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Al-Hayat Center for Civil Society Development 
“Development for a better life”:

Al-Hayat Center for Civil Society Development is an independent non-profit entity that was established 
on May 31, 2006 by a group of young Jordanians active in civil society and experienced in implementing 
community development projects. The idea behind Al-Hayat Center is to equip Jordanians with the necessary 
interpersonal, life, and participatory skills needed to effectively address current issues, and raise their awareness 
regarding the values of democracy and human rights, such as good governance, rule of law, gender equality, and 
public participation.

National Democratic Institute for International Affairs:

The National Democratic Institute (NDI) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan, nongovernmental organization that 
responds to the aspirations of people around the world to live in democratic societies that recognize and 
promote basic human rights. Since its founding in 1983, NDI and its local partners have worked to support 
and strengthen political and civic organizations, safeguard elections, and promote citizen participation, 
openness and accountability in government. With staff members and volunteer political practitioners from 
more than 100 nations, NDI brings together individuals and groups to share ideas, knowledge, experiences 
and expertise. Partners receive broad exposure to best practices in international democratic development that 
can be adapted to the needs of their own countries. NDI’s multinational approach reinforces the message that 
while there is no single democratic model, certain core principles are shared by all democracies. The Institute’s 
work upholds the principles enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It also promotes the 
development of institutionalized channels of communications among citizens, political institutions and elected 
officials, and strengthens their ability to improve the quality of life for all citizens. For more information about 
NDI, please visit www.ndi.org.
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FOREWORD

Al-Hayat Center for Civil Society Development is excited to release this report regarding the perceptions 
of Jordanian youth towards political, economic and social issues. Al-Hayat believes that the role of youth is 
critically important in shaping the future of Jordan. To activate the role of youth to a greater extent, we, as Civil 
Society Organizations, must help encourage young citizens to channel and voice their opinions, attitudes and 
needs to the decision makers. 
In light of this context, this study was conducted under the project “The Importance of Youth Inclusion in 
the Electoral Program” (AHAMIEH II) implemented by Al-Hayat and funded by the national Democratic 
institute (NDI). AHAMIEH II project aimed at empowering Jordanian youth to participate in the electoral 
processes by promoting advocacy, expression and youth-candidate relations which can later develop into 
Parliamentarians-Constituency relations. The project will help to ensure that the priorities and opinions of 
Jordanian youth are part of future national discussions, and that Jordanian youth are actively engaged in 
advocating for policies that directly influence the quality of their lives. 
This project was built upon the distinctive success Al-Hayat achieved through the project it directed in 2007 
entitled, “Importance of Youth Inclusion in Electoral Programs: AHAMIEH I Project 2007”; this project was 
funded by the National Democratic institute (NDI) and was designed to stimulate and encourage youth to 
participate in the 2007 parliamentary election. 
Last but not least, Al-Hayat deeply expresses its sincere thanks to the National Democratic Institute for 
International Affairs (NDI) for their distinctive work and appreciates their commitment and keenness to 
provide youth with the necessarily skills to ensure the success of this project. 

Dr. Amer Bani Amer
General Director of Al-Hayat Center for Civil Society Development
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Executive summary

Most middle class youth speak 
optimistically about their personal 
futures, but are pessimistic for the 
future of the middle class 
in general.



INTRODUCTION 
Recent events have brought to public attention 
a basic demographic reality: youth represent the 
majority of citizens in the Arab region. This has 
significant implications and necessarily requires 
a reorientation of focus at every level: policy, 
institutional program, project and process. Above 
all, it requires that decision-makers take note of 
the views of this majority when making decisions 
concerning the allocation of scarce resources, in 
order to ensure that such investment delivers the 
best possible outcomes. Unfortunately, there are 
as yet no recognized formal mechanisms through 
which youth can make their voices heard in 
decision-making forums and there is a lack of 
studies that present their views and their own 
recommendations for change.  

This report, which focuses on the attitudes of 

middle class youth in Jordan, is therefore timely. 

It summarizes the findings of a study that was 

carried out in mid-2010 by  the Al Hayat Centre 

for Civil Society Development with support from 

the National Democratic Institute for International 

Affairs (NDI) as part of the AHMIEH project. The 

study addressed three main interconnected issues: 

• Characteristics  of middle class youth identity, 

strategies for success, potential obstacles 

• Decision-making processes, influences,  choices 

and mistakes

• Attitudes towards democracy, political 

participation and policy influence 

Twenty four  middle class youth were trained 
in qualitative research methods and carried out 
interviews with over one hundred of their peers.  
The resulting materials provide insights into the 
ways that middle class youth in Jordan characterize 
their role, assess their situation and identify 
their priorities (social, economic and political). 
The findings of this study are relevant to those 
working in the field of political development, good 
governance, social and  economic development. 
In order to meet the informational needs 
of different audiences, this  report has three 
components:
Executive Summary (3 pages)
Summary Report (10 pages) 
Main Report (39 pages)

MAIN FINDINGS
Middle class youth identity
Jordanian middle class youth (MCY) define 
themselves as hard working, committed, educated, 
serious, and modest. Proud of this identity, 
they see their role as a bridge between the elite 
(characterized as lazy and  lacking commitment) 
and the poor (‘powerless’). 
They imagine their future success in terms of a 
university degree, a job that uses their skills and 
provides income to buy a car, then a home. Then 
they can marry and start a family.  
They explicitly adopt strategies  to achieve their 
objectives through investing in education and self-
development in order to position themselves that 
positions them to take up scarce opportunity. They 
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identify the use of ‘wasta’ (and their lack of it) as 
the most important obstacle to individual success. 
They are dependent on their parents financially and 
psychologically, accepting their strong influence on 
major decisions. The only area where they validate 
‘defiance’ is that youth should choose the subject 
they study, based on aptitude and preference.
Most MCY speak optimistically about their 
personal futures, but are pessimistic for the future 
of the middle class in general which they see as 
undermined by deteriorating economic, social, 
political conditions. They have little faith that the 
state / private sector will deliver the rewards to 
which they aspire.
Above all, middle class youth  fear that, in spite of 
their efforts, scarce opportunity will continue to 
be allocated on the basis of wasta and through elite 
patronage networks rather than on merit.  

Views concerning politics
Democracy in Jordan is characterized as in its 
infancy, superficial, and insecure.  In spite of 
widespread cynicism, most MCY still intend to 
vote in elections. Their ‘ideal’ candidate mirrors 
their identity: educated, informed, modest, hard-
working, and committed to the interests of the 
nation.  In practice, most MCY refer to the tribe as 
the most important factor party when allocating a 
vote. 
Most MCY want an active role to follow up 
Members of the Parliament (MPs) / Parliament 
with formal mechanisms for dialogue with youth. 
They want to influence policies that affect their 

lives; they prioritize three main areas: education, 
employment, equality of opportunity.
However, most MCY are afraid to take part in 
‘political’ activities based on their parents’ negative 
experience of political activism in the past, and fear 
that they will suffer punishment / blacklisting or 
marginalization. They state that the active presence 
of members of security forces in youth meetings 
deters participation and prevents genuine dialogue.

CONCLUSIONS
The study reveals that approval from parents / 
adults is one of the most important  factors that 
affects choices made by middle class youth; it leads 
them to  adopt life strategies that minimize risks, 
validate the status quo and  reinforce ‘conformist’ 
values in society. The opportunity cost of this 
narrow choice is high:  youth forego the benefits 
they could gain from capitalizing on their unique 
assets: energy, creativity, and the ability to manage 
change through innovation. 
Moreover, even as they make these choices, they 
are aware that the adults on whom they depend are 
unable  to deliver the results to which they aspire.  
In the long-term, this is a recipe for frustration, for 
both the individual youths and the broader social 
segment.  A change of strategy is required. In order 
to transition into successful adulthood, middle class 
youth  need to re-imagine themselves as; 
• Creators of employment, 
• Generators of wealth,  
• Innovators who will bring new solutions to   
   emerging challenges,
• Active  agents of social change, 
• Leaders of the present as well as the future.
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Middle class youth now need to start investing in 
their talent, passion, creativity, and the pursuit of 
excellence and to bring to that process the  capacity 
for commitment and hard work that they have 
already demonstrated. 

For this to deliver optimal results, adult decision-
makers have to change their approach.  Reform 
is required so that education systems encourage 
multi-disciplinary approaches, and the validation 
of transferable skills such as problem-solving 
through group work. Support from adults, and 
especially from parents, is essential to help youth  
to identify and develop their talents, leverage these 
attributes into professional skills, and  find or 
create the enterprise opportunity where they can be 
economically and socially productive. 

However, the use of ‘wasta’ has to be tackled 
seriously.  Middle class youth (and their parents) 
have to believe in the possibility of a future Jordan 
where there is equal access to opportunity, and 
where merit and personal achievement are the basis 
for rewards. Without this, all investment will fail to 
deliver optimal results.  

First and foremost is the need for equality of 
voice.  In the immediate term, the state has to 
create formal institutional channels through 
which youth can articulate their demands, and 
influence decisions.  The youth in this study 
recommend a range of possible mechanisms such 
as youth consultative panels, parallel representative 

structures, elected youth representatives, shadow 
cabinets, youth targets and quotas.  Increasingly, 
youth are questioning the legitimacy of institutions 
that fail to include a significant number of youth in 
their decision-making processes.  

Such actions will also demonstrate that, in  Jordan  
youth interests are no longer  treated as an add-
on. Youth are the majority;  their interests must be 
mainstreamed throughout all social, economic and 
political policy. 

The main obstacles to youth playing a leading role 
in the necessary transformation of their country 
are attitudinal. The most important  constraint is  
the constant pressure exercised by adults on youth 
that urges them to conform to a very narrow set of 
behaviours.  These should be addressed as a priority. 

Where possible, youth organizations should stand 
aside and support youth to speak for themselves in 
decision-making forums. Youth organizations could 
then  focus on strategic issues, such as questioning 
the need for the presence of security forces in 
youth activities, an issue that youth have identified 
as the major obstacle that constrains  their active 
involvement in political life.
 
Such a concerted effort by adult organizations 
would enable  youth to assume both the rights and 
responsibilities of active citizens, an essential step 
if the democracy to which Jordanians aspire is to 
become a reality. 
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The summary report

Many middle class youth are at best 
cynical (why bother?) and at worst 
fatalistic about democracy (it was 
always bad and will never change). 



THE RESEARCH APPROACH 
The study adopts a peer based approach (youth 

investigating youth) and participatory methods. 

The 24 youth researchers (1) each investigated the 

views of four of their ‘peers’ using a ‘conversational’ 

interview technique, in which questions started 

with: ‘people like you, what do they say about…’.. 

This enabled interviewees to talk about sensitive 

issues (such as identity / political views/ fears / 

mistakes) and also encouraged them to describe a 

profile of typical middle class youth.  There were 

three rounds of interviews, to elicit information 

concerning: middle class youth identity, aspirations 

and strategies for success; decision-making and 

influences; and attitudes towards democracy and 

political participation.

The study generated a wealth of qualitative 

information in the form of responses to prompts, 

assessments of good and bad behaviour, stories 

youth have heard, narratives and anecdotes 

that circulate in the community.  The analytical 

process involved collating the 250+ interviews and 

seeking common patterns of response, repeated 

stories, recurring themes, and evidence of shared 

perceptions. The youth also participated in 

feedback workshops to comment on what they have 

learnt, and to provide more in-depth analysis on 

issues that emerge.     

MIDDLE CLASS YOUTH 
IDENTITY, ASPIRATIONS AND 
STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 
The middle class youth in Jordan will necessarily 
play a significant role in shaping the future of 
the Kingdom. They represent the majority of the 
population and are the beneficiaries of government 
investment, particularly in the fields of education 
and employment. Yet little is known about the ways 
that middle class youth themselves characterize 
their identity, their aspirations and priorities, 
their strategies to achieve their objectives and the 
extent to which they consider the external context 
to be either supportive or constraining.  This 
section of the study aimed to establish this basic 
understanding, from the perspective of youth 
themselves. The questions chosen by the youth 
investigated how their peers perceive: 
• characteristics of middle class youth, and contrast 

this with  ‘better off’ or ‘worse off’
• their visions of success: aspirations and how to 

achieve them, 
• their stories and role models for social progress: 

their fears and the obstacles they face

The characteristics of middle class 
youth identity
MCY define themselves as a social class in terms 
of their shared values. MCY are characterized as 
serious, committed, modest and hardworking. They 
identify their role as mediators between the very 
rich and very poor and as active agents of positive 
social change for Jordan.  They are proud of this 
identity, and seek to increase their activity in the 
pubic / political domain.  
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MCY tend not to define their class in terms 
of economic / income criteria, other than the 
perception that lack of cash for day-to-day 
expenses is a shared aspect of identity. They all 
state they economically dependent on their parents 
and, until now, few have made major ‘spending’ 
decisions. MCY do not consider their social 
segment to be financially secure.  They are very 
conscious of the fact that their parents have made 
significant sacrifices to educate their children. They 
feel a sense of responsibility to ensure that this 
investment delivers the desired returns.  This sense 
of responsibility shapes their identity as ambitious, 
eager to succeed, and as willing to listen to their 
parents’ advice.  

Middle class youth’s vision of success 
and how to achieve it
For MCY, ‘success as an adult’ is characterized as having 
a ‘good job, enough income to buy a car and then a 
house, then marriage and a family’. Success necessarily 
includes the approval of parents and society. In this 
scenario for success, money plays a large role – and 
indeed is seen by many MCY as the most important 
factor: masari, masari, masari ! (money, money, money).   
Most describe a similar strategy to achieve success:  
have a vision/ goals, identify objectives, persevere 
and work hard to achieve them.  This is portrayed 
as their responsibility and as attainable.  Failure is 
generally portrayed as a failure of the individual. 
The first objective is to complete their education; 
a university degree is the minimum. From this, 
most MCY (2) address the next step: gaining 

employment in a job that uses their skills and 
which delivers sufficient income.  Their ‘models’ 
of suitable employment are quite narrow with a 
focus on engineering, information technology, and 
to a lesser extent graphic design. They aspire to 
be employed (manager, sales person) rather than 
to be self-employed. Employment in civil service 
is portrayed as a last resort, but one that confers 
security. Some positive stories circulate of youth 
who have combined craft and vocational skills with 
academic achievement and been successful. But 
overall there is a distinct lack of diversity in terms of 
employment choices imagined by MCY. 

