

 
35 RAIS is “a web-based assistance management platform used by UNHCR, partners, and donors to 
ensure effective tracking of assistance and enhanced accountability” (UNHCR 2015d). 
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Oduro-Boateng 2019). This can increase their suffering and obscure human potential 

(Sargiacomo et al. 2014), while exerting control at a distance to allow different 

interventions to be executed (Sargiacomo 2015). Catasus (2008, p. 1005) suggests that 

“what gets measured gets managed”. This thesis further argues that what gets managed 

can be dominated and controlled.   

 

For such systems to result in unfavourable, often described as “unintended”, outcomes or 

hidden symbolic domination, a justification to attain legitimacy and solicit agreement over 

their deployment must be attained. The analysis revealed that the VAF was legitimised in 

several ways, thus providing the humanitarian community with the symbolic means to 

impose an aid-allocation system that met the committee members’ needs. In this way, the 

intended beneficiaries have experienced symbolic violence that takes many forms 

(Chapter Eight). 

 

The power of the VAF is derived from its significance to both the humanitarian 

community and Syrian refugees. Because the VAF determines refugee access to 

assistance in many forms, such as cash assistance, food, education, and job opportunities, 

it affects their economic, cultural, and social capital. If a specific type of assistance is 

targeted only at severely vulnerable refugees36, then refugee households who score 1, 2, 

and 3 are considered ineligible to receive assistance. Those who receive assistance, 

however, have the opportunity to grow their economic, cultural, and social capitals. For 

example, economic capital increases when Syrian refugees receive cash assistance and 

are referred to job opportunities. Further, assistance with education and livelihood 

increases refugee cultural capital in the form of knowledge, skills, and expertise and helps 

 
36 This appears to be the case with cash and food coupon assistance, according to social-media posts. 
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them to build social networks and connections with others. Thus, the VAF score is 

powerful, as it also determines the distribution of capital in the field of refugee 

communities. It is, arguably, one of the most important assessments after registration and 

refugee status determination. 

  

The effect of scoring instruments that rely on vulnerability to rank refugees has been 

previously criticised. For example, a similar vulnerability-assessment system used in 

another country that had been inspired by the VAF led one commentator to argue that 

“these families haven’t turned down a  magical road to a better life, but a data set, based 

on an annual registration process, has decided their fate for them” (Jacobsen & Sandvik 

2018, p. 1515). The same can be said for the VAF. The VAF is “central in shaping a 

Syrian individual’s chances in life” (Janmyr & Mourad 2018, p. 545) and can “perform a 

worldmaking role” (Madianou 2021, p. 865). In Bourdieu’s words, it can structure their 

habitus (Bourdieu 1977, p. 72). Given this significant impact on Syrian refugees, and as 

Bourdieu (1977, pp. 164-70) notes, the consensus of all actors is needed to impose the 

doxic rules as universal, and the established order is validated.  

 

The themes that emerged from the analysis of VAF documents for this thesis revealed 

that the UNHCR, as the face of the VAF, used several strategies to legitimise and promote 

the VAF as a sound instrument for aid allocation. The publication dates of the documents 

containing these strategies indicate that many have been used at the early stages of 

development to signal to the relevant stakeholders (donors, partners, and Syrian refugees) 

– and perhaps the public – that the VAF is a well-founded tool that offers accountability 
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on many levels. By legitimising the VAF, it becomes a source of symbolic power37 

(Bourdieu 1989). It gives the humanitarian community “[t]he power to impose upon other 

minds a vision, old or new, of social divisions”, “the power to make things with words”, 

and the “the power to consecrate or to reveal things that are already there”. “It is the power 

to make groups” (Bourdieu 1989, p. 23). When calculating the vulnerability score and 

assigning each refugee household to a specific category of vulnerability, the humanitarian 

community created a “system of classification” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 164) and “classes on 

paper” (Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 231) that exposed the different levels of 

vulnerability that, while they had not been recognised before, had already existed between 

Syrian refugees. This emphasises the symbolic power of the VAF: as Bourdieu notes, 

symbolic power uses labels to construct groups, thus “[w]orld-making” (Bourdieu 1989, 

p. 22).  

 

In this sense, using vulnerability labels and categories, Syrian refugees are divided into 

four groups of vulnerability, distilling into two groups: eligible and ineligible  for 

assistance. Given its symbolic power, the VAF constructs a different world for each 

group; one has a better life and more access to resources than the other. The VAF 

structures their habitus (Section 8.4.8). The remaining part of this section outlines the 

legitimacy strategies used to give the VAF this symbolic power to categorise people and 

to gain acceptance, highlighting how many of these strategies rely on specific, carefully 

selected language used rhetorically.  

 
The first legitimacy strategy indicates that the VAF serves the interests of multiple 

stakeholders, particularly donors (upward accountability) and Syrian refugees (downward 

 
37 The terms “symbolic power” and “legitimacy” are used interchangeably in this thesis (see Goddard 
2021). 
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accountability). For instance, the UNHCR states that:  

A key objective of the Jordan Refugee Response has been to ensure that 
humanitarian resources have been used efficiently and effectively, as a 
commitment to both donors, the Government of Jordan and to the refugees 
themselves. Targeting assistance to the most vulnerable refugees is a part of this 
commitment. As a result, in January 2014, the Vulnerability Assessment 
Framework (VAF) process was launched in Jordan (UNHCR 2017c, p. 2 
emphasis added). 

 
Further, UNHCR documents identified some benefits for the VAF, linking to upward and 

downward accountability. According to the VAF population study, the VAF supports the 

humanitarian community: 

to target assistance in a more efficient and equitable manner based on the 
application of common vulnerability criteria…. So that we can strengthen 
coordination and decision-making of the delivery of humanitarian assistance 
(Action Against Hunger et al. 2019, p. 12 emphasis added). 

 
In this instance, the VAF is promoted as an upward-accountability tool, as it supports the 

humanitarian community, including donors, in ensuring more efficient and effective use 

of donor funds. These two aspects are important, as the literature suggests that donors 

care about the cost-effective use of their funds and the impact and outcomes of programs 

funded by their money (Crawford & Bryce 2003; Parsons 2003; Reinhardt 2009; van 

Iwaarden et al. 2009). 

 

Moreover, although two donors participated in the development of the VAF, it appears 

that there was a need to explain, justify, and legitimise it to other donors who contribute 

large amounts of economic capital and need to agree about the operation of the VAF. This 

point is vital, as symbolic power relies on the recognition and agreement of others 

(Bourdieu 1985, 1989). To achieve consensus, the UNHCR issued a document 

introducing the VAF to all donors:  
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As donors, you want the money you contribute to humanitarian crises to be used 
as effectively and productively as possible. The Vulnerability Assessment 
Framework (VAF) is a process the humanitarian community can use to design 
and deliver assistance during crises in a more collaborative and effective way 
that prioritizes the most vulnerable members of a crisis-affected community…. 
This document explains how the VAF can help direct donor funds and objectives 
(UNHCR 2014a, p. 1 emphasis added). 

 
It is clear from this quote that the VAF needs to align with donors’ objectives. To 

legitimate the VAF, the abovementioned document proceeds with more-detailed 

information about the VAF, such as: explaining its principles, why it is needed, the use 

of a computer statistical model to predict economic vulnerability, where the information 

comes from, the members of the steering committee, and when it will be ready for use. 

From a practical point of view, as RAIS shows the vulnerability score of each household 

and the assistance they have received, the VAF offers a way for UNHCR-Jordan and other 

aid organisations to provide donors with an account of how funds were spent, on what 

sectors/areas, who received the funds, and on what basis. In other words, it provides a 

way to justify the decisions made and reassure donors that the funds were spent on 

legitimate individuals, sectors, projects, and areas.  

 
The second strategy used to legitimise the VAF is the justification made to Syrian 

refugees as recipients, which functions as downward accountability. More specifically, it 

was mentioned that the VAF was developed as part of the commitment to Syrian refugees 

(UNHCR 2017c), leading to the more “effective” delivery of humanitarian assistance, 

which is assumed to serve refugees better (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019). Further, 

it is claimed that the VAF supports Syrian refugees by targeting assistance in an equitable 

manner, which is one of the principles of the UNHCR’s Accountability to Affected 

Population (AAP) system38:  

 
38 This document is viewed as the UNHCR’s version of downward accountability, as it describes the 
accountability to the refugees and other displaced groups who represent the UNHCR’s beneficiaries. 
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AAP core actions are reflected in UNHCR’s 2018 Age Gender and Diversity 
Policy which requires that all segments of populations of concern have equitable 
and non-discriminatory access to protection, assistance, and solutions 
programmes, and have a say in decisions that affect their lives (UNHCR 2020c, 
p. 6 emphasis added). 

 
Furthermore, in the same fashion used with donors, the UNHCR issued an information 

sheet addressed to Syrian refugees to explain the VAF and promote it as incorporating 

“the most accurate, fairest and effective methods possible to determine families’ 

circumstances and match assistance to needs” (UNHCR 2014e, p. 2). In the same 

information sheet, the UNHCR also used a mirroring technique to convince Syrian 

refugees that the VAF is a good tool because it is based on the same principles that the 

refugees themselves hold as important, and noted that this was learned through 

consultation with Syrian refugees, as indicated below:  

We have consulted many Syrian community members and they have told us that 
in your communities at home, when you gave charity you tried to donate to 
people who needed your help the most and to do so in a dignified way for the 
recipient. Those are the same principles that UNHCR, WFP and NGOs are using 
in determining how to provide services (UNHCR 2014e, p. 1). 

 
This strategy serves two purposes. First, the strategy creates an illusion of participation 

to solicit legitimacy (Farjaudon & Morales 2013). Second, it attempts to build a sense of 

resemblance by linking the instrument of the VAF (providing assistance to the most 

vulnerable) to Syrian refugees’ habitus (the practice of how they provide charity). 

 

In this sense, the VAF is promoted as an extension of the UNHCR’s downward 

accountability: the AAP is the policy, and the VAF is the practice that embeds the 

principles of equality and participation outlined in the policy. However, as demonstrated 

in Section 7.2, accountability policies are not reflected in the VAF. Trying to link the 

VAF to downward accountability and issuing the information sheet addressed to Syrian 
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refugees to explain the VAF are aimed at securing Syrian refugees' doxic acceptance and 

adherence.   

 

The promotion of the VAF as supporting both upward and downward accountability 

relationships is aligned with prior literature that suggests that the dual accountability 

justification of humanitarian technologies is equally attentive to the needs of donors and 

refugees (Jacobsen & Sandvik 2018; Krause 2022). However, this literature suggests that 

such technologies serve donors' interests at the expense of the interests of refugees, who 

can be exposed to additional risks due to the implementation of the technologies 

(Jacobsen & Sandvik 2018; Krause 2022). Existing accountability literature also  

addresses the continuous prioritisation of upward accountability over downward 

accountability (Al-Mahaidi 2020; Choudry & Kapoor 2013; Najam 1996; Pritam et al. 

2020; Siddiquee & Faroqi 2009). This prioritisation is evident for the VAF, given the 

ways it leads to symbolic violence for many refugee groups whose interests and rights are 

not accommodated, as will be discussed in Chapter Eight.  

 

Moreover, designing a tool that meets the needs of donors more than beneficiaries further 

emphasises the powerful positions of donors, given the difference in capital distribution 

between the two parties. This is evidenced in the length, content, and language of the two 

information sheets directed to donors and Syrian refugees, respectively, which were 

published in 2014, just after the VAF was developed. The donors’ information sheet is 

twice the length (four pages) of the Syrian refugees’ information sheet (two pages), and 

provides much more detailed information on how the VAF works (see UNHCR 2014a, 

2014e).  
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Moreover, both information sheets are in English, meaning that donors are provided with 

information in a language they understand, while at the same time, Syrian refugees are 

punished once again for their lack of cultural capital in the form of English-language 

skills. These results align with Nyamori (2009). This Bourdieusian study concluded that 

donor demands and accounting reports drive accountability systems when issued in a 

language that the less powerful agents do not understand (Nyamori 2009). Further, Killian 

(2010) argues that accounting as a communication medium sometimes fails by 

systematically serving one party.  

 

In addition, Bourdieu (1979, p. 80) suggests that the dominant may “seek to impose the 

legitimacy of their domination” through symbolic productions such as discourse and 

writings. In this sense, a third strategy was used to legitimise the VAF through the 

frequent use of language related to accounting terminology, which indicates that its aim 

is to persuade an audience that the VAF is valid, reliable, and acceptable. For instance, 

terms such as “efficiency”, “effectiveness”, “transparency”, and “comparability” were 

used to indicate that the VAF leads to an improved aid-allocation process that discloses 

quality information. The goal of the VAF “is to improve aid effectiveness” (UNHCR 

2013a, p. 2), and it leads “to improving and strengthening efficiency and effectiveness in 

the delivery of humanitarian assistance to Syrian refugees in Jordan” (UNHCR 2016d, p. 

1). Further, the document “The Basics for Syrian Refugees in Jordan” explains that 

“[r]eferrals will become more efficient and transparent by using the VAF tool as a 

common base of information” (UNHCR 2014e, p. 2). In addition, the 2019 Population 

Study indicates that the VAF makes the data more comparable:  

By using the VAF questionnaire as the standard tool within broader assessments, 
data collected by different agencies for different purposes has an improved 
degree of comparability (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019, p. 12). 
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Moreover, language that relates to social responsibility was found in the VAF Working 

Draft document: 

The VAF revolves around responsible programming, and comes as a natural 
next step in assessing the impact of the humanitarian response to the Syrian 
refugee crisis in Jordan (UNHCR 2014c, p. 17 emphasis added). 

 
 
The accounting literature suggests that such accounting terms can be used as a way to 

rationalise, justify, and advocate for different interventions and initiatives, as well as for 

legitimacy purposes, to serve the dominant ideologies, sometimes with unfavourable 

consequences (see Andrew & Cahill 2017; Gendron & Breton 2013 Jayasinghe & 

Wickramasinghe 2011). While there are general explanations on how these terms are 

used, particularly “comparability”, the there is little evidence to support their use as 

described. For example, the use of “efficiency”, “effectiveness”, and “responsible 

programming discourse” is vague. The documents lack definitions for these terms, and 

do not explain what they mean to the UNHCR and the humanitarian community or how 

they are achieved and assessed. Moreover, there is no explanation of how transparency is 

achieved; it is only mentioned that the VAF provides more-transparent information about 

referrals to aid organisations based on the VAF score. Transparency is a very complex 

concept that is often confused with accountability (see Dillard & Vinnari 2019; Roberts 

2009; Vishwanath & Kaufmann 1999).  The simple act of providing information does not 

lead to transparency or accountability, as information can be vague, manipulated, 

misrepresented, and of low quality (Vishwanath & Kaufmann 1999). This appears to be 

the case with the VAF, as evidence in Chapter Eight shows that Syrian refugees are 

confused and do not receive clear information about the selection criteria. The VAF may 

indeed enhance transparency, but for the humanitarian community only, as they have 

access to the VAF data, scores, and related reports and analysis because of their more 

powerful position. 
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In a similar way, accounting terminology related to accounting processes and controls is 

used. For example, Action Against Hunger et al. (2019, p. 12) notes that “[t]he VAF 

created a harmonized definition and measurement tool for vulnerability” (emphasis 

added) while the VAF Guidance Note mentions that RAIS is used to “record assistance 

and services” and allows “cross-checking to limit duplication” of assistance (UNHCR 

2017g, p. 2 emphasis added). Moreover, “[a]n analysis of the data calculates a 

vulnerability score” (UNHCR 2014e, p. 1 emphasis added) and a “[s]tatistical model 

[was] developed to predict household expenditure” (UNHCR 2015g, p. 6). In addition, 

“high levels of debt and a low level of expenditure per capita [were identified] as the 

critical elements contributing to a risk of increased vulnerability” (UNHCR 2016a, p. 1 

emphasis added). Again, most of these terms remain unexplained. For instance, cross-

checking of assistance is an important aspect that requires more elaboration. Although it 

appears that RAIS is set up to allow partner agencies to check the assistance and services 

already provided to a particular household to avoid duplication, it is unclear whether there 

are internal controls and monitoring practices to ensure that all partners do this. The fact 

that the system is set up to allow cross-checking of assistance does not mean it is actually 

carried out.  

 

It is argued that all these accounting terminologies are used in the VAF documents to 

present a favourable image. However, the lack of sufficient details as to how these terms 

are operationalised in practice with sufficient controls to guarantee implementation 

suggests that they are merely used as rhetorical devices forming part of a legitimation 

strategy to create favourable illusions and tame any resistance to the VAF that may 

initially occur (see Frezatti et al. 2014; Higgins & Walker 2012; Jayasinghe & Uddin 

2019; Jayasinghe & Wickramasinghe 2011; Merkl-Davies & Brennan 2017; Power & 
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Brenan 2022; Yamaji 2005).  

 

In addition to accounting terminologies, the strategy of “out-there-ness” (Farjaudon & 

Morales 2013, p. 161) has been used to defend the different measurement techniques of 

various vulnerability indicators. In their Bourdieusian study, Farjaudon and Morales 

(2013, p. 161) suggest that this strategy is based on validating accounting technologies 

using “externally fabricated tools” and external experts or consultants with good 

reputations. Such a strategy is used to shield the VAF from any impression of self-

interestedness and make it appear as an objective tool that is disinterested in serving the 

needs of the humanitarian community. In this way, power and violence become symbolic 

and legitimate when they are perceived or misrecognised as disinterested (Bourdieu 1977, 

p. 192).  

 

This strategy has been used to legitimise the VAF by referring to the adoption of 

internationally recognised standards and principles that are tested, verified, and endorsed 

by third parties before the launch of the VAF. For example:  

 
The VAF food security indicator is based on globally recognized standards and 
tools. The CARI (Consolidated Approach for Reporting Indicators of Food 
Security) is a WFP global methodology for assessing food vulnerability (Action 
Against Hunger et al. 2019, p. 48 emphasis added). 

 
Through testing the Washington Group Questions (WGQs) in UNHCR 
Registration on 100 cases the WGQs identified 30% of cases with persons with 
disabilities.. asking different questions (WGQs which are internationally tried 
and tested and removed wording bias) lead to different answers, one in five 
refugees is affected by a physical, sensory or intellectual impairment; one in 
seven is affected by chronic disease; one in 20 suffers from injury, with nearly 
80 per cent of these injuries resulting directly from the conflict. (UNHCR 
2016f, p. 29 emphasis added). 
 
The above Basic Needs revised sector tree has been reviewed, tested and 
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endorsed by the sector (UNHCR 2016a, p. 6 emphasis added). 
 
The sector model characteristics, including the data points and weighting, were 
chosen by experts and practitioners from each sector. The models have gone 
through several rounds of statistical analysis and revision by the VAF team and 
the sector leads (Ge et al. 2017, p. 29 emphasis added). 
 
Methodology and results ratified by the World Bank (UNHCR 2015g, p. 6). 

 
 
The final legitimation strategy also contributes to the appearance of disinterestedness by 

showing that the VAF was developed with the consensus and agreement of many parties. 

The process of developing the VAF and making meaningful, relevant decisions is 

presented as a collective, rather than an individual, effort, where multiple experienced 

parties discussed the tool, were consulted throughout the process, and agreed on major 

issues. This is shown in the use of language such as “collaborative initiative” (UNHCR 

2017g, p. 1), “a joint effort”, “consultative process” (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019, 

pp. 13-4), and “the partners agreed on.... It appeared as the best option…” (UNHCR 

2016a, p. 3). It was made explicitly important that the VAF appears as a collective effort 

that is neutral and disinterested, as emphasised in the following:  

The exercise, in addition to providing an important first step in the development 
of indicators, also helped to solidify the image of the project as an inter-agency 
initiative and one that will provide useful tools and information for a broad range 
of humanitarian actors (UNHCR 2014d, p. 1 emphasis added). 

 
The legitimation strategies discussed in this section have arguably contributed to the 

continuous use of the VAF from 2014 to the present and the extension of its use to camp 

settings and refugees from other nationalities, despite criticism from scholars and Syrian 

refugees alike, as will be shown in Chapter Eight. Further, this continuous use confirms 

its symbolic power (Bourdieu 1979, p. 80). In this sense, the VAF can be viewed as an 

instrument of domination (Bourdieu 1979, p. 80). The analysis of the VAF reveals two 

areas that can be linked to the symbolic power and symbolic violence of the VAF and the 
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reproduction of power relations: the implications of data collection as part of the 

imposition of the doxa, and the power of implementing partners in selecting eligible 

refugees in a seemingly arbitrary way.  

 

7.4 Imposing the Doxa of Data Collection  

Bourdieu outlines that symbolic violence is “the power to impose (and even inculcate) 

instruments of knowledge and expression (taxonomies) of social reality” (Bourdieu 1979, 

p. 89). In addition to being a tool for resource allocation, this thesis argues that the VAF 

can be viewed as an instrument of knowledge imposed on Syrian refugees to collect large 

amounts of data to provide information that the humanitarian community needs to make 

eligibility decisions. Potentially, it can be used for other purposes that serve the interests 

of the humanitarian community. For instance, it is argued that Western states collect data 

on refugees for national security and terrorism-related concerns (Guild 2003; Jacobsen 

2017; Jones 2015). The following sections outline the data-collection process and 

monitoring and observation as evidence of symbolic violence. 

 

7.4.1 Collecting Extensive Data and Legitimising Data Collection 
 

The data-collection process is part of the doxic rules created by the dominant 

humanitarian community. Collecting and handling refugee data, while seemingly simple 

and for a good cause, is a critical process that requires attention and control to prevent 

harm. As discussed in Chapter Three, the datafication of humanitarian operations imposes 

risks of control, exclusion, discrimination, and violating the human right of privacy (see 

Farraj 2011; Holloway et al. 2021; Hosein & Nyst 2013; Latonero & Kift 2018; Lehner 

et al. 2022; Madianou 2019b; Sánchez-Monedero 2018).  
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Syrian refugees provide large amounts of data  to many aid organisations, hoping they 

will be eligible for assistance. Although the 2016 updated version of the vulnerability 

assessment questionnaire (Appendix 1) consists of 112 questions, as opposed to the 

original version, which consisted of 165 questions, the questionnaire is still extensive. 

