
www.hnap.info hnap-syria@un.orgPB www.hnap.info hnap-syria@un.org1

SYRIAN
ARAB REPUBLIC

Humanitarian Needs Assessment Programme (HNAP) I Syria

FUTURE INTENTIONS OF 
SYRIAN IDPs

2021 IDP REPORT SERIES

https://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.Login.php
https://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.Login.php
mailto:hnap-syria@un.org


www.hnap.info hnap-syria@un.org2 www.hnap.info hnap-syria@un.org3

Over ten years since the start of the largest displacement 
crisis since World War 2, nearly half of Syria’s pre-
conflict population remains in displacement. 6.6 million 
are displaced abroad, while a substantial 6.7 million are 
displaced across Syria. Nearly 4 out of 5 Syrian IDPs have 
been displaced for over 5 years, few have plans to return 
to their place of origin. 

Millions of Syrians were forced to flee their place of origin to 
survive encroaching conflict. In many regions that conflict 
remains ever-present. However, the lack of life-sustaining 
solutions has led economic destitution to become one of 
the most prominent factors pushing over a million into 
their most-recent displacement. The cycle of displacement 
appears never-ending. Being forced to displace from one’s 
place of origin often requires relinquishing much of the 
household capital, including social connections, livelihood, 
productive assets, property and even access to services. 
Eighty-eight percent of households who have displaced 4 
or more times do not have enough income to meet their 
basic needs.

Whether pushed by security concerns, or to seek sufficient 
income, the primary motivation for any mobility, or lack 
thereof, remains focused on achieving basic minimum 
survival standards.  This report consistently demonstrates 
that displaced people continue to be exposed to safety and 
security risks, in addition to compounded vulnerabilities 
associated with protracted displacement. The longer the 
displacement, the more likely IDPs are to be confronted by 
critical socio-economic deprivation. 

To expand on existing research related to displacement 
and future mobility planning, this report analyses both 
the history and current conditions of IDPs as they relate 
to future intentions. It achieves this by investigating place 
of origin, motivations for displacement, current conditions 
in displacement and the reported motivation for future 
mobility planning. 
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Overview of IDP intentions and data 
collection inside Syria

Four out of five (78 percent) of all 
IDP households have been displaced 
for at least 5 years. The longer a 
household remains in displacement, 
the less likely they are to reflect 
perceptions of safety in their host 
community.

IDP and host community relations 
appear generally positive, especially 
in NWS, the area with the highest IDP: 
resident burden of displacement. 
However, increasing reports of tension 
over livelihoods is concerning, as the 
economy continues to deteriorate. 

Only 3 percent of all IDPs are planning 
to return to their place of origin in 
the coming 12 months. The majority 
of those are motivated by the need 
to reclaim or protect assets, followed 
by the desire to reunite with family 
members.

Displacement comes at significant loss 
to economic, social and safety capital. 
Already vulnerable households 
therefore may not be able to afford 
the risk of displacement. The inability 
to flee may disproportionately  
expose this at-risk group to additional 
active conflict and the secondary 
impacts like unexploded ordinances, 
infrastructure damage and absence of 
services, which can further undermine 
their resilience. 

Attempted returns are situations 
wherein families return to their 
community of origin for at least one 
month, only to displace again. About 
a quarter (24 percent) of all IDPs 
have had at least one member of 
the household return to their place 
of origin and remain for at least one 
month, only to displace again.