MCY display little confidence in their ability to be 
innovative and to create their own jobs, or more 
importantly, to create jobs for others.  Similarly, 
there was very little reference to the role of talent 
and passion in creating success, nor was there much 
reference to the importance of intrinsic rewards, 
reaching individual potential and self-fulfillment 
through work. MCY are aware that élite youth 
are encouraged to be creative, but state that their 
own parents consider ‘creativity’ a distraction and 
discourage them from taking part in such activities. 
The study reveals that MCY tend to be very 
cautious about investment of scarce resources. They 
are very risk averse, and lack experience of working 
collectively to maximize potential and reduce 
vulnerability. They invest in themselves more than 
the group. It can be assumed that the views of MCY 
as summarized above are, to a large extent, shared 
by their parents.  There is nothing necessarily wrong 

(2) There is a gender dimension here: For some female MCY, the next step is marriage and a family. 



with this scenario, as long as the youth reach their 

goals and are happy with the outcome.

However, MCY indicate that this image of future 

success is over-optimistic. They identify real fears 

that the economic situation is worsening, jobs will 

be scarce, badly paid and insecure.  Their biggest 

long-term fear is that they will be unable to achieve 

the material condition to educate their children, 

and that possibly they will slip into poverty and 

isolation  Their biggest current fear is that scarce 

employment opportunity will be ‘unfairly’ seized by 

those with ‘wasta’. Many MCY identify ‘elite’ youth 

as the beneficiaries of such practices.

MCY portray elite youth as lacking the positive 

ethics of the middle class. Elite youth are portrayed 

as arrogant, show-off, spoiled, and lazy. They do 

not invest in their own education, they do not need 

to seek jobs, and they have a sense of entitlement.  

MCY are dismissive of elite youth…but recognize 

that they are in competition with them for future 

employment opportunities. 

If allocation of employment is carried out 

objectively and based on achievement, hard work 

and commitment, MCY have faith in the system, 

because they do not believe that the elite will 

meet their standards. However, they note that, in 

practice, access to employment is based on ‘wasta’, 

and they therefore fear they will lose out. They seek 

‘wasta’ for themselves but recognize they will never 

have enough. These issues recur throughout the 

study. 

Recommendations  |  Identity

If the system does not deliver a return, MCY 

will lose faith in the system.  The prospect of an 

educated, skilled, socially confident but frustrated 

cadre of middle class youth, who resent the fact that 

a small number of elite families control opportunity 

and resources, is not desirable for any nation. At 

best they will be disaffected and unproductive. 

At worst, they have the potential to question the 

legitimacy of the system itself.

Focus on education policy
MCY identify education policy is THE most 

important policy that can affect their future lives.

So, if political processes (the combination of 

government policy and parliamentary influence) 

can combine to produce ‘better education’ policy (3) 

for MCY, this will significantly increase their faith 

in the system.   It’s a win-win scenario (and if the 

inverse is true, then it’s lose-lose).

Youth identify ‘better’ education policy  as one that 

delivers:

• more emphasis on talent / interest as the basis for 

choice of field of study, 

• more breadth / diversity to fields of study, 

• a reduction in financial and social barriers to 

education, 

• better links between education and the labor 

market. 
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Recommendations  |  Identity contd. 

Address transparency and equality
Investment in education will only deliver results if the 
issue of equality of opportunity is addressed.  Nearly 
all MCY refer to the use of ‘wasta’ as a major factor 
in success / failure.  It is essential that policy-makers 
address this issue: equity in access to opportunity must 
be significantly strengthened.  In the short term, this 
requires demonstrating that MCY DO have equal 
opportunity (ie transparency issues). In the longer 
term, youth movements such as Kulna al Urddun (We 
Are All Jordan) need to strengthen solidarity between 
MCY and marginalized youth. Both are harmed by 
‘wasta’ and unfair practices and both deserve a better 
social and economic situation.  

Strengthen opportunity for creativity – 
validate risk and risk sharing
Additional investment must be made to promote 
creativity / innovation / enterprise as essential for 
NEW employment, and the middle class will have to 
drive this process. For this to deliver results, there is a 
need for more validation of risk, passion, uniqueness, 
reaching for the ‘impossible’ in order to create a 
generation of super achievers needed to bring abou t 
social and economic transformation. 

There needs to be far more emphasis on collaboration, 
team work, pooling of talent and sharing of risk.   The 
middle class may be a good focus for promoting 
vocational training (more than among poor people) 
– with an emphasis on talent, creativity, and the 
opportunity to derive a good income.

DECISION-MAKING AMONG 
MIDDLE CLASS YOUTH

The social context for decision-making
Having established the social context in which 
MCY live their lives, the next set of questions 
investigated the extent to which MCY have already 
experienced decision-making, their strategies for 
making better decisions and the lessons they have 
learnt. The analysis helps program designers to 
better understand how youth are influenced, the 
kind of ‘mentors’ whose advice they will respond to 
and the ways that they access information.

Recent and current decisions 
The most important decisions taken within the last 
five years relate to their education, and were quite 
limited: the tawjihi stream to follow, the choice of 
discipline to study at university, where to study, 
and (for males) whether to leave home to study.  
Current decision-making is a continuation of the 
path to ‹success’ with the most important decisions 
for both males and females relating to the search 
for employment. Middle class males were likely 
to be considering whether to set up a business.  
Many MCY are considering whether to take up 
postgraduate studies (slightly more females than 
males). Both males and females were considering 
going aboard to work or continue education. Many 
young males were considering whether to leave the 
parental home. This was not an option for most 
young women. 



Influences on decision-making
MCY do not make these decisions autonomously; 
there are many voices that also seek to influence 
their choices. The strongest voice was seen as 
‹the family’, followed by that of father, and of 
the mother. Young males refer to the influence 
of society / customs as being important, while 
young girls are more likely to be influenced by 
their mother (who is likely to conform to social 
and cultural norms). In response to the question 
whose voice is most appreciated, the voice that 
is most valued is the father while the voice of the 
‘family’ slipped from first to fourth place.  MCY 
were divided on the issue of advice from their peers:  
a quarter of interviewees replied that they least 
appreciate the opinions of their friends, roughly the 
same number who most appreciated them.  

Youth note that approval from parents and broader 
middle class society is very important to their 
definition of a good decision, but they seek an 
increased active role in making these decisions. 
They are confident in their ability to make good 
decisions, because they are more mature, have 
experience and expertise, and they ‘‘know people 
better’.  They place a strong emphasis on ‘logical 
thinking / in depth analysis’, followed by listening 
to the advice of people who have experience / 
expertise, and then searching the internet. 

Stories of good and bad decisions
MCY provided many stories to illustrate the issue 
of good and bad decision-making. Most stories 

referred to education, and in particular youth who 
wanted to follow a course of study that was against 
their parents’ wishes.  Failure typically focused on 
a young person forced to study a subject they did 
not like. While on the other hand, success was 
identified as when the youth ‘defied’ their parents’ 
wishes, chose the subject they wanted. Success was 
often signaled by approval from society and parents.  

Three other ‘dilemmas’ featured often, mainly in 
reference to males: whether to work and study at 
the same time was generally presented as a positive 
decision. The issue of traveling abroad raised as 
many stories of success as stories of failure. Most 
stories concerning youth leaving the parental 
home to live independently were portrayed as ‹bad 
decisions’. 

It was noticeable that the stories of young 
women tend to refer to the private sphere (family, 
relationships), especially those stories that refer 
to bad decisions. One issue was striking: young 
women provide stories about young men as well 
as young women. The issue is important:  young 
women need positive role models and stories 
of good decision-making, with female central 
characters active as agents in life decisions.  They do 
not appear to have them yet. 

The males provided 36 stories of ‘good decisions,’ 
of which only ONE referred to a female making a 
good decision – all the rest were males.  Young men 
validate the good decisions made by other young 

9.
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men. They have positive role models, and many of 
those stories refer to young men overcoming adverse 
external pressures to succeed in their choice: active 
agents in their own destiny.  They portray marriage 
as a bad decision – whether as a result of pressure 
from parents or from youth going against their 
wishes.  Similarly young men who interact with 
women (internet, friendship) will find this was a 
bad decision.  There were no positive stories on this 
issue (e.g. young man starts talking to a girl, they 
have much in common, they marry and live happily 
ever after). This reduces male confidence that they 
can / should make their own choices concerning 
their choice of wife / friends.

Middle class youth views on gender 
and decision-making
For this theme, an explicit question was included 
to assess the extent to which MCY consider there 
is a gender dimension to decision-making. The 
response was clear:  most MCY think that young 
men and young women DO make different 
kinds of mistakes.  Their stories reveal that young 
women’s mistakes tend to be about relationships 
and the private sphere. Most frequently mentioned 
examples are “listening to their passions / Falling 
in love” and “choosing a husband who is not 
suitable.”  Young men’s mistakes involve the more 
public sphere – hanging around with the wrong 
people, getting into fights and, interestingly, getting 
involved with the ‘insurgency community’.  These 
perceptions were confirmed. 

Asked to identify the factors behind such gender 
differences, many (almost as many females as males) 
referred to females’ weaker abilities: “Girls’ decisions 
are based on emotion, but males’ decisions are based 
on the mind.”   Women were more likely to refer to 
‘patriarchal society that accords males the right to 
decision-making.’ Males were more likely to refer to 
‘the independence of the male, which gives them a 
greater capacity for decision- making’. 

Recommendations  |  Decision-making
 
The decisions made when MCY are between the 

ages of 12 and 20 are ones which shape their future 

lives. Youth want more say in these decisions, and 

want more choices, especially in terms of education. 

Youth will gain from mechanisms that give them 

more voice (school councils, university councils, 

and student / parent interaction).  

Youth want access to objective information, and the 

space to make good decisions without pressure from 

external forces.  They seek informed advisors and 

do not wish uninformed ones to influence decisions 

that affect their lives. Projects should target fathers, 

mothers, relatives, brothers, sisters to ensure that 

THEY give better advice, and present it in a way 

that is acceptable. Intergenerational dialogue is 

also critical here.  There is a need for more positive 

stories that feature young women and successful 

decision-making that reflect the dilemmas they 

actually face in life.
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VIEWS ON THE STATUS OF 
DEMOCRACY AND POLITICAL 
RIGHTS 
The first two themes in this study focused primarily 
on the individual middle class youth and their 
social context, their identity, aspirations and their 
experience of decision-making in the private sphere. 
In theme ‘three’, the attention shifted to the role of 
middle class in the political arena. The questions 
centered on the following issues:
• Assessment of democracy, Parliament, Law of   
   Elections, decentralization
• Participation in elections: expectations, criteria for  
   voting / choice, follow up
• Youth voice and influence on political life, and  
   obstacles to participation.

The state of democracy
The majority of MCY in this study had limited 
confidence in the current state of democracy and 
political life in Jordan. Although they recognize 
some positive trends (more freedom to express 
themselves / more diverse media, relatively freer 
than other Arab states), they note the ‘limits’ to 
democracy. Many stated that, although there 
was democracy ‘on the surface’, there remains 
underlying control. Many refer to democracy as ‘in 
its infancy’.  Many MCY are at best cynical (why 

bother?) and at worst fatalistic about democracy 

(it was always bad and will never change). 
However, to some extent these are ‘posturing’ 
responses. Through the depth and diversity of their 

responses, the youth in this study demonstrate that 
they do have a desire to be part of a process that 
promoted positive political change, but that they 
see policy, institutional and procedural constraints. 
MCY state that a functioning effective parliament is 
one of the pillars of democracy. They note the need 
for parliament to balance between the legislative 
role (ratifying laws) and the service provision role 
(allocating resources to citizens). They fear that 
when the service role dominates, there is more 
scope for corruption. They also want parliament to 
act as the check and balance of good governance, 
holding the government to account for its actions. 

Access to information and role of the 
media 
MCY note the importance of access to information 
and the role media plays in shaping youth 
attitudes.  They consider that there is now more 
freedom of expression in the press, largely through 
new media / internet based media. MCY tend 
to focus on the role of media in tackling ‘bad’ 
governance, corruption, scandals. There were few 
references to media raising awareness of the positive 
achievements of the parliamentary system and 
democracy in the general sense. However, many 
MCY consider there is still not total transparency, 
and that some issues still do not get raised.  MCY 
choose their preferred sources for information 
according to criteria of availability (any time / 
anywhere), available on the move (traveling = time 
to access information), affordability (constrains use 
of internet), privacy to access and discuss issues 
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confidentially, and manageability (summaries). 
Most frequently mentioned was radio accessed 
while using public transport to travel to university 
or work. MCY prefer to be informed by educated 
and experienced people. When selecting providers 
they consider issues of perceived independence from 
state voice, whether they give ‘correct information’  
and whether they are considered to be trustworthy  
and credible. 

The new Law of Elections
Many youth are well-informed about the changes 
to the Law of Elections which they see as a main 
pillar for political life. They validate the decision 
to amend the law after the 2007 election, a process 
they identified as flawed and partially responsible 
for the poor performance of the parliament that was 
dissolved in 2009. 
MCY identify and value those aspects of the law 
that reward for genuine public service (removal 
of privilege) and that promote social inclusion 
(persons with disabilities, women, youth). They 
validate attempts to control corruption (vote-
buying). Overall the new law is seen as fairer and 
better serving of the public good of the country. 
Their main comment in terms of weaknesses was 
that it supports tribalism over political parties. 
Some MCY remain cynical (same old laws, nothing 
changes). There is still confusion concerning the 
role of the virtual sub-districts. On the issue of 
the women’s quota, there was no clear position 
(some for / some against). The youth made clear 
recommendations for parliament to address the 

temporary law on elections and to improve it by 
moving away from the “one-person, one vote” 
system in order to increase the role of political 
parties and balance the role of tribes.  Some noted 
that parliament (not government) should be 
responsible for developing such laws to give them 
legitimacy.

Participation in elections 
For the 2010 elections,  around half of MCY in this 
study were inclined to vote, citing their  desire to 
claim their political rights as the rationale for voting 
and recognizing that they have a responsibility to 
respond to the opportunities and space created for 
youth to make a difference to the system through 
engaging in political processes. MCY seek ‘good’ 
candidates who represent their (middle class) 
interests.  Criteria emphasize education, experience, 
realism, communication, commitment to middle 
class values and ability to understand the interests of 
youth. A ‘good’ MP should be knowledgeable about 
the workings of the parliamentary system and most 
importantly should be accountable once elected and 
to enable a process of follow up.  
MCY characterize ‘bad’ MPs as representing narrow 
interests, refusing to meet the electorate, failing to 
deliver on promises made, being self-serving and 
corrupt. The negative models dominated – there 
were almost no references to good MPs. Many 
MCY will vote for their tribal candidate regardless 
of his/her personal qualification or policy platform, 
in the belief that this candidate best serves their 
interests.  Very few MCY referred to affiliation to 



a particular political party or ideology as affecting 
their voting choice. 