Further, the questionnaire is designed to capture additional information depending on the 

number of household members with specific circumstances, such as children of school 

age and people with health conditions (UNHCR 2016f). One of the reasons for including 

wide-ranging questions is that different agencies need different data sets. For example, 

the World Food Program requires information on refugee food consumption, while the 

United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF) requires information 

on every child’s access to education (UNHCR 2016f). Thus, the information needs of 

multiple aid agencies are combined in the VAF’s questionnaire (UNHCR 2016f).  

 

As discussed in Section 7.3, UNHCR-Jordan cultivated strategies to “seek to impose the 

legitimacy” (Bourdieu 1979, p. 80) of the VAF. UNHCR-Jordan followed the same path 

with data collection, justifying it in the information sheet as a process in the refugees’ best 

interest, and asserting that the refugees should care about it because it is part of a “closer 

collaboration” between humanitarian organisations (UNHCR 2014e, p. 2). Syrian 

refugees were told that this process “mean[s] [that] fewer NGOs [are] knocking on your 

door for home visits, asking you the same questions. Your time is precious and we want 

to respect that” (UNHCR 2014e, p. 2).   

  
 

Further, the VAF population study conducted in 2019 explains that this collaboration 

reduces “assessment fatigue and burden for beneficiaries and [results in] a cost-saving for 

organizations” (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019 emphasis added). The VAF is justified 



200 
 

as serving Syrian refugees and the humanitarian community, given time and cost 

efficiencies. However, as Section 7.4.3 will reveal, there are many hidden costs of data 

collection. These costs confirm the earlier argument that using accounting terms such as 

“efficiency” and “cost-saving” is merely rhetorical.  

 

However, notwithstanding cost-saving, the amount of data collected from Syrian refugees 

is excessive. For instance, implementing partners have the capacity “to add their own 

elements to the questionnaire” based on “their operational requirements” (UNHCR 2017d, 

p. 2). Thus, the number of questions can expand exponentially. For example, the VAF 

population study identified that “the UNHCR office in Jordan continues to collect 

comprehensive data on Syrian refugees” (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019, p. 12). 

Further, it has been described as “an extensive questionnaire” (UNHCR 2014a, p. 2), a 

“detailed questionnaire” (UNHCR 2014e, p. 1), and “too long” (UNHCR 2017b, p. 1). 

Moreover, the “VAF Story” is “a full system that includes gathering more and deeper 

household information” (UNHCR 2014b, p. 1). 

 
 

Additionally, data collection does not conclude once the VAF questionnaire is complete. 

It is a never-ending process, with Syrian refugees providing data starting from their arrival 

in Jordan and registration with the UNHCR, through to baseline assessments39, post-

distribution monitoring assessments, case management40 (UNHCR 2016f), and 

 
39 The baseline is only done once (maybe twice a year if there is a specific shock) – or even every two or 
three years if the situation is relatively stable. The baseline is a snapshot of a representative sample at a 
particular point in time to monitor operational changes that require updating. The baseline assessment 
requires action and updating again and again based on contextual changes over time (UNHCR 2016f, p. 
35).  
40 The VAF process deals with the “normal” or “average” scenario among Syrian refugees. Any outlier or 
exceptional circumstances should be absorbed within each organisation's case-management process or at 
the sector-coordination level (UNHCR 2016f, p. 5). 
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population studies41 (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019). All these assessments are 

integral to the creation of doxic rules by the humanitarian community and imposed on 

Syrian refugees with their compliance.  

 

Further, the VAF was developed based on the assumption that “[v]ulnerability is not a 

static state[:] those who are assessed as less vulnerable at one point in time may become 

more vulnerable later due to a change in circumstances” (UNHCR 2014c, p. 10). The 

dynamic nature of vulnerability can be observed as the Syrian crisisis has become 

protracted. UNHCR (2015f, p. 7) notes that many Syrian refugees have “entered a cycle 

of asset depletion, with savings gradually exhausted and levels of debt increasing” due to 

the “limited access to sustainable livelihood options”, causing an increasing gap between 

their expenditures and income. This means that Syrian refugees’ vulnerability increases 

over time, which has created the need for data to be “updated on a regular basis” (UNHCR 

2014c, p. 10) through “periodic home visits”, which have become an “ongoing method” 

(Action Against Hunger et al. 2019). The following sections discusses the impact of this 

extensive and continuous data collection.  

 

7.4.2 Monitoring and Observation 

Collecting large amounts of data regularly means that comprehensive accounts of the lives 

of Syrian refugees, including their capital and habitus, are established. For instance, the 

VAF questionnaire collects information on Syrian refugees’ economic capital (such as 

income and assets), social capital (family composition and other relatives and friends from 

 
41 “The 2019 Vulnerability Assessment Framework (VAF) population study explores different types of 
vulnerability dimensions across multiple sectors from a representative sample of registered Syrian refugees 
in Jordan” (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019, p. 7).  
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whom they borrow money), and their habitus (such as coping strategies and their 

perceptions of education and child marriages) (UNHCR 2016f) (Figure 7.3 gives 

examples of the relevant questions on such aspects taken from the VAF questionnaire). 

 

 

Figure 7.3: Questions from the VAF Questionnaire Related to Capital and Habitus 
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(UNHCR 2016f) 
 

It is argued that this massive collection of personal refugee data places Syrian refugees in 

a continuous scheme of monitoring and observation that captures every minutia of their 

lives. They are asked specific and detailed questions under each vulnerability indicator 

(UNHCR 2016f). For instance, to assess their shelter indicator, they are asked about 

shelter conditions, how they pay for rent, accessibility and exclusivity of latrines, and 

sewerage system. To calculate their welfare indicator, they need to provide a breakdown 

of their monthly expenditures, monthly income, debt, and the charity they receive. Further, 

they are asked about the coping strategies they use, such as selling assets, accepting 

socially degrading and exploitative jobs, and sending children to beg or work. To assess 

their food insecurity, Syrian refugees are asked if they consumed various food categories 

in the last seven days before the home-visit assessment (for example, oil, fruits, 

vegetables, meat, nuts, or potatoes). Regarding the education vulnerability indicator, data 

is collected on the number of children at school, the difficulties they face (humiliation, 

discrimination, verbal abuse from staff, and bullying amongst students), and the reasons 

why children are not enrolled in school. Moreover, they are asked about medical 

conditions among household members, existing disabilities, documentation status, and 

whether they obtained work permits.  

 

In line with the excessive collection of data, UNHCR-Jordan explicitly recognises that 

they collect data for monitoring purposes:   

The VAF process seeks to put in place an observation and reporting system 
(UNHCR 2017c, p. 3 emphasis added). 
 
UNHCR and partners have been collecting VAF data annually since 2014 to 
monitor the evolving needs and circumstances and target the population 
accordingly (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019, p. 13 emphasis added). 
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Information collected by UNHCR registration staff is recorded in UNHCR’s 
corporate data management system and data collection tool, ProGres, a desktop 
application used to protect and track refugees worldwide (UNHCR 2016b, p. 2 
emphasis added). 
 

The potential consequences of such a scheme have been recognised in the literature under 

the concept of “surveillance humanitarianism”, which, according to Beduschi (2022, p. 

1152), “is a term that refers to the increase in data collection practices by humanitarian 

organizations that, without the appropriate safeguards, may inadvertently amplify the 

vulnerability of individuals in need of humanitarian aid”. 

 

Taking a Bourdieusian perspective, Wacquant (2009, p. 289) notes that such surveillance 

technologies are enabled by the unequal distribution of capital between social agents, and 

are directed toward those who are “shorn of economic and cultural capital”, and 

consequently placed in less powerful, dominated positions. In this sense, Jacobsen and 

Fast (2019, p. 156) consider data collection as part of the “humanitarian technology 

governance”, which is “a form of power that blurs care and control”. “In this process, 

subjects are being ‘cared for’ and at the same time dominated, through subordinate subject 

positions” (Jacobsen & Fast 2019, p. 156). Further, as Neu (2000a) and Tregidga (2013) 

indicate, dominant actors can use certain attributes and perceptions of accounting to 

govern and control many aspects of people’s lives. As a resource-allocation instrument 

relying on data, the VAF matches the concept of calculative practices that can become 

instruments of domination.  

 

For instance, this monitoring scheme subjects Syrian refugees to the humanitarian 

community “gaze” (Turner 2004, pp. 235, 45). Through the continuous data-collection 

process, Syrian refugees’ changes in their vulnerability, and other aspects, such as their 

food consumption, health history, and marital status, are tracked over time. Moreover, 
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Paragi and Altamimi (2022) study of the UNHCR’s collection of Syrian refugees’ 

biometrics in Jordan indicates more-severe implications. Paragi and Altamimi (2022, p. 

206) state that such data “can be used for controlling, if not blocking, their free 

movement”.  

 

Further, Jacobsen (2017) explains that biometric data-collection technologies allow 

humanitarian actors to test new technologies on refugees and render the digital refugee 

bodies intervenable. Data collected through the VAF constructs a digital identity that 

enables various interventions to be performed and draws the boundaries of what this body 

can and cannot do. In this sense, this thesis also argues that the VAF enables various 

interventions toward Syrian refugees’ physical bodies. As the VAF’s scores determine 

how much assistance (cash, food, education, shelter, livelihoods, health, water) they 

receive, the VAF can penetrate and dictate their lives in many ways. Syrian refugees 

denied humanitarian assistance might experience sickness, lack of education, starvation, 

exposure to risks, and other hardships. Therefore, there is a potential for symbolic 

domination to turn into actual violence and harm.  

 

Moreover, observation occurs during the home visits, during which data collectors 

examine and verify Syrian refugees’ living conditions. This is evident in metrics such as 

a rating for the quality of dwelling as one of the indicators used to calculate the shelter 

score. On this indicator, the VAF questionnaire validation workshop document notes that 

it inevitably depends on the data collectors’ observation and judgement (UNHCR 2016f), 

as influenced by their habitus. This reliance on human judgement means that data 

collectors may inaccurately assess Syrian refugees’ vulnerability, and assessments may 

not be consistent among all data collectors. Many refugees can be considered ineligible 
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for assistance due to inaccurate judgements or inappropriate attitudes towards Syrian 

refugees (Section 8.3). The following section discusses the implications of refugee-data 

retention.  

 

7.4.3 Loss of Control  
 

Data retention and the application of the required measures are other issues that emphasise 

Syrian refugees’ disadvantaged position and susceptibility to symbolic domination. Once 

captured and recorded, refugee data and the changes over time become accounts over 

which Syrian refugees have little control. Prior research suggests that lack of control over 

personal data is an inherent problem with data-collection practices (Bennett 2005; Estrada 

Jiménez et al. 2019). Tasidou et al. (2010, p. 153) suggest, “Individuals today have no 

control over the way their personal information is being used even though they are the 

ones to suffer the consequences of any unwanted uses of their information.” 

 

Lack of control is evident in the UNHCR’s data-protection policy, which states that: “[a]ll 

individual case files, whether open or closed, are considered permanent records, and must 

therefore be permanently retained in line with the Access Policy of UNHCR Archives” 

(UNHCR 2015c, p. 29). Further, any requests from Syrian refugees to correct their data 

must be verified and supported with legitimate reasons (UNHCR 2018c). Any objections 

to processing their data must also be based on “legitimate grounds” (UNHCR 2018c, p. 

29). Moreover, the UNHCR has the right to refuse a request in particular circumstances:  

It would constitute a necessary and proportionate measure to safeguard or ensure 
one or more of the following:  

(a) The safety and security of UNHCR, its personnel or the personnel of 
Implementing Partners; or  
(b) The overriding operational needs and priorities of UNHCR in pursuing 
its mandate (UNHCR 2015c, p. 23).  
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Thus, the interests of the humanitarian community take priority over those of Syrian 

refugees regarding how the refugees’ personal data is handled. The collected data no 

longer belongs to them; it becomes the property of UNHCR-Jordan, and they must 

undergo a complex process to change how their data is handled. The loss of data 

ownership is exacerbated by other issues, such as protection risks associated with 

improper handling of their data, such as data sharing and data breaches (Madianou 2019a; 

Ozkul 2020; Tazzioli 2019; Willitts-King & Spencer 2020). Despite these risks, the 

humanitarian community, as a widespread autonomous field, has imposed data collection 

as a necessary step in deciding eligibility. As Bourdieu (1990, p. 131) suggests: 

it is precisely because there exist relatively autonomous fields, functioning in 
accordance with rigorous mechanisms capable of imposing their necessity on the 
agents, that those who are in a position to command these mechanisms and 
appropriate the material or symbolic profits accruing from their functioning are 
able to dispense with strategies aimed expressly and directly at the domination 
of individuals.  

 

The domination of the humanitarian community and the power of data collection is 

amplified by the fact that Syrian refugees do not know how: 

their personal data are managed and shared, including which organisations have 
access to their data. This lack of transparency results in confusion, 
disappointment, and anxiety about the safety and privacy of their information 
(Schoemaker et al. 2021, p. 14). 

 

Syrian refugees have the right to request such information from the UNHCR or 

implementing partners (UNHCR 2018c). However, they may not know they can request 

it, as the data-protection policies of the UNHCR are written in English, which many need 

help understanding or to which many may not even have access. In addition, many Syrian 

refugees may not feel encouraged to request that information for fear of losing assistance 

if they ask questions directly or complain (see Agyemang et al. 2009; Kirsch et al. 2012; 

Manilla Arroyo 2014; van Zyl & Claeyé 2019). This lack of transparency, supported by 
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the lack of disclosure of agreements or Memorandums of Understanding with 

implementing partners, hinders meaningful accountability (Madianou 2019a, pp. 591-2).  

 

Additionally, UNHCR-Jordan claims that there are measures related to data sharing; for 

example, the VAF working draft states that “[t]he guidelines on access to the VAF 

database will include confidentiality rules, which participating organizations will have to 

agree to” UNHCR (2014c, p. 11). This means that partner organisations that wish to 

access refugee data are required to accept the confidentiality rules set by the UNHCR 

before they are granted access. Also, the document “Guidance for Partnering with the 

UNHCR” notes that the UNHCR’s Data Protection Policy applies to implementing 

partners, and the UNHCR has the right to verify that partners’ data-protection standards 

meet this policy (UNHCR 2019a). However, there is no specific and clear explanation or 

indication of whether and how the policy and rules are institutionalised and 

operationalised in practice to protect the VAF data. Even the VAF’s working draft 

document leaves some “pending questions” open without disclosing answers in the rest 

of the VAF documents: 

Should agencies accessing the database have to nominate one person from their 
respective organizations to be responsible for the database/ especially the sensitive 
info in order to avoid any misuse? How do we ensure that agencies enter the data 
in a timely manner? How do we ensure the data entered is reliable and consistent? 
How do we handle sensitive information that comes up during a home visit? 
(UNHCR 2014c, p. 18). 

 

These questions invoke other important questions, such as who is responsible for any 

harm that Syrian refugees may face due to improper handling of their data. The networked 

nature of the VAF makes it difficult to assign responsibility, given the many parties 

involved in data collection, retention, and sharing and the absence of an explanation of 

how and if horizontal accountability relationships are operational.  The policies do not 
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provide any guidance on how Syrian refugees can hold the humanitarian community 

accountable for any harm. In addition, as will be discussed in Section 8.4, Syrian refugees 

may be under the influence of a strong illusio which means that they may be ready to 

sacrifice their privacy, invest their personal data, and put their privacy and control at risk 

if it means that they receive humanitarian assistance. In this case, they may feel they have 

no other choice but to continue providing their data. This applies to what Holloway et al. 

(2021, p. 30) call “informed coercion” as opposed to “informed consent”, given the lack 

of an alternative way to access humanitarian assistance without providing personal data. 

As Bourdieu suggests, an agent can have “the feeling that there is nothing to do except 

what [they are] doing and also that [they are] only doing what [they] ought” (Bourdieu 

1977, p. 166).  

  

7.4.3 Cost of Data Collection  
 

As a data-driven instrument that needs to be updated constantly and requires control 

measures in place, the VAF is a high-maintenance system. It comes with costs that are 

not explicitly stated in the VAF documents. For instance, completing the questionnaire 

during home visits takes time. Altındağ et al. (2021) explain that a medium-sized survey 

in the region costs an average of USD 25 per visit. Thus, the total cost of visiting 200,000 

refugee households can reach USD 5 million, enough to include an additional 2,300 

households in cash-assistance programs every year. The cost per questionnaire can 

increase to USD 40 if a large number of home visits is conducted in a short time (Altındağ 

et al. 2021) or if implementing partners ask additional questions according to their needs. 

Moreover, with the requirement to update data regularly, these costs accumulate over 

time.  

 



210 
 

In addition to the cost of home visits, there are other costs associated with data sharing, 

retention, and protection: the cost of training data collectors on data collection, 

conducting interviews, and confidentiality rules (UNHCR 2014c); the costs of the tablets 

that data collectors use to capture Syrian refugees’ data (UNHCR 2017d); costs associated 

with monitoring the quality of the collected data (UNHCR 2014c); Data Protection 

Impact Assessments that UNHCR-Jordan may conduct to verify that partners follow the 

UNHCR’s data-protection policy requirements (UNHCR 2015c); the costs of assisting 

implementing partners in building or enhancing their capacity to comply with the data-

protection standards and principles (UNHCR 2015c); costs associated with safeguarding 

data, such as physical security of premises, case files, and records, and computer and 

information technology security (for example, access control, storage control, and 

encryption) (UNHCR 2015c);  and the cost of the appeal process and the additional data 

that may be needed for this purpose (UNHCR 2014c). Therefore, the datafied nature of 

the VAF has proved very expensive, despite claims for its efficiency. These costs reduce 

the amount of donor funding that actually reaches the recipients. Section 8.4.5 will 

highlight other costs  that reduce the amount of funds available for Syrian refugees. The 

following section focuses on the implementation process through making decisions about 

aid allocation and eligibility, showing that this process is also dominated by aid 

organisations. 

 

7.5 Implementing Partners’ Capital and Habitus 

Organisations with large amounts of cultural capital in the form of experience and 

knowledge continue to play an important role in the fields of this study. In addition to the 

considerable power to its holders that involvement in the design and development of the 

VAF provides, as mentioned in Section 7.1, the significance of the cultural capital  spans 
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from the time before the VAF was developed to the implementation stage. More 

specifically, this involvement places implementing partners in a powerful position that 

enables them to participate in making the rules and imposing their habitus on the aid-

allocation process and, ultimately, Syrian refugees.  

 

As indicated in Chapter Three, implementing partners are NGOs that receive funds from 

UNHCR-Jordan to provide services and assistance to Syrian refugees. Before the 

development of the VAF, each organisation used different criteria (UNHCR 2013b gives 

examples). As will be explained later in this section, these organisations choose their 

criteria based on their own expertise and organisational purpose (cultural capital), as well 

as their perceptions (habitus) of who deserves assistance the most. However, the use of 

different criteria was considered problematic and created a need to develop and use 

“standardised criteria” (UNHCR 2015f, p. 10):  

At the beginning of the VAF project in late 2013, considerable amounts of data 
on Syrian refugees were available. However, the tools used to analyse and 
collect this data varied between partners. The use of different vulnerability 
criteria meant that data was not fully comparable or able to be combined to form 
a comprehensive picture (UNHCR 2015f, p. 9). 
 
The development of standardised criteria for vulnerability and the different 
thresholds also allows for humanitarian actors to talk about relative 
vulnerabilities in equivalent terms and to track those vulnerabilities across the 
refugee population and both map and respond to the vulnerabilities identified. 
(UNHCR 2015f, p. 10). 

 
The VAF had been intended to unify the criteria used by implementing partners and 

make the data-collection process consistent between aid organisations. As the above 

quotes indicate, this was particularly important for enhancing the quality of the collected 

data, and consequently improving the humanitarian community's informational capital. 

As a result of implementing the VAF as a set standardised criteria, the data has become 
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more comparable, trackable, mappable, and informative. Thus, it serves the needs and 

interests of the humanitarian community and enables various interventions to be 

performed on Syrian refugees. In this way, the VAF was also legitimised as the 

“universally approved perspective” (Bourdieu 1989, p. 21) agreed upon and used by the 

major players in the field. However, the analysis of implementing partners’ use of the 

VAF scores to target assistance presented next will show that the selection criteria are 

not standardised and that implementing partners enjoy considerable power and discretion 

over eligibility decisions. This indicates that the language of standardisation is merely 

another persuasion strategy that operates far from reality.  

 

Implementing partners and UNHCR-Jordan have access to the VAF data (UNHCR 

2019c). More specifically, they have access to RAIS, and thus can view the vulnerability 

scores and some of the personal data kept on Syrian refugees, such as name, case number, 

and location (UNHCR 2016e). Accessing the location is important, as different 

geographic areas in Jordan are covered by different implementing partners. RAIS allows 

partners to filter eligible Syrian refugee households according to their place of residence 

to match the geographic area in which they work: “District selection will be available to 

cater to Org[anisation]’s areas of operation” (UNHCR 2016c, p. 4). While this makes 

targeting Syrian refugees for assistance relatively quick and easy, it has serious 

implications for  them, as  shown by the following example extracted from the VAF 

Guidance Note document.  

 

The VAF Guidance Note explains how implementing partners can use the VAF scores to 

select beneficiaries using a hypothetical case:  
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[I]f organization ABC have been approved funding to provide 500 cases42 in 
Irbid [governorate]43 with regular cash assistance for a period of 6 months, and 
although it is a Cash Based intervention, the target group doesn’t have to be 
limited to prioritization through the Basic Needs Score (socioeconomic 
vulnerability) but additional scores can be used in unison/parallel to improve 
targeting. This enables assistance and services to reach cases that are the most 
vulnerable at a multitude of facets when additional criteria can be applied based 
on programmatic requirements. 
 