Key
findings
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Methodology
In September 2021, the Humanitarian Needs Assessment 
Programme (HNAP) conducted a nationwide demographic 
household survey of Internally Displaced (IDP) households 
across all 14 governorates of Syria. Fieldwork was carried 
out through face-to-face interviews by experienced HNAP 
field teams who were trained on coded surveys by data 
collection experts.  Using Kobo Toolbox, the survey collected 
data on key demographic and socio-economic indicators, 
which is representative at the country, governorate and 
sub-district level.
The sample frame was sourced from the list of (p-coded) 
locations, updated by OCHA in August 2020,   while the IDP 
population figures were obtained from HNAP’s population 
baseline, updated in August 2021. IDP households were 
estimated considering an average household size of 5 
members throughout the country. In total, 6,671,715 
individuals and 1,334,343 IDP households living in 231 
sub-districts were considered for the sample frame. 
Accordingly, a stratified random sample of 17,225 IDP 
households were selected to be interviewed and 17,810 
were ultimately assessed, representative of the Syrian 
IDP population at sub-district level with a 95% confidence 
interval and a 10% margin of error. The total number 
of interviews per location was obtained by randomly 
sampling the locations per strata proportionate to size 
(PPS) with replacement. PPS methodology was chosen due 
to the logistical feasibility as well as to reduce the number 
of households sampled and the uncertainty associated 
with design effect.

Weights were calculated with reference to the population 
estimates at sub-district level. The design weights were 
computed as the inverse of the probability of inclusion 
of each household. These weights were than adjusted 
to represent the exact population of households living in 
each sub-district. 
The figures in the report are weighted population 
estimates, i.e., they represent the reference population not 
the sample population. Figures on absent members rely 
on the recall of the interviewed households, and as such 
may not be representative of the entire absent population.

Note that to better inform humanitarian partners based 
on their regions of operation, HNAP refers to the following 
regions of Syria: central and south Syria (CSS), north 
Syria (NS), north-west Syria (NWS) and north-east Syria 
(NES).1 The boundaries, areas, and names shown and 
the designations used in this report do not imply official 
endorsement or acceptance. Reference is made to these 
designations as HNAP revised area of control frontlines to 
better account for the comparative similarity of conditions 
and access to services within the designated boundaries, 
as well as the sampling methodology employed during 
data collection.2 A complete methodology is available upon 
request.

1 The geographical boundaries used do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by HNAP.
2 List of locations were provided primarily by OCHA and supplemented with the CCCM and SSWG list of camps across the NWS and NES.

HNAP

The Humanitarian Needs Assessment Programme (HNAP) for Syria is a joint UN assessment initiative which tracks 
displacement and return movements, conducts multi-sectoral assessments, and monitors humanitarian needs inside Syria.  

HNAP is implemented through local Syrian NGOs, with technical support from UN Agencies. 

In order to support the humanitarian community in responding to the needs of the mobile Syrian population, HNAP 
produces regular updates and thematic reports. None of this would be possible without the hard work of our implementing 

partners, who collect data - often in very difficult circumstances. Their efforts are deeply appreciated. 
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Displacement background

Although this report focuses primarily on the future intentions of 
IDPs, it is essential to first understand the heterogeneous profile 
of IDPs and how conditions in displacement may influence 
future action. The intrinsic relationship between timeline of 
displacement and conflict dynamics is evidenced throughout 
the report. The  numerous military and geo-political objectives 
at play across Syria therefore demands a more profound 
understanding of both the region of origin and timeline of 
displacement to inform any conversation around potential 
return mobility. 

By investigating the multifaceted conditions of displacement, 
it is possible to understand both the unique needs of IDPs in 
displacement, while also revealing the heterogeneous conditions 
required to meet the minimal standards for return. For example, 
60 percent of IDPs who originated from NS are currently located 
in NES. Concurrently, NES maintains the highest proportion 
of IDPs who displaced between 3-5 years ago - 41 percent 
compared to 12 percent national average - corresponding with 
the rise in northern military operations in 2016.3  As such, 
return solutions for this population group vary significantly from 
those who fled the various political and military operations that 
occurred throughout neighboring regions. 

Consistent with previous years of analysis, the vast majority - 4 
out of 5- IDP households have been in displacement for at least 

5 years. Twelve percent have been displaced between 3-5 years 
and 10 percent have been displaced for 1-3 years. Less than 1 
percent, or an estimated 650 households, have been displaced 
within the past year. High rates of protracted displacement 
evidence the continued absence of viable return options and 
may indicate a more permanent population dispersal.