Youth influence on policy 
and decision-making
MCY want to influence decision-makers 
(parliament and government) on priority issues 
of interest to middle class youth, i.e. education 
and employment issues. Their views on (higher) 
education policy are specific and well-articulated 
– MCY are expert consumers. On the issue of 
employment, MCY focus mainly on issues of equal 
access and opportunity, and in particular opening 
up the space for educated / qualified youth to 
use their knowledge and skills. A major issue of 
importance to youth is for stronger policies to 
address corruption, nepotism and the use of ‘wasta’ 
and for the more effective mechanisms and follow 
up to enforce these laws. Without enforcement, 
MCY are also more likely to use wasta themselves. 
Unless this issue is addressed, MCY lack confidence 
that they can reach their goals. 

‘Fear’ the main obstacle to 
participating in political life  
MCY complain about the state of democracy the 
problems they face in that context; they express a 
desire to play a much more active role – i.e. become 
part of the solution.  However, there is a major 
obstacle raised by nearly all the respondents in some 
way or another: the issue of fear.  The main fear is 
that if they speak openly and critically, they will be 
targeted by the security forces. They fear negative 

consequences in terms of black listing, loss of 
employment opportunities, not just for themselves 
but also their families. 
They refer to their parents’ role in deterring them, 
and that the older generation refers back to their 
own negative experiences, which impacted the next 
generation as well.  The MCY refer to recent events 
as contributing to fear, in particular the harsh 
treatment of teachers and politicians who speak out. 
They also refer to the presence of security forces 
in youth meetings, and that this deters them from 
speaking their views. 
All these factors combine to create a general culture 
that now discourages youth from participating. At 
best it is expressed as:  no one ever encouraged me 
to participate. At worst, it is a general statement to 
avoid such actions: 
Get away from the evil and sing for it (ibed an 

alshar waghanelouh). This is how we were 

raised…Many people tell you to stay away from 

politics and rest. 

Some of their stories refer to recent incidents where 
politicians accused security forces of intimidation, 
and which were reported in mainstream and 
internet press. The interference faced by some 
politicians, especially the ones against the system, 
creates more fear from participating. They are 

aware that these fears may not be justified but 

seek more clarity; ‘we hear many things that 

increase our fear but are not sure of what is true 

or what is a lie’.  
MCY in this study also note the active role of state 
security systems in creating the culture of fear, 
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especially the Mukhabarat (intelligence forces). 
They cite the visible presence of security system 
representatives in their meetings as a deterrent to 
participation and freedom of expression. The only 
‘role model’ stories that circulate are negative ones 
that narrow the opportunity for youth engagement 
in political life.
MCY urge a more open partnership and dialogue 
between youth and decision-makers, rather than 
confrontational oppositional positions. They 
recommend policy and process actions to reduce the 
level of fear, which  focus on clarifying rights and 
responsibilities, changing the role of security forces 
and their scope of presence, opening doors and 
promoting free dialogue.  However, they remain 
risk averse and lack confidence in such changes. 
They caution that ‘fear has been there for ages’ and 
that ‘we need a great will to change this fear that 
was installed in our spirits.’

Recommendations  |  Political life 

The most important policy recommendation is 
for youth organizations to focus on those issues 
that MCY themselves identity as their priority 
interests, and to faithfully represent the views / 
recommendations that youth themselves present.  
By so doing, they:
• respect the right of youth to set the agenda and to 

influence decisions that affect their lives
• validate the views of youth and strengthen their 

voice
• create an opportunity for more coordinated action 

and mobilization of  significant numbers of youth 
(including poor and marginalized youth) 

• harness their resources and invest in them more 
effectively

• institutionalize the necessary role of youth in 
policy dialogue at all levels (national, governorate, 
municipal, communal, and even at the university-
level) 

According to this study, MCY prioritize the 
following policy areas for action: 
• Education, and in particular issues related to the 

tawjihi exam, choices for study, university curricula, 
fees / costs of education; and

• Employment opportunity, and in particular the 
creation of jobs for graduates with specific skills 
– and access to those jobs based on achievement/ 
qualifications; and

• Equal access to opportunity for all and tackling the 
use of wasta / corruption / nepotism in all its forms, 
but in particular those areas that affect MCY.

By focusing on the above three issues, youth 
organizations can also address the issue of fear of 
political participation. Given the recent events in the 
region, and the risk of polarization of youth around 
divisive ‘fault-lines’, a focus on collective action 
around shared interests can create common ground.  
The gains to be made from reform of the education 
system present a positive model for more far-reaching 
political reform.  

For this to be achieved, those working with youth will  
also have to address the attitudes of  ‘older people’ - 
especially middle class parents and opinion leaders so 
that they can cooperate in creating an 
open space in which youth can be more active in 
decisions that affect their lives; thus, becoming more 
inclined to be responsible for their own futures. They 
are, after all, the majority.



We have no envy or jealousy or 
malice. Middle class youth have 
high morals: we have found ethics 
in all our dealings. We are better 
than the others.

Perceptions of 
Jordanian youth 
towards political, 
economic 
and social issues

The main report



1. BACKGROUND 
AND RATIONALE

Background
This qualitative study investigates the perceptions 
of Jordanian middle class youth (MCY) towards 
political, economic and social issues.  The study 
took place between August and October 2010 as 
Jordan prepared for the national parliamentary 
elections and was commissioned through a 
partnership between the National Democratic 
Institute for International Affairs (NDI) and the 
Al Hayat Center for Civil Society Development 
(Al Hayat), with support from the National 
Endowment for Democracy (NED).  The study 
complements the quantitative survey into youth 
attitudes towards elections carried out in 2009 by 
Al Hayat.   The findings of this study will be used 
to inform the work of youth associations, and in 
particular those that promote enhanced youth 
participation in democratic processes. 

The focus on middle class youth
Middle class youth (MCY) represent significant 
numbers and are worthy of investigation. The youth 
age band 20 – 24 (the main focus of this study) 
includes a higher percentage of adult population 
(9.6%) than any age bands, and the next cohort 
(15 – 19) will be even more important (11.2%). 
The middle class is estimated as constituting 
around 41% of the total population. The majority 

of university students define themselves as ‘middle 
class youth’ – and this social segment are expected 
to drive the pace of development in the future.  

MCY have a vision of a ‘better’ Jordan that is in 
line with national strategy (as expressed in the 
National Agenda). They see themselves as agents 
of social change – therefore investment in their 
knowledge, skills and attitudes may deliver benefits 
to democracy. They accept the idea that long-
term sustainable development is best achieved 
through policy change (as opposed to welfare or 
small projects) and actively seek an enhanced role 
in policy dialogue.  If MCY are more effective, 
their interventions could lead to significant 
improvements (political, economic, and social) 
for large numbers of households. Conversely, if 
investment in MCY fails to deliver results, then 
this segment could represent a significant threat 
to the future prosperity of Jordan. Yet little is 
known about the ways that this segment of society 
characterizes their situation as individuals and as a 
social class.  This study set out to investigate these 
issues, from the perspective of middle class youth 
themselves, with a focus on three main areas: MCY 
identity, aspirations and strategies for success; 
MCY decision-making, autonomy and  influence; 
and finally MCY attitudes towards democracy and 
participation in political life. 

An initial challenge, when designing this study, 
was that there is no single accepted definition of 
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‘middle class’ in Jordan (4) . However, there is a 
general acceptance that the main characteristics of 
‘middle class youth’ include broad economic, social 
and cultural criteria that refer to both individual 
and family status. For this study, therefore, the 
researchers started with a profile of ‘typical’ MCY 
as: unmarried and educated to tertiary level (at 
university / college or recently graduated) and 
probably living at home. Parents would be educated
to tawjiheh level or above and employed in ‘white 
collar’ jobs and dependent on this earned income 
(rather than on investments).  During training, the 
researchers themselves helped fine-tune a profile of 
a typical middle class youth in order to select their 
interviewees, and the whole issue of MCY ‘typical 
identity’ and self-definition was the focus of the 
study. 

The research approach
The methodology for this study is peer-based, with 
middle class youth investigating the perceptions 
and attitudes of their peers. The youth researchers 
learn to use a  unique research methodology (5) that 
uses prompts to guide one-on-one ‘conversations’ 
with their peers, opening the conversation with the 
phrase: ‘people like you, what do they say about…’ 
This ‘third person’ technique enables interviewees 
to talk more easily about sensitive issues (such as 
identity / political views  / fears / mistakes) and 
also encourages them to describe a profile of what 
they consider to be a  typical  middle class youth.  
The research method also encourages respondents 

to provide illustrations through stories of ‘people 
like them’. The choice of stories often indicates the 
popular myths that circulate amongst their social 
group, and which can shape the choices open to 
youth.  

The 24 researchers underwent an intensive training 
period, where they helped fine tune the concept 
of ‘middle class youth;’ and then developed the 
prompts for the conversations to ensure that all 
interviews covered the same issues.  Once trained, 
each of the 24 researchers investigated the views of 
four of their ‘peers’.  They met their respondents 
three times and held in-depth scripted conversations 
using the prompts that were developed together 
during training. Each of the three ‘conversations’ 
dealt with a separate theme: middle class youth 
identity, aspirations and strategies for success; 
decision-making and influences; and attitudes 
towards democracy and political participation.  

The study generated a wealth of qualitative 
information (more than 250 interviews) in the form 
of responses to prompts, assessments of good and 
bad behavior, stories youth have heard, narratives 
and anecdotes that circulate in the community.  
During the analytical process, the lead researchers 
reviewed the data, looking for common patterns 
of response, repeated stories, recurring themes, 
and evidence of shared perceptions.  The lead 
analysts also looked for issues that the respondents 
did not cover in their responses, and in particular 
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compared the views of MCY with the findings of 
similar studies with marginalized youth in Jordan, 
and with peer-based studies of youth carried out in 
other countries. This helps capture the specificity 
of the target group. The initial findings were then 
presented to the youth in feedback workshops to 
comment on what they have learnt, and to provide 
more in-depth analysis on issues that emerged

The study took place in August 2010 with the 
immediate aim to provide 24 youth researchers 
from Al Hayat with an opportunity to draw on the 
research process to identify shared priority issues 
to raise with candidates in the 2010 elections, and 
to be able to validate their points by reference to a 
body of evidence from youth themselves. For the 
medium and longer-term future, Al Hayat and 
NDI will now draw on the more strategic analysis 
and recommendations to inform choices concerning 
existing programs and to identify new areas of 
interest and intervention.

The changing context for youth 
participation in political development
However, since early 2011, the context for youth 
work in Jordan has been significantly affected by the 
events in the region, and in particular the strategic 
role of youth in Tunisia and Egypt in bringing 
about major political change in their countries.  
There is a growing recognition of the unique 
demographic situation in the region that has to be 
factored into all decision-making:  the majority of 

citizens (clients, tax-payers, consumers of public 
services) are youth.  Youth interests can no longer 
be treated as an ‘add-on’, they have to be central 
to all policy decisions, not just in youth policy and 
education but in every sector: agriculture, water, 
energy, transport, etc. This requires a paradigm 
shift: youth interests will have to be explicitly 
addressed and mainstreamed. This necessarily 
involves youth themselves having an active and 
institutionalized role in the decision-making 
process. Youth will have to assert this right, and 
gain the necessary skills to claim their rights and 
shoulder their responsibilities. 

This report, finalized in early 2011, reflects this 
situation, in particular with its focus on issues that 
address the needs of youth, and help them achieve 
their aspirations in ways that also promote national 
unity and sustainable development.
  

THEME ONE: IDENTITY, 
ASPIRATIONS, 
AND STRATEGIES 
FOR SUCCESS

The sub-themes 
The role of middle class youth in the political 
processes of Jordan has to be considered within 
the broader social context, and in particular the 
way this segment defines their identity, articulates 



their vision for success, pursues strategies to meet 
aspirations, and deals with obstacles they encounter 
in this process.  This first section of the study 
established this basic understanding, from the 
perspective of youth themselves. The questions 
chosen by the youth investigated how their peers 
perceive: 
• characteristics of middle class youth, and contrast 

this with  ‘better off’ or ‘worse off’
• their visions of success: aspirations and how to 

achieve them, 
• their stories and role models for social progress
• their fears and the obstacles they face
During the initial training workshop, the 24 youth 
researchers developed the following questions in 
order to generate the necessary data. 

The prompts concerning identity 
Young people like us (Shabab elli mithelna) 
• How do they describe ‘Typical middle class youth?
• When they meet  a new young person, how would 

they  know that S/he is one of us (mithelna)?
• How would they know it was someone who was 

‘better off’ or ‘worse off’?
• How are they different from others?
• How to describe people like us in five words?
• How do people like us  define a successful person?
• What do people like us say are the realistic 

aspiration/goals for the coming five years?
• How to people like us achieve aspirations and 

goals?
• What prevents youth like us from achieving 

aspirations and goals?

• What are the biggest fears of youth like us?
• Can you tell any stories of young people like 

us who moved to a better situation or a worse 
situation?

 
Around 115 MCY provided answers to the above 
questions (6). The detailed analysis that follows 
is based on their responses, and the stories they 
provided, supplemented by the views and opinions 
of the 24 peer researchers. For this theme, there was 
no disaggregation by gender at the analysis stage.

MCY – their identity based on shared 
value systems 
When defining youth of the middle class, the 
interviewees tended to define their current identity 
in terms of their personal attributes, attitudes 
and values rather than their financial status / 
possessions. The most commonly used terms 
referred to ambition (in the positive sense of the 
word), commitment, responsibility and hard work.   

• Future thinking

• They make themselves by themselves without 

the support of others

• Independent personality

• Don’t want to continue to rely on our family

• Able to take advantage of opportunities

• Self-reliance, pragmatism

• People like us have to have the ambition to 

establish a goal that they can achieve

• Ambition … and the inability to achieve 
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Their ambition was to achieve a better life for 
themselves, their family and for the middle class 
as a whole.  The strategy to achieve the ‘better life’ 
is that people study hard and then get a job and 
work hard.  In this respect, MCY had a strong belief 
in their own ability to effect change (agency) – to 
have ambitions, to set goals and then to persevere 
until they achieved them.  The path to achieving 
goals is seen as through education and hard work. 
MCY have a perception of their segment as being 
‘rational’ and motivated by information, knowledge 
and scientific facts.

• Care about education more than any other 

concerns

• Work more hours so I will meet the demands 

   of life

• Logical thinking, reasonable

• Learning to be wise

• My brain controls my heart

At the same time, many youth also recognized 
that MCY are also characterized by the inability to 
achieve these ambitions, mainly due to the external 
context (lack of opportunity, economic situation). 

MCY as change agents for the nation 
A striking aspect of the responses was the positive 
picture the youth portrayed of their social segment 
as the core of ‘good’ social values. Central to this 
quality was their ability to deal with others and to 
engage socially for the common good. They were 

proud of and very respectful of these attributes and 

of being middle class. They place a strong emphasis 

on their role as social change agents: the middle 

class have good community values and strong work 

ethics that keep society on track. 