INGO ABC applied the following scoring filters Basic Needs, Food Security, 
Welfare, Dependency and Coping Strategies, which resulted in:  
 
Case A    Case B    Case C  
Basic Needs score: 4  Basic Needs score: 4   Basic Needs score: 3  
Food Security score: 3  Food Security score: 4  Food Security score: 
1  
Welfare score: 2   Welfare score: 4   Welfare score: 2  
Dependency: 2   Dependency: 4   Dependency: 2  
Coping Strategies: 4   Coping Strategies: 4   Coping Strategies: 1  
 
Based on results that the Score selection returns, as displayed in the hypothetical 
scenario below: Case B, is most vulnerable compared to Case A and Case C, 
therefore similar profiles to Case B should be targeted to receive assistance after 
cross-check to ensure the case has not received the same assistance from another 
agency/organization (UNHCR 2017g, p. 6, emphasis in original). 

 

As this example shows, implementing partners have the discretion to select the scoring 

filters that they find appropriate to implement their own eligibility criteria. This influence 

over eligibility criteria can be explained using Bourdieu’s logic of capital. Arguably, it 

emanates for the most significant part from the power of the cultural capital that 

implementing partners have in the form of expertise, skills, and accounting and 

accountability systems. For instance, the UNHCR’s partner handbook states that partners 

are selected based on criteria such as sector-specific skills and knowledge, local presence 

and experience, prior experience working with the UNHCR, procurement unit and 

experience, cultural awareness, a sound financial-management system, and accountability 

and audit mechanisms (UNHCR 2019a). Other capital considerations are also assessed 

 
42 “Cases” here refers to Syrian refugee family households.  
43 Irbid governorate is located in the North of Jordan. 
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when selecting implementing partners, including their economic capital, such as cash or 

in-kind contributions to supplement the UNHCR’s resources, their social capital in terms 

of their connections with local authorities and other organisations, and the partner’s 

symbolic power in the form of reputation, which is assessed by measuring reputational 

risk (UNHCR 2003, 2019a). Holding all species of capital gives implementing partners 

the power to determine eligibility and disadvantage some Syrian refugees, as will be 

outlined next.  

 

To illustrate how the power and choices of implementing partners are exerted in practice, 

I constructed another example inspired by the UNHCR’s hypothetical case above. The 

example assumes that another NGO called XYZ, which operates in the Amman 

governorate44, has been approved to provide the same type of assistance to 500 cases. If 

XYZ chooses to apply a different scoring filter, for example, Basic Needs, Documentation 

Status, Shelter, and Health, Case D below may be considered ineligible to receive 

assistance, as it scores 1 on three of these indicators, and other cases that have been 

assessed as more vulnerable (scores of 4) will be prioritised:  

 
 

However, if Case D had been living in the Irbid governorate, where the implementing 

 
44 Amman, the capital of Jordan, hosts the largest number of Syrian refugees in the country (UNHCR 
2023c). 
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partner ABC operates, or if ABC had been operating in the Amman governorate, Case D 

would have been considered eligible to receive cash for six months, as it scores 4 in all of 

the vulnerability indicators selected by ABC (basic needs, food security, welfare, 

dependency, and coping strategies). This example shows how choices made by 

implementing partners can potentially affect Syrian refugees and their eligibility for 

assistance significantly. The vulnerability of one family may increase when they miss out 

on assistance, while the vulnerability of another may decrease as a result of receiving 

assistance. Such decisions can further marginalise Syrian refugees who are considered 

ineligible year after year. Moreover, these observations exemplify the power that 

implementing partners have over Syrian refugees due to the gap in capital distribution 

between the two. This power gives rise to the potential exercise of symbolic violence by 

imposing their habitus of the selection criteria, as will be explained next. 

 

The explanation of why implementing partners choose different vulnerability criteria was 

highlighted by the UNHCR: “An organization retains its individuality while it uses the 

VAF to complement its own resources as the staff makes decisions that are in line with 

each agency's mandate”, “most relevant to their work” (UNHCR 2014e, p. 2), or based on 

the “areas of specialty or interest” (UNHCR 2015e, p. 2). In this sense, each implementing 

partner makes eligibility decisions based on its beliefs, organisational purpose and values, 

and interests – in other words, its habitus, as derived from its cultural capital.   

 

Further, it is stated that implementing partners may select targeting criteria for “other 

considerations” that they “would like to include additionally as vulnerability factors” 

(UNHCR 2016c, p. 4). This can be the case when partners need to decrease the pool of 

eligible Syrian refugees. Referring to the hypothetical example provided by the UNHCR 
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above, the filter applied by ABC may result in 600 cases, while the funding only covers 

500 cases. In this scenario, the organisation would need to apply “inclusion/exclusion” 

criteria (UNHCR 2017g, p. 5) to prioritise the most vulnerable 500 Syrian refugees. This 

means that 100 families will be excluded from receiving assistance, although they meet 

the initial eligibility criteria set by the implementing partner. Inclusion criteria could, for 

example, include widows in the Irbid governorate whose children are not attending school 

(UNHCR 2014e). Therefore, only cases that meet this description will receive assistance. 

On the other hand, the exclusion criteria can be demonstrated in the following quote found 

in a document prepared by an implementing partner, the Middle East Children Institute 

(MECI), and published on the UNHCR’s website:  

MECI is a signed VAF partner as a data user and uses VAF data as part of their 
outreach process to reach urban Syrian families within specific organisational 
criteria as follows: Vulnerable Syrian families with school-aged children, with a 
primary focus on ages 6 – 12 years, prioritizing children who are academically 
weak and in need for informal, remedial education, psychosocial support or/and 
child protection sensitization. MECI welcomed all levels of vulnerability 
(prioritizing cases that has high and severe vulnerability) with the exception of 
cases presenting serious physical limitations or disability that could potentially 
incapacitate the child to attend MECI’s program in government schools that are 
unfortunately not equipped to accommodate these children (MECI 2016, p. 1). 

  

In this case, some children with disabilities, arguably among the most vulnerable, were 

excluded from support because of the implementing partner’s perceptions of current 

priorities and limitations imposed on these children. This goes against the original 

assumption and aim of the VAF to help the most vulnerable. Instead of finding other ways 

to assist these children or advocate for them, the partner organisation apparently used its 

power to bend the supposedly “universal” rules and exclude them.  

 

The inclusion and exclusion criteria are also identified by implementing partners 

according to their habitual beliefs about and perceptions of who is more vulnerable and 
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who should be prioritised to receive assistance. This results in implementing partners 

including and excluding Syrian refugees from assistance based on different criteria as 

they see appropriate. In this way, and with the help of the legitimation strategies, targeting 

decisions made by implementing partners appear to be arbitrary (Section 8.4) and the 

established order of the aid-allocation process is normalised. As Bourdieu would describe 

these decisions, they are perceived as self-evident and natural during the doxic-

submission phase (Bourdieu 1977, p. 166).    

 

By delegating eligibility decisions to implementing partners, the VAF puts these partners 

in a superior position in relation to Syrian refugees, increasing and reproducing the already 

existing power asymmetry between the partners and the refugees. The UNHCR explicitly 

recognises the privileged position of partners,  calling it the “foundation”:  

Think about delivering humanitarian aid as building a house. An assistance 
organization is the foundation. If its staff uses the refugee information that is 
collected and analysed through the VAF as the first floor of their house, they can 
build on that until their structure is sturdy and complete (UNHCR 2014e, p. 2).  

 

This quote confirms that partner organisations are entitled to make “the final 

determination” (UNHCR 2015a, p. 3) of eligibility, and they are given the authority “to 

pick and choose their data based on their independent needs” (UNHCR 2016c, p. 5). They 

participate in the making and shaping of the doxic rules and the imposition of habitus on 

the less powerful (Cooper et al. 2011). As each organisation has a different habitus and 

different criteria, the VAF decisions are no longer based on standardised and common 

criteria, as initially claimed by the UNHCR  as it promoted the VAF to donors and Syrian 

refugees as legitimate. As discussed, the need to have standardised criteria was one of the 

reasons given for needing the VAF  as a means of addressing the multiplicity of 

assessment criteria. However, the evidence presented above shows that the VAF does not 
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provide standardised criteria; the initial issue of applying different criteria is still 

prominent, only now with a new tool that officially caters to the beliefs, interests, and 

preferences of partners in a systematic and legitimised manner. This system reflects what 

implementing partners view as elements of vulnerability and what they perceive as who 

is “the most vulnerable” between these elements. As a result, the various implementations 

of the VAF “perpetuate [the] suffering” (Sargiacomo et al. 2014, p. 668) of many Syrian 

refugees. Earning a considerable symbolic power over eligibility decisions derived from 

partners’ various capital species, imposing their habitus, and excluding Syrian refugees 

from assistance are another sign of Bourdieu’s symbolic violence. More forms of violence 

will be discussed in Chapter Eight. 

 

7.6 Summary and Conclusion  
  

The VAF is a tool for resource allocation that determines Syrian refugees’ eligibility for 

assistance based on the principle that more-vulnerable people should be prioritised to 

receive assistance. It relies on calculative practices such as calculation, measurement, 

classification, categorisation, and reporting and accounts of humanitarian aid and human 

vulnerability. It was created due to the limited funding provided by donors, given that it 

is insufficient to cover the needs of all Syrian refugees living in urban areas in Jordan. 

The VAF was also needed to provide standardised criteria to address the issue that various 

humanitarian aid organisations used different bases to select Syrian refugees for 

assistance.  

 

Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of practice, this has chapter presented the main findings 

from the VAF as explained by the core concepts of the theoretical framework, including 

the fields of this study, how they influence each other, the leading social agents and their 
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roles, the capital forms they have, the relationships between them, the doxic rules created 

by the dominant group, and how the VAF gained symbolic power through legitimisation. 

The three fields identified are: the VAF actors operating in Jordan (donors, UNHCR-

Jordan, IGOs, and NGOs) who designed, developed, and implemented it, also called the 

humanitarian community (widespread field), UNHCR-Jordan (restricted field and part of 

the widespread field), and Syrian refugee communities (restricted field). Social agents in 

these fields compete over economic capital. Further, these fields are infused with multiple 

power relations operating in different stages of the aid-allocation process and 

disadvantaging some Syrian refugee groups.  

 

Regarding capital distribution, the humanitarian community possesses  a better and much 

more significant composition of capital (economic, cultural, and social)  than do Syrian 

refugee communities, and thus holds a large amount of power and occupies a privileged 

and dominant position. Because of this superior position, the humanitarian community 

could craft, legitimise, and impose the doxic rules derived from their habitus about what 

they perceive as the best way to allocate aid money and who should be prioritised to 

receive its assistance. This doxa includes all the rules and principles underlying the VAF, 

such as the vulnerability concept, definition, categories, indicators, calculation 

mechanism, targeting and prioritisation principle, data-collection requirement and 

process, and appeal process.  

 

To enforce these universal rules, as per Bourdieu, the humanitarian community needed to 

solicit the agreement of other donors and Syrian refugees by promoting the VAF as 

legitimate and making it appear disinterested. They used several legitimation strategies, 

such as linking the VAF to upward and downward accountability. However, the language 
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used to explain the VAF to donors and Syrian refugees and the extent of information 

provided to each party indicate that more attention was paid to donors than to Syrian 

refugees, defined by their economic power. Another legitimation strategy saw the use of 

accounting terminologies, such as efficiency, effectiveness, transparency, and 

comparability, to signal that the VAF is a valid and reliable tool. Accounting 

terminologies appear to be used as a rhetorical device, with little elaboration on how these 

terms are achieved in practice. Further, the VAF was legitimised through the “out-there-

ness” mechanism used to indicate that outside expertise verified and attested to it. Finally, 

the process of developing the VAF was portrayed as collective rather than individual, thus 

defying any potential accusations of individual self-interest that may arise. The doxic 

adherence to the VAF’s rules and established order of aid allocation was initially achieved 

by the compliance of Syrian refugees and aid organisations, and the arbitrariness of this 

order was normalised.   

 

One of the aspects that clearly demonstrate Syrian refugees’ compliance with the doxic 

rules is data collection. Extensive data is collected from Syrian refugees each year in 

almost all aspects of their lives. They are placed in a scheme of monitoring and 

observations that allows various interventions to be conducted on them and subjects them 

to many risks related to data retention; this also means that Syrian refugees no longer 

have control over how their data is used and shared. Moreover, data collection is an 

expensive exercise that requires large investments that could have been used to implement 

humanitarian programs. The imposition and implications of data collection contribute to 

the symbolic violence exercised on Syrian refugees.  
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Additionally, another manifestation of symbolic violence is the arbitrariness of aid-

allocation decisions. This has been shown in the way that implementing partners have 

used the VAF scores and indicators to select eligible Syrian refugees. Due to their sizeable 

cultural capital and symbolic capital (good reputation), these organisations assumed a 

powerful role in the selection process. Evidence has shown that they can almost arbitrarily 

select and apply the vulnerability indicators and inclusion and exclusion criteria based on 

their habitus and cultural capital. As a result of their decisions, some Syrian refugees’ 

vulnerability increases as they are left out of assistance, while others’ vulnerability 

decreases because of being selected as eligible. These observations indicate that Syrian 

refugees are less powerful and dominated by the more powerful actors whose decisions 

shape their daily lives.  

 

This instrument of aid allocation shows how existing power relations continue to be 

reproduced in the fields. The themes from the VAF documents show a lack of 

empowerment of Syrian refugees to balance the power asymmetry. Syrian refugees were 

excluded from the process of developing and implementing the VAF, which hugely 

affected them; thus, they are not empowered in any way to question the VAF’s design 

and related decisions or sanction the humanitarian community for not realising their right 

to receive assistance, and any harm that may have been caused as a result. The networked 

nature of the humanitarian community contributes to Syrian refugees’ inability to hold 

them accountable for VAF-related decisions. The problem of many hands exists in this 

context, given the large number of actors involved and the difficulty of tracing 

responsibility to any particular actor.  
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It is unclear if and how horizontal accountability works between these actors. While the 

UNHCR’s AAP policy embedding its accountability habitus emphasises adopting a 

rights-based approach, principles of meaningful participation, and empowerment in every 

stage of their work, these elements of (standard downward) accountability are not 

implemented in the practice of aid allocation in Jordan. It is argued that this shift of 

habitus was caused by the influence of other members of the VAF network who hold 

large amounts of capital, and could thus influence UNHCR-Jordan to adopt the passive 

and disempowering concept of vulnerability, and to institutionalise and operationalise it 

in Jordan.   

 

This chapter has presented the findings from the VAF documents and how the 

humanitarian community aimed to inculcate a vision that the VAF is a legitimate and 

effective way to allocate aid. The next chapter extends these findings by presenting the 

views of many Syrian refugees regarding the VAF, how they experience symbolic 

violence as expressed by them on ShoutOut, and how they use ShoutOut to seek a 

surrogate form of accountability. While this chapter has focused on the doxic-acceptance 

phase of Bourdieu’s theory, when the doxic rules are not questioned, the next chapter will 

present the phase of doxic resistance accompanied by accountability implications. 
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Chapter Eight: Surrogate Accountability in the Field of Opinion  
 

Chapter Seven presented the analysis of the VAF documents in terms of field, habitus, 

doxa, and symbolic power. The design and development of the VAF, the role and 

disposition of powerful actors, and legitimisation were discussed. The analysis also 

extended to the demonstration of how capital is accrued in the field and how it affects the 

doxic rules that may lead to symbolic violence. In this chapter the field of opinion is 

explored through comments on ShoutOut, a social media platform. The Syrian refugee 

comments on ShoutOut illustrate the perspective of individuals both applying for and 

receiving support following a VAF assessment. Thus, ShoutOut serves two functions: 

first, as a surrogate that offers a space for Syrian refugees to voice their opinions as 

individuals and establish informal sanctions; and second, as a collective field of opinion 

for the collective, albeit heterodoxic voice to question the doxic rules of the VAF and 

expose symbolic violence. 

 

This chapter proceeds as follows: Section 8.1 introduces how Syrian refugees use 

ShoutOut to demand accountability. Section 8.2 discusses the three functions of ShoutOut 

as a surrogate. Section 8.3 demonstrates the first function of ShoutOut as a surrogate by 

detailing the behaviours of data collectors and indicating the impact of VAF scores and 

eligibility criteria. Section 8.4 discusses how ShoutOut acts as a surrogate for Syrian 

refugees to question compliance with the doxa of the VAF and expose the symbolic 

violence they experience. This questioning also represents Syrian refugees’ heterodoxy 

discourse against the doxic rules of the VAF. Syrian refugees question many aspects of 

the VAF, such as the selection process; not receiving home visits, which results in 

outdated data; the lack of an appeal process; the allocation of cash assistance; the high 
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costs of the VAF; the quantification of Syrian refugees as a result of the VAF score; the 

distancing from decision-makers; and the shift in refugees’ habitus to a disempowering 

disposition and behaviours. Section 8.5 illustrates how Syrian refugees use ShoutOut to 

activate the third surrogate function of imposing informal sanctions. Section 8.6 

summarises and concludes the chapter.  

 

8.1 Demanding Accountability 
 

As discussed in previous chapters, Syrian refugees do not have the formal means to hold 

the humanitarian community accountable for the impact of the VAF. The three stages of 

standard accountability (information, debating and questioning, and approving conduct 

or sanctioning) (Bovens 2005) are either ineffective or non-existent. The information 

stage is weak, as the VAF documents provide less information for Syrian refugees than 

for other actors, such as donors. Further, Syrian refugees are almost entirely excluded 

from the development and implementation of the VAF, given their low levels of capital. 

Additionally, Syrian refugees are not provided avenues to question and debate the VAF 

and its decisions. They cannot approve the conduct or impose sanctions for any harm they 

experience because of this instrument.  

 

Further, ShoutOut, like other social-media platforms, can make UNHCR-Jordan more 

accountable (see Jeacle & Carter 2014). It hosts a space for UNHCR-Jordan to interact 

with Syrian refugees and exercise standard accountability. For example, ShoutOut can be 

used by UNHCR-Jordan to embed Bovens’s first and second stages of accountability, and 

to provide an account/information of the organisation’s performance (Bovens 2005, pp. 

184-5) or to engage in debates (Bovens 2005, p. 185) with Syrian refugees. However, the 
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platform is only partially used for this purpose. Instead, it provides only selected 

information on many different areas, essentially tokenistic information regarding the 

criteria used to allocate aid and how decisions are made.  

 

Moreover, only some of the questions posed by Syrian refugees are answered, and even 

then in a generic way with answers to the comments of similar issues. One Syrian refugee 

criticised this way of communicating:  

 
You should respond properly rather than copying and pasting (post #4: comment 
#135). 
 

The answers do not provide useful information, while appearing to discharge 

accountability by meaningfully engaging with queries. Bastian et al. (2013) suggest that 

this treatment means that organisations do not give an account when demanded, and that 

this does not fulfil their accountability obligations. One Syrian refugee was not satisfied 

with how the information was shared and questions were answered:  

You should hear people and see their problems and answer every question (post 
#2: comment #375).  

 

Many posts on ShoutOut include synchronous interactive sessions with UNHCR-Jordan 

staff. Even though some of these posts are designed to answer Syrian refugees’ questions, 

three Syrian refugees commented on their exclusionary nature due to the focus on what 

UNHCR-Jordan staff wants to discuss and answer and for presenting UNHCR-Jordan’s 

views only:  

Honestly, you should do a live session with one of the refugees and hear their 
problems and the problems of others (post #2: comment #3534). 
 
It is always like that – the employee is telling us what they do, but you never hear 
what is happening with the refugees (post #2: comment #1384). 
 
We want to talk and complain. We do not want to listen to your talk, we are fed 
up with the talk (post #1: comment #1160). 
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In this way, the habitus of UNHCR-Jordan is reinforced continuously through a lack of 

active dialogue to exchange opinions and gain mutual understanding. Syrian refugees’ 

voices were excluded not only from design and development of the VAF (Chapter Seven), 

but also from the implementation process that followed. Some Syrian refugees expressed 

a deep desire for someone to acknowledge their voice and their difficult life experiences: 

We went through all that was bad until it became normal. Now we are silently 
waiting for what's next (post #5: comment #446). 
 
Please hear me, for Allah’s sake, my voice is gone (post #2: comment #2976). 
 
I hope that the visits are done in the right way and that they are audited. I hope 
that our voice is heard (post #1: comment #4366). 

 

The hope that home visits are “audited” confirms this Syrian refugee’s lack of trust in the 

staff who conduct the home visits and their wish for someone more reliable to review this 

process, see them, and hear their concerns.   

 

Consequently, it appears that the formal communication channels deployed by UNHCR-

Jordan are ineffective in reaching Syrian refugees and discharging accountability. In 

addition, the organisation’s use of ShoutOut to provide information is limited to 

presenting its own views and information. Such observation aligns with the accounting 

literature, which indicates the selective visibility of accounting and accountability systems 

in presenting the most powerful voices while concealing and altering the voices and truths 

of the marginalised (Antonelli et al. 2018; Archel et al. 2009; Dhanani 2019). To 

compensate for these shortcomings, Syrian refugees use ShoutOut as a surrogate, as 

discussed in the next section.  
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8.2 ShoutOut – A Space for Surrogate Accountability 
 

This thesis demonstrates that Syrian refugees use ShoutOut as a surrogate and an 

alternative to standard accountability. Rubenstein (2007) suggests three functions for the 

surrogate: setting standards of conduct, gathering information on compliance with 

standards, and sanctioning (Chapter Four). Rubenstein (2007, p. 628) argues that 

gathering information on compliance includes “give-and-take” discussions with the 

accountor. While Rubenstein (2007) does not elaborate on how this process works, which 

may  vary according to the context, it is argued in this thesis that the give-and-take process 

implies that the accountee poses questions to the accountor about the standards of conduct 

to assess the accountor’s compliance with standards. Therefore, part of the surrogate’s 

role is to question the conduct of the accountor. 