In CSS, 95 percent of all IDPs have been displaced for 5 or more 
years, followed by 65 percent in NWS, 58 percent in NS and 48 
percent in NES. Sixty-two percent of IDPs in camps have been 
displaced for 5 or more years. Camps in NWS and NS have a 
higher proportion of IDPs displaced for 5 years or more (66 and 
63 percent, respectively), compared to only 32 percent of in-
camp IDPs in NES. The rate of IDPs who have been displaced 
for over a year and are residing in temporary accommodation, 
like tents, is concerning and suggests high rates of compounded 
vulnerability amongst these households. 

The longer a household remains in displacement, the more likely 
they are to be exposed to numerous displacements as well as 
external risks which may undermine their resilience to on-going 
conflict and economic shocks. Indeed, a quarter (25 percent) of 
households who have been displaced for 5 or more years are 
very vulnerable, compared to only 16 percent of those who have 
been displaced for less than 3 years.4 

Over 6.7 million individuals are displaced across Syria. Twenty 
percent of IDPs currently reside in camps throughout NWS, NS 
and NES. The remaining 80 percent live in residential areas. While, 
NWS maintains just over half the total rate of IDPs compared 
to CSS, this increasingly limited area of land has borne a large 
brunt of conflict-related violence in the past years and hosts 69 
percent of the total in-camp IDP population of the Syrian Arab 
Republic. Since regional hostilities show no sign of slowing down, 
it is expected that internal displacement in NWS will continue to 
increase and compound the vulnerabilities of the already high-
risk population. NES further hosts 14 percent of all national 
IDPs, while NS hosts about 9 percent. Region of origin plays a 
significant role in determining not only community composition 

in place of displacement, but it further informs future mobility 
intentions, including remaining in place of displacement or any 
potential return mobility. For many, return is not an option. 

The vast majority of internally displaced persons in Syria are 
originate from CSS (84 percent). Twelve percent are from both 
NWS and NES (6 percent each), followed by 4 percent from 
NS. Given the high rate of displacement from CSS areas, the 
highest proportion of all IDPs across each region originate from 
CSS. The place of origin further influences the average length 
in displacement and conflict dynamics to determine household 
vulnerability to on-going shocks, economic conditions and future 
intentions. 

Place of origin Place of displacement

84%
from CSS

6%
from NWS

4%
from NS

6%
from NES

49%
in CSS

28%
in NWS

9%
in NS

14%
in NES

FLOW FROM REGION OF ORIGIN TO CURRENT PLACE OF DISPLACEMENT (% IDP HHs)

3 Reuters.  “Timeline: Turkey’s military operations in Iraq and Syria”.October 11, 2019.
4 Vulnerability has been calculated as a composite indicator, taking into account indicators which increase household risk to external factors. Household risk exposure was determined 
according to the extent to which they reflected the vulnerability criteria. Scores were weighted, summed and ranked accordingly. For more information on the weights and the process by 
which weights were assigned, please contact HNAP at hnap-syria@un.org.
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of IDPs in CSS have been 
displaced for 3+ years

99%
of IDPs in NS have been 
displaced for 3+ years

80%
of IDPs in NWS have been 
displaced for 3+ years

79%
of IDPs in NES have been 
displaced for 3+ years

89%

IDPs IN PROTRACTED DISPLACEMENT, BY REGION OF DISPLACEMENT
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Ar-Raqqa

Dar'a As-Sweida

Quneitra IDPs displaced >= 5 years
0% - 30%

31% - 60%

61% - 75%

76% - 90%

91% - 100%

PROPORTION OF IDPs DISPLACED FOR 5 OR MORE YEARS (OF TOTAL IDP HHs)

IDPs displaced for 5 years or longer maintain the highest 
proportion of those residing in finished houses (77 percent), 
compared to 60 percent of those who have been displaced 
between 3-5 years and 46 percent of those who have been 
displaced for 1-3 years. Nearly two-thirds (62 percent) of those 
who displaced within the past year reside in tents, followed by 