• Adapt quickly with the other classes

• To deal honestly with those around them and 

their neighbors

• Sincerity in dealing with people

• The communication skills they possess

• Way of talking and thinking and awareness and 

knowledge of things in life

• Taking ideas from both classes and the ability 

to balance between the classes

• Master the work because they fear God

• They have morals and principles 

• Have an awake conscience

While the MCY study hard, they also place an 

emphasis on volunteering and being involved in 

youth movements. It is noticeable that they tend 

to characterize this in terms of ‘leadership’ roles 

and nation-building.  The MCY talk about the 

importance of working to support and enhance 

the nation; they see their values at the core of this 

process, although their examples tend to focus on 

actions that are primarily serving the interests of the 

middle class (rather than the poor).



• Aspire to arrive to the ideas that serve the 

society

• Middle-class people love to do good without 

warning 

• Love others / work with all people with good 

dynamics

• They meet people from the same social and 

financial situation who need their help

• Build social relations with others, and help 

them to help each other, 

• They carry out a  high number of visits among 

themselves

A core issue is that of being ‘modest’ (Mutawade’). 
MCY use this term to describe the quality of 
tangible goods (the size of their home and the 
goods they own)  - which gives the visible identity 
as MCY, and also the intangible quality of ‘modest’ 
– that they do not ‘show off’ and that they are not 
‘arrogant’ (as opposed to the ‘better off’ youth).  In 
describing their identity, and comparing to others, 
they often refer to the ways that MCY ‘deal with 
other people’. Again they portray themselves in a 
positive light as being flexible, and able to act as an 
intermediary between social classes. 

• We have no envy or jealousy or malice

• MCY have high morals: we have found ethics in 

all our dealings

• We are better than the others

It was interesting to note that, although officially 
(ie by Department of Statistics) class is defined by 
income  / financial status, in practice MCY do not 
refer to this factor as the most important aspect of 
their identity as youth from the middle class. They 
tended to refer to money in terms of their parents’ 
salary and this money was derived from being an 
employee (possibly a government employee). They 
also refer to the type of accommodation (small 
house, apartment) and the area of its location (not 
‘fancy areas’) and to ownership of a car (modest 
type) as indicators of their class status. They 
complain about their financial situation of the 
middle class in general, and one of their biggest 
fears is that it is deteriorating. But in the end they 
also recognize that they are better off than others.  

• They just have their salary and they have to take 

loans.

• Their basic needs are secured to them but they 

can not secure the luxury and well-being.

• They keep waiting for the salary of each month, 

often do not have any money and if they use all 

their pocket money, they suffer in riding the 

bus.

• We are not poor people, but we are also not the 

owners of assets held in banks.

• They have a possibility to buy the good house 

if the salary is raised and then the financial 

situation improves.
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• The father has to sell his land in order to marry 

his son or educate him.

• May not be rich, but they are satisfied and 

content.  

A more critical view of MCY
The majority of the interviews portray a positive 
picture of middle class youth. However, there were 
some more critical views, especially that MCY were 
becoming selfish. The driving force for this change 
in attitude was most often attributed to envy / 
jealousy / desire to become like rich youth. 

• Dream a lot, complain a lot, accomplish less

• Jerky, too complex, nervous, fearful, arrogant

• They are naive and think they are always right

• Jealous: as they always want what the higher 

class of society has

• Unsatisfied: as they always look to being like 

the upper class of society

• Young people like us are selfish because they 

are going through crises

• They do not know their identity or where they 

are going  

The negative characteristic was often attributed to 
changes in the external environment, and fears for 
the future.  In particular, some youth noted that 
there is less of a commitment to improving the 
overall state of the nation in the current economic 
climate, MCY are now more focused on their own 
interests.

• We do not care about nationalism: the number 

of those who think of the nation and the state 

became few. We only think about ourselves. 

How we eat and drink and dress and get 

married.

MCY and their view of the élite
Identity is often based on differentiation: the 
middle class by definition falls between two other 
classes. For the purposes of this study, these two 
classes were categorized as ‘the elite’ and ‘the worse 
off’ (7).  During the preparatory phase,  there was 
resistance of the part of the youth researchers to 
the idea of including questions that explicitly 
addressed this distinction/ based on the assertion: 
‘We are all Jordanian youth,’ ‘we are the same’, 

‘Our generation does not think like that.’  After 
heated discussion, it was accepted that the question 
be included and that interviewees be given the 
opportunity to respond. 

In practice, the interviews were very revealing, 
in particular with MCY’s positive self image 
contrasting with a far more negative image of 
elite youth. In the debrief session, the MCY were 
surprised by the responses:  I was surprised at 

the level that MCY dislike the elite youth (peer 
researcher commenting on findings of the study).  
In terms of the differences between MCY and the 
better off, the responses focused on how the latter 
spent their money (as opposed to how they earn it). 
Overall, the perception was that this segment does 
not have to worry about access to money. 

22. (7) These were the most commonly used phrases by the MC themselves. 



They have access to material goods, and can get 
what they want from their parents:

• Able to spend without thinking

• Fifty dinars is like five dinars

• Always have credit cards because it is difficult 

to have large amounts of money in their 

pockets

• They boast about the price they pay to buy a 

shirt or pants or anything else just to show off 

the spending of funds.

• They work hard convincing their parents to buy 

them a new car

This contrasts with MCY who assess their situation 
whether they have money at the end of the month.  
In terms of the daily life, the better-off youth are 
able to buy books for study, spend more money 
in restaurants, cafes and clubs, and have their own 
cars. The better off wear western-style clothes, 
wear different clothes every day, with high end 
brand labels purchased from certain shops. The 
implication is that they invest too much time in 
their appearance (over-use of hair gel, perfume, 
etc). Many MCY commented that the better off use 
money and material goods to visibly differentiate 
themselves from the MCY – the elite youth are not 
‘modest’.

MCY note that elite youth tend to have their own 
physical space where they live, study and socialize. 
They refer to the elite living in places like Abdoun 

or Sweifieh, attending private (American) schools 
and private universities.  When they travel they go 

abroad – to Paris.

The MCY also refer to a private social space – that 
the elite tend to keep to their own kind, to socialize 
with youth from the same social class, to travel 
abroad together.  Some respondents note that elite 
youth can call on this network – they can phone a 
manager or a decision-maker and thus gain better 
access to services. The impression is that MCY also 
feel excluded from this world.

• They (elite) do not like to deal with the lower 

class

• There is a kind of social bonding which 

connects them (elite) together and also 

separates them of other classes of society, 

which you can hardly deal with if you are not 

part of their club.

The elite youth are seen as attending (usually 
private) university, but not investing in their own 
learning. They are perceived as lacking ambition – 
because everything is available to them because of 
their connections. 

We know a (better-off) girl in medical school, she is 
beautiful and smart but she ignores that. She does 
not study… knowing it’s not important..  her life 
outside the university is just about having fun.  She 
never mentioned that she liked reading books.
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Most of them (élite youth) attend private universities and 
have no great ambition, because everything is available.

In no stories or comments did MCY refer to 
better-off youth having to make hard choices 
about money, purchases, etc …(even in the current 
economic climate). Nor was there reference to 
better-off youth having to seek out jobs, careers or 
seeking employment. Their social life was seen as 
their identity.  Overall, the MCY attitude is more of 
contempt than envy in relation to elite youth. 

MCY attitudes towards worse-off youth
MCY had far less to say about the lives of youth in 
a worse-off position. They focused mainly on the 
fact that poor youth had almost no access to money 
– and that this constrains all other aspects of their 
lives. 

• Always thinking of how to get money, and do not 

think of anything else

• They cannot socialize with others unless 

someone else pays

• They wear same clothes every day (girls in 

Gelabiyya) 

• They cannot buy a sandwich

• A piaster rise in price of bread affects them 

• They don’t have a mobile

• They are ashamed to take others to their home

The MCY characterize worse-off youth as gaining 
access to university by exception (as opposed to by 

hard work in case of MCY and by access to wealth 

in case of the better-off).  

Even then, the poor youth is less likely to be able to 

translate their education into a good job.

• Would complete his education only in the event 

of receiving a scholarship from the army or 

from other sources.

• His status will remain as it is, even if he has 

obtained a high score (in tawjihi) He will join 

the army rank as a soldier. But if a middle class 

young man finishes his education; he will enter 

at the rank of a lieutenant, even though the first 

one had better grades.

The portrait of poor youth is that they are still very 

unsure of their situation in the space primarily 

occupied by MCY (eg. university) – and that they 

tread carefully in order not to lose what little they 

have. 

• They are hard workers.  They are always on 

time

• Not very social … Do not talk a lot… Do not 

make problems or challenge others

• The poor are poor because they are being used 

by the middle class

• What marks the poor is that they are closed on 

themselves and they are peaceful, and they try 

to reach the upper classes but they do not 

   dare to.
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• The problems of the low class people 

overshadow their ambition. And they are mostly 

desperate.

 

MCY definitions of success
It was notable that most of the researchers and 
the interviewees portrayed ‘success’ in very similar 
terms.  Most commonly mentioned was that success 
is based on educational achievement, in the form of 
a university degree. This formed the foundation for 
the attainment of the next element:  employment. 
The success lies in the perception that the job 
will deliver money – and that it will enable the 
individual to obtain material goods, in the form of 
a car, and apartment, and hopefully a house in the 
future. This would provide the basis for the next 
step in the scenario: marriage and a family. 

• Masari, masai, masari 

• We have learned to be patient on the current 

conditions of life until we get what we want, 

such as a car, getting married, and finally pay 

for our children’s education.  

• Secure a job or work for our lives, and our 

married lives with dignity.

• Our dreams are simple. A modest home and a 

small car.   

• Surely improve the financial and social status 

in order to achieve what we aspire to. On a 

personal level, my ambition is to get married, 

buy a car and a house. 

Most of the examples they provide of success / 

good job refer to a very narrow range of activities 

(running an IT / Website Company, selling cars 

/ property, ‘doing business’, being a manager, in 

commerce).  

It was interesting to note that vocational training 

and taking up ‘hand-based’ employment featured 

positively in their stories of success.  Many of the 

stories refer to MCY who do NOT have academic 

ability, but who DO have other vocational skills. 

These stories tend to emphasize the importance 

of support from family and friends to make such 

decisions.

My brother didn’t finish his education because, 

from his point of view, education is not for 

everyone. He was a failure in the eyes of my 

parents. He wasn’t good in math or chemistry, 

but he was very good in car mechanics. He is now 

a professional mechanic with a good financial 

position.  His financial situation is close to an 

engineer’s situation. 

It’s all about how people around us will respond to 

our decision. We all thought that my brother took a 

bad decision, but after seeing results, it was the best.

25.
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Respect those who follow their interest
Central to these stories was that they validated the 
youth who INSIST on following a ‘practical’ career 
based on talent and that they DO reach success in 
spite of opposition from parents. 

This person I know had limited financial capabilities 
and he kept failing his tawjihi. He decided to 
study in one of the polytechnics. He worked as a 
lathe operator to gain experience and after 5 years, 
he established his own lathe workshop with the 
support and loans from his friends and relatives. He 
has a successful business and now has an income. 

Another strategy was that MCY ‘give in’ to demands 
to pursue  conventional academic courses because 
of family and peer pressure, but that they keep up 
their interest in parallel… and then succeed by 
using their talent.

I know this girl who loves drawing. She decided 
to take a Graphic Design course in order to learn 
professional computer graphics. She now works in 
the field of advertising. She earns good money, even 
though she does not have a degree in this specialty. 
That was a great decision.

I had a classmate who was very smart and he 
wanted to study blacksmithing, but because all his 
brothers are graduate people, his parents refused the 

idea. He studied in the science sector and he got 
75% in tawjihi. He did what his family wanted - he 
studied law in university. But in his free time he was 
going to a blacksmith’s shop to learn how to make 
decorative items from iron.  He graduated from 
law school and gave his certificate to his family.  
But he did not work in law. He opened his own 
blacksmithing shop in Jabal Al-Weibdeh. Now he’s 
doing creative decorations. He challenged his family 
circumstances and the idea of being a craftsman 
while all his brothers are engineers and computer 
programmers. And now his financial situation is 
much better than most of his brothers.

The issue of choice of field of study / choice of 

career is serious and important. The MCY responses 

in this study indicate that they ARE aware that if 

youth study a subject that does not interest them, or 

do a job which does not match their capacities, then 

the outcome is not likely to be positive. Throughout 

the study, there were many stories of MCY obliged 

by parental pressure to follow a track they did not 

want, and, as a result fail.

I know my girlfriend; her father forced her to study 

at the University a specialization that she does not 

like. That’s because he does not want her to study 

at a university in the south, away from home. She 

completed three years at university, but now she has 

been dismissed for her low marks.
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My sister went to apply to college with my uncle, 
and he was the one who chose the specialty for her.  
She couldn’t continue her studies because it was 
hard and she didn’t like the subject matter. She tried 
to change her specialty but she couldn’t so she left 
college.

Stories of people who improve their 
situation 
The MCY told stories of individuals who had 

improved their situation, so they clearly have a set 

or real (or realistic) narratives to motivate them to 

aspire. 

These stories had two main ‘morals’. The first was 

that MCY can improve their situation by hard 

work, perseverance and clear objectives. They can 

achieve their objectives when they follow their 

dream, even if others are against them.

I know a guy who studied computer engineering 

and kept developing himself till he worked in Zain 

with a very high salary and his situation became 

better.

At the same time, youth recounted several stories 

in which people got rich without such effort, 

and generally the story line was that they lost the 

money. In extreme cases they became poor. 

A man who inherited a piece of land sold it for 
80 thousand dinars. He then invested the entire 
amount in the stock market, but lost the whole 
sum. And so he moved from the middle class to the 
poor.

The worst kind of scenario is that the family has to 
intervene to ‘save’ the youth after a foolish choice. 
These stories act as cautionary tales that reinforce 
risk-averse attitudes. 

I know a young man wanted to become rich quickly 
and have a fancy car, and travel wherever he wants.  
He rented a shop selling cell phones, but this shop 
did not do well and he failed.  This young man was 
sent to prison because he could not pay checks.  
His family sold their land so they can take him out 
of prison.  He is now sitting at home and takes 
allowance from his father.

Those who achieved success without hard work 
were not portrayed as happy, because  they lost their 
connections to their community (and their MCY 
identity values). 