 

Evidence presented in this chapter will show that Syrian refugees use ShoutOut to achieve 

the three functions of the surrogate, albeit in a unique manner according to the context of 

symbolic violence. Symbolic violence emerges from symbolic power, although it is often 

hidden from direct public gaze by the doxa of taken-for-granted rules. For instance, 

regarding the first function, Syrian refugees do not explicitly set standards of conduct. 

Instead, they use ShoutOut to signal perceived inappropriate and unprofessional 

behaviours that are then taken up by the collective to question and set standards of 

conduct. Moreover, the implicit standards of conduct are formed according to Syrian 

refugees’ habitus and are revealed through the process of questioning, the second 

function. When the implicit standards are shared between many Syrian refugees, this 

sharing becomes collective questioning. Furthermore, this thesis contributes to an 

understanding of the surrogate’s second function by demonstrating that ShoutOut is used 

to collect information about the standards of conduct set by the accountor; in this case, 
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the humanitarian community led by UNHCR-Jordan. The third function of imposing 

informal sanctions, such as targeting the reputation of the UNHCR-Jordan, is also 

evident. Table 8.1 summarises the three functions of the surrogate. In the analysis, the 

number of Syrian refugees’ comments related to each theme or observation is provided 

to indicate individual and collective questioning. Equally important is the lack of Syrian 

refugee comments on topics such as data collection, which can be explained using 

Bourdieu’s theoretical framework through the concept of illusio (Section 8.4).  

 

Table 8.1: The Three Functions of the Surrogate 

Function 
 

How it was revealed through evidence  

Setting standards of conduct Signalling any perceived inappropriate 
and unprofessional behaviours (Section 
8.3)  
 

Questioning compliance Gathering information by questioning 
compliance with:  
 

- Implicit standards that some 
refugees have.  
 

- The VAF standards and objectives 
set by the humanitarian community 
(doxa). 
 

(Section 8.4) 
 

Imposing sanctions Imposing informal sanctions such as 
damaging the reputation of UNHCR-
Jordan (Section 8.5) 
 

 

8.3 Signalling Unprofessional Conduct  
 

As indicated, Syrian refugees use ShoutOut to highlight inappropriate conduct, rather 

than to set standards of conduct. Existing power relations are recognised in the 2019 VAF 
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Population Study, which acknowledges the “risk of bias associated with the power 

differences between interviewer and interviewee” (Action Against Hunger et al. 2019, p. 

18). Evidence from ShoutOut shows that this bias is magnified by the data collector’s 

(interviewer’s) attitudes (habitus) towards Syrian refugees. For example, 12 Syrian 

refugees drew attention to the negative attitude and condescending behaviours they faced 

from some data collectors: 

Regarding home visits, one or two weeks ago, a woman came from the 
UNHCR…the car that transported her dropped her off on a spot that is a bit far 
from my place, as she told us, and as she pointed out, since we are living on the 
fifth floor she was tired and exhausted from all the walking and climbing stairs…. 
[W]e greeted her when she arrived and when we opened the door it was obvious 
that she was tired….  [W]e apologised and she said that it was okay…after three 
words…she told me not to talk and that she wants to speak with my 
daughter…and said that she would leave if I talk any further…. I talked…and 
she left immediately (post #1: comment #3894). 
 
What you are telling us is only standards, but the employee who conducts the 
assessment for the home visit, if they were annoyed or did not like the way we 
look, will write answers as they wish. We have not seen any assistance for four 
years, fear Allah (post #4: comment #202). 
 
I have gone through open-heart surgery and I have a severe hearing impairment 
with a medical report. I also have diabetes, and the report was submitted to the 
UNHCR. My daughter has a blood disease and there is also a medical report 
about that…. [A]ccording to you the home visit is the basis for assistance…. I 
told the female employee who visited me that I cannot hear well, and she said, 
“We know how to do our job” at the door, and then she left. Is this a home visit? 
They stopped the iris45 after that (post #1: comment #3399). 
 
 

These comments clearly demonstrate how the data-collection process through home visits 

contributes to reproducing the power imbalance in the field and the symbolic violence 

Syrian refugees experience. The Syrian refugee who made the first comment felt that they 

had to apologise for their poor economic circumstances that made them live on the fifth 

 
45 Syrian refugees refer to receiving cash assistance as “iris”. Iris scanning is a biometrics-based method 
that UNHCR-Jordan uses to allow Syrian refugees access their bank accounts and the assistance for which 
they are eligible (Section 8.3.5).] 
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floor46. Further, these comments and many others indicate that the data collector’s 

“mood” and how they perceive Syrian refugees affect the VAF assessment. 

The representative of the UNHCR visited me to reassess me, and as a result I lost 
my cash assistance. I pray that Allah punishes him and every employee who 
causes poor families to lose assistance. I am sick, I have a medical report, and I 
am old. It is a very difficult time for us, especially with COVID (post1: comment 
1543). 
 
 

Many other Syrian refugees referred to the lack of professionalism they experienced from 

the data collectors. One Syrian refugee claimed that the data collector did not enter the 

house and asked questions from the car (post #1: comment #718), while another called 

the data collectors “psychos”47 because they do not respond when spoken to (post #2: 

comment #2242).  

 

Prior research on home visits emphasises that it is essential that the visits are conducted 

by well-trained professionals (Olds & Kitzman 1990; Olds & Kitzman 1993; Verjee 2019; 

Wilton et al. 2021). As discussed in Chapter Seven, the VAF process lacks avenues to 

empower Syrian refugees to hold the humanitarian community accountable. Syrian 

refugees who made these comments recognise how the VAF doxic rules affect them. One 

Syrian refugee demanded an answer: 

A question – if the person who does the home visit to conduct the assessment is 
not credible and behaved wrongly, what to do? Please answer (post #3: comment 
#2638). 

 
This question, as many others, remains unanswered, even while ShoutOut was used to 

gather information on ways of sanctioning the unprofessional behaviour Syrian refugees 

received from data collectors.  

 
46 In Jordan, rent is cheaper for apartments on higher floors, especially in buildings that do not have an 
elevator. This comment implies that the data collector was exhausted due to using the stairs.  
47 Several other comments used the word “psychos”. 
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As summarised in Table 8.1, Syrian refugees also use ShoutOut as a surrogate to ask 

questions about either the personal implicit standards that Syrian refugees believe are 

right, or compliance with the VAF process, objectives, and principles explained to them. 

The next section addresses this questioning.   

 

8.4 Questioning the Doxa and Exposing Symbolic Violence 
 

In line with the surrogate’s function to question the criteria and standards of compliance, 

ShoutOut also serves what Bourdieu (1977, p. 168) calls the “field of opinion”, where the 

doxic rules are questioned and challenged. As Bourdieu (1977, p. 168) suggests, the 

questioning of the doxic rules can be triggered by “economic crises”. In the case of Syrian 

refugees, many face economic crises, as they live below the poverty line and cannot 

access the formal labour market and humanitarian assistance (Chapter Three). Bourdieu 

(1977, p. 169) argues that in these cases, “[t]he dominated classes have an interest in 

pushing back the limits of doxa”. Hence, Syrian refugees enter the field of opinion 

through their heterodoxic discourse. In Bourdieu (1977, p. 164) terms, many Syrian 

refugees had “immediate adherence, in the doxic mode” and accepted the rules of the 

VAF when they were initially assessed (or thought that they would be assessed) as 

“severely vulnerable” or “highly vulnerable”, and thus considered elegible for assistance. 

They complied with the “rules of the game”48 to meet the eligibility criteria and receive 

assistance. Questioning the doxic rules occurred when many Syrian refugees realised that 

even though they met the criteria, they were  still considered ineligible year after year. 

 
48 UNHCR-Jordan ShoutOut posts explain to Syrian refugees that those who are assessed as severely 
vulnerable are prioritised for assistance.  
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This is evident in comments such as:  

I was visited by the UNHCR, and after the visit, I was assessed as severely 
vulnerable. But after two months, I was told that, based on the data of my file, 
I am not eligible for monthly cash assistance; for what reason? Although I am 
the head of a household consisting of four people…and I don’t work…as I 
suffer from a herniated disc and I need a surgery, which until now was not 
approved for health support (post #1: comment #325). 
 
UNHCR-Jordan, I am classified as severely vulnerable and I don’t receive 
anything, no iris or food coupon.... [T]he landlord threatened to evict me, I have 
four children and two of them are infants and I have many health conditions 
(post #4: comment #84-18). 
 
Why do families classified as severely vulnerable need to wait for months and 
years to get any assistance...although you say that severely vulnerable people 
have priority (post #4: comment #227)? 

 

These comments expose the arbitrariness of eligibility decisions,49 as described by 21 

Syrian refugees. For example, some said: 

No iris, no assistance, no Corona [COVID] or winter assistance. We need 
psychological treatment as a result of your work. Studying our files is arbitrary. 
Distributing assistance is arbitrary. I assume that hiring at the UNHCR is 
arbitrary (post #4: comment #253). 
 
Aid distribution is unfair and eligibility assessment is arbitrary and is not based 
on facts (Post #3: comment #3718).  
 
To the High Commissioner of Refugees, please reconsider the situation of Syrian 
refugees in Jordan, as they are in a bad condition. In fact, many have not received 
assistance from the UNHCR, who failed in providing enough assistance and 
providing answers. Refugees are in a very bad situation and are unable to get 
their basic needs. They want a life of dignity for themselves and their children. 
Seventy per cent of registered refugees do not receive assistance because of the 
unfair assessment and nepotism. The UNHCR has begun to gradually withdraw 
the assistance from the remaining 30% on the pretext that there is a reduction in 
donations. Where do the donations go? The assessment is arbitrary and does not 
relate to reality (Post #5: comment #997). 

 

These comments indicate “an awakening of consciousness” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 83) from 

those who recognise and expose “the arbitrariness of the taken for granted”, which was 

 
49 This is discussed in Section 7.4. 
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not previously recognised as arbitrary but now “appear[s] as such” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 

169). In this way, ShoutOut provides the “symbolic means of rejecting the definition of 

the real that is imposed on them” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 169). There is thus an intersection 

between the surrogate and the field of opinion. Thematically, questioning the doxic rules 

of the VAF is the same as questioning compliance with the standards of conduct set by 

the humanitarian community (the second function of the surrogate).  

 

The field of opinion has two unique characteristics. First, it has yet to emerge fully, as 

there is a significant amount of heterodoxy from the Syrian refugees’ side. However, there 

is not much evidence of orthodoxy from UNHCR-Jordan except few general responses. 

It appears that the heterodoxy of Syrian refugees is not yet powerful enough to trigger 

orthodoxy. In Bourdieu’s words, the “innocence” of the doxa does not require restoration, 

and there is no need yet “to undertake the work of conscious systematisation and express 

rationalization which marks the passage from doxa to orthodoxy” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 

169). Given the static nature of fields, there is a chance that the field of opinion will 

develop further in the future.   

 

Second, although Syrian refugees challenge the doxa, they still comply with it. For 

instance,  despite the implications of data collection discussed in Section 7.4, ShoutOut 

comments do not demonstrate questions or objections relating to the data-collection 

process. On the contrary, Syrian refugees request home visits to collect their data and 

reassess their vulnerability.  

Please we would like to request an urgent home visit so that you see our situation. 
We are in a difficult situation, and I have a son who was not accepted into the 
public kindergarten (post #1, comment#114).  
 
I hope for a visit from the UNHCR (post #2, comment #4898). 
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How can we request a home visit (post #3, comment #2091)? 
 
I swear to Allah, our situation is very tragic. I hope that you remember us because 
we have children, and they get cold in winter. I hope that you come and visit us 
to see and assess our situation (post #4, comment #288). 
 

Bourdieu’s concept of illusio provides a framework to understand better why Syrian 

refugees continue to comply with the data-collection process. Although Syrian refugees 

ostensibly have the choice about whether to provide their data, the system is set up in a 

way that forces them to do so; otherwise, they will not receive assistance. The illusio 

(Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 180) keeps Syrian refugees involved, committed, 

invested in the game, and complying with its rules. As Bourdieu and Thompson (1991, p. 

180) explain, illusio is the “condition of the game being played” and makes players believe 

that “it is indeed worth playing” given the perceived gains they may receive.  

 

Syrian refugees are under a strong influence of illusio that is enough to maintain the 

VAF’s game. They continue to provide their data regularly:  

to avoid excluding themselves from the game and the profits that can be derived 
from it, whether we are talking about the simple pleasure of playing, or of all 
the material and symbolic advantages associated with the possession of symbolic 
capital (Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 180, emphasis in original). 

 
Syrian refugees provide their data to avoid being completely excluded from the eligibility 

assessment. Providing data increases the probability of receiving the material “profit” of 

humanitarian assistance, in spite of the potential risks. However, being under a strong 

illusio does not mean that Syrian refugees are silent. Social media facilitates a form of 

distant questioning, as many Syrians use pseudonyms to hide their identity, allowing 

submission to the rules of the game to increase the probability of receiving gains. 

Therefore, the doxic-adherence and doxic-resistance phases in this context are not 

separate but overlap. 
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8.4.1 Selection Process 
 

To provide an example of how Syrian refugees question the VAF, the analysis of 

ShoutOut revealed that 288 Syrian refugees posed questions to understand how they 

might be selected for assistance. Examples of such comments include: “what are the 

specific priorities that you keep talking about?”50 (post #1: comment #1443), “criteria, 

criteria, criteria, what are the criteria?” (post #1: comment #1815), and “who are these 

people who are given priority?” (post #1: comment #1682). These comments clearly show 

that these refugees do not feel they are provided with sufficient information about 

eligibility criteria, and how they are applied.  

 

Further, as part of the general questioning of eligibility decisions, some Syrian refugees 

acknowledged that the criteria are problematic, lack transparency, and lead to different 

eligibility outcomes:   

Can we know why there is a difference in the amount of assistance that families 
get? Sometimes families have the same number of members, and they are 
assessed as the same, severely vulnerable or vulnerable – why do some receive 
more money than others? Sometimes the number of family members is larger, 
and the family receives less money (post #2: comment #251). 
 
Peace be upon you. Can I know what basis you use? You visited me and the 
employee was shocked about my situation and said I should be considered 
eligible for assistance. The outcome of my assessment turned out to be ineligible. 
Why? Those who have buildings and houses, and receive salaries are eligible, 
and those who do not receive salary and have no support are ineligible. Where is 
justice (post #1: comment #44)? 
 
What are you talking about, assessments and home visits? There are people 
whose monthly salary exceeds JOD 1,000 who are classified as severely 
vulnerable, and there are people whose salary is zero and they are classified as 
not vulnerable (post #1: comment #4394s). 
 

These comments seek to gather information about the exact application of the VAF in 

 
50 This comment is directed to the UNHCR-Jordan staff who conducted the live session on ShoutOut. 
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practice. They also indirectly question whether the eligibility decisions are made based on 

standardised criteria as claimed by UNHCR-Jordan, an important principle set by the 

humanitarian community. Beneficiaries have the right to receive information during crises 

and disasters when humanitarian aid is provided (Scarnecchia et al. 2017). Such comments 

raise concerns about whether Syrian refugees’ right to information is respected, especially 

as they are not provided with answers through other formal means (Section 8.4.3). Janmyr 

and Mourad (2018, p. 550) suggest that the lack of explanation of eligibility criteria 

happens intentionally and purposefully:  

[T]he exact criteria used to determine eligibility for assistance remain opaque: 
what precisely makes one among the “most vulnerable” is a source of great 
contention and questioning among Syrians.... Maintaining the opaqueness of the 
selection criteria is necessary, it is argued by many humanitarian staff, as 
refugees may alter their responses to fit into criteria that they believe would 
render them more eligible for assistance or resettlement. 

 
Not explaining the criteria makes it nearly impossible to hold the humanitarian 

community accountable for eligibility decisions, as the provision of information is 

essential for accountability (Bovens 2005). This quote also indicates that the humanitarian 

community made opaqueness part of the doxic rules, thus emphasising the humanitarian 

community’s powerful position. In such cases, Rubenstein (2007) notes that gathering the 

required information to assess compliance with standards can be difficult, even with the 

surrogate. Further, due to the selection of different vulnerability indicators and 

inclusion/exclusion criteria imposed by implementing partners, disclosing the exact 

criteria will reveal the arbitrariness of aid-allocation decisions that was discussed in 

Chapter Seven; it thus remains purposefully hidden.  

 

8.4.2 Outdated Data 
 

Although Syrian refugees’ data must be collected regularly to assess their vulnerability, 
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evidence from ShoutOut shows that this does not happen frequently. It was estimated that 

it would take two and a half years to collect data from all Syrian refugees in Jordan and 

assess their vulnerability (World Bank & UNHCR 2016). Given this relatively long 

period, vulnerability can change in significant ways. For example, health complications 

may occur and take their toll on the Syrian refugee family and its vulnerability: 

Health vulnerability is not static and a family’s health vulnerability can change 
dramatically based on illness or accident…. [A] family that currently has low 
health vulnerability might in the future find themselves severely at risk or 
vulnerable due to a change in the health status of one or more family members 
(UNHCR 2015f, p. 40). 
 
There is also considerable interplay between variables. For example a change in 
the health status of a family member may significantly change the family’s 
dependency ratio51, and therefore impact on other sector vulnerability scores 
(UNHCR 2015f, p. 47). 
 

 
When Syrian refugees are “‘branded’ with a fixed score, they are bounded by this score 

until they are assessed again” (UNHCR 2014c, p. 10). This negatively affects Syrian 

refugees because the nature of their vulnerability may shift during this period. As 

discussed, vulnerability is dynamic. If the vulnerability of a Syrian refugee family with a 

score of three (high vulnerability) based on 2019 data had increased significantly in 2020 

(for example, because of a health issue or a loss of employment), they would not receive 

any assistance targeted at severely vulnerable households for which they were now 

eligible for at least two and a half years until they are assessed again.  

 

However, the time between home visits can be even longer than two and a half years. 

Two hundred sixty Syrian refugees mentioned that they hadn’t had a home visit for years, 

with some claiming they had not received a home visit at all:  

For someone who had not been visited for four years, on what basis do you assess 
them (post #1: comment #4499)? 

 
51 It may affect other indicators such as the welfare indicator, which is based on predicted expenditures. 
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Okay, you say there is an assessment. Originally no-one came, no assessment, 
nothing. On what basis have you assessed people (post #2, comment #3198)? 
 
It has been seven years and I have not seen anything from you, and no visit. Why 
(post #3: comment #2445)? 
 
I have been applying for a home visit for six years and for an interview with a 
social researcher with no luck. There has been neither an interview nor a visit. Is 
this normal, in your opinion, for a refugee to be six years in Jordan? Of course, 
this is not normal! I don’t know what you rely on (post #4: comment #148). 
 
Okay, so no one has come to my house to assess me; how is that? Stop mocking 
us (post #5: comment #878). 
 

These comments indicate that UNHCR-Jordan and other aid organisations sometimes rely 

on outdated data that is not accurate and does not reflect Syrian refugees’ current 

vulnerability. The reliance on outdated data, and therefore obsolete scores, has severe 

consequences for Syrian refugees’ ongoing eligibility for assistance and vulnerability. 

The vulnerability of some Syrian refugees who previously received assistance decreases 

as they continue to be considered eligible for assistance. In contrast, the vulnerability of 

others deemed ineligible increases over time due to the continuous lack of assistance and 

updated scores (UNHCR 2014c). In this way, the failure of the humanitarian community 

to execute the aid-allocation instrument they developed redistributes vulnerability among 

Syrian refugees (Sözer 2020) and marginalises families.  

 

Some Syrian refugees highlighted the powerful consequences form them of vulnerability 

redistribution due to the VAF, and acknowledged their deteriorating circumstances:  

Regarding COVID assistance, there are people who have received it more than 
once and people who have not received it, although those who have not received 
it are more vulnerable. Please reassess the files, as the family’s situation has 
changed and is getting worse (post #1: comment #3156). 
 
Unfortunately, many refugees who have children have not received assistance 
for a very long time, not even food assistance, and they incur a lot of debt. So 
what do the UNHCR and partners do? Today we face many 
challenges…refugees’ living conditions are getting worse, with complete 
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ignorance from the UNHCR. How can you give some people assistance and 
leave others to face their destiny on their own? Debt accumulates, house rent, 
and food for children. We want the UNHCR to be fair and distribute assistance 
to all refugees without favouring anyone… (post #2: comment #4698). 

 

These comments also reveal how Syrian refugees see the VAF and its data-based score. 

They understand the need for timely and regular reassessment of their situation and 

perceive that they are deprived of their right to assistance when that does not happen. 

These comments help to demonstrate how Syrian refugees gather information, question 

compliance with the home-visit doxic rules, and seek to debate the practices of UNHCR-

Jordan in their efforts to demand accountability through the surrogate.  

  

A further issue relating to the need for updates, in addition to updating Syrian refugees’ 

personal data, is the need to update the vulnerability indicators. As the World Bank and 

UNHCR (2016, p. 23) suggest, “the characteristics and driving forces of vulnerability 

change over time”. This creates a growing need for the humanitarian community to review 

vulnerability indicators regularly and assess their continued validity. This issue has been 

raised in the literature; for example, Abberger et al. (2018, p. 127) suggest that “the 

variables that were selected at a certain moment may later turn out to be no longer optimal 

in reflecting the new data points” due to economic, social, or historical changes, and thus 

the variables require “periodical overhaul”. If there is a need to add new vulnerability 

indicators on which data is unavailable through previous assessments, the questionnaire 

will need to be updated, and home visits will need to be conducted for all Syrian refugee 

families to capture the new data. This scenario requires additional resources and another 

two and a half years to update data. It also means that the vulnerability scores in the 

database may not represent individuals’ actual vulnerability, and that the eligibility 

decisions made based on the old questionnaire are inaccurate.  
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8.4.3 Lack of Appeal Process 
 

Another related issue that many Syrian refugees flagged is needing other effective 

communication ways to request a review of aid-allocation decisions. Sixteen Syrian 

refugees asked about UNHCR-Jordan’s decisions and said they did not know how to 

appeal them or connect with the UNHCR’s staff to raise their concerns. Further, 150 

Syrian refugees commented that they had tried to call the support line multiple times or 

for months with no response: 

I have been calling you for more than six months, but unfortunately, no one is 
answering (post #1: comment #1579). 
 