31 percent displaced between 1-3 years, 17 percent of those 
displaced for 3-5 years and only 10 percent of those displaced 
for 5 years or more. 
Households who displaced more recently demonstrate the 
economic hit affiliated with displacement. Thirty-six percent of 
those who displaced within the past 3 years live critically below 
the Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket, compared to only 13 
percent of households who have been displaced for 5 or more 
years. Despite this, few are immune to the economic crisis. 
Ninety-two percent of those displaced for more than 5 years 
live in extreme poverty, compared to 95 percent of those who 
displaced within the last 3 years.5,6

of all IDP HHs have been displaced 
for at least 5 years

78%

5 The SMEB poverty classifications were calculated at the HH level using SMEB values obtained from the REACH market monitoring data. SMEB values were only calculated for NWS and 
NES. Therefore HH outside these two regions were calculated according to the average of the two. The SMEB thresholds for each region are calculated according to HH income:  At risk of 
falling below SMEB: between 1-1.25 *SMEB; Below SMEB: 0.75-1*SMEB; Critically below SMEB: < .75 * SMEB.
6The internationally agreed upon thresholds for rates of poverty, as established for the MENA region by Gray & Ortiz-Juarez (2000), are as follows: At risk of poverty line: $5.5 (USD) per 
person per day; Poverty line: $3.20 per person per day; Extreme poverty line: $1.90 per person per day. Poverty scales are calculated by taking the sum of all individual and household 
income from all sources.

https://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.Login.php
https://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.Login.php
mailto:hnap-syria@un.org


www.hnap.info hnap-syria@un.org6 www.hnap.info hnap-syria@un.org7

The longer a household has been in displacement, the less 
likely they are to experience tension between themselves and 
host community members. Only 16 percent of those displaced 
for 5 or more years reported they experienced high levels of 
tension, while over a quarter (28 percent) of those displaced 
within the past 3 years indicated high levels of tension. However, 
the reported incidents of tension, could also be influenced by 
regional dynamics. 60 percent of IDPs who displaced within 
the past 3 years arrived to NWS. Regionally, the area continues 
to experience the highest concentration of active conflict. The 
encroaching frontlines have forced more than 3 million residents 
and IDPs into an increasingly small area with already limited 
resources and minimal public services. 

The frequency of displacements compounds household 
vulnerability. In total, 9 percent of households have been 
displaced 6 or more times, 26 percent 4-5 times, 34 percent 2-3 
times, and 31 percent have only displaced once. CSS maintains 
the highest concentration of those displaced once (46 percent 
of regional IDPs), while areas like NS and NWS which are more 
frequently exposed to active conflict maintain larger proportions 
of those displaced 6 or more times, 16 and 17 percent 
respectively. 

Being forced to displace from one’s place of origin often 
requires relinquishing much of the household assets, including 
social, material and financial capital. Social capital refers to the 
access and functioning of social bonds which may be disrupted 
when households are forced to displace from their community 
of origin. Social capital plays a vital role in displacement, as 
it is considered one of the only forms of capital that can be 
created during times of vulnerability and can be leveraged to 
access resources and even livelihoods.7 Eighty-eight percent of 
households who have displaced 4 or more times do not have 
enough income to meet their basic needs, compared to 79 
percent of those who displaced one time. The following sections 
will explore how the shock of displacement, in combination 
with often traumatic events will continue to spur displacement. 
Beyond the gradual depletion of resources, the analysis will 
also highlight the increasing importance of alternate capital to 
compensate for losses.