There was a man living in the village. He did not 
have money to eat and was working in grazing 
sheep.  One day, he found a hole in the ground with 
boxes of gold inside.  He sold the gold and became 
rich.  He changed because of the money. He is no 
longer connected to his relatives or to the village. 
We have not seen this guy for two years now.  
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I had a good relation with an old friend. He moved 
to work in a special organization as a support staff 
member then moved to managing the organization. 
After one year of continuous work, he was able to 
buy a good car and build a big house on a big piece 
of land.  His relations with his old friends decreased 
and he started to look for new friends that meet his 
new position. This is what accompanies the new 
economic position.

Strategies for success
Most respondents presented the view that MCY 
can achieve success through having realistic goals, 
setting clear objectives and then pursuing their 
plan regardless of the obstacles they face. The 
terms perseverance, commitment, hard work, 
determination occurred in most of the interviews.  
This reinforces the ‘core values’ that they see as 
defining middle class youth 

• Setting goals and having the determination to 

achieve them.

• Determine the goal of life for self-development.

• Through the order of priorities to achieve these 

ambitions.

• Work and perseverance and successful 

planning and implementation.  

It was also apparent that MCY are taking on board 
advice from adults (and youth projects) that youth should be 
focused in their attitude to life planning (set objectives, have a 
plan, etc…) and that success necessarily requires sacrifice. 

Obstacles to achieving success
The MCY vision for success is quite modest, but 
many feared they would not achieve it. The most 
common fear for the future related to access to 
employment. Some feared they would not be able 
to find any sort of job; others feared that they 
would have to take work that did not match their 
education achievements, or that was not suited to 
them.  Some talked of placing their name on the 
civil service register, but that was characterized as an 
ineffective strategy, involving sitting at home doing 
nothing and waiting for 10 years. 
Some noted the element of cost-benefit, that they 
might not be rewarded for their investment of time, 
energy and above all money.  On this issue, and in 
response to other questions, the youth noted the 
role of wasta as the key to obtaining work; therefore 
one major fear was that they did not have enough 
wasta to gain employment, and that others, less 
qualified would take their place unfairly through 
the use of wasta.  Though the person who gained 
employment was perceived as ‘lucky’, there was still 
the fear that this does not provide security. Fears 
were that the persons could lose their job, be fired, 
or suffer salary reduction.  Others feared that the 
money they gained would be insufficient to meet 
even basic needs.

• The man who finds a job is a lucky person.

• I would have lost 16 000 dinars, that’s the 

amount my father paid for my studies at the 

university. 

• Salary is not enough to provide clothing and 

charge my cell phone.



Major obstacles that prevent MCY 
from achieving their goals
MCY referred often to the current economic 

situation as an obstacle to them achieving their 

goals. 

• Without money, one cannot buy a car or a 

house. You cannot rent a house in a good area

• Low salaries at the public sector

• High cost of living and high cost of dowries

• Of the main reasons that could stop us are the 

financial conditions 

• The generation that came before us was better 

off economically

• Fear of inability to complete the master’s 

thesis in light of new laws and the rising cost of 

education. Even the cost of a bachelor’s degree 

is high and education will become only for those 

who have money.

They refer to the economic climate as getting worse 

and they fear that they will NOT reach success.  

Some spoke of more general fears for the future in 

terms of being unable to cope in emergencies or to 

respond to unpredictable events such as sickness 

or loss of a job. Many noted that such events are 

unpredictable (bad luck, calamity, sudden shock, 

etc…) and that the decline in their class situation 

meant they may have no one to fall back on. 

• Fear of the future and the unknown in the 

current circumstances

• They feared ‘the inability to live with dignity’.

• Afraid of getting old and sick, not be able to get 

treatment or buy medicine and having no one to 

support us.

That 20-year old youth are ‘afraid of getting old 

and sick’ and having ‘no one to support us’ is 
not an indicator of a confident social class. The 
emphasis here and in other responses is that the 
situation can easily deteriorate if youth are not 
provided with the stability and confidence on which 
to make and follow strong plans. This insecurity was 
summed up as: Their lives could not bear any error 
or failure.
They also see the middle class under attack and 
slipping in status, so there is an undercurrent 
of panic. Several respondents throughout their 
interviews referred to the importance of religion 
and a set of ethical values to guide their lives. 
Several respondents noted that their fear was that in 
the future, society would be less religious and less 
ethical. 

• The spread of corruption and the dissolution 
of community values and cohesion and the 
dissolution of the family unit, which is the basis 
of society; 

• Fear to upset god; 
• Blind imitation of Western culture and the 

consequent loss of customs and traditions;
• The decay of religious and moral values that is 

pushing the wrath of God Almighty.
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The lack of equal opportunity
In this worsening context, many MCY fear they will 
be denied their chance to participate in the nation-
building process: MCY may not be given adequate 
opportunities to prove oneself in the political life or 
to interfere in matters of state in terms of serving 
the homeland.
This frustration for the limitations on their role was 
compared to their perspective that the elite / better-
off do not appear to be suffering from the economic 
downturn, and that some appear to be getting 
richer. The rich are getting richer and the poor 
sinking deeper into poverty.  The most common 
issue raised in respect of obstacles to MCY was the 
use of ‘wasta’ (connections) to gain preferential 
treatment when trying to obtain opportunities.

• Not to help others, but to benefit themselves.

• Widespread nepotism and corruption in the 

country.

• There are people in this country that no one 

knows how they suddenly became rich and 

there is also nepotism and favoritism and luck.

• Even when we use wasta it fails to deliver. I 

don’t know, but if you identify the right person 

who is important and keep inviting him and 

sending him gifts and suddenly he leaves this 

post and you don’t get the benefit.

• “Wasta” is a big obstacle and I am not afraid 

from not having a “wasta” that supports me 

but I am afraid of a “wasta” that supports an 

unqualified individual.

• The sons of officials are getting the opportunities.

• Dealing with the upper class in society, because 

they depend on nepotism and favoritism and 

they discourage others. 

• Issues of corruption and embezzlement.

The comments about use of wasta illustrate the 
dilemma for middle class youth.  In the medium 
and longer terms they know it is in their interests 
as a social class to act collectively to eradicate wasta, 
and promote a society based on merit.  However, 
in the short term, the more effective strategy is to 
secure individual wasta.

Comments on issues not raised 
As noted in the introduction, the research method 
enables the respondents to direct the flow of 
the conversation and to present those issues 
and perspectives that they consider to be most 
important. For the analysts, it was interesting to 
note the words that did NOT occur in MCY self-
definition.  Most notable was the scarcity of words 
that referred to intrinsic rewards:  happiness, joy, 
fulfillment, contentment, passion.  For example, 
using a quick ‘word find’ on a sample of interviews 
the term happy / happiness only occurred about 
three times, and when they did, it was not entirely 
positive, such as: Looking for happiness. The term 
‘creative’ also only occurred about three times.  This 
compares to more than 60 instances of the word 
‘ambition’ and 20+ uses of ‘hard-working’.  Given 
that this research focuses on youth, between the 
ages of 18 and 25, and aims to understand their 
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view of themselves, their community and their 
future, then the absence of these positive terms is a 
cause for concern. Popular wisdom states that youth 
is meant to be the happiest time of life…if so, then 
these MCY do not seem to be expressing it.

Similarly, there was a noticeable lack of variety / 
details in their stories of success – some are simply 
assertions but are unlikely to actually motivate 
youth to follow a similar path, or to identify 
successful strategies that are adapted to real life 
situations. The story below typifies this rather bland 
simplification:

There was a person and his financial situation 
was not good. But he finished his education and 
developed his abilities and found a suitable job. He 
now owns a car, and is looking for marriage and a 
family. This person is successful on a practical and 
social level.

For all that MCY define their social segment as 
‘ambitious’, these individual aspirations are in fact modest.   
It is an issue of concern that almost none of the interviews 
portrayed ‘success’ in terms of leadership, excellence, 
uniqueness. None referred to their aspiration to be a 
‘captain of industry’, a ‘major employer’, a ‘wealth creator’, 
a ‘brilliant researcher / engineer / doctor at the head 
of their field and contributing to research.’   A typical 
aspiration / definition of success in other contexts might 
be ‘to find a cure for cancer, to play sports for the nation, 
to be the first / youngest person to do X’. 

Conclusions concerning identity
The MCY who were the focus of this study see 

themselves as central to the future development 

of Jordan. They characterize themselves as 

hardworking, serious, committed, responsible and 

motivated.  They study because they want a good 

job, which in turn gives them access to a car, a 

home, a spouse and a family.  Their parents are 

characterized as making financial sacrifices to help 

their children on this path, and the MCY youth 

themselves are prepared to work hard and not play 

hard.  They have aspirations, and they want to see 

a reward for their investment.  They will work hard 

for it and do NOT expect it to come easily. They 

have generated enough positive stories to give youth 

hope that success is possible (8). 

However, they also see that there is another segment 

of youth – the better-off – who are able to gain 

access to those benefits (tangible and intangible) by 

virtue of their ‘elite’ social class.  Their parents do 

not make sacrifices, and the elite youth play harder 

than they work; yet, they gain the opportunity. 

In the longer term, it is also the elite that have to 

change – to accept that they will not gain access 

to / control over resources through use of wasta.  

Behavior change is required on ALL sides. 
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THEME TWO: 
DECISION-MAKING 
AND INFLUENCE 

The social context for decision-making
Theme one established the social context in which 
middle class youth live their lives, establish their 
identity, and pursue their aspirations for a better 
life for themselves and for their social segment. 
It was noted that this segment of youth have a 
strong desire to participate actively in decisions 
that affect their lives. Theme two investigated the 
extent to which MCY have already experienced 
decision-making, their strategies for making better 
decisions and the lessons they have learnt. The 
analysis helps program designers understand how to 
influence youth, the kind of ‘mentors’ whose advice 
they will respond to and the ways that they access 
information.

The questions youth developed
During the training phase for this study, the youth 
researchers developed the following questions to 
investigate the above issues:
• What were the main decisions that youth like us 

took in the past few years? 
• What are the main decisions that they have to 

take now? Why? 
• What are the decisions that people like us will 

face in the coming 3 – 4 years?

• Which people have the most influence on MCY 

when they make decisions? 

• Whose advice do youth like us most value? 

• Whose advices do youth like us least value? 

• How is that changing over time?

• How do they see the difference between boys 

and girls in relation to decision-making? What 

mistakes are girls more likely to make? What 

mistakes are boys most likely to make? (9)  

• What helps/supports people like us to take a good 

decision?

• How would people like us identify a good 

decision?

• What would push them to take a bad decision? 

• Tell stories about a young person like us that 

made bad or good decisions.

• How can youth like us make better decisions? 

What external factors influence these decisions? 

Method of analyzing the data
For this theme, the researchers decided to collate 

the data using a combination of qualitative and 

quantitative analysis. Frequent responses were 

identified, and then the number of references to 

this factor was counted. This is inevitably ‘rough 

and ready’ as a technique, but it does give some 

indication of the relative frequency of responses.  

In some instances, the data was broken down into 

responses by males and females.
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Education – the focus of decision-
making aged 15 - 20
Not surprisingly, given their age group and the 
cultural context, the ‘most important decisions’ 
tended to focus on choices concerning education 
/ study.  In many respects, the actual choices open 
were very few:
• Which tawjihi stream to follow
• Whether to continue to higher education
• Choice of discipline to study at tertiary level
• Which college / university to study at
• Whether to leave home to study (for males)
• Whether to get married, and therefore stop 

studying (for females) 

The main recent decisions noted by the respondents 
focused on ‘choice of university specialization’ – 
identified by more than half of the interviewees, 
and a third identified whether or not to complete 
university. Just under a quarter noted that ‘choice 
of profession / type of work’ was a decision already 
taken. The choice whether or not to work during 
studies was mentioned by 9 (6 males, 3 females).

The main current decisions reflect the next stages 
for this segment – get a job, consider starting a 
family. These two items are also featured as the core 
of the ‘aspirations for the next five years’ in the 
identity theme of the study. 

Current decisions: gender differences
Young males were more likely to be considering 
their employment opportunities; about three 
quarters of them noted this as a major decision 
facing them, whereas for the young women it was 

around a half. This becomes clearer on the specific 
issue of ‘thinking about setting up a small business’ 
– of the ten youth who mentioned this decision, 
eight were males.
Surprisingly, the second most commonly cited 

Recent decision-making

• Choice of university specialization (65)  

• Completion of the university study (40) 

• Choice of profession / area of work (27)

• Choice of a specialty  and choice of Secondary   

   school (27) 

• Selection of friends (15) 

• The decision to marry (12, mainly female) 

• Choice of university (12) 

• Decision to work while studying 

  (9, of which 6 males) 

Current decision-making:

• Choosing the suitable job (74)

• Decision whether to  marry (64)

• Whether to complete postgraduate studies (36) 

• The choice of a spouse (29)   

• Work outside Jordan (25) 

• Choice of where to work (15) 

• Decision to leave the parental  home (13) 

• The decision to buy a car (12) 

• The decision to establish a small business (10) 
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decision was that of ‘choosing whether to get 
married’. This actually was given by more of the 
males than the females. However, this may simply 
reflect that by this age, many girls have already 
made the decision to marry. This would explain 
that the girls were far more likely than young males 
to identify ‘choice of marriage partner’ as an issue 
being decided rather than marriage itself.
Girls were more likely than boys to be considering 
the choices around ‘whether to complete 
postgraduate studies’.  This issue is worth further 
investigation, to understand what the alternative 
choice is (e.g. marry, get job)  and the motivations 
behind such a choice (better placed for marriage, 
better employment, defer ‘adulthood’). If the 
pattern simply prolongs the established trend 
whereby young women enter higher education, 
but then do not enter the labour force, then this 
seriously undermines the concept that education 
empowers women.
A more conventional gender divide concerned the 
issue of ‘whether to leave the parental home’. This 
issue was raised by far more young men than young 
women. However, it was also surprising that so 
many young women referred to the current decision 
of whether or not to go outside Jordan to work.

Influences in decision-making
Among both males and females, the most 
commonly cited influence in current decision-
making is ‘family / parents / relatives’. This term 
was seen as broader than simply mother or father, 

and seems to imply that several voices had influence 
(as opposed to a one-on-one conversation between 
youth and a significant other).  The next most 
frequently mentioned influence was the father, 
equally important for young men and for young 
women.  For males, the next most important factor 
is society / customs and traditions. However, girls 
are much more likely than boys to listen to their 
mothers’ advice, and this serves as a proxy for social 
customs, since it can be assumed that her advice is 
in line with ‘society / traditions / customs’.  Boys 
were far more likely to be affected by the economic 
situation when making decisions. This may be 
an important trend, especially if it leads to an 
enlargement of possible employment choices for 
young people (other studies indicate that economic 
necessity leads to more youth taking on vocational 
jobs, and to women being allowed to work in a 
broader range of jobs).