I contacted you by phone many times and no-one answers. Please have mercy – 
enough, we are tired of dealing with you. Are there any other ways to reach you 
(post #1: comment #2319)? 
 
How do you know the people in need if you do not answer everybody’s calls? 
There is no way to communicate with you other than the automatic response 
machine (post #2: comment 2866). 
 
I lost my refugee certificate. I want to register my daughter in the first grade at 
school and I do not have a certificate. For two months I have been trying to 
contact you during working hours and the line disconnects and nobody answers 
after hours (post #3: comment #686). 
 
We called so many times at different times, but the automatic response machine 
does not answer (post #4: comment #88-2). 
 
How can we ask the UNHCR when no-one is answering? We wait an hour on 
the phone and nobody answers (post #5: comment #21). 
 
 

Each comment demonstrates that Syrian refugees received no response from the 

UNHCR after contacting the hotline, using ShoutOut instead to raise their concerns and 

to break free from the “naive adherence to the world” that was no longer perceived as 

normal (Bourdieu 1977, p. 168). 

 

Many also criticised the difficulty of getting information through the automated response 
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system. Some said they want to communicate with an employee rather than the automatic 

response machine (post #2: comment #2866, post #2: comment #4794, post #3: comment 

#1023, and post #3: comment #2523). These selected comments also show the distance 

between UNHCR-Jordan staff and Syrian refugees, which renders the organisation that 

is supposed to be the “refugee agency” hard to reach. These comments further highlight 

that UNHCR-Jordan does not attempt to decrease the power gap between the 

organisation and its beneficiaries as per its policies (see UNHCR 2006b; UNHCR 2019a, 

2021b). On the contrary, the agency’s failure to take adequate measures to hear Syrian 

refugees’ voices and communicate with them properly, despite their requests, continues 

to reproduce existing positions of power. It also contradicts the principles of downward 

accountability that call for empowering Syrian refugees, engaging them, and including 

their voices (Agyemang et al. 2019; Chu & Luke 2018; Ebrahim 2003; Kilby 2006; 

Kingston et al. 2020; Kuruppu et al. 2016; Taylor et al. 2014). While Bourdieu suggests 

that heterodoxy can trigger the orthodoxy that can replace the doxa (Bourdieu 1977, p. 

169), the evidence presented above shows that Syrian refugees have not been powerful 

enough to influence the doxa.  

 

8.4.4 Cash Assistance 
 

Cash assistance is one of the most frequently discussed and questioned aid programs on 

ShoutOut. This is an important assistance modality. According to the World Bank and 

UNHCR (2016, p. 11), “[t]he UNHCR cash assistance program can reduce poverty from 

69.2 per cent to 39.3 per cent” among Syrian refugees.  

 

As indicated above, the UNHCR adopted iris-scanning technology to enable Syrian 

refugees to withdraw cash assistance from a local bank. As per Bourdieu’s logic, to 
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enforce this technology, there was a need to legitimise it. The UNHCR thus promoted iris 

scanning as one of the most efficient, effective, and fraud-free ways to assist Syrian 

refugees, giving them choice and control over how they use assistance money (UNHCR 

Innovation 2016). UNHCR Innovation explains:  

Every month, 23,000 Syrian refugee families living in Jordan look forward to 
receiving the same text message. It’s a simple message, no more than a few 
words, but it’s what alerts them to their monthly financial assistance reaching 
their bank accounts (2016 n.p.) 

 
This mechanism was also legitimised as more dignified than traditional ways of delivering 

assistance when Syrian refugees had to stand in line to collect food and other in-kind 

assistance that made them feel the shame and stigma of being a refugee (UNHCR 

Innovation 2016). The UNHCR argues that by “cueing in front of an ATM, they become 

indistinguishable from the crowd” (UNHCR Innovation 2016 n.p.). This argument is 

partially valid. While it may be true that Syrian refugees may not be distinguished from 

others (Jordanians and people from other nationalities) at the ATM, they can still be 

recognised within their communities. This is because the iris scan is a unique mechanism 

offered only by one local bank that deals with the UNHCR (UNHCR 2015b; UNHCR 

Innovation 2016). Syrian refugees usually live in nearby communities and may recognise 

each other near the ATM, especially on the day they receive the text message they “look 

forward” to (UNHCR Innovation 2016 n.p.). This way, Syrian refugees can learn who 

among their relatives, friends, neighbours, or the people they know are eligible to receive 

cash assistance. This has led to comparison, tension, and resentment towards others. Sözer 

calls this aspect another form of distribution of vulnerability, as it makes “beneficiaries 

more vulnerable to criticism from the members of their own community  and to hostility 

from the local members of host communities” (Sözer 2020, p. 2174). For instance, one 

disgruntled Syrian refugee commented sarcastically:  

Most of those who received Corona assistance using the iris – I pray to Allah to 
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help them, for they do not have money to pay for the petrol for their Mercedes 
car. I sat one full day next to the ATM to see if there were anyone in need 
receiving assistance – I wished to see someone with a disability uusing a 
wheelchair (post #1: comment #4185).  

 
Others commented that they knew individuals with significant material possessions such 

as a house, car, shop (post #1: comment #4334, post #5: comment #296), restaurants, 

supermarkets (post #2: comment #4354), or 70 sheep (post #3: comment #2635). These 

Syrian refugees use ShoutOut as a surrogate to question the standard set by the 

humanitarian community that those who are severely vulnerable should be prioritised for 

assistance. 

In one comment, the privacy of seven Syrian refugees who received cash assistance was 

violated as their full names were published. While there is no mention of how Syrian 

refugees know about who receives cash assistance, they all mention using the iris scan. 

One Syrian refugee posted the following comment: 

I wish that the UNHCR would go and stand at the ATM door to see  that the 
majority who receive assistance have cars (post #4: comment #257). 
 

These comments demonstrate the visibility that this mode of aid distribution offers. The 

perceived arbitrariness of the eligibility decisions highlighted previously is extended to to 

questioning the credibility of decisions through monitoring and observing each other 

within communities.  

 

As Bourdieu (1985, p. 729) argues, the VAF has “a formidable social power” that has the 

capacity to make things public and visible. The above discussions indicate, again, the 

“selective visibility” (Richardson 1987, p. 348) of instruments of power and domination 

that can penetrate day-to-day activities, such as imposing sanctions on those who receive 

assistance at the expense of others. 
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8.4.5 High Costs  
 

Chapter Seven and this chapter have demonstrated different strategies used to legitimise 

the VAF and its principles and processes. Bourdieu (1977, p. 214) notes that the strategies 

employed “procure an important secondary advantage for those who can scarcely be 

called their authors – the social approval accruing from apparent disinterestedness”. In 

this sense, the humanitarian community gains symbolic benefits from social approval 

associated with being “humanitarian” and the creator of a “fair, effective, and efficient” 

system for aid allocation. It is argued that there is an additional benefit that helps 

implementing partners maintain a powerful position and perpetuates “the social order 

whose very functioning serves the interests of those occupying a dominant position” 

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 165). This section extends the discussion in Section 7.4.3 of the cost 

of data collection to demonstrate the costly nature of maintaining the VAF. It also 

suggests that some aid organisations gain a primary material advantage in the form of 

overhead costs to sustain their operations and existence.  

 

Outsourcing contributes to increasing the costs of implementing humanitarian programs. 

The UNHCR-Jordan enters into contracts with other aid organisations, which makes 

humanitarian aid “multilayered” (Walker & Pepper 2007, p. 33). According to Walker 

and Pepper (2007, p. 33) 

A million-dollar grant from a donor may pass to a UN agency, to an international 
NGO, to a local partner and finally to the beneficiaries, with each actor along the 
chain taking out a 10% overhead. When the beneficiaries get only $729,000, can 
one say that the $271,000 in accumulated transaction cost has been money well 
spent? 
 

This “multilayered nature” is evident in the case of the VAF and the multiplicity of 

organisations involved at different stages of the process. At each stage, many 

transactional and overhead costs are incurred that can significantly reduce the amount of 
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aid that ultimately reaches Syrian refugees.   

 

Several comments recognised the costs incurred by humanitarian organisations and how 

they affect the amount of assistance. 

Reduce the number of employees that you have and assist families. This would 
be better than having too many employees who do not have work but receive 
their salaries. Stop contracting with assessment organisations, a million 
employees at Syrian refugees’ expense. Refugees are more deserving than giving 
salaries to the organisations…it feels like we are begging you and like you 
benefit from refugees (post #1: comment #1536, emphasis added). 
 
To the high commissioner in Geneva, please consider Syrian refugees in Jordan 
because they are in a very bad situation. Truly, no assistance has been provided 
to them in Jordan by the UNHCR, which has failed in providing adequate 
assistance and answers. Syrians are unable to get the basic necessities of life. 
They want a dignified life for themselves and their children, and it is worth 
noting that 70% of those registered do not benefit from aid, due to unfair 
evaluation, favouritism and intermediaries, and 30% of the commission  has 
begun ceasing its assistance under the excuse of lack of donors’ funding (post 
#1: comment #4975, emphasis added). 
 
There is no need for the employees, organisations, and fancy cars – all are at our 
expense (comment #3227, post #3, emphasis added). 

 
These comments indicate that Syrian refugees can hold significant amounts of cultural 

capital allowing them to understand the multilayered nature of the system.  

 

The power that implementing partners have (Chapter Seven) is enough to ensure that they 

have important roles in the process and they get paid to perform those roles. Although the 

payments they receive are not considered income, given their not-for-profit nature, but 

funding to cover their overhead and transaction costs, the payments are advantageous for 

these organisations. They are necessary to fund the organisations’ work and continuous 

presence. They help to maintain the accumulated organisational knowledge and skills of 

aid organisations’ human capital (cultural capital). Without ongoing funding that covers 

their overhead costs and humanitarian work, these not-for-profit organisations might not 
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be able to pay the salaries of their employees and would be forced to shut down or fire 

their employees (Elbers & Arts 2011; OECD 2008; Sibisi & Makka 2022).  

 

The salaries paid to the staff of aid organisations also attracted the attention of many 

Syrian refugees. 65 refugees expressed resentment towards these salaries and questioned 

the use of aid money: 

The employee with the lowest salary in the UNHCR receives a salary of JOD 
1000 (comment #1758, post #2). 
 
The UNHCR is giving our data to the organisations, and they receive money 
based on our names – and we have only Allah52 (comment #1303, post #3). 

Your assessment is unfair and does not relate to reality. Instead of cutting off the 
assistance, you should reduce the number of employees who work with the 
UNHCR – the salary of each covers three Syrian families (comment #451, post 
#5). 

 

Aid organisations and their staff have the power to access economic capital. Neu (2006) 

suggests that financial and accountability mechanisms can influence capital distribution 

in the field. The VAF influences the economic capital distribution between Syrian 

refugees and aid organisations.  

 

From an accountability perspective, there is a lack of transparency about the exact 

administrative and overhead costs, other than the previously mentioned cost of home 

visits. The absence of any cost/benefit and scenario analysis in the VAF documents 

undermines the UNHCR’s claims for increased efficiency and confirms the rhetorical use 

of the term “efficiency” to legitimise the VAF. These costs remain hidden, especially 

when pooled with other costs under the category of “overhead costs” in the financial 

reports of many organisations. It is impossible to hold aid organisations accountable for 

 
52 This comment indicates that the money does not reach Syrian refugees. 
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these costs, as the literature suggests. Accounting and economic practices serve the 

interests of the powerful by hiding costs, whether financial or humanitarian (Chwastiak 

2008; Himick & Ruff 2020; Puett 2019; Twyford et al. 2022).  

 

8.4.6 “I Am a Number” 
 

Using a score to represent Syrian refugees’ vulnerability is a form of quantification. This 

section focuses on how the VAF presents Syrian refugees to the decision-makers, and 

how some Syrian refugees feel about this presentation.  

 

Quantification and numerical representations (such as those used with the VAF) produced 

by accounting technologies are usually promoted as a legitimate form of expression 

(Chiapello 2017). According to Rose (1991, p. 674), these technologies can be used as 

objective measures to depoliticise political issues by “purporting to act as automatic 

technical mechanisms for making judgements, prioritising problems and allocating scarce 

resources”. However, the perception of neutrality projected by such technologies is false, 

given the ability of those who use them to make judgements about what can and cannot 

be counted, thus favouring the interests of some actors at the expense of others (Farjaudon 

& Morales 2013).  

 

While Bourdieu does not explicitly discuss accounting-related practices as a form of 

symbolic violence, practices such as calculation and classification can function in a way 

that produces symbolic violence (see Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019; Lombardi 2016; 

Sargiacomo et al. 2014): that is, when they are imposed by powerful actors as universal, 

legitimate, and disinterested while maintaining the structures of power in the field and 

disadvantaging certain groups. Such practices can therefore act as instruments of 
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symbolic domination (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 164, 90-92). As Bourdieu suggests, “[p]ractice 

never ceases to conform to economic calculation even when it gives every appearance of 

disinterestedness by departing from the logic of interested calculation” (Bourdieu 1977, 

p. 187). Arguably, the appearance of the disinterestedness of instruments of domination 

is similar to the perception of neutrality often attached to accounting practices and 

numbers.   

 

The administrative requirement and process of selecting Syrian refugees for aid can be 

summarised as follows: when a partner organisation receives funds and requires a list of 

Syrian refugee cases to assist, they must submit an official request to UNHCR-Jordan 

through a memorandum of understanding followed by another request through RAIS 

(UNHCR 2017f). In the request, partner organisations should specify the data parameters 

they require; the sector/sub-sector, the corresponding score for the sector/sub-sector, and 

any additional indicators they would like to prioritise (UNHCR 2017f, p. 2). Once the 

request is approved, the partner can download the list of cases that meet the requested 

criteria from RAIS in a spreadsheet format.  

 
As an example of what partners see on RAIS (case number, biodata, and vulnerability 

scores), Figure 8.1 reveals that decision-makers in partner organisations, or even in 

UNHCR-Jordan, do not see the details of each vulnerability or what made a particular 

indicator return a classification of severely vulnerable. They only know the score. A 

comment was made on the vulnerability assessment system used in Lebanon, which was 

developed with the inspiration of Jordan’s VAF using the same principles, describing this 

aspect as a  “‘system that doesn’t see people but data sets, no individuals but numbers, no 

families but scores’, where families lose cash assistance as a consequence of being shifted 

between categories of vulnerability” (Jacobsen & Sandvik 2018, p. 1515).  
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 Figure 8.1: RAIS Request (Source UNHCR 2017f, p. 5) 
 

As discussed in Chapter One, the problem with such quantification lies in its reductionist 

effects, which ultimately obscure the qualitative characteristics and the uniqueness of 

people and social phenomena when converting them to numbers (Robson 1992). 

Accounting scholars have shown that when decisions are made based on numbers rather 

than humanitarian and social aspects, those who make them are divorced from their 

ability to empathise and feel with the experiences that people face, and to appreciate the 

value of their lives (Dellaportas 2019; Fleischman & Tyson 2004; Funnell et al. 2021; 

Power & Brenan 2022; Twyford 2021). Quantification and numerical reductions 

contribute to the suffering of people, stripping them of their identity and worth and 

reducing them to life without meaning (Dellaportas 2019; Fleischman & Tyson 2004; 

Funnell et al. 2021; Power & Brenan 2022; Twyford 2021). This quantification and the 



250 
 

resulting ignorance of human aspects may appear unintended, as supported by the 

appearance of the precision, objectivity, and benefits of accounting (Davie 2000). 

Nonetheless, this thesis argues that quantification and numerical representations are 

means used to legitimise the views of the dominant actors (Dellaportas 2019; Power & 

Brenan 2022). This also aligns with Bourdieu (1977, p. 214), who states that the 

strategies of the dominant are produced and justified “in the illusion of the most 

‘authentic’ sincerity”. As discussed in Section 7.3, this was achieved using many claims 

such as fairness, accuracy, and effectiveness  in benefiting Syrian refugees. 

 

This thesis also argues that the implications of quantifying and reducing Syrian refugees’ 

vulnerability to a single score lead to the “dehumanisation” and objectification of Syrian 

refugees (see Antonelli et al. 2018; Dellaportas 2019; Huang et al. ; McCabe 2016; Neu 

2000b; Weber & Pickering 2011, p. 59). This is exemplified by the following comments, 

which indicate Syrian refugees’ recognition of how the quantification produced by the 

VAF dehumanises them and may lead to unfavourable treatment:  

We are merely numbers among refugees (post #1: comment #4343). 
 
I submit my complaint to Allah: eight years without iris or winter support or 
UNICEF or Corona support. We haven’t received winter support in any year. 
We are only numbers to you. Be fair in distributing assistance to everyone. You 
don’t know fairness (post #4, comment #128) 

 
These comments show Syrian refugees challenging the current order in the field of opinion 

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 170). In this sense, some Syrian refugees started to become aware of 

and question how this quantification may affect them. Nonetheless, this awareness can be 

considered underdeveloped in the Syrian refugee community, given that this line of 

questioning was raised only by two refugees. This further highlights that the legitimation 

of the VAF by the humanitarian community has been so strong that many Syrian refugees 

were not able to recognise some aspects, such as this quantification, as symbolic violence. 



251 
 

The dehumanisation imposes implications that cannot be ignored, as will be discussed 

next.  

 

8.4.7 Distancing  
 

The dehumanisation of Syrian refugees enables a distance between the humanitarian 

community and Syrian refugees. As described by Van den Homberg et al., “[t]he 

remoteness of digital humanitarians strips them from a contextual, empathetic 

understanding of affected individuals and groups and may violate the principle of 

humanity” (2020, p. 464). Van den Homberg et al. (2020) further explain that in digital 

humanitarianism, there is no longer a space for physical presence to build human 

relationships, have dialogue, give people a voice, and listen to their fears and aspirations. 

In the case of the VAF, one can argue that human interaction is established during the 

home visit when Syrian refugees answer the VAF questionnaire before the score is 

calculated. However, not only is the home visit challenging for some Syrian refugees due 

to the attitudes of data collectors, as shown in Section 8.3, but the way the visits are 

designed does not allow data collectors to establish a deep connection with Syrian 

refugees.  

 

This thesis argues that during the home visit, which “takes up to 40 minutes per 

household” (Norwegian Refugee Council 2016, p. 1), there is no time to have a 

meaningful dialogue to discuss Syrian refugees' problems, priorities, and aspirations and 

establish relationships due to the large number of questions that need to be asked in the 

VAF questionnaire, and the need to pay attention to efficiency considerations (Chapter 7) 

such as the time and cost allocated to each assessment. Forty minutes divided by the 

minimum number of questions (112) allows only 21.4 seconds to answer each question, 
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not including the time needed to observe and scan the state of the accommodation of the 

refugee household and to enter answers to the database. Moreover, even if feedback and 

additional insights are captured during the home visit, there is no mention of the 

algorithm’s capacity and flexibility to reflect them in the vulnerability score. After all, the 

questionnaire is designed to capture what the humanitarian community perceives as 

important according to their habitus, not to capture Syrian refugees’ perspectives and 

voices. 

 

Further, the distance between Syrian refugees and decision-makers is magnified by the 

fact that decision-makers may not meet with Syrian refugees. On the one hand, it is 

assumed that those in charge of administrative tasks such as data collection are not usually 

senior staff with decision-making authority. On the other hand, the 2019 VAF population 

study presentation document shows that only seven organisations (including the UNHCR) 

have data-collection authority (Figure 8.2), as opposed to 42 organisations with access to 

the VAF data (Figure 8.3).  
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Figure 8.2: Organisations that Collect VAF Data (UNHCR 2019c, p. 6) 

 

 

Figure 8.3: Organisations that Can Access VAF Data (UNHCR 2019c, p. 5) 

 

This means that 35 organisations make humanitarian assistance decisions based on the 

VAF score without visiting Syrian refugees and connecting with them. Further, due to the 

large number of Syrian refugees, their vulnerability scores may be explored for eligibility 

for assistance by an organisation that has not visited them. In this way, the VAF score can 

blind decision-makers in aid organisations to the suffering of Syrian refugees and remove 

some empathy from determining eligibility.  

 

Further, two issues discussed in this chapter contribute to increasing the distance between 

some Syrian refugees and decision-makers: the difficulty in reaching and communicating 

with UNHCR-Jordan and the failure to conduct home visits when they are due. In this 

regard, two comments highlight that decision-makers need to get closer to Syrian refugees 

and see their conditions:  

I swear to Allah, our situation is very tragic. I hope that you remember us because 
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we have kids, and they feel cold at winter. I wish that you come and visit us to see 
our situation and assess it (post #4: comment #288, emphasis added). 
 
You are an international organisation. You should be fair. Where are the 
assessments? Who is responsible for the reassessment? You blindly assess us 
without updating our data… (post #5: comment #145, emphasis added). 

 
From a surrogate accountability perspective, ShoutOut comments indicate that some 

Syrian refugees wish for more closeness with the decision-makers in the hope that the 

decision-makers will empathise with their situation and consider them eligible. In this 

sense, ShoutOut is used to indicate an implicit standard of conduct, closeness, and 

connection with decision-makers, which some Syrian refugees questioned and indicated 

as not being achieved.  