46%
17% 13%

27%

27%

37% 39%

53%

24%
30% 31%

18%

3%
16% 17%

2%

CSS NS NWS NES

1   2 -3   4  -5 6+
NUMBER OF HH DISPLACEMENTS, BY REGION

of all IDP HHs have been displaced at least 4 times
35%
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Sea

Damascus
604,111

Aleppo
1,251,249

Rural
Damascus
1,124,270

Homs
302,905

Hama
214,929

Lattakia
449,627

Idleb
1,808,194

Al-Hasakeh
300,629

Deir-ez-Zor
158,429Tartous

181,544

Ar-Raqqa
145,530

Dar'a
69,097 As-Sweida

71,313

Quneitra
3,418 IDPs origins by AoC

From GoS areas
From NSAG areas
From SDF areas
From TGF areas

IDP POPULATION AND REGION OF ORIGIN, BY GOVERNORATE

IDP region of origin

From CSS
From NWS
From NES
From NS

7 Forced Migration Review. “The importance of social capital in protracted displacement”. February, 2018.
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NUMBER OF HH DISPLACEMENTS, BY REGION

Future intentions

The majority of IDP households (53 percent) intend to remain 
in their current location for the coming 12 months. One-third 
(33 percent) are undecided, while 11 percent intend to displace 
again and only 3 percent plan on returning to their place of origin. 
While camps host about a fifth of all IDPs, they comprise 30 
percent of the total IDP households who intend on remaining in 
their current location for the coming year. Indeed, 80 percent of 
all households displaced to camps plan on remaining, compared 
to only 47 percent of those residing in residential areas. 

IDPs currently residing in residential areas are far less likely to 
have determined where they will reside in the coming year - 38 
percent of these households are undecided, compared to only 
10 percent of IDPs in camps. The highest proportion of in-camp 
populations who intend on remaining are in NWS (85 percent of 
in-camp households), followed by NES (82 percent) and then NS 
(64 percent). The intention to remain in camps may be explained 

by comparatively increased access to shelter, humanitarian 
assistance, or security; however, the desire to remain in current 
location is far above the national average in both NWS (78 
percent of all IDP households) and NES (71 percent of all IDP 
households), suggesting that geographic dynamics heavily 
influence decision-making processes. 

For IDPs in CSS and NS, the moderately lower rate of IDPs 
planning to remain should not be interpreted as a desire to 
return, but rather a greater state of indecision. In NS, 57 percent 
of all IDPs have not decided what they will do in the coming 
12 months; likewise, 42 percent of IDP households in CSS 
expressed the same views. The high rate of intention to remain 
in displacement, coupled with minimal plans for return indicate 
few are willing to return to their place of origin, evidencing the 
need for continued durable assistance for those in displacement. 

15% 3% 9% 9%

40% 39%

78%
71%

41%

57%

10% 16%4% 1% 3% 4%

CSS NS NWS NES
Move to a third location Stay in current community Undecided Return to place of origin

FUTURE INTENTION OF IDP HHs ACCORDING TO PLACE OF DISPLACEMENT
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No in-camp data available
for CSS
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of in-camp IDPs intend on remaining 
in current location, 68% decided this 
because of improved security

85%
Return to origin
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of in-camp IDPs intend on remaining 
in current location, 56% decided this 
because of access to humanitarian aid
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ties43%
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CENTRAL & SOUTH SYRIA

Reason for future intentions

Security 
concerns at origin

of in-camp IDPs intend on remaining 
in current location, 57% decided this 
because of availability of shelter

Return to origin
4%

Reclaim/occupy 
assets84%
Family 

reunification51%
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Safety and community cohesion

8 Reports of positive relations are defined according to those households who report they “good”, or “very good” community relationships in their current environment. 

of all IDPs report positive relationships with their 
community8 

93%
IDP households generally report positive relations with their 
fellow host community members. 73 percent report the 
relationship is good, while 20 percent indicate it is very good. The 
highest proportion of positive relations was indicated in NWS, 
where all households reported good or very good relationships, 
followed by 97 percent in NS 92 percent in NES and 89 percent in 
CSS. The high proportion of positive relations in NWS is surprising 
considering the high level of displacement burden, presence of 
conflict and limited economic and infrastructure resources. In 
NWS, there are 17 IDPs to every 1 returnee/resident. 