In terms of the voices MCY want to listen to, 
then the picture is interesting.  The role of the 
‘family’ slipped from 1st to 4th place. Their voice 
may be the most influential, but it is not the most 
appreciated.  For males and females, the person 
whose views they most value is the father, with 
around a quarter of all interviewees including 
him on their list.  Males kept their mother and 
sisters low on the list of preferred advisors. Young 
males placed older brothers higher on the list than 
their current status, and also the role of teacher / 
professor appeared on the preferred list for males. 
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This confirms studies elsewhere, that young males 
seek reliable informed male role models other than 
their father. 
The responses to the question: ‘whose influences 
are least appreciated?’ were interesting. Although 
about a quarter of the interviewees stated that they 
appreciate the opinions of their friends, there were 
about the same number of respondents who identify 
‘friends of the same age’ as those whose influence 
they least wanted. This was the most commonly 
stated category. For young males, ‘unsuccessful and 
non-aspiring’ and ‘persons who are not experts’ were 
noted as unwanted advisors.  Young women, on the 
other hand, were more likely to identify ‘parents / 
relatives’ as providing unwanted advice.

The importance of positive and 
credible role models in social 
marketing
What emerges from these answers, and from 
the associated quotes and stories, is that young 
people are frustrated with the amount of advice 
they are getting, and, in the case of young males, 
that the provider of advice seems to have little 
understanding of the issues under discussion. It 
was interesting to note that the category ‘strangers’ 
entered as a group of people whose advice young 
men do not appreciate.

• Sometimes a person wants to do something 

specific, but because of the ignorance of some 

members of his family, who try to persuade him 

to change his mind, he fails to do it and fails to 

achieve his ambitions.

Given the high level of social marketing targeting 
young people, and the importance that this segment 
actually does change behavior in respect of ‘critical 
issues’ then it is important to understand whose 
voices they appreciate, and how to improve the 
quality of advice those advisors deliver.

The characteristics of good and bad 
decision-making
Most youth identify ‘the result and the right timing 
for taking that decision’ as the evidence of a good 
decision. A good decision was also one that met 
with the approval of others in ‘authority’ – society, 
parents’.  Less frequent was the concept that the 
individuals themselves were the judge of a good 
decision. Again, this emphasizes the caution that 
MCY adopt when taking ‘risky’ decisions. In all the 
stories of youth taking risks, following their choice 
against parental advice, the moral of the tale was 
that the parents / society changed their view – and 
approved of the youth’s actions. In no stories was 
there a success if society disapproved.  

• It’s all about how the people around us will 

respond to our decision. 

As noted in the introduction to this section, the 
youth researchers had been reluctant to include 
a gender dimension to the questions concerning 

PERCEPTIONS OF JORDANIAN YOUTH TOWARDS POLITICAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ISSUES

THE MAIN REPORT

35.



PERCEPTIONS OF JORDANIAN YOUTH TOWARDS POLITICAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ISSUES

THE MAIN REPORT

36.

decision-making. The prompt was agreed on 
as follows: ‘do MCY think there is a difference 
between the mistakes made by girls and those made 
by boys’.  If the respondent replied: ‘there is no 
difference’, then the researcher moved on. However, 
if they replied ‘yes’ then the follow up question was 
‘what do MCY say are the factors that make for this 
difference’.
The interviews reveal that the majority of MCY 
do consider there to be a difference between males 
and females in terms of decision-making (10), and 
above all in terms of the typical mistakes they make. 
First of all, the mistakes of young women tend 
to be about relationships and the private sphere. 

The most frequently mentioned item: Listening 

to their passions, falling in love was the clear front 

runner – with around a third of interviewees. 

In many respects, the second item: ‘to choose a 

husband who is not suitable’ falls into the same 

category of mistake. The typical ‘bad decisions’ 

identified for males are quite different.  They focus 

on relationships, but they involve the more public 

sphere – hanging around the wrong people, getting 

into fights and, interestingly, getting involved with 

the ‘insurgency community’.  The risk of listening 

to passion and making a bad marriage choice is 

there, but far less frequently mentioned. 

The typical mistakes that female youth make

• Listening to the passion / falling in love (37)

• To choose a husband who is not suitable (15)

• Be away from the customs, traditions and   

   teachings of the religion (14) 

• Not claim rights (13) 

• Confidence high and fast for others (11)

• Early marriage (10)

• Running behind the appearances (9)

• Non-completion of studies (7) 

• Illicit relations (7) 

• Mixing with males without justification (7) 

• Rejecting the advice of others, especially males (6)

The typical mistakes that male youth make

• Wrong behavior (quarrel, messing with girls, etc…)       (16) 

• Neglect of studies (12)   

• Bad companions (11) 

• Mix with insurgency community (10) 

• Choose inappropriate job (10) 

• Reliance on family / non-responsibility when the  

   error occurs (9) 

• Stubbornness and insistence on opinion and not  

   to accept advice (9)        

• Listening to passion (8) 

• Choosing a wife that is not appropriate (7) 

• Drug abuse (6)               

• Smoking (6) 

• Not completing studies (5) 

• Decision to marry at an inappropriate time (5)

(10) Only 20 of the 112 interviewees replied that ‘there is no difference’  of which 12 were males and 8 were females  



•  Patriarchal society so decision-making is the right of the male (47: 18males(m), 29females (f))

• Girls must gain the support of parents before making any decision (40: 18m, 22f)

• The independence of the male gives them a greater capacity for decision- making (33: 19m,14f )

• Girls’ decisions based on emotion, but males’ decisions based on the mind (28: 15m,13f )

• Community forgives the male’s faults but not the girl’s faults (15: 7m:8f)

• Male’s decision is right but female’s decision is wrong (14: 9m,5f)

• Girl’s decision is internal within the family (10: 4m, 6f)

• Girls care about appearance and prestige (6: 5m, 1f) 

• Decisions of males are more in-depth and impact the future (6: 5m,1f)

In terms of the explanation for these differences, 
evidence significant number of responses referred to 
females’ weaker abilities: Girls’ decisions are based 
on emotion, but males’ decisions are based on the 
mind (28). It is also interesting to note that around 
half of those who gave this as an explanatory factor 
were young females themselves.  
More girls noted the role of patriarchy that excludes 
women from decision-making, and, by inference, 
leads to them making mistakes when they DO 
make decisions. Also of note is that men were 
more likely to describe young women as making 
mistakes because they ‘care about appearance and 

prestige’. Girls scarcely mentioned this issue. Males 
also considered that their decisions were more in-
depth and had a greater impact on the future. 

Given the stories that women tell of bad decisions, 
it appears that in reality, girls’ decisions do have a 
lasting negative impact. 

Stories about good decisions and bad 
decisions 
Having been asked about the factors behind good 
/ bad decisions and to identify bad decisions 
by gender, the interviewees were then asked to 
provide stories about ‘young people who have 
made good and / or bad decisions.’ The examples 
they provide give an indication of the ‘role models’ 
and ‘cautionary tales’ that circulate in their 
community. Tales where a young person makes a 
decision that ends badly act as a deterrent to others 
contemplating such a move (be careful… remember 
X… it turned out badly for him/ her). On the other 
hand, tales where a young person makes a difficult 
decision that turns out well, give youth confidence 
in their role as active agents, and can support ‘risk’ 
approaches necessary for social transformation.
 
The most common themes, not surprisingly, 
focused on the importance of completing education 

Factors that explain the gender differences in decision-making and mistakes 
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(university) in spite of obstacles encountered. The 
next sub-theme on the issue of education was that 
young people should be allowed to choose the 
subject they will study. Many of the bad decision 
stories featured a person who was forced to study 
a subject they did not like and as a result failed. 
Many ‘good decision stories featured the young 
person who persevered in their choice and in the 
end proved to be right. This was often signaled by 
approval from society and parents (as identified in 
the ‘what makes a good decision’ section).

Many stories of both good and bad decisions 
involved the young person going abroad within 
the region either to study (cheaper) or to work 
(opportunity and salary). The fact that the idea 
of ‘whether to travel abroad’ also featured in the 
‘current decisions’ section does reaffirm that this is 
an issue youth are dealing with.

There was no clear pattern whether to travel abroad 
is a ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ strategy.  The stories were 
actually balanced between: ‘this is a good strategy 
and leads to success’, and ‘this is a bad strategy that 
leads to failure’.
 
I know a young man and his dream was to study 
medicine. But his marks in tawjihi only allowed 
him to study engineering. Without the knowledge 
of his family, he registered for the university 
but delayed his studies for a year. He worked 
throughout that year and raised money and added 

it to the money that had been given by his family 

to study medicine. He was then able to register 

to study medicine abroad. He is now the most 

successful doctor that I know. He has taken the best 

decision in his life and achieved his ambition.

Working while studying

The issue whether to work whilst undertaking 

studies was the theme of many stories. In almost 

all, the strategy was portrayed as critical to success. 

Even some women told such stories. This may 

reflect the ‘economic situation’ factor that is 

important in youth decision-making.

Good: my friend’s decision to work and study at 

the same time. He applied for several jobs and 

eventually found a job in the municipality as a 

night watchman. He is now able to complete his 

education and help his family. He also bought a car. 

All of this is because of his excellent planning for 

this decision. I am very happy with his decision.

Good: to decide to work while studying in the field 

of building tents for weddings and arrangements to 

hold concerts, save some money for my spending 

and my needs and gain some experience in this area.
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Leaving home
The issue of whether to leave the parental home 
and to live independently (in Jordan as opposed 
to abroad) was raised in many stories. In general, 
young people who chose this path were portrayed 
negatively. There were also several ‘positive’ tales 
of people who had sacrificed their own preferences 
in order to stay near their parents. In general, 
the stories serve as deterrent to young people 
establishing their independence.

It also has to be considered in reference to the 
findings concerning ‘decisions youth are currently 
making;’ where a significant number of young 
men indicated that they were considering the issue 
whether to leave home. The absence of positive 
stories is a deterrent. 

Like taking a decision of living far away from their 
families thinking this is freedom and modernity, 
and this makes them an easy prey to lusts and Satan 
and to be lost until their lives are destroyed. (Female 
view). 

My decision to leave the house because of my 
problems with the family for a short time and taste 
the bitterness and suffering,  I, eventually, regretted 
my decision and returned to the house with my face 
facing the ground because of shame. (Male story)

A young man was studying in a university far away 
from his family.  This put pressure on him and 
made him tense, so he decided to go to a university 
close to home which relieved him and enhanced his 
educational achievement.  

Gender differences in the stories 
selected
An important finding is that when female youth 
tell stories of ‘ a youth who made a good or bad 
decision’; they are equally likely to feature a male 
central character as a female character.  In contrast, 
male respondents very rarely referred to a story with 
a female central character.  The issue is important:  
young women need positive role models and stories 
of good decision-making, with females as central 
characters and active as agents in life decisions.  
They do not appear to have them yet.
 

Females’ stories of good decisions 
made by females
Women’s stories of ‘good decisions’ made by 
females tended to refer to the decisions concerning 
education. The girl perseveres in her choice 
overcoming parental pressure.
In other stories, however, the essential factor leading 
to ‘good outcome’ is that her family is supportive 
of her actions (one even referred to parents moving 
houses so that they are closer to their daughter’s 
university).
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My friend got a high degree in high school and 
despite of her family’s pressures on her, she got into 
the university and continued her education and 
graduated, and she didn’t respond to these pressures.

I know a girl who did not want to specialize in 
the field of education, which was chosen by her 
parents in order for her to become a teacher and 
marry faster, but she was diligent and specialized in 
a scientific, not literary track.   She chose to study 
nursing and graduated and worked in the field she 
loves and then got married.

Interestingly, some stories referred to women 
going abroad to study and this having a positive 
outcome. This indicates a wide diversity between 
opportunities for young female MCY. Some are still 
restricted whether, what, where to study, and yet in 
the same category there are women who have ‘made 
the decision to travel outside the country’. These 
provide useful role model stories. 

Girl made the decision to travel outside the country 
and her father agreed.   She completed her senior 
year and won a contract to work through the 
university.

My sister went to England to have her PhD within 
four years. All of my family told her to forget about 
her PhD and to think of marriage or work but she 

said no. Right now she works at the university as 
an English professor and she is very happy with the 
choice she made.
 

Females’ stories of bad decisions 
made by females 
The stories of ‘bad decisions’ confirm this emphasis 
on the role of the family in affecting positive or 
negative outcomes. Many of the stories referred to 
young women whose family had pressured them 
into choosing a course of study not to their liking… 
and that generally does not work out; (only one 
‘good decision’ story referred to the family decision 
being the right one in the end).  Many of the stories 
referred to ‘the private sphere’ of relationships 
(rather than the ‘public sphere’ of work or education 
decisions). Inappropriate marriage was frequently 
referred to (girl too young, wrong choice by girl, 
pressure from parents, marriage leading to quitting 
education). Several stories referred to girls getting 
into bad habits, through mixing with ‘bad girls’ and 
/or through choosing to leave home and parental 
influence. 

One of my relatives was studying at the university. 

During that time, she became friends with 

some girls who have a bad reputation. She had 

relationships with some young people and forgot all 

about her studies. When her family knew about her 

behavior, they forced her to leave the university and 

made her get married.  



The stories provided by males 
The males provided 36 stories of ‘good decisions, 
of which only ONE referred to a female making a 
good decision – all the rest were males. Young men 
validate the good decisions made by other young 
men. They have positive role models, and many of 
those stories refer to young men overcoming adverse 
external pressures to succeed in their choice: active 
agents in their own destiny.  Most of the stories 
referred to the men acting in the public sphere, the 
world of work and education. There were many 
stories of good decisions concerned males who 
chose to travel abroad for study or work. Other 
stories referred to setting up businesses, choosing 
a ‘better’ job. In these stories, risk is rewarded:   
young men have ‘myths’ to refer to that give them 
confidence. 

I knew someone who was with me in school and 
was the first in his class. Everyone thought he would 
study medicine or engineering at university. He 
obtained a rate of 94% in high school and decided 
to enter the college of military aviation, despite his 
family’s objections. He studied in college and he 
excelled and graduated. He was always traveling in 
the sessions and the missions abroad. Now he has a 
high income. His family became happy with their 
son’s position, despite of their objections over his 
decision.

Of the males’ stories, NONE of them refer to 

women as the central character.  Many of the ‘bad 

decision’ stories refer to the private sphere: marriage 
and relationships.  Many of their stories refer to 
marriage as a bad decision – whether as a result of 
pressure from parents or from youth going against 
their wishes – early marriage is presented as not a 
good strategy for young men.  
The moral of these tales appears that young men 
who interact with women (internet, friendship) will 
find this was a bad decision.  The lack of positive 
stories (young man gets talking to girl, they have 
lots in common, they marry and are happy ever 
after) reduces male confidence that they can / 
should make their own choices concerning their 
choice of wife / friends.