 
From a Bourdieusian perspective, the VAF is designed to maintain, if not widen, the 

distance between the positions of the humanitarian community and Syrian refugees. By 

relying on data and knowledge, quantifying refugees’ vulnerability, and dehumanising 

them, the VAF does not encourage closeness and emotional connection with Syrian 

refugees. Bourdieu (1977, p. 82) notes a distance between the different positions occupied 

in the field. The dominant positions can choose to “keep one's distance", “to manipulate 

[the distance] strategically, whether symbolically or actually”, “to reduce it”, “increase it, 

or simply maintain” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 82). In the case of the VAF, the decision has 

apparently been taken not to reduce the distance.  

 

Bourdieu (1977, p. 82) suggests that each position entails certain dispositions (habitus). 

The following section discusses the dispositions that Syrian refugees internalised as a 

result of implementing the VAF, such as the unfairness of the instrument and the world, 

and the view of the self as severely vulnerable. The section also shows how ShoutOut is 

used as a surrogate to gather information about implementing the terms “fairness” and 
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“severe/high vulnerability” claimed by the humanitarian community. Further, as part of 

their dispositions, some Syrian refugees’ practices are highlighted. 

 
 
8.4.8 Influencing Syrian Refugees’ Habitus  
 

Bourdieu suggests that social agents who “occupy similar or neighbouring positions are 

placed in similar conditions and subjected to similar conditionings, and therefore have 

every chance of having similar dispositions” (Bourdieu 1989, p. 17). This conditioning 

occurs unconsciously due to the imposition of the rules derived from the habitus of the 

dominant group (Bourdieu 1977, p. 85; Bourdieu 1985; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, pp. 

123-8). As a result of the shared unconscious conditioning, social agents develop a 

collective construction of their reality and a consensus on the meanings of their world 

(Bourdieu 1977, p. 85; Bourdieu 1989, p. 17). This section discusses the dispositions and 

shared views of the self, the world, and the VAF developed by Syrian refugees occupying 

similar positions; that is, those living in urban areas in Jordan who consider themselves 

“vulnerable enough” to receive assistance but have been deemed ineligible according to 

the VAF and aid-distribution process. Further, these Syrian refugees have access to the 

internet and social media as surrogate means to demand accountability.  

 

8.4.8.1 The Disposition of Unfairness  
 

One of the dispositions embodied by Syrian refugees is the belief that the instrument used 

to identify eligibility and select Syrian refugees for assistance, and perhaps, as well, the 

world they live in, is unfair. In Bourdieu’s sense, this is an example of how the symbolic 

power of the VAF shown in Chapter Seven performs a “worldmaking” role (Bourdieu 

1989, p. 22).  
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Unfairness is one of the most prevalent themes from ShoutOut's comments: 574 

comments stated used phrases like “it is unfair”, “there is no fairness”, or “unfair 

assessment”. It appears as if this is a shared perspective by many on social media, and  

signals the construction of a collective habitus among Syrian refugees. For example, one 

Syrian refugee questioned the use of aid funds and commented, “What do you do with 

the money you receive? There is no fairness” (post #3, comment #4915). At the same 

time, another’s frustration with the selection process was apparent in their comment “I 

swear to Allah, there is no fairness” (post #2, comment #2174). Some Syrian refugees 

explained their circumstances to highlight that their vulnerabilities make them worthy of 

receiving assistance, and yet the VAF does not do them justice. For instance, some Syrian 

refugees indicated that they have children. Consequently, they believe they should receive 

assistance in preference to families with more adults supposedly capable of working and 

earning income (post #2, comment #3264, post #1, comment #312).  

 

Moreover, Bourdieu suggests that every field is a site of symbolic struggles to impose a 

legitimate vision of the world (Bourdieu 1989; Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 242). 

Syrian refugees take advantage of ShoutOut to share their perceptions of who is the most 

vulnerable, who should be considered eligible, how assistance should be distributed, and 

how fairness can be achieved. All these are implicit standards of fairness that some Syrian 

refugees developed according to their habitus. In doing so, they were attempting to change 

the rules of the game and hope for the “subversion of the structure of the distribution of 

the specific capital” (Bourdieu 1993, p. 73). Nineteen Syrian refugees indicated that their 

perception of fairness, or standard of conduct to achieve fairness, included the view that 

all Syrian refugees live under the same conditions. Therefore, they are all vulnerable, and 

assistance should be divided equally among them, even if that means each will receive 
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only a small amount of money:  

Why don’t you allocate COVID assistance equally? Everybody is in need (Post 
#1: comment #3031). 
 
We are all refugees. Some people receive assistance, and some do not. This is 
unacceptable. Give all refugees assistance equally, and make it a universal 
amount for all refugees so it is fair (post #2: comment #690). 
 
 
Why don’t you give everybody an iris? Everybody is in need – why do you assist 
some and leave out others (post #3: comment #73)? 
 

In addition, other Syrian refugees argued that assistance should be provided to certain 

Syrian refugees for a specific period, after which it should stop and be given to other 

families to allow everyone the opportunity to benefit from assistance: 

Okay, we understand that there are families who are very vulnerable, and you 
have provided them cash assistance. The next time, you should give to other 
vulnerable families. We know that there are not enough funds for everybody; 
however, if you give assistance to everybody one time then everybody receives 
help (post #1: comment #165). 
 
Fairness is to stop giving food coupons to those who receive cash assistance and 
give them to those who do not receive anything (post #3: comment #241). 
 
Stop giving assistance to those who receive it regularly and give it to those who 
never received it so they can relax a bit. Everybody is in need; nobody is 
comfortable. Thanks (post #4: comment #84). 
 

One Syrian refugee thought that Syrian refugees should receive only one type of 

assistance:   

Regarding winter assistance, you should at least assist those who never received 
any assistance. You should not provide winter assistance to those who receive 
cash assistance monthly (post #1: comment #171) 
 

These different views on fairness and how assistance should be allocated and the views 

of the humanitarian community are evidence of the “plurality of points of view” (1989, 

p. 20) that “provides a base for symbolic struggles” (Bourdieu 1989, p. 20) over 

vulnerability and eligibility. As a form of heterodoxy, these opinions form “competing 

possibles” and “the sum total of the alternatives not chosen” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 169). 
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These possibilities were not chosen by the humanitarian community, as the process is 

exclusionary of their voices (Chapter Seven) and provides no formal space to capture 

their views.  

 

8.4.8.2 The Disposition of Vulnerability, Neediness, and Weakness  
 

In addition to unfairness, many Syrian refugees embodied another disposition associated 

with vulnerability. As discussed in Section 7.2, UNHCR-Jordan’s habitus was influenced 

by the habitus of the VAF actors, as the more powerful and widespread field, specifically 

with the use of the concept of vulnerability that embeds powerlessness. This habitus is 

exemplified by Syrian refugees who self-identify as vulnerable.  

 
 

The issue of who is vulnerable and deserving of assistance received considerable attention 

from Syrian refugees on ShoutOut. Two hundred thirty-seven Syrian refugees identified 

as being vulnerable or severely vulnerable while indicating that they had not received 

assistance or were no longer receiving assistance. A further 255 Syrian refugees described 

their situation, such as a particular medical condition or the number of family members 

supported, to show their vulnerability53: 

I am physically disabled and severely vulnerable. I don’t receive an iris or 
anything. They cut off my food coupon and I don’t receive winter assistance 
(comment #4953, post #1). 
 
We have been severely vulnerable for four years with no support (comment 
#3246, post #1). 
 
I have been waiting for three years to receive an iris because I am severely 
vulnerable, and in the end, they told me I am vulnerable. What is the reason, can 
you please tell me (comment #3363, post #2)? 

 
53 The translation of these comments was purposefully made consistent with the vulnerability language used 
by the humanitarian community to show how the use of the vulnerability language caused Syrian refugees 
to refer to themselves using disempowering language. This issue of translation is explained further in this 
section.     
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I come from a vulnerable family, and I have 10 family members and the provider 
is only one person who works on farms, and I have a kid with one kidney, and I 
do not have an iris. Winter is tough without a heater (comment #223, post #4). 
 

These comments indicate that the habitus is influenced by the habitus of the dominant 

group. Bourdieu (1989, p. 18) notes that “the dispositions of agents…are essentially the 

product of the internalization of the structures of that world”. Instead of the perception of 

empowered individuals, Syrian refugees internalise a view of themselves as (severely) 

vulnerable. The issues related to adopting and enforcing the vulnerability concept have 

other implications. It becomes alarming when looking at language differences. Language 

differences between the humanitarian-community experts who developed the VAF in 

English and the Syrian refugees, whose language is Arabic, are problematic, as some 

words cannot be translated accurately. Due to the lack of an equivalent Arabic word, the 

term “vulnerability” was translated by UNHCR-Jordan into Arabic on ShoutOut 

sometimes as “weakness” and other times as “neediness”. Thus, Syrian refugees self-

identified themselves in the original language of the comments as “severely weak” or 

“severely in need”.  

 

Prior research has argued that such language differences are an example of othering (see 

Szelei et al. 2021; Welply 2017). The imposition of language that attributes inferiority is 

an extension of the humanitarian community’s symbolic violence exercised by imposing 

their habitus (Bourdieu 1977, p. 167; Bourdieu 1989). This language has become an 

“official” and “legitimate language” (Bourdieu & Thompson 1991, p. 45) used by many.   

Can you explain this phrase “severely vulnerable”? How can you build 
humanitarian, social, and economic criteria between refugees based on this 
phrase...? Unbelievable (comment #2254, post #2)! 

 

As suggested by Bourdieu (1990, p. 4), the modes of thought of the dominant “enable the 
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most diverse people to think previously unthinkable thoughts” and impose “new 

meanings” (Bourdieu 1977, p. 20). However, Bourdieu (1977, p. 170) suggests that in a 

crisis situation, the language of the current order is challenged.  

 

8.4.8.3 Disempowering Behaviours  
 

Bourdieu (1977, p. 72) explains that social agents’ perceptions and dispositions produce 

practices aligned with these perceptions and the objective structures of the field, which 

are considered part of the habitus. This section highlights the unfavourable practices that 

some Syrian refugees adopt as a result of the dispositions of unfairness and vulnerability.  

 

Three Syrian refugees indicated that the aid-allocation process drove them to dissemble 

or provide incorrect information, or at least to consider doing so:  

My file is classified as severely vulnerable and I have not received any 
assistance, no medical help or a coupon, nothing at all. Why all this unfairness? 
Do you want us to lie and give you forged reports as others do? be fair and come 
see our conditions (post #4: comment #172). 
 
What is the measurement of vulnerable and not vulnerable families? It is who 
knows how to lie better (post #1: comment #2060). 

 
The UNHCR’s partner that is responsible for the assessment does not rely on 
practical criteria, but relies on outdated mechanisms by asking the person about 
their income and expenses and the way they eat and the quality of their food, and 
relies only on their word. Those who know how to talk and know the rules will 
get good points that will make them eligible for assistance, while the reality is 
that not everyone in need knows how to talk and play the numbers game, which 
requires having a certain level of intelligence and fluency (post #3: comment 
#4409). 
 
Sir, if someone is vulnerable, how can they become severely vulnerable (post 
#1: comment #827)? 
 

The provision of fraudulent documents and inaccurate information is “justified” by the 

perceived unfair treatment. In addition, the cultural capital of some Syrian refugees with 
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the required skills to master the game allows them to manipulate its result.  

 

As Sözer (2020, p. 2174) notes, many Syrian refugees try to secure their vulnerable status 

through the “appearance” of vulnerability to become eligible for assistance. Syrian 

refugees can give the appearance of vulnerability in many ways. For example, some 

comments highlight that data collectors are brought to another house in poor condition at 

the time of assessment; while others remove their belongings from the home to appear 

poor (post #1: comment #1761 and comment #2584). Another practice is that some 

women falsely register as a widow or separated from their husband to be considered 

severely vulnerable (post #4: comment #218-2 and #94-5, post #1: comment #2942). In 

this way, Syrian refugees’ disempowering habitus is translated into practice as Bourdieu’s 

theory suggests and further leads Syrian refugees to struggle over the distribution of 

capital and the “rare positions” (Bourdieu 2000, p. 184) of severe vulnerability.  

 
Although Syrian refugees may be criticised for such behaviours, the unfairness of their 

situation and their adoption of the disempowering doxic language of aid allocation, in 

addition to the lack of economic capital, unconsciously encourages them to react in such 

a way. This is due to the vague and one-dimensional meaning assigned to the vulnerability 

label, the categories of vulnerability, and the lack of explanation provided to Syrian 

refugees of what makes a person vulnerable enough to be eligible for assistance.  

 

This literature (De Fina 2015; OECD 2012b; Rappaport 1995) suggests that if people 

adopt empowering stories, they can become empowered, as this reflects on their identities 

and behaviours and vice versa. Rappaport (1995) links empowerment and 

disempowerment to the personal and collective stories that people tell. ShoutOut 

comments provide the richness of detailed information that Syrian refugees provide about 
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their life circumstances and shared feelings to make them repositories of Syrian refugee 

stories, albeit partial stories. De Fina (2015, p. 351) argues that “the stories we tell mould 

us into what we are”. Thus empowerment is really about the “values, emotions, and 

beliefs” people have, and requires tapping into the “power within” (OECD 2012b, pp. 33, 

44). This aligns with Bourdieu’s habitus, which encompasses identities, behaviours, 

values, and beliefs. The real risk, then, is when disempowering views, such as those from 

the vulnerability concept and its various translations, are embedded into the personal 

stories of a larger number of Syrian refugees and translated into behaviours, as evident in 

the above comments. 

 

From a theoretical point of view, the vulnerability label, indicators used, and categories 

identified are all representations of the habitus of the humanitarian community, not Syrian 

refugees. What makes an individual severely vulnerable and what counts as a vulnerability 

indicator are determined by the specific rendering of vulnerability from the humanitarian 

community and how its members interpret and measure it. In this sense, an important 

question is raised: “why would our54 a priori conceptualisation of vulnerability…represent 

actual vulnerability experiences of people who are located on the wrong side of power 

asymmetries?” (Sözer 2019, p. 7). Following the ontological assumptions of this thesis 

and Bourdieu’s work on the subjectivity of social agents' representations of reality 

(habitus) (Bourdieu 1977, p. 86), it is argued that the humanitarian community’s 

conceptualisation of vulnerability does not represent Syrian refugees’ experiences and 

views. The vulnerability was framed “from the standpoint of social physics” by “refusing 

any reality to social classes other than as heuristic concepts or as statistical categories 

 
54 “Our” refers to the humanitarian community. 
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arbitrarily imposed by the social scientist” (Bourdieu 1990, p. 304). It may have been a 

different scenario if Syrian refugees of all groups identified what it means to be severely 

vulnerable and then identified the different vulnerability indicators according to their 

habitus; that is, if they decide to use this term and concept at all.  

 

8.5 Imposing Sanctions  
 

Imposing sanctions is an important aspect of both standard (Bovens 2005) and surrogate 

(Rubenstein 2007) accountability. In the case of the VAF, Syrian refugees impose 

informal sanctions in many ways.   

 

One of the most common ways is through posting hashtags in Arabic, English, and other 

languages in an attempt to defame UNHCR-Jordan and its practices. The total number of 

hashtags on ShoutOut posts is 1,407, posted by 331 Syrian refugees, as many posted the 

same hashtag many times.  

People, we want the hashtag to trend. If the hashtag trends, this means that people 
heard us. One hand cannot clap – we should stand together. We need a public 
page to keep posting. Visit this page – “bring back food assistance” – and post 
this hashtag. Copy and paste it: 
Syrians_in_Jordan#don’t_cut_food_assistance#everybody_needs_WFP#bring_
back_food_assitance_to_live#UNHCR_is_unfair (post #3: comment #4264). 
 
#UNHCR_Lies#UNHCR_Is_Stealing (post #1, comment #3023). 
 
#UNHCR_stole_our_rights (post #2: comment #4020). 
 
the_United_Nations#to_the_High_Commissioner#to_human_rights#for_the_w
hole_world#The_commission_in_Jordan_is_unfair_or_unfair#No_interruption
_of_food_aid#難民署是不公正的
#ACNUR_es_injusto#UNHCR_ist_ungerecht (post #3: comment #3513). 
 
 

In addition, Syrian refugees post comments that target reputation. For instance, 155 

Syrian refugees called UNHCR-Jordan and its staff “liars”, as they appear to be convinced 
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of the arbitrariness of how priorities are set and eligibility decisions are made. 

I swear it is all lies and deception. Try to solve the lingering problems, stop 
failing us (post #1: comment #326). 
 
Our children have the right to receive assistance from UNICEF and winter 
assistance. We have not seen anything, even XYZ55 organisation are liars, they 
only assist people who have a connection with them (post #1: comment #1064). 
 
You only lie and deceive people…. You should feel ashamed, you stopped the 
assistance at a time people are in most need. On what basis do you assess? We 
will no longer welcome you in our houses, liars (post #3: comment #3576). 
 

Furthermore, 66 Syrian refugees indicated that UNHCR-Jordan is “corrupt”, implying 

that the aid organisations’ staff receives bribes from Syrian refugees to be included in the 

assistance,  and some referring to the practices of “favouritism and nepotism”: 

It is all based on bribes (post #1: comment #2617). 
 
Unfortunately, aid organisations' assistance is based on favouritism and 
nepotism (pos t#1: comment #1899). 
 
Corrupt (post #2: comment #3323 and post #3: comment #3661). 
 
Honestly, UNHCR-Jordan is corrupt. Families in need are not included in 
assistance (post #4: comment #33). 
 
Favouritism and nepotism. There is nobody to monitor or sanction you (post #5: 
comment #327).  
 
 

Moreover, 68 Syrian refugees called UNHCR-Jordan and its staff “thieves”: 

Thieves (post #1: comment #440 and post #5: comment #887). 
 
Where are your integrity and transparency? You are thieves (post #2: comment 
#485). 
 
The Management are thieves, enough selling us sugar-coated talk. It’s all lies 
(post #3: comment #3301). 
 
I want a lawyer to communicate with me. I want to close my file, to the UNHCR 
and to the United Nations. You want to displace us from our country, and you 
are calling for humanity, and you are a thief (post #4: comment #309). 

 

 
55 The organisation’s name was replaced by “XYZ” 
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Others threatened to sanction the UNHCR-Jordan: 

I hope that all audiences stop watching so that they stop the live session, because 
the commission’s staff is watching. Let’s leave so our voice can reach the 
commission that the assistance that is supposed to reach the refugees is not 
reaching them (post #1: comment #1073). 
 
You liars, corrupt, and thieves, you beg for money at our expense. I swear I will 
go live so that all countries see (post #1: comment #4871). 

 
 
In this way, Syrian refugees become empowered to hold UNHCR-Jordan accountable for 

the VAF decisions while at the same time diminishing its symbolic power (reputation). 

In doing so, Syrian refugees attempt to change or reverse the positions of power and the 

field. As Bourdieu (2000, p. 183) argues, in the struggle for more-profitable positions, 

social agents reallocate rare positions to change the power relations in the field.  

 

8.6 Summary and Conclusions  
 

This chapter has presented an analysis of Syrian refugees’ comments on ShoutOut to 

understand forms of symbolic violence that Syrian refugees experience as the VAF is 

implemented. The use of ShoutOut as a surrogate was highlighted. The themes that 

emerged from ShoutOut emphasised the contrast between the formal aims of the VAF to 

provide rich insights into the experiences and suffering of many Syrian refugees.   

 

The VAF scores, data collection, and aid-distribution mechanisms and principles clearly 

have a significant impact on the lives of Syrian refugees. Being under the strong influence 

of illusio, Syrian refugees regularly provide large amounts of data despite the implications 

of data collection. They are sometimes forced to tolerate unprofessional behaviour from 

those who are supposed to support them. Many lose access to humanitarian aid due to 

outdated or inaccurate assessments that do not reflect their true vulnerabilities, and those 
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who are lucky enough to receive assistance can be exposed to their communities’ criticism 

and resentment. The VAF was not designed to capture Syrian refugees’ voices or present 

their human aspects. On the contrary, it quantifies and dehumanises them, removes 

compassion and empathy from the aid-allocation process, and distances Syrian refugees 

from decision-makers who have become hard, if not impossible, to reach. Rather than 

empowering Syrian refugees, the process has instilled disempowering views, encouraged 

disempowering behaviours, and continued to reproduce the relations of power in the field. 

Although the VAF was created to deal with the problem of limited resources, it has proved 

to be an expensive instrument that further reduces the assistance available for Syrian 

refugees by giving aid organisations a share of the resources intended for the aid 

recipients.  

 

These implications have been revealed through the surrogate functions of ShoutOut. The 

platform has given Syrian refugees a voice to raise their concern and signal any 

inappropriate conduct they experience. It has enabled them to question many standards 

of conduct, whether that be the standards that they perceive as true or the ones chosen by 

the humanitarian community. Finally, many have used ShoutOut to defame UNHCR-

Jordan or threaten to perform other disciplinary actions. By questioning the VAF and 

exposing its arbitrariness and symbolic domination, ShoutOut also serves as the field of 

opinion where the previously taken-for-granted doxic rules are no longer accepted. 

 

The following chapter presents the conclusions of the thesis. It provides a summary of 

findings, the contributions of the thesis, its limitations, and avenues for future research. 
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Chapter Nine: Conclusions  
 

 

This chapter discusses the findings, conclusions, contributions, and limitations of the 

thesis. Section 9.1 provides a summary of the thesis including a critical analysis of the 

VAF, power relations, and the implications for calculative practices and accountability. 

Sections 9.2 to 9.4 outline the contributions of the thesis in terms of theory, practice, 

methodology, and the accounting literature in the not-for-profit/institutional 

accountability. Section 9.5 discusses the limitations and provides recommendations for 

future research.  

 

9.1 Summary of Findings  
 

The UNHCR considers Syria the largest refugee crisis in the world (UNHCR 2023g) and 

its most underfunded emergency situation (UNHCR 2021f). To deal with the problem of 

limited funding for Syrian refugees in Jordan, the VAF was created to order the 

‘vulnerable’ in order to prioritise humanitarian assistance. The VAF is a calculative 

practice that creates a vulnerability score from several indicators to classify Syrian 

refugees in terms of severe, high, moderate, and low vulnerability. The VAF is an 

instrument for aid allocation that relies on calculation, quantification, categorisation, and 

ranking.   