All IDP households who arrived in the past year reported 
positive relationships, compared to 93 percent of those who 
have been displaced for 5 years or longer. This may indicate a 
broadly welcoming host environment across Syria, in which 
households are more likely to displace in areas they perceive 
to be welcoming. Indeed, 96 percent of those who were pulled 

to their current location of displacement due to family ties  (20 
percent of all IDP HHs) reported good, or very good, community 
relations. Positive community relationships are essential to 
forming durable integration solutions; however, the reshuffling of 
the Syrian population according to similar beliefs or bonds could 
have serious implications for groups perceived to be outside of 
these identities and may cement lines of conflict along ethnic or 
religious divisions, hindering future reconciliatory efforts. 

The potential for such divisiveness may be revealed in livelihood 
tensions amongst IDP households. A quarter (25 percent) of 
households who reported bad or very bad community cohesion, 
also indicated that competition over livelihood opportunities had 
caused tension between different groups within the community- 
a higher proportion than the 16 percent who reported good or 
very good levels of community cohesion. Such tension could 
further undermine feelings of safety and security, as 22 percent 
of households who reported feeling insecure also noted that 
competition over livelihood opportunities had caused tension 
between groups, compared to 14 percent of those who felt safe 
or very safe. 

Lebanon

Saudi Arabia

Turkey

Jordan

Iraq

Mediterranean
Sea

Damascus

Aleppo

Rural
Damascus

Homs

Hama

Lattakia

Idleb

Al-Hasakeh

Deir-ez-Zor

Tartous

Ar-Raqqa

Dar'a As-Sweida

Quneitra
IDPs Ratio

0:1

1:<10

1:10 - 1:6

1:5 - 1:2

1:1

2:1 - 6:1

RATIO OF IDPs TO RESIDENT POPULATIONS

Safety Community relations
HH INTENTIONS BY SAFETY AND COMMUNITY COHESION

3% 2% 5% 6%
42%

24% 29% 28%

53%
67% 61% 58%

2% 7% 5% 8%

Move to a third
location

Stay in current
community

Undecided Return to place
of origin

1%
12% 4% 7% 12%

79%
71% 76% 72%

8%
25% 17% 16%

Move to a third
location

Stay in current
community

Undecided Return to place
of origin

Very unsafe Unsafe Very safeSafe Very bad Bad Very goodGood

Undecided
Return to place 

of origin
Remain 

in current 
location

Displace to a 
3rd location Undecided

Return to place 
of origin

Remain 
in current 
location

Displace to a 
3rd location

IDP to resident 
population ratio
0:1

1:<10

1:10-1:6

1:5-1:2

1:1

2:1-6:1

https://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.Login.php
https://hnap.info/fssportal/seeddms51x/seeddms-5.1.8/out/out.Login.php
mailto:hnap-syria@un.org


www.hnap.info hnap-syria@un.org10 www.hnap.info hnap-syria@un.org11

Nearly a third of IDPs inside Syria (31 percent) did not feel safe 
in their surroundings.9 NES maintains the highest proportion of 
households who do not feel safe (70 percent), followed by 42 
percent in CSS, 11 percent in NWS and 8 percent in NS. Across 
Syria, IDPs located in CSS comprised two-thirds of the total IDPs 
who reported feelings of insecurity. 

Overall rates of insecurity vary by region, but in general IDPs 
displaced inside camps were less likely than their residential 
counter-parts to indicate sentiments of insecurity. In total, 15 
percent of IDPs in camps did not feel safe, compared to 35 
percent of those outside camps.

A staggering 80 percent of IDPs in camps in NES report feelings 
of insecurity, followed by 10 percent in NS and 9 percent in 
NWS. The higher rates of insecurity in residential areas may 
be attributable to the rate of reported insecurity in CSS (42 
percent), the only region without camp options for IDPs.

The longer a household spends in displacement, the more 
likely they are to express sentiments of insecurity. Thirty-four 
percent of IDPs displaced for more than 5 years did not feel safe, 
compared to only 4 percent of those who had been displaced for 
less than a year. Interestingly, despite a higher proportion of IDPs 
in protracted displacement being more likely to secure durable 
shelter, this had minimal impact on perceptions of security.