Many of their stories refer to a bad decision made 
by a young man to leave education and to seek a job 
… which generally turns out badly. There were also 
several stories about males who made the bad choice 
of giving up a secure post for a ‘better’ one that fails 
to materialize. 
Again, these stories tend to reinforce that a secure 
job is worth keeping (even if you don’t like it). 
These stories act as a counter balance to the more 
risk-rewarding ‘good decision’ stories above. 

For sure everyone tries to prove himself and build his 
future far from his family (teenage ideas), especially if 
he has no money as he tries to find a job and earn a lot 
of money. This was my decision for leaving school and 
working to earn money. It was the worst decision I ever 
took. If you begin to earn money, you forget all about 
finishing school.

41.
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There was a young man who worked in the mail 
service and who had a Jordanian General Secondary 
Certificate. He completed his Bachelor’s degree, 
and took the new certificate. He then wanted to 
move to the Ministry of Education and decided to 
leave the mail service. He submitted his resignation, 
hoping to find a job in the Ministry of Education, 
and his resignation was approved. This is now the 
fourth year that he’s been waiting for a vacancy 
at the ministry. His life changed because of a bad 
decision.

A man got a good job opportunity and rejected it 
saying he is still a fresh graduate and wants to take 
a break after finishing his studies.  Unfortunately he 
did not get any other job opportunity since.  

He got a job after graduation and after three 
months he began to look for work abroad.  He got 
an offer with a high salary so he resigned from his 
job and traveled abroad. He didn’t succeed in his 
new job and they didn’t renew his contract. He 
came back and is still looking for a job.

How to make a good decision – the 
factors that are important
The issue of good / bad decisions and the stories of 
mistakes of youth generated considerable discussion 
in the debriefing sessions.   It was clear that MCY 
understand the importance of the decisions they 

take, and in particular to avoid a situation where 
they make a bad mistake that can ruin their life. 
They identify external factors such as ‘psychological 
pressure from parents and the community’ and 
‘rush’ as the two most important factors that lead 
to bad decision-making by youth. This was closely 
followed by ‘poor economic conditions’.  The next 
most important factors referred to weaknesses 
on the part of MCY themselves: ignorance, weak 
analysis and failure to identify good advice and 
learn from it.

Factors driving youth towards bad decisions: 

• Psychological pressure from parents and the 
community (34) 

• Rush (34) 
• Poor economic conditions (22) 
• Ignorance and lack of awareness (21) 
• Failure to examine the options and the resolution 

(20) 
• Not to accept advice  - consult no one (18) 
• Consult bad friends (10) 
• Consultation with non-educated and non-

intellectual (8)

MCY are very keen to resist these factors and to 
avoid making mistakes.  MCY, both males and 
females, still rely heavily on consultation with 
their parents when making decisions. This is 
supported,however, by a strong emphasis on ‘logical 
thinking
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/ in- depth analysis’ and then listening to the advice 
of people who have experience / expertise and then 
searching the internet. These came far higher than 
the more traditional factors such as ‘culture and 
awareness of what is good’.

Factors that influence a good decision: 

• Consultation with parents (38)
• Logical thinking and in-depth analysis (38) 
• Consulting people who have expertise and 

experience (37) 
• Search for information and data from the Internet 

(35) 
• Learning from past lessons (succeed and fail) 
   to a person and others (30) 
• Benefit from the advice (23) 
• Consult friends (22)
• Good economic conditions (21) 
• Family support (20) 
• Community support and the surrounding 

environment (18) 
• Planning and good study (14) 
• Culture and awareness of good (10)

When asked to explain how decision-making is 

changing for young people, the most common 

response was that youth have a greater role because 

they are more mature, and they have experience and 

expertise. The second common comment was that 

‘they know people better’, implying that they

seek out the informed and expert advisors whose 
influence they most seek, and also manage to 
exclude the influence of those they least appreciate. 
In all, this is a positive response, that young people 
are increasingly confident in their ability to make 
decisions.

Conclusions concerning 
decision-making 

The decisions made when MCY between the ages 
of 12 and 20 shape their future lives. Youth want 
more say in these decisions, and want more choices, 
especially in terms of education. Youth want access 
to objective information, and the space to make 
good decisions without pressure from external 
forces.  They seek informed advisors and do not 
wish uninformed ones to influence decisions that 
affect their lives.
Increasingly, MCY are the focus of initiatives 
such as ‘Kuluna al Urdun’, and policies and 
programs that use social marketing techniques to 
promote behavior change among youth. Given the 
multiplicity of voices that influence this process, 
such projects should target fathers, mothers, 
relatives, brothers and sisters to ensure that they 
give better advice, and present it in a way that is 
acceptable.  
While youth may remain dependent on approval from 
adults, this does not mean that adults should make 
choices for them. This also involves adults creating 
more space for youth to follow their own aspirations 
and in particular to validate their decisions concerning 
choice of education and employment. 
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THEME THREE:
VIEWS ON DEMOCRACY / 
POLITICAL RIGHTS

Introduction
The first two themes for this study focused mainly 
on the private sphere – individual identity and 
aspirations, decision-making and relations within 
the family. The portrait that emerges is of a self-
confident social class, able to strategize, set goals 
and make plans, use logical thinking, draw on 
scientific evidence, and listen to good advice. 
They also seek to use these attributes to influence 
decisions that affect their lives, and to engage with 
policy-makers and political processes. The third 
theme set out to investigate these issues

The questions
• What do MCY say about the democratic process 

in Jordan?
• What do MCY say should be the role of the 

Parliament and why?
• What do they say about dissolution of 

parliament? What was good about the previous 
parliament? What was bad?

• What did they hear about the new Law of 
Elections? What’s good / bad?

• Would they vote on Election Day? 
   If not, why not?
• What are the characteristics of the MP to whom 

they will vote in the coming elections?
• What would they want from the MP to achieve?

• How to follow up with the MP, to ensure they 

deliver on promises made as candidates?

• What is their view on decentralization?  How can 

youth participate at this level?

• What are the main obstacles to MCY 

participating in political life? Why? How can they 

change that?

• If youth like us could change one policy, what 

would that be? What / why? 

MCY and state of democracy
There was evidence that some MCY youth are 

positive about the current state of democracy and 

political rights. They noted that they have more 

freedom to express themselves (and in particular 

through the internet). Their assessment was made 

relative to the recent past, and to the countries 

around them. In particular, they compare and 

consider that Jordan is in a better situation than 

many Arab countries (although one felt that 

Lebanon was more active). 

• Much better than before, people can say their 

opinions freely.

• It is improving due to the interventions of the 

HM the King.  

• Jordan is a democratic and safe environment, 

and the youth feel this and they participate in 

the universities and parliament. 

• Better than other Arab countries.  
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However, most ‘positive’ statements included 
the warning that democracy is in its infancy / 
immaturity and needs to grow (and therefore needs 
to be protected).

• But things are still in the beginning and need to 

develop.

• Democracy is still a child growing, circled by 

tribalism and connections; it might emerge in 

the coming years.

Overall, there were not many statements of full 
confidence in the democratic process or the current 
situation. There were many statements about the 
limits to democracy in Jordan – lots of  ‘half / half ’ 
and ‘on the one hand / on the other’.  Others were 
more specific in their comments – asserting that 
political rights were on the surface, but that in 
important issues, there was still control.  There were 
many comments that indicated MCY were hesitant 
to ‘trust’ the situation and therefore they might hold 
back from engaging fully. 

• There is a political movement in Jordan that 

is strong to a certain degree but is also still 

controlled.  Even the parliament can’t take 

decisions freely on the laws.  

• There is transparency and people can 

participate but we cannot go in-depth to a 

certain limit.

• There is democracy in minor things, but 

when there are major and important things, 

democracy becomes limited.

There were far more statements that were negative 
about the situation for democracy / political rights. 
To a certain extent, this is inevitable ‘it’s easier 
to criticize than to construct’. A large number of 
the interviewees reflected a position of cynicism 
and fatalism: ‘it was always bad and it will 

never change’.  Many respondents simply have 
no positive vision of an improved system, nor of 
Jordan’s ability to implement democracy, neither 
of the possibility that any candidate would act in 
the best interest of the nation when standing for 
parliament.  In its most extreme forms, this was 
expressed in ‘conspiracy’ responses: the policy is, 

you speak out and the government does what 

it wants.

Other youth DO have a vision of democracy in 
Jordan – but they refer back to a past era (ie the 1950s) 
when there was a political life, and they are aware of 
what their parents said / did, but that this period was 
brought to an end through state policy action and 
Martial Law. This acts both ways: they have an image 
of freedom of expression and active political life (and 
therefore know that it IS possible), but at the same 
time, they know that such freedom can be suddenly 
curtailed.  The second strand was that there is a vision 
for a positive democracy- youth know what they 
want, but they are unable to participate actively in the 
process of achieving it.  In this context, middle class 
youth are conscious of the important role of the state 
in creating the appropriate policy, institutional and 
process conditions for democracy and political life to 
flourish.  

45.
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• There is no political life without a reliable 

parliament comprised from a fair competitive 

process among political parties.

Attitudes to the law of Elections 
Their attitude of MCY towards the new ‘temporary’ 

Law of Elections is therefore important. During 

research training, some youth expressed skepticism 

that youth knew / cared about the new law, but 

the responses indicate the opposite. The MCY 

are interested in and informed about the Law of 

Elections. They identify the importance of a ‘good’ 

electoral law as the basis of democracy: ‘A modern 

election law is the main pillar for political life’. 

More importantly, they characterize the previous 

Election Law as being weak, and they blame that 

Law for many of the failures of democracy in 

Jordan. 

• It is the election process (2007) which produces 

such members … Even the dead participated in 

the elections (2007).  

MCY value good governance and reward for 
genuine public service. They value the aspects of 
the new law that remove privilege and access to 
special status:  (lower salary and no cars, removal 
of immunity). They consider that it promotes 
greater social inclusion: for people with disabilities 
(PWDs), women, youth. They value that it tackles 
transparency, and aims to control the buying of 

votes, with punishment for offenders. Overall they 

felt that it is fairer and more just, that the candidate 

has to prove himself well and compete and that this 

will all help produce MPs who care for the public 

good of the country.

• A good law is one that produces good MPs and 

that is not based on tribal competition.

• The new law is fairer and more just, the 

candidate has to prove himself well and 

compete 

Under the new law, the allocation of seats to 

women under the quota system has increased from 

6 to 12. This is an issue that has been hotly debated. 

From the responses, it does not seem as if MCY 

have many views on the issue. There was no clear 

and unified support for the concept of the women’s 

quota. Some MCY reject the basic principle (they 

should compete …the quota reduces the number 

of available seats). Those who do support it express 

that “now  I can say that my voice is strong and 

with influence” and appear to think it should be 

further increased and made stronger. 

It was interesting that no references were made to 

other quotas / reserved seats (Christian, Circassian, 

Badia). 
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Many MCY recommended further changes to the 
2010 Law of Elections to ensure a better democratic 
process.  Most frequently cited were requests to:
• remove the virtual subdistricts system, 

• move away from the one-person / one vote 

mechanism,

• reduce the role of the tribes in the electoral 

system, 

• develop the Election Law within Parliament and 

not through government / executive authority,

MCY believe that a strong election law is a pillar of 
democracy. They also refer to the fact that even the 
best election law will only deliver if the right people 
stand and are elected.  

What MC youth want from a candidate
Predictably (given their own identity and 
aspirations), young people place a high value on the 
candidates being well-educated and knowledgeable. 
In many ways, the portrait below lists the attributes 
to which these typical MCY youth aspire for 
themselves.  

• Educated to a decent degree and most 

importantly, knowledgeable

• Responsible, honest, presentable, active, good 

reputation, efficient, leader

• Experienced in political life and country’s laws

• Strong, bold  and influential in addressing 

issues

• With strong communication skills, convincing 

and innovative in addressing issues

• Holds realistic objectives and promises

• Wants to represent the whole nation,  not 

personal interests

• Known for benefiting the country in some ways

• To have a clear political direction and principles

• To be able to relate to us (as youth)

• I will vote for the right candidate because this 

is the best that we can offer the country (good 

MP), if we find the right candidate who will voice 

our concerns and needs and who will deserve 

our vote and would represent us.

• I will vote for the best candidate who will do 

what he promises to do. 

Many MCY select the candidate not based on the 
above personal qualities, but on the underlying 
affiliation of the candidate.  The most commonly 
cited preference among MCY was to vote for a 
candidate who was affiliated with the same tribe.  

• I will elect my tribe member even if I do not 

know him. …we will vote for the tribe person, 

regardless of his election program.

Some young people may not believe that voting 
tribally is ideal, but that under the current situation 
(and the current law), the best use of their vote is to 
ensure that their tribe is represented, and their interests 
are met.  They explain their preference:  “this is how 
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we were raised”. The ideal candidate is one “who 

believes in tribal law under the umbrella of civic 

law”.  Maybe the last comment is the most helpful…
that as long as they act under civic law… then 
everyone has the right to vote for a tribal candidate 
(that’s democracy). 

Very few MCY respondents made any reference to 
the link between a candidate and membership of a 
political party / and the fact that voters might also 
be affiliated with that party (12). Only one stated: if 
we think of voting we will do that for a party not 
an individual.   This may reflect the reality that very 
few candidates DO declare their political affiliation 
when they stand. However, given the fact that 
youth complained that the new law favors tribal 
voting at the expense of political parties, this lack 
of statements in support for ‘political candidates’ is 
revealing. 

Some MCY referred to the fact that most candidates 
/ MPs represented the interests of the rich and 
powerful, rather than the middle class or the poor. 
This issue was also raised in discussions throughout 
the research – that an elite and wealthy social class 
made all the decisions.  There was little reference to 
MPs representing the interests of the middle class 
per se. At the same time, there was little reference 
by MCY to the need for MPs to represent the 
interests of poor and marginalized (as opposed to 
middle class). However, one respondent did provide 
an interesting ‘class based’ description of what he 
considered to be a ‘good’ candidate running to 
become a Parliamentarian:  

Known  for their  voluntary work, has a stand 
regarding normalization, gives a quarter of his 
salary to the teachers, wears jeans and shoes and 
walks among the people, goes to the camps and the 
poorest places,  takes the Zarqa (13) transportation, 
buys  the vegetables from the local market, waits for 
a taxi in the middle of the day in Ramadan, waits 
to eat shawerma and doesn’t find money to do so, 
returns home with dirty clothes.
    
The youth all commented that they wanted their 
MPs to be able to understand youth issues, respect 
their opinions, and support them. Some expressed 
an interest that the MP should be relatively young 
or at least ‘not too old’, to be enthusiastic and to 
‘understand us’. At the same time, they wanted that 
person to be taken seriously, and to be listened to: 
“To be heard by the people who are older than him 

politically”.  
There was little evidence of MCY believing that 
any particular political party or other grouping 
was more likely to represent the interests of youth.  
None of the respondents raised any claim that the 
minimum age for candidates should be reduced to 
allow for younger candidates (14). 