 

This thesis analysed the fields in which power relations are played out; the humanitarian 

community led by UNHCR-Jordan56 that designed, developed, and implemented the 

VAF; and the Syrian refugees who are the most impacted by the VAF. These two 

 
56 UNHCR is considered a separate field for this thesis and also part of the broader field of the humanitarian 
community. 
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perspectives are analysed using Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice using documentary 

evidence published by the UNHCR as well as Syrian refugees’ comments posted on a 

social media platform (ShoutOut).  

 

As with any other aid context, the thesis acknowledges the significant power relations 

between the humanitarian community as providers of aid and Syrian refugees as 

beneficiaries. It recognises the need for accountability systems that empower the Syrian 

refugee community to hold the humanitarian community accountable. Prior accounting 

literature suggests that accountability to beneficiaries (downward/ a form of standard 

accountability) can be sidelined while the accountability demands of more powerful 

actors such as donors and aid organisations are prioritised (Al-Mahaidi 2020; Choudry & 

Kapoor 2013; Najam 1996; Pritam et al. 2020; Siddiquee & Faroqi 2009). The result is 

ineffective downward accountability that fails to empower aid beneficiaries and lacks 

meaningful participation or engagement opportunities (see Bawole & Langnel 2016; 

Choudry & Kapoor 2013; Ebrahim 2003; Jacobsen & Sandvik 2018; Kilby 2006; Krause 

2022; O'Dwyer & Unerman 2010; Siddiquee & Faroqi 2009; Taylor et al. 2014; Wellens 

& Jegers 2014, 2017). The literature also suggests that, in such cases, beneficiaries adopt 

a surrogate to hold powerful actors accountable on their behalf by endorsing standards of 

conduct, collecting information on compliance with the standards, and sanctioning 

powerful actors (Rubenstein 2007). Thus, with this in mind, the following research 

objectives were addressed:  

 
- To examine the process of assessing vulnerability to deliver humanitarian 

assistance and services to Syrian refugees in Jordan.  
 

- To critically evaluate the accountability implications of the VAF on Syrian 

refugees.  
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- To highlight the role of a surrogate to demand accountability from aid 

organisations. 

 

Chapter seven presented the analysis of the VAF and policy documentary evidence. The 

analysis traced the development of the VAF from the beginning and highlighted that 

Syrian refugees were almost excluded from the design and development phase. The VAF 

does not provide Syrian refugees with any formal means of empowerment to hold the 

humanitarian community accountable for decisions and outcomes. Using Bourdieu’s 

concept of capital, there is a significant difference in the levels of capital that the 

humanitarian community holds compared to Syrian refugees. As a source of power, this 

relatively low level of capital places Syrian refugees in a disadvantaged position and 

without a voice to determine the way humanitarian aid is allocated. Given their power 

and privileged position, the humanitarian community crafted the VAF as the doxic rule 

arising from their habitus and imposed it on Syrian refugees as legitimate and universal. 

 

Evidence revealed several strategies used to legitimise the VAF including framing it as a 

mechanism that supports both upward and downward accountability to satisfy the needs 

of both donors and Syrian refugees; the rhetorical use of accounting terms to justify the 

VAF; external validation by outside experts and reliance on internationally recognised 

principles and standards; and, presenting the VAF as collective rather than individual 

initiative. These strategies create the allusion of disinterestedness and objectivity of the 

VAF to solicit the agreement of key actors, such as donors. As a result, the VAF gained 

symbolic power which further emphasises and reproduces the powerful position of the 

humanitarian community. For example, the VAF subjects Syrian refugees to extensive 

data collection, an expensive requirement, that places them in a scheme of continuous 
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monitoring and observation and creates many risks associated with handling data. 

Further, aid organisations assume an influential role in the allocation process which 

allows them to make final eligibility decisions in a seemingly arbitrary way that 

significantly impacts many refugees who are considered ineligible for humanitarian 

assistance.  

 

Chapter Eight discussed the analysis of refugees’ comments on ShoutOut. It 

complemented the findings in Chapter Seven regarding the ineffectiveness of downward 

accountability. To compensate for the shortcomings of downward accountability and 

highlight the implications of aid allocation decisions, Syrian refugees use ShoutOut as a 

surrogate that serves several functions. It supports Syrian refugees to signal inappropriate 

behaviour, more specifically from data collectors whose attitudes and unprofessional 

behaviour towards Syrian refugees impact their eligibility for assistance. Further, 

Shoutout helps Syrian refugees collect information on standards of conduct and allows 

them to question either the implicit standards they have about the aid distribution process, 

or the standard procedures, principles, and objectives set by the humanitarian community. 

Moreover, Syrian refugees use ShoutOut to impose informal sanctions on UNHCR-

Jordan such as defaming the organisation and posting hashtags to draw attention to how 

the VAF negatively impacts the Syrian refugee community. The questioning that Syrian 

refugees perform on ShoutOut reveals that the platform serves as the field of opinion 

where Syrian refugees are able to raise their heterodoxic discourse against the doxa of the 

VAF and the effects of symbolic violence they experience. Symbolic violence is manifest 

in several ways including the reliance on outdated scores that do not reflect current 

vulnerability resulting in inaccurate eligibility decisions; the quantification, 

dehumanising, and distancing of Syrian refugees from decision-makers; shifting 
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refugees’ habitus to dispositions of unfairness, vulnerability, and disempowering 

practices which do not resonate with the need to empower refugees; exposing eligible 

Syrian refugees to their community and suffering a loss of privacy; and, incurring high 

costs related to outsourcing service delivery and staff salaries57 which result in reducing 

the amount of aid available. 

 

However, the field of opinion is still developing given the limited orthodoxic discourse 

evidenced through analysis of the UNHCR-Jordan replies to Syrian refugees’ comments. 

This also highlights that while ShoutOut is a surrogate, it is yet to be successful in holding 

the humanitarian community to account for the VAF and its outcomes. Nonetheless, it 

has allowed Syrian refugees to highlight the symbolic violence of implementing the VAF. 

 

 In conclusion, the VAF has been designed, developed, and implemented to serve the 

needs of the humanitarian community, despite claims to the contrary. Collecting 

comprehensive accounts of Syrian refugees' lives and vulnerabilities and allocating aid 

selectively, it categorises Syrian refugees into those who are vulnerable enough and those 

who are not. 

 

9.2 Contributions to Theory   
 

This thesis used Bourdieu’s theory of practice, a critical theory, to interpret and explain 

the practices of calculating vulnerability and aid allocation as well as the impact of these 

practices on the field of Syrian refugee communities. In doing so, the power relations 

between Syrian refugees and the humanitarian community shaped the doxa underpinning 

 
57 In addition to the cost of data collection identified in Chapter Seven.  
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aid allocation, in other words, the VAF principles, objectives, and requirements. The doxa 

or rules of the game, combined with the symbolic power that the VAF gained through the 

legitimation strategies demonstrated various forms of symbolic violence.  

Critical theories recognise that social reality is not constructed arbitrarily but significantly 

influenced by power relations and shaped by elite agendas and dominant ideologies which 

limit human potential and social possibilities (Prasad & Caproni 1997). As such, critical 

theories can help “reveal society for what it is” and “unmask its essence and mode of 

operation” to “lay the foundations for human emancipation through deep-seated social 

change” (Burrell & Morgan 2001, p. 284). Although Bourdieu’s theory of practice is well 

understood in the accounting literature, applying the theory to different fields of power 

can contribute to an understanding of how calculative practices and accountability 

systems are implicated in constructing the established order, serving the interests of the 

dominant, and facilitating and reproducing hidden forms of domination.  

 

In the context of this thesis, the fields in which accountability relations are played out and 

the VAF developed as a calculative practice are unique. This uniqueness contributed to 

our knowledge of how the VAF, which accounts for vulnerability and humanitarian 

assistance, assumes different influential roles. For instance, the VAF was found to be a 

form of cultural capital that has given the humanitarian community a significant source 

of power. When this capital was legitimised, it has become an instrument of symbolic 

domination that shaped the doxic rules and the habitus of both Syrian refugees and 

UNHCR-Jordan. Rather than being viewed as empowered individuals, the VAF identifies 

and categorises Syrian refugees as degrees or orders of vulnerable. Since the VAF was 

designed and implemented according to the dispositions of the humanitarian community 
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and maintains existing power relations, it thus reproduces the field. However, the VAF 

also served as a trigger for resistance and questioning of the current order.  

 

 Malsch et al. (2011) review of Bourdieusian accounting studies called for more 

politically engaged research that uses Bourdieu’s three core concepts (field, habitus, and 

capital) holistically. More recent research called for more Bourdieusian accounting 

studies on aid organisations that examine various forms of capital and the construction of 

doxa and habitus  (Goddard 2021; Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019). This thesis responds to such 

calls and more.  

 

The three concepts of the theory of practice are useful in explaining the doxic submission 

phase when social agents adhere to the taken-for-granted doxic rules imposed on them 

(see Chapter Five). However, as discussed, the significance of the theory of practice 

extends beyond this to the doxic resistance phase when social agents reveal the truth 

about the doxa through questioning it (Bourdieu 1977). Bourdieu introduced additional 

important concepts to explain this phase such as the field of opinion, heterodoxy, and 

orthodoxy. The accounting literature that incorporates these additional concepts is limited 

except for some notable studies (see Baxter & Chua 2008; Dumay & Rooney 2018; Kraal 

2013). Therefore, this thesis contributes to accounting research by exploring the field of 

opinion and how Syrian refugees raise their heterodoxic discourse to challenge the VAF. 

Moreover, the thesis contributes to the understanding of the field of opinion by 

highlighting that even though it can exist, it may not be fully developed to trigger 

orthodoxic discourse. This is evidenced by the lack of strong competing orthodoxic 

discourse from the UNHCR-Jordan. 
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Further, the resistance phase use of social media platforms as fields of opinion is relatively 

new to the accounting literature and Bourdieu (see Allas, 2018 for a non-accounting 

study). Due to the public availability of many social media platforms, exploring social 

media comments and posts opens the door for relatively easy and efficient access to fields 

of opinion, thus, offering more exposure to hidden and new forms of symbolic violence 

such as those revealed in this thesis.  

 

A further contribution to the theory of practice is that it has offered the possibility of being 

in the doxic submission and doxic resistance phases at the same time. While Bourdieu 

(1977, pp. 168-70) suggests a dividing line between the two and a complete suspension 

of the adherence to the doxa in the resistance phase, the contextual uniqueness of the field 

of this research, has enabled this finding. This was evident in Syrian refugees’ indirect 

questioning using ShoutOut which bypasses direct confrontation with UNHCR-Jordan, 

which could be perceived as a threat to the provision of assistance. This indirect means 

of challenging the doxa, often supported by the use of pseudonyms, allowed Syrian 

refugees to continue to submit to the VAF requirements such as data collection while at 

the same time accessing the same field as a field of opinion. 

 

9.3 Contributions to Methodology  
 

A methodological contribution of this thesis is the use of Kozinets’s (2019) Netnographic 

approach. This method is considered relatively new to accounting research and full of 

possibilities to produce knowledge for practitioners (Jeacle 2021). Although several 

accounting scholars use Netnography (Alharthi et al. 2022; Carnegie et al. 2022; 

Chapman et al. 2021; Dumay 2014; Goncharenko 2019; Jeacle 2017; La Torre et al. 2021; 

Miley & Read 2012; Tomo 2022; Van den Bussche & Dambrin 2021), this study 
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incorporates all the detailed steps of collecting, analysing, and interpreting online data 

from ShoutOut as a surrogate  Therefore, this thesis contributes to the limited accounting 

studies that used Netnography to explore accountability in aid contexts (see Goncharenko 

2019). Moreover, this thesis contributes to the limited accounting studies that used 

Netnography to explore accountability in aid contexts (see Goncharenko 2019). As such, 

by examining Syrian refugees’ social media comments, this thesis extends knowledge on 

how aid recipients can demand accountability through online platforms and how they 

compensate for the exclusion of their voices.  

 

9.4 Contributions to Accounting Literature 
 

This thesis contributes to critical accounting and accountability literature on humanitarian 

aid, the mechanisms used for aid allocation to individuals rather than countries or aid 

organisations, and accounting studies on refugees in a developing country context. 

Further, the thesis contributes to accounting literature concerning the role of calculative 

practices (Miller 1998, 2001; Miller & Rose 1990) in the context of an evaluation 

instrument that shapes the experiences of margenalised people and interwined with 

accountability implications. Thus, this research differs from studies that focus on 

traditional accounting/calculative tools such as budgets and financial statments. 

Moreover, the accountability literature has originally focused on two main accountability 

relationships that aid organisations have with their key stakeholders: the relationship with 

donors (upward accountability) and the relationship with beneficiaries (downward 

accountability) (Al-Mahaidi 2020; Choudry & Kapoor 2013; Najam 1996; Pritam et al. 

2020; Siddiquee & Faroqi 2009). Much of the research that explores these relationships 

discusses the effectiveness of accountability relationships, the interplay between them, 

and the impact on the aid organisation’s internal accountability and beneficiaries. 
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However, the influence of partners and their relationship with them are under-researched 

and there have been calls for more research in this area (Kuruppu & Lodhia 2019) which 

helps to capture the complicated nature of accountability networks (see Frey-Heger & 

Barrett 2021). This thesis provided an account of the key relationships at play in the field 

of humanitarian aid in Jordan and highlighted the significant role that each actor plays in 

the aid allocation process. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of practice to analyse the data 

in this research was particularly useful in explaining partners’ roles through the concept 

of cultural capital. Prior literature on upward and downward accountability uses the logic 

of economic capital to explain the findings. Bringing the theory of practice to aid contexts 

has proved powerful in providing additional insights beyond just economic resources on 

how cultural, social, and symbolic forms of capital can position their holders in 

advantageous positions and implicate accountability.   

 

In addition, this thesis contributes to the accounting literature that examines surrogate 

accountability. As indicated in Chapter Four, there are only a few accounting studies that 

explored surrogate accountability and only one examined an aid context (Adler et al. 

2021; Belal et al. 2015; Islam et al. 2018; Pazzi & Svetlova 2021; Phiri & Guven-Uslu 

2019; Sinkovics et al. 2016). These studies have not explored all three functions of the 

surrogate: setting standards of conduct, gathering information on compliance with 

standards and imposing sanctions. This is the first accounting research that investigates 

these functions in detail. Through this investigation, it was found that the surrogate can 

be used to signal inappropriate standards of conduct, question compliance with standards 

that can be implicit rather than explicit, and also monitor the compliance of standards set 

by accountors. As such, this thesis contributed to the knowledge of how a surrogate can 

be engaged in practice. Moreover, none of the prior studies on surrogate accountability 
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explored the use of social media platforms as a surrogate. Thus, this thesis extends our 

understanding of the role that social media can play in relation to accountability. It also 

adds that the surrogate does not have to be an individual or an organisation, it can be a 

tool that facilitates holding the powerful actors accountable, exposing and questioning 

their domination, and giving the dominated a voice that has long been ignored.  

 

9.5 Contributions to Policy and Practice  
 

This thesis has contributions for policy and practice in several ways. Firstly, it highlights 

instances where a gap exists between UNHCR policies and their practical 

implementation. For instance, while the UNHCR emphasizes the need to involve refugees 

in decisions that impact their lives, this thesis showcases that their participation was 

limited and tokenistic. Furthermore, as demonstrated, the VAF was needs-based rather 

than rights-based, which contradicts the UNHCR's call for adopting a RBA to 

humanitarian programs. As such and given the power asymmetry between aid 

organisations and beneficiaries, large organisations with high impact such as the 

UNHCR, UNICEF, and the World Food Program, need to develop detailed rather than 

generic accountability policies that focus on meaningful participation to address 

beneficiaries’ rights. It is crucial that such policies are accompanied by implementation 

guidelines to direct staff and to ensure policy adherence at all levels. Most importantly, 

aid organisations need to establish formal monitored channels to ensure beneficiaries’ 

concerns and voices are heard, actions are taken in response, and the organisation is held 

accountable for its decisions and actions.      

 

Secondly, as discussed, excluding Syrian refugees from the design and development 

phase of the VAF coupled with the lack of transparency regarding the final selection 
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decisions arguably contributed to a high number of criticisms and confusion among 

refugees on social media. For instance, many Syrian refugees questioned the selection 

process, the distribution of cash assistance, the difficulty to appeal decisions and contact 

the UNHCR, and the fairness of the VAF. This in turn led to disempowering behaviours 

and maintained the power asymmetry between the humanitarian community and Syrian 

refugees. To address this and improve the accountability to beneficiaries, aid 

organisations must provide clear information58 on how aid allocation decisions are made 

and who is responsible for making them. This extends beyond just providing information 

and giving beneficiaries tokenistic seat at the table. Aid organisations must engage their 

beneficiaries in the decision-making process by providing safe space to share their 

concerns (Brown et al. 2015). On the other hand, beneficiaries can work with activists 

and social movement organisations to strengthen their collective voice.  

 

Thirdly, given the ineffectiveness of formal communication mechanisms in receiving 

feedback from Syrian refugees, providing them with necessary information, and hearing 

their voices, Syrian refugees resorted to social media to demand information and 

accountability. To improve communication, formal channels such as hotlines and 

automatic machines that refugees complained about being not effective should be 

improved. Additionally, as exemplified in Chapter Eight, the responses to refugees’ 

comments were generic rather than individualised and relied on copying and pasting of 

responses to similar issues. Aid organisations can utilize social media to improve 

accountability. For example, refugees must be able and encouraged to make their own 

posts about common concerns and regular live online interviews can be conducted with 

 
58 Providing information alone does not lead to accountability. However, this is an integral part of the 
improvement in policy and practice as discussed in the other areas of contributions.  
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Syrian refugees to discuss important issues and receive refugees’ suggestions and 

potential solutions. Therefore, rather than it being used as a surrogate – a second-best 

alternative to accountability- social media can become part of the standard accountability 

channels, thus, bridging the gap between aid organizations and their beneficiaries. 

 

Finally, the problem of limited resources persists, and more responsibility sharing 

between states is crucial given the urgency of the needs of refugees worldwide. Without 

additional financial support and in-kind contributions from states and other donors, the 

gap between UNHCR’s annual budget and actual spending will increase, the suffering of 

refugees will continue, and their hope for a better life where they become empowered and 

achieve their aspirations will be lost. 

 

9.6 Limitations and Future Research  
 

This thesis has relied on publicly available sources of data which limits access to more 

detailed information and additional insights and perspectives. While there is a range of 

actors involved in aid allocation to Syrian refugees in Jordan, focusing on the role of the 

VAF as a surrogate directed the data collection process towards specific actors and 

sources. As such, the collected data only represents the perceptions of these actors, 

namely: UNHCR and the humanitarian community participated in the design and 

development of the VAF (members of the VAF steering committee) as well as Syrian 

refugees active on ShoutOut.  Future research in the refugee area would benefit from 

accessing internal documents such as minutes of meetings and financial reports as well 

as from interviewing employees of aid organisations and the host state and communities. 

Further, it is also important for research on aid contexts to capture the views of key 

stakeholders such as other donors and partner organisations and Syrian refugees who do 
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not access the online world. Interviews with partners and UNHCR-Jordan can reveal how 

the horizontal accountability relationships between partners are discharged given that this 

aspect was not highlighted in the documents. Further, as the implementation of the VAF 

was extended to camp settings and refugees from other nationalities, future research can 

provide additional understanding of aid allocation that considers how the vulnerabilities 

of other refugee groups are assessed, accounted for, used to allocate aid, and impacted by 

the aid allocation process. There is a need for more research that investigates how aid 

organisations can walk the talk to lead to better empowerment of aid beneficiaries.   

 

Further, this research was not able to explore the impact of the use of a non-human actor, 

the VAF algorithm, and the accountability implications due to the lack of sufficient 

information in the VAF documents. Future research can explore this area through 

interviews with the World Bank and UNHCR-Jordan.  

 

Moreover, while it is part of the philosophical and methodological assumptions of the 

thesis, there is a bias associated with the researcher’s collection, analysis and 

interpretation of data. As such, the interpretations of this research represent the 

researcher's opinions and ideas. This can be minimised in future research by including 

more authors to validate the results and obtain additional insights.    

 

9.7 Concluding Comments   
 

The domination and exclusion of marginalised groups and their voices continue to be 

highlighted over and over again, in the literature, social media, official reports, policies, 

news, you name it. Despite calls for more inclusion, listening, and empowerment, change 

seems to happen slowly, if any, in tokenistic ways. However, this does not mean that we 



281 
 

should give up and excuse ourselves from our social responsibilities. Every word, idea, 

voice, and consciousness towards a different reality count and, one day, it may become 

part of the collective. This research joins the giants of change in their call for better lives 

for many.  
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Appendix 1: List of UNHCR’s Documents Analysed 
 

Document Title Number of Pages  
VAF Documents 

Interagency Tool for Vulnerability Scoring - Requesting New 
Beneficiary Lists 

7 

Interagency Tool for Vulnerability Scoring - VAF Module 8 
Partnership Profiles 3 
Criteria: Process for Receiving Beneficiary Lists From UNHCR 1 
Guidance Note: General FAQ 1 
VAF Governance Framework 3 
VAF the Basics 2 
Technical Explanation 3 
VAF Advisory Board Meeting Minutes (2 August 2016) 4 
VAF Data Supporting Education Intervention MECI 1 
Vulnerability Assessment Framework Data Supporting NRC 
Shelter Interventions  

1 

VAF Population Study 2019 116 
Shelter Sector Tree  4 
Basic Needs Original Sector Tree 12 
Shelter Sector Tree for Vulnerability Scoring 4 
VAF Welfare Model 1 
Wash Sector Decision Tree Revision 5 
Education Sector Tree  8 
Basic Needs Sector Decision Tree Revision for Vulnerability 
Scoring 

6 

Vulnerability Assessment Framework Guidance Note  8 
VAF Application Guidance Note 2 
Introducing The VAF 4 
VAF Module Training for Requesting New Beneficiary Lists 7 
VAF Food Security Sector Tree 2016 Review 3 
Disability Universal Indicator to Assist Identification  4 
Household Indicators Workshop 2 
VAF Story: a Brief Chronology 1 
IATF Meeting -14 Jan 2015 10 
Vulnerability Assessment Framework May 2015 21 
VAF Update Presentation December 2014 19 
VAF Basic Overview November 2014 17 
The Vulnerability Assessment Framework: the Basics for Syrian 
Refugees in Jordan 

2 

VAF – Vulnerability - Models and Thresholds 3 
VAF Questionnaire Validation Workshop Summary 63 
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The Welfare of Syrian Refugees: Evidence from Jordan and 
Lebanon 

198 

A Vulnerability Analysis Framework for Syrian Refugees in 
Jordan 17 
Vulnerability Assessment Framework Baseline Survey May 
2015 106 
Summary of Discussions on Vulnerability Criteria and Targeting 4 
Vulnerability Assessment Framework Working Draft 31 
Mapping and Measuring Vulnerability of Syrian Refugee 
Households in Jordan 20 
Jordan Response Plan Key Findings – June 2015 35 
VAF Data Supporting DAFI Scholarship Selection  2 
VAF Sector Tree Review 2016 49 
VAF Welfare Model Key Findings June 2015  3 
The VAF 2019 Population Study Report Launch Presentation 89 
2017 Population Survey Report  86 
Case-Based vs. House-Based Data: for a More Efficient 
Utilization and Allocation of Scarce Resources 

3 

Creating Household Data: a Conundrum of Feasibility 3 
Food Security MEB Calculation Guidance Note 2016 1 
Household Vulnerability Criteria and Score Card-Cash 
Assistance Programming 3 
MEB Calculation Guidance Note 2016 – Basic Needs  2 
Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) Guidance Note 3 
Oxfam Jordan - Final Vulnerability Scoring System for Syrian 
Refugee Families 2 
RAIS at a Glance 15 
Step-By-Step Guide to WFP Appeals 1 
Vulnerability Criteria Being Used by Cash Assistance Partners  4 
RAIS Training-of-Trainer Guide 4 

Accountability Documents 
Accountability to Affected People (AAP) Policy 10 
UNHCR Policy on Age, Gender, and Diversity 24 
A Community-Based Approach in UNHCR Operations 125 
The UNHCR Tool for Participatory Assessment in Operations 74 
People-Oriented Planning at Work 31 
Needs assessment for Refugee Emergencies 12 
UNHCR’s Policy on the Protection of Personal Data of Persons 
of Concern 

9 

Partnership: An Operations Management Handbook for 
UNHCR’s Partners 

280 

  



326 

Vulnerability Assessment 
Framework 

 

Appendix 2: The VAF Questionnaire 

Enumerator’s information: 
Organization: 
Name: Phone Number: 
Date of Visit: 
 Available  Unreachable  Refused visit  PA passed away
 Out of country  Merged with another file number

Household information 
UNHCR File Number (Barcode, if not please enter File Number 
twice) 

- C 

Name of Principal Applicant 
Family Size 
Address 

L
o
n
g
i
t
u
d
e 

L
a
t
i
t
u
d
e 

0 ، 0 ،

Governorate: District: 
Telephone(s): 
Alternative phone(s): 
Please specify the age groups in this 
family: 
 0-5  6-12  13-15

 16-17 

 18-
27

 28-59  60 and
above 

Family from Syria:  No
Family Members (in the same file), please include PA 
Scan Barcode (enter DoB twice if 
doesn’t work) 
Name: 
DoB: 
Relationship to PA: 
 PA  Husband 
 Grand-daughter  Sister 
Mother in-law  Uncle

 Son
 Father 
 Nephe

w

 Daughter
Mother
 Distant relative

 Grandson 
 Father in-law
 No family

relations

UNHCR file numbers for all members living in the house (in a different file number) (Case) 
How many? 
UNHCR File Number 

- C 
Relationship to PA: 
 PA  Husband Wife  Son  Daughter  Grandson 
 Granddaughter Sister  Brother  Father  Mother  Father in-law
Mother in-law  Uncle  Aunt  Nephew    Distant relative  No family relations
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- Receiving UNHCR cash assistance  Yes  No 
- Are you sharing expenses with this family/individual?  Yes  No 
- Is this family/individual supporting your expenses?  Yes  No 
- Notes

Information about families who are living in the same house and NOT registered with UNHCR 

How many? 

Name Family Size Age Gender Nationality Notes 

Relationship to PA: 
 PA  Husband Wife  Son  Daughter  Grandson 

 Granddaughter Sister  Brother  Father  Mother  Father in-law
Mother in-law  Uncle  Aunt  Nephew    Distant relative  No family relations
Are you sharing expenses with this 
family/individual?    Yes  No Is this family/individual supporting your expenses?

Housing 
Shelter conditions: 
Type of shelter: 
 Formal: Finished building {Completed & permanent building ready to be occupied )
 Formal: Sub-standard building {Any type of building not designated as dwelling, requiring rehabilitation}
 Informal settlement {Settlement made of makeshift tents, not recognized by authorities}
- Number of rooms excluding the kitchen & sanitary facilities?
- Number of individuals living in the same house (both in the same file number and in another file)?
- How many families are living in the same house?
- Is there any issue related to privacy reported by the household?  Yes  No 

Observations (including kitchen and sanitary facilities): 
Roof’s condition (structural condition)  Acceptable  Sub-standard 
Roof’s condition (leakage)  Acceptable  Sub-standard 
Openings’ condition? (doors & windows)

 Acceptable  Sub-standard Electrical features’ condition (as per 
regulation)

 Acceptable  Sub-standard Easy Access to the dwelling (for all 
members of family)

 Acceptable  Sub-standard Natural ventilation condition?

 Acceptable  Sub-standard 
Natural lighting condition?  Acceptable  Sub-standard 
Dampness and humidity in house  Light  Moderate  Severe 
Payment and Eviction Threat 
- Rented house?  Yes  No 
-- How do you pay the cost of the rent?
 Salary from work  Borrow money  Use savings  Begging  In kind (shelter in return for work - in
a farm, as a guard) Don’t pay    Assistance from aid agencies
- What type of agreement between the landlord and tenant?
Written agreement  No agreement
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- Is there a threat of
eviction?  Yes  No If yes, why?
 Conflict with host community and/or Landlord
 Fear of eviction {Scared the landlord well evict him}
 Verbal threat of eviction
Written note for eviction

WASH: Water, Sanitation & Hygiene (Household) 
Water 
-What is you source of water in your household?
Municipality/piped  Not connected to municipality/ piped (other)
Do you consider your water storage capacity (roof tanks, reservoirs, etc.) enough to cover all family needs
(personal hygiene, cooking, house
cleaning, etc.)?  Yes  No 
Sanitation 
-Is the latrine located in an environment which is perceived to be safely (infrastructure) and/or securely (no
personal risk) to all members of the household during day & night?  Yes  No 
- Is the latrine physically accessible to all members of the household?  Yes  No 
-Is the latrine for exclusive use in your household?  Exclusive  Shared with 2 houses  Shared with 3+ houses
-Type of wastewater collection/disposal:

Financial Situation (Case) 
Monthly Expenditure (JD) 
Rent (monthly) 
Utilities (electricity, gas, etc.) 

Food (excluding WFP vouchers) 
Water (network, tanker, bottled, dislodging waste water, etc.) 
Treatment (medical, pharmaceuticals) 
Education (books, uniform, stationary, fees) 

Transportation (to school, to health/rehab centres, to market, others) 

Infant needs (infant food) 
Basic HH items (NFIs) 
Basic Hygiene items (soap, shampoo, toothpaste, sanitary pads/towels, diapers) 
Debt repayment (monthly) 
Other, please specify:  
Total 

Proceeds from work (monthly) 
From whom:  Father Mother  Adult 

 Child  Other, please specify:
Pension 
Income from assets in COO 
Remittances. 
From where (country): From whom (relationship): 
How often?  Quarterly  Six monthly  Irregular  One-time 
Income from other organizations or charitable donations - monthly and continuously (not from UNHCR). From 
whom: 
 Local CBO:
 International NGOs:
 Other, specify:
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Other income (specify): 
Are you receiving UNHCR cash assistance: 
 UNHCR CA*    UNICEF cash grant* N/A 
* If the family receives UNHCR CA or UNICEF cash grant, please select this option without taking into account its
amount for the final total.
Total Monthly Income (JD)  
What is your total amount of debt up to now (JD)? (This should include not paying the rent, etc.) 

Poverty & Coping Strategies (Case) Food and Basic Needs 
In the past 30 days, has your family applied any of the below strategies 
to meet food and basic needs? Spent savings 
 Yes  No  No, because I have exhausted this
strategy already and cannot do it anymore If savings, how
much: How much is left from
savings:
Bought food on credit or borrowed money to purchase food from non-relatives/friends 
 Yes  No  No, because I have exhausted this strategy already and cannot do it anymore
If debt, What is your total amount of debt up to now (JD)? (This should include
not paying the rent, etc.)  R  
 Yes  No  No, because I have exhausted this
strategy already and cannot do it anymore Sell household
assets/goods (jewellery, phone, furniture, electro
domestics, etc.)
 Yes  No  No, because I have exhausted this strategy already and cannot do it anymore
Sell productive assets or means of transport (sewing machine, car, wheel barrow, bicycle, motorbike, etc.)
 Yes  No  No, because I have exhausted this strategy already and cannot do it anymore
Adult members of the household accepted socially degrading, exploitative, high risk or illegal temporary jobs
 Yes  No  No, because I have exhausted this strategy
already and cannot do it anymore Sent adult family
members to beg 
 Yes  No  No, because I have exhausted this strategy
already and cannot do it anymore Sent children (under 18)
family members to beg 
 Yes  No  No, because I have exhausted this strategy
already and cannot do it anymore Changed
accommodation location or type in order to reduce rental
expenditure 
 Yes  No  No, because I have exhausted this strategy already and cannot do it anymore
 Network/sewage system  Tank or lined pit 
Unlined pit, field, bucket, plastic bag Frequency of solid waste
related to vector evidence 
 Never  1-2 times per year  >2 per year
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Food Security (Case) 
Are you receiving WFP food vouchers?  Yes  No 
Do any of the household members have specific dietary needs?  Yes  No 
Do any of the household members need specially processed food (pureed, boiled, and liquidized)?  Yes  No 
Yesterday, how many meals were eaten by your family? (meals comparable to breakfast, lunch, dinner): 

Over the last 7 days, how many days did you consume the 
following foods (0-7) 

Cereals, grains, roots & tubers: rice, pasta, bread, 
bulgur, 
potato, white sweet potato 

 

White tubers & roots (potato, sweet potato) 
Vegetables & leaves: spinach, cucumber, 
eggplant, tomato 
Fruits: citrus, apple, banana, dates 
Meat, fish and eggs: Beef, lamb chicken, liver, 
kidney, fish 
including canned tuna, eggs 
Pulses, nuts & seeds : beans, chickpeas, lentils 
Milk and dairy products: yoghurt, cheese 
Oil / fat: vegetable oil, palm oil, butter, ghee 
Sugar / sweets: honey, cakes, sugary drinks, (this 
includes 
sugar used in tea) 
Condiments / spices: tea, garlic, tomato sauce 
including 
small amount of milk used in tea coffee 
Education 
Are all of your children (aged 6-17) attending formal education? 
Number of children attending 
school?    Number of children not attending school? 
LOOP OPEN FOR No. of School aged children in school (to be completed for each individual child aged 6-17) 
Children Enrolled in School (RISK OF NON-COMPLETION) 
Age Group Name Gender Public/Private Type of school 
 Between 6-12 
 Between 13-15 
 Between 16-17 

M
 F

 Certified formal education (Government or
Private)
a.Morning shift-regular school
b.Morning shift- double shifted school
c. Afternoon shift

 Certified Non-Formal education (Catch up)
 Specialized (special needs)

 Government
 Private

Children Enrolled in Formal Education (RISK OF NON-COMPLETION) Open ended question not list read 
IF your child is attending school, what difficulties or challenges if any is he/she experiencing? Please tick up to a 
maximum of 4 that apply: 
 Physical &/or prolonged verbal abuse from staff  Financial constraints
 Humiliation, discrimination, verbal abuse from staff  Distance to school (>2km)
 Safety fears for movement outside home  Bullying amongst students 
 Poor quality of teaching and/or management (service)  Psychological distress / severely distressed 
 Not inclusive for children with disabilities (environment)  Not applicable (no difficulties)
LOOP OPEN FOR No. of School aged children not in school (to be completed for each individual child) 
Children Not Enrolled in School (ACCESS) (aged 6-17) 

Age Group Name Gender Missed 
years 
of 
education 

What are the reasons? Open ended question not list read 
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 Between 6-12 
 Between 13-15 

M
 F

 Less 
than 3
years 

 Not interested (cultural/not useful)
 Serious Health Condition
 Child marriage/engagement (6-15)
Missed 3 or more years of education
 Child labour/work with other priorities (6-15)
 Family obligations/ responsibilities in the household (6-

15)
 Financial constraints (transport, uniforms)
 Lack of documentation (MOI Card/ UNHCR Card)
 Distance to school (more than 2km)
 Refused entry (general)
 Safety fears for movement outside the home 
 Refused entry due to disability (school unable to cater)
 Disability (unable/ unwilling/ family will not allow)
 Other/Enumerator judgement (1 low-4 severe)
 Safety fears of attitude within the school

(staff/students) 
 Physical / verbal abuse 

 Between 6-12 
 Between 13-15 
 Between 16-17 

M
 F

 3 
years 
or
more

Health (Case) 
If there was a medical need, were you or any of your family members able to access hospitals/clinics in the last six 
months?  Yes 
 No medical need
(If more than one time during the last six months please respond for the last time health care was sought)
Health (Individual/s) 

-How many individuals in the (same file) have a medical condition (including only chronic conditions and/or serious
medical conditions and/or
injury? No.
LOOP OPEN to capture name of each individual with medical condition: 

Age & impairment (Individual/s) the title of the section is for information management only. The enumerator will 
NOT mention it as it could bias 
the results. 
The next questions ask about difficulties you or any member of your family may have doing certain activities 
because of a HEALTH PROBLEM 
1. Do you or any members of your family have difficulty seeing, even if wearing glasses?
 No – no difficulty  Yes - some difficulty    Yes – a lot of difficulty  Cannot do at all
2. Do you or any members of your family have difficulty hearing, even if wearing a hearing aid?
 No – no difficulty  Yes - some difficulty    Yes – a lot of difficulty  Cannot do at all
3. Do you or any members of your family have difficulty walking or climbing steps?
 No – no difficulty  Yes - some difficulty    Yes – a lot of difficulty  Cannot do at all
4. Do you or any members of your family have difficulty remembering or concentrating?
 No – no difficulty  Yes - some difficulty    Yes – a lot of difficulty  Cannot do at all
5. Do you or any members of your family have difficulty (with self-care such as) washing all over or dressing?
 No – no difficulty  Yes - some difficulty    Yes – a lot of difficulty  Cannot do at all
6. Using your normal customary language, do you or any members of your family have difficulty communicating,
for example understanding or being understood?
 No – no difficulty  Yes - some difficulty    Yes – a lot of
difficulty  Cannot do at all If Answer is: Yes – a lot 
Name: Age: Gender: to be captured. 
- Does identified medical problem/disability affect the person’s ability to perform activity of daily living

(eating, bathing, toileting, dressing, transferring)?  Yes  No  NA 
(this question to be repeated for every individual who has a medical problem)

- Does identified medical problem/disability affect the adult(s)’ ability to work?  Yes  No  NA 
(this question to be repeated for every adult who has a medical problem)

Note: For any medical problems, please refer the family to the nearest JHAS clinic or to UNHCR information line 
(064008000) or help desks in 
case they have already approached JHAS but the problem is not solved. 
Protection (Case) 
UNHCR Asylum Seeker Certificate 
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- Do you have your UNHCR Asylum-Seeker
Certificate?  Yes  No If no, what is the reason?
 Lost  Confiscated by authorities (police. etc.)
 Not received from UNHCR  Other, please specify:
 Confiscated by service provider (hospital, school. etc.)
- Do all adult members of your family have a UNHCR Asylum-Seeker Certificate:  Yes

 No
- Is your Asylum-Seeker Certificate valid?  Yes  No 

Protection (Case) 
If no, what is the reason? 
 You approached UNHCR and you did not receive an appointment for renewal
 Not renewed yet but have a renewal appointment
 Not renewed and need a renewal appointment (ensure referral to UNHCR)
MOI/Service Card 
- As a PA, do you have a MOI Service Card?  Yes  No 
-What type of MOI card do you have: 
 Old (white) issued in urban areas  New (magnetic) issued in urban areas 
MOI “Proof of Registration” from camp, or MOI document issued in Rabaa Sarhan
- Do all members of your family have an MOI card:  Yes No
Is the place of MOI card issuance the same as your family’s place of residence? (look at address & place of
- issuance on card) Yes No (ensure referral to UNHCR)
- If no, which of your family member do not have a MOI card:

Age 
category 

0-
4 

5-
11 

12-17 18-59 60 & 
above 

F 

M 

Work Permit 
How many individuals in your household possess a valid work permit: 
Who?    
Enumerator’s Judgment: 
Based on your experience with other families, does the family classify as: 
 Severely vulnerable  Highly vulnerable  Moderately vulnerable  Not vulnerable
Important Note: This question is for research purposes ONLY. It will not have any impact on any assistance.
Notes 
Notes on the general previous situation of the family in COA 

Notes on the general situation of the family from the moment of their arrival to Jordan until now 


	Surrogate Accountability in Humanitarian Aid: A Critical Examination of the Vulnerability Assessment Framework for Syrian Refugees in Jordan
	Recommended Citation

	Abstract
	Acknowledgments
	Dedication
	Certification
	GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND ABBREVATIONS
	LIST OF FIGURES
	1.1 Research Topic
	1.2 The Personal is Political – Research Background and Motivations
	1.3 Research Scope – The VAF, Calculative Practices, and Accountability
	1.4 Research Questions and Objectives
	1.5 Theoretical Framework
	1.6 Methodology
	1.7 Organisation of the Thesis
	Chapter Two: Context
	2.1 Who Is a Refugee?
	2.1.1 Displaced People and the Accounting Literature

	2.3 The Syrian Arab Republic
	2.4 Syrian Civil War
	2.4.1 The Well-Being of Syrian Refugees
	2.4.2 Physical Health
	2.4.3 Employment
	2.4.4 Other Major Challenges

	2.5 Jordan
	2.5.1 Economy
	2.5.2 A Refugee-Welcoming Country

	2.6 Concluding Comments
	Chapter Three: Background
	3.1 Responsibility-sharing
	3.2 Intergovernmental Organisations
	3.3 UNHCR
	3.4 Innovative Approaches and Their Consequences
	3.5 The Vulnerability Assessment Framework
	3.6 Conclusion
	Chapter Four: Accountability for Vulnerability
	4.1 Introduction to Accountability
	4.2 Standard Accountability in Aid Contexts
	4.2.1 Downward Accountability
	4.2.2 Upward Accountability and the Dominance of Donors
	4.2.3 Governance Networks and Horizontal Accountability

	4.3 Surrogate Accountability
	4.4 Summary
	Chapter Five: Theoretical Framework
	5.1 The Significance of the Theory of Practice
	5.2 The Rationale Behind the Theory
	5.3 Habitus
	5.4 Field
	5.5 Doxa, Doxic Acceptance, and the Field of Opinion
	5.6 Capital
	5.7 Symbolic Violence
	5.8 Concluding Comments
	Chapter Six: Research Design
	6.1 Philosophical Assumptions
	6.2 Methodology
	6.3 Methods
	6.3.1 Document Analysis
	6.3.2 Textual Analysis
	6.3.3 Document Selection
	6.3.4 Thematic Analysis
	6.3.4.1 Braun and Clarke’s Six Phases
	6.3.4.2 Kozinets’s Netnography


	6.4 Concluding Comments
	Chapter 7: The Vulnerability Assessment Framework
	7.1 Developing the Widespread Field
	7.2 UNHCR-Jordan – Restricted Field
	7.3 Symbolic Power
	7.4 Imposing the Doxa of Data Collection
	7.4.1 Collecting Extensive Data and Legitimising Data Collection
	7.4.2 Monitoring and Observation
	7.4.3 Loss of Control
	7.4.3 Cost of Data Collection

	7.5 Implementing Partners’ Capital and Habitus
	7.6 Summary and Conclusion
	Chapter Eight: Surrogate Accountability in the Field of Opinion
	8.1 Demanding Accountability
	8.2 ShoutOut – A Space for Surrogate Accountability
	8.3 Signalling Unprofessional Conduct
	8.4 Questioning the Doxa and Exposing Symbolic Violence
	8.4.1 Selection Process
	8.4.2 Outdated Data
	8.4.3 Lack of Appeal Process
	8.4.4 Cash Assistance
	8.4.5 High Costs
	8.4.6 “I Am a Number”
	8.4.7 Distancing
	8.4.8 Influencing Syrian Refugees’ Habitus
	8.4.8.1 The Disposition of Unfairness
	8.4.8.2 The Disposition of Vulnerability, Neediness, and Weakness
	8.4.8.3 Disempowering Behaviours


	8.5 Imposing Sanctions
	8.6 Summary and Conclusions
	Chapter Nine: Conclusions
	9.1 Summary of Findings
	9.2 Contributions to Theory
	9.3 Contributions to Methodology
	9.4 Contributions to Accounting Literature
	9.5 Contributions to Policy and Practice
	9.6 Limitations and Future Research
	9.7 Concluding Comments
	References
	Appendix 1: List of UNHCR’s Documents Analysed