Vulnerable households also reported increased sentiments of 
insecurity. The more vulnerable a household, the less likely they 
were to reflect sentiments of safety in displacement. Thirty-
eight percent of very vulnerable households did not feel safe, 
compared to 30 percent of less vulnerable households. Therefore, 
evidence suggests that the conceptualization of safety extends 
beyond achieving basic material needs. Instead, more holistic 
components like community integration, or activities which 
address household vulnerability will likely improve perceptions 
of safety for IDPs. Where safety is addressed, households will 
be far less likely to displace again and risk compounding their 
existing vulnerability thereby exacerbating the cycle of insecurity. 
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9 Reports of insecurity are defined according to those households who report they “do not feel safe”, or “do not feel safe at all” in their current environment. Likewise, unless otherwise 
specified indications of safety are comprised of those who fell “safe” and/or “very safe” in their current surroundings.
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Reason for displacement
Over a decade in conflict has forced millions to flee their homes 
and their country. Despite the protracted length, the intensity 
of conflict persists and conditions on the ground continue to 
by mired with the short and long-term impacts. Amidst the 
progressive deterioration, individuals continuously seek new 
solutions, however temporary, to ensure their survival. In 
recent years, the secondary impacts of the conflict, including 
international sanctions, the COVID-19 pandemic and on-going 
economic downturn have compounded to impact almost all 
Syrians, but especially those who were forced to flee their places 
of origin. 

The complex and interconnected impact of this conflict and the 
subsequent crises is evidenced in the increasingly heterogeneous 
reasons for displacement. The motivations for displacement from 
previous location (push factors) and conditions which influence 
the location of arrival (pull factors) evidence the intrusive danger 
of active conflict, coupled with the increased desperation of 
households to meet their basic surival needs.

Over half (54 percent) of all IDPs last displaced because of the 
security situation in their previous location, followed by the lack 
of livelihood opportunities (15 percent) and the deterioration of 
the economic situation (13 percent). A fifth (20 percent) of IDPs 
were pulled to their current location due to social or family ties, 
followed by access to economic opportunities (19 percent) and 
the availability of shelter (16 percent). 

The rate of displacement due to security concerns drops 
significantly for the 23 percent of total IDP households who 
are considered very vulnerable.10 Eighty-three percent of less 
vulnerable households displaced due to security concerns, 
followed by 55 percent of vulnerable households and only 36 

percent of very vulnerable households. According to HNAP’s 
Summer 2021 Demographic report, NWS maintains the highest 
proportion (29 percent) of vulnerable households. The region 
also has the highest rate of IDPs reportedly displacing due to 
conflict (65 percent). Therefore, the lower rate of very vulnerable 
households fleeing violence should not inherently be interpreted 
as lower exposure to risk. Instead, vulnerable households are 
more likely to face economic and social deprivation, as evidenced 
by the lack of income sufficiency and security. Without the 
means to flee danger, this population group may be more likely 
to be exposed to active conflict and the secondary impacts like 
unexploded ordinances, infrastructure damage and absence of 
services which can further undermine their resilience. 

National CSS NS NWS NES

Conflict / security situation 54% 50% 54% 65% 43%
Lack of livelihood opportunities 15% 20% 12% 8% 14%

Deterioration of economic situation 13% 12% 8% 13% 25%
Lack of shelter 8% 6% 16% 7% 9%

Lack of basic services 5% 5% 3% 3% 8%
Eviction/forced by authorities 4% 5% 6% 3% 1%

Social and cultural bonds 20% 20% 20% 20% 16%
Access to economic opportunities 19% 27% 10% 8% 26%

Availability of shelter 16% 14% 18% 22% 10%
Seeking improved security situation 15% 11% 15% 20% 16%

Availability of basic services 12% 15% 9% 9% 8%
Most accessible at time of displacement