The MCY noted that a good candidate should 
demonstrate an understanding of the role of the MP. 
Many stated that they want an MP who knows his 
role to watch the government actions and hold it 
accountable. They wanted an MP who would stand up 
for what they believed to be right:  Who can say NO 
to wrongdoing and not go along with the group.  

(14) The minimum age is 30. In many other countries, the minimum age for a candidate is the same as the age of 
majority – i.e. 18Some young people stand, knowing they will not get elected, but to gain experience. Younger



MCY were clear that they want future MPs to 
be accountable to their youth constituents once 
elected. Their recommendations included demands 
that the MP: 

• Establish an office in their constituency so that 

youth know where and when to find them

• Hold regular meetings with youth they 

represent and demonstrate what he / she has 

achieved from the election program

• Make direct  contact, and exchange information 

and  new updates

• Accept that he / she will be monitored by youth 

and by Civil Society Organizations (CSOs)

• Attend parliamentary sessions

• Inform the media about their actions, 

achievements and program

The youth were also quite clear about what they did 
NOT want from a candidate. 
Not to have a big belly, and a big pocket; and not 

“ibn Ammy” (my cousin)  BUT “ibn m’arifah” (son 

of knowledge).

They had a stronger image of the ‘bad’ politician 
who: … changes his mobile number, never comes 

back to visit his constituency. 

These perceptions were noticeable in the research 
interviews, the researchers’ comments and 
reflections, as well as in the role plays conducted 
during the analysis stage by the researchers. This 
reinforces the cynicism and negativity towards 
political life.  MCY neither have a significant 

number of role models for a good candidate (15), 

nor do they tell stories of how they, as youth, 

managed to hold the MP to account. 

From the responses to this specific question, and 

from the general responses concerning MCY 

perception of state of democracy in Jordan, it 

can be inferred that a significant proportion of 

youth are negative towards the whole process. The 

youth researchers estimated that about half of the 

respondents would not bother to vote.  Those that 

DO decide to vote have few expectations that the 

elected candidate will actually deliver what they 

promised. They would vote as a principle: It is a 

constitutional right … sometimes expressed with 

an ironic slant: “it’s the only right that I got from 

the government”.

They referred to the parallel between exercising 

rights and taking responsibility for change.

• Because it’s our right, we have to practice it 

• If we don’t vote, no change will come

• My voice counts – even if the candidate does not 

win. 

And in many cases, youth added the element that, 

as youth, they have an added responsibility to 

respond to the opportunity they have been given.
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• There have been many campaigns targeting 

youth and encouraging them to participate, so 

let’s do it 

• We can create a new system and employ our 

education in creating a new organizational 

behavior that would help us in the future.

Some MCY spoke of an obligation to combat 
extreme positions: 

• Boycotting is not good. It opens the door for the 

bad guys to win.

Obstacles to participation 
in political life 
Although MCY express an interest in the political 
process and support democracy, at least in principle, 
the majority of those interviewed identified a 
significant obstacle to them engaging in active 
political life – because of ‘fear’. 
The main fear is that their political actions will be 
noted by the security forces and that they will be 
taken in for questioning or even possibly locked 
up (beit khaltak) (16).  They fear that they will be 
placed on a black list and thus face the loss of a 
possible future career. They also identify the threat 
that this will affect not just them as individuals, but 
also that their family relatives will be removed from 
work. Their perception is that this can happen even 
to those who simply voice views that are critical: 
speaking out against something, participating in 

any actions that is against the government and its 
policies or ‘telling the truth.

The MCY state that there are many external voices 
that advise them not to get involved in politics. 
The most frequently mentioned one is that of their 
parents and ‘older people’:  Parents are the reason; 

they freak out when someone mentions political 

parties.

The MCY relate their parents’ negative attitude 
towards political participation to their own 
experiences in the past:  Older people who lived the 

martial law days (al urfieh) are making it scary 

for the youth … We still think that it is like the 

past and still fear from having a black point in our 

record.  Other MCY note that past actions bear 
present results: you are to blame for the actions 

that your father took as a politician even if you are 

not involved. 

As a result, there is a perception that the general 
culture now discourages youth from participating. 
At best it is expressed as:  no one ever encouraged 

me to participate. At worst, it is a general 
statement to avoid such actions: 

• Get away from the evil and sing for it (ibed an 

alshar waghanelouh)… this is how we were 

raised. 

• Fear is there for ages

• Many people tell you to stay away from politics 

and rest.   

• We hear many things that increase our fear but 

are not sure of what is true and what is a lie.

(16) A commonly used term in Arabic which means: Your Aunt’s House; however, it is mostly used in reference to 
prison, police stations, and detention.



Some youth refer to the evidence of the present to 
justify their fears. There are many stories circulating 
of middle class youth being targeted in some way 
for their active life, and for speaking out. They also 
take note of what happens to people who do speak 
out now: Even saying small things subjects us to 

danger with the security system. 

We can see what happens to the teachers when 

they try to talk.

One noted, in particular that: Whoever says that 

we need to change will be kicked out from his 

work and sent to his family. 

Some of their stories refer to recent incidents where 
politicians accused security forces of intimidation, 
and which were reported in mainstream and 
internet press. The interference and intimidation 
that some politicians; especially the ones against the 
system, face create more fear from participating.  
These are also ‘role model’ stories, but negative ones 
that narrow the opportunity for youth engagement 
in political life.

The middle class youth in this study also note the 
active role of state security systems in creating the 
culture of fear, especially the Mukhabarat. They cite 
the visible presence of security systems: Continuous 

attendance of Mukhabarat at events which scares 

peoples away and limits their participation. 

They also note the lack of evidence that political 
affiliation is compatible with a high position. 

• The prime minister and the government want 

the youth to participate but they themselves 

have no affiliation to political parties.

MCY look to decision-makers and to parliament to 
tackle the issue of fear.  Encouraged by their belief 
that the King is emphasizing the need to change, 
they made recommendations as to how to reduce 
the level of fear:

• Clarify the role of the security system especially 

with regard to political participation 

• Decision-makers should  change the security 

system and procedures

• Make the political parties’ role more effective; 

because the way it works at the moment 

triggers the security system

• Pressure the government to widen the range of 

freedoms and not to pressure people under the 

call of national unity

• Reduce the constraints on politicians (from 

the government) so we the youth can be 

encouraged to participate

• To be a group with the decision-makers not 

against them

• We need a great will to change this fear that 

was installed in our spirits.

• Time will change, our time is harder than the 

‘Nakbeh’ time, they were able to make things 

and change but not now.

• Open the doors to monitor and observe political 

life in a more transparent way. 
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Recommendations concerning youth 
and political participation 
An important mechanism to reduce youth fear 
of participation in policy debate is to create 
opportunity for this experience to deliver positive 
results for both youth and the state. Above all, 
it requires a focus on those areas where win-win 
results can be achieved in a relatively short time 
frame.  The MCY recognize that their priority is 
to address issues of education, and in particular 
to address the role of the tawjiheh, the narrow 
fields of study, the traditional methods, the lack of 
innovation, the need for a focus on labor market 
needs.  

• Change the acceptance criteria and not to base 

it only on the tawjihi grade

• The diploma grade is a better indicator. Why do 

we study for the diploma and do a big exam and 

then they go back to the tawjihi grade to assess 

us?

• Include ‘modern’  issues such as politics, 

culture, democratic practices and in line with 

current reality  / context

• Encourage students to be innovative: learning 

by  discovery, research, investigation, fun – 

open minds

• Change the components of the tawjihi stream 

to be more relevant (include psychology, social 

science)

• Encourage youth to study what they desire and 

what they are interested in: then if they fail, they 

have to bear the responsibility

• Balance higher education with the needs of the 

market

• Reduce financial barriers to education: make 

it free or at least allow payment by installment 

to private university to enable students with 

limited income to participate

There was a recognition of a need for economic 
policies that were supportive of the interests of 
middle class families in general (address rising 
prices, increase people’s incomes, lowering taxes) 
and in particular those specifically related to MCY: 
e.g. reduce the university fees so middle class youth 
can afford college,  create work opportunities 
especially for university graduates, work to 
increase the salaries of teachers ( a middle class 
employment opportunity) and  increase investment 
in manufacturing industries and trade. MCY expect 
the government to create employment, and have 
little to say about how this should be achieved (17).  
However, it is notable that the MCY’s views on 
economic policy were far less articulate, focused and 
realistic, than were their views on education. This 
is important: middle class youth will make more 
credible policy dialogue partners if they stick to 
those areas where they are ‘experts’  themselves… 
i.e. education.

However, they do have strong views on how the 
opportunity for employment should be more 
equitably distributed. They strongly recommend: 

(17) This reinforces the analysis for theme 1: middle class youth expect to be employed rather than to be self-employed 
/ employers.  



• Amending the Civil Service Bureau policy in 

line with current needs; appoint based on 

qualifications (not for how long a person waits), 

appoint by governorate

• Tackling the use of wasta in accessing 

employment in public sector

• Addressing discrimination in private sector 

employment

• Ensuring that the right person, with right 

qualifications is in the right post,

• Ensuring more just and equal opportunities 

among all and preventing corruption. 

This can be seen as a sub-set of the whole issue of 
the use of wasta and nepotism raised in the analysis 
of identity and aspirations earlier in this study. 
MCY believe that parliament should fight against 
wasta. However, as in other sections of the study, 
the response was ambiguous… as if they simply 
want MPs to ensure that their segment gets access 
to wasta. 

• Act against wasta…by providing opportunity for 

people like us (MCY)…I want an MP who will 

provide me with support and services like the 

rest of the people.

Others more explicitly note this ambiguity: People 

like us want the MP to employ us through wasta 

with decision-makers, but this produces a service 

MP.

Many youth indicated that they want the trend 
towards more freedom of expression to be 
strengthened; we want an increased freedom of 

expression and opinion because it is tight.  
They referred to the need for relaxing the control 
referred to in the section on fear in politics: 
Public meetings should be free and without 

monitoring, how can you say that the ceiling 

of freedom is the sky and two people can’t sit 

together without permission.

The theme of ‘open door’ policy and more 
opportunity for direct interaction between youth 
and policy-makers was expressed many times. We 

need to change to open the dialogue door among 

the youth and with the decision-makers.

Many MCY want more opportunity to be actively 
involved in politics and decision-making and in 
particular, several MCY made the demand that the 
law should be changed in order to allow political 
parties to operate on university campuses; Political 

life will be better if we are more engaged in this 

process, the youth are far away from political life.

Those MCY explained the advantages of 
encouraging political parties to engage with student 
elections:

• to increase cultural and political awareness

• get used to political parties from a young age

• this is better than the university violence and 

the current backwardness of our universities

• move away from tribal identity which currently 

dominates 
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The focus of the research was, necessarily, on 

the immediate (late 2010) issue of national 

parliamentary elections. However, there are other 

opportunities for youth to engage in political 

processes. In particular, there is considerable interest 

in the proposed decentralization of authority and 

decision-making to the governorate level. Many 

youth responded positively to the opportunities 

present through decentralization  as an area where 

youth participation can be built in from the outset: 

Youth opinions should be taken seriously, and not 

only be looked at as decoration.  In particular they 

demand:  

• Regular meetings with decision-makers / 

elected members /  governors and mayors

• Institutional mechanisms for voting:  Allocate 

representation for youth (20 – 30 years)  with 

priority seats (with significant number) and 

ensure that they are elected / appointed by 

youth

• Shadow mechanism:  Create youth councils at 

the governorate level, they can discuss the laws 

before presenting them to the parliament

• Youth to create their own societies and 

commissions to enhance dialogue and voice 

their concerns and present them to the council.

OVERALL CONCLUSIONS 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study provides a relatively complex picture of 
the life of middle class youth within their particular 
social and economic context, as described by MCY 
themselves. In summary, MCY are proud of their 
identity: hard working, committed, educated, 
serious, modest and able to provide a bridging point 
between the elite and the poor. They are willing 
to make sacrifices in pursuit of their goals, and to 
conform to the expectations of their parents (and 
indeed most adults) on important issues. 

Although MCY speak optimistically about their 
personal futures, they tend to be pessimistic for 
the future of the middle class in general, faced 
by deteriorating economic, social, and political 
challenges. They have little faith that the state / 
private sector will deliver the rewards to which 
they aspire. Above all, they fear that in spite of 
their efforts, scarce opportunity will continue to 
be allocated on the basis of wasta and through elite 
patronage networks rather than on merit.

It is in the interest of the entire nation that middle 
class youth actively engage in the development of 
their country. Institutions that promote this active 
role therefore have an obligation to support them 
in their endeavors. The most important policy 
recommendation is for youth organizations to focus 
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on those issues that MCY themselves identify as 
their priority interests, and to faithfully represent 
the views / recommendations that youth themselves 
present.  By so doing, they demonstrate their 
respect for the right of youth to set the agenda and 
to influence decisions that affect their lives. 

According to this study, MCY prioritize the 
following policy areas for action: 
• Education, and in particular issues related to 

the tawjihi exam, choices for study, university 
curricula, fees / costs of education.

• Employment opportunity, and in particular the 
creation of jobs for graduates with specific skills 
– and access to those jobs based on achievement / 
qualification

• Equality of opportunity for all and tackling 
the use of wasta / corruption / nepotism in all 
its forms, but in particular those areas that affect 
MCY 

For this to be achieved, those working with youth 
will  also have to address the attitudes of  ‘older 
people’, and in particular  middle class parents and 
opinion leaders.  They will have to release their 
control over youth, in order to create space in 
which youth themselves are active in decisions that 
affect their lives and therefore more inclined to be 
responsible for their own futures.
 
By focusing on the above three issues, youth 
organizations can also address the issue of fear of 

political participation. Given the recent events in 
the region, and the risk of polarization of youth 
around divisive ‘fault-lines’, a focus on collective 
action around shared interests can create common 
ground.  The gains to be made from reform of the 
education system present a positive model for more 
far reaching political reform.  

However, middle class youth themselves will also 
have to change their own strategies and attitudes. 
To transition into successful adulthood, MCY 
need to re-imagine themselves as the creators of 
employment, as the generators of wealth, as the core 
of excellence, and as the innovators that bring new 
solutions to old and emerging challenges.  Their 
motivators will have to include reference to talent, 
passion, creativity, energy and excellence. They 
need to be innovative, to take risks, to explicitly 
challenge the existing system, to find new ways of 
thinking and to create their own future. They are 
the majority: the means and opportunity are in 
their hands.  
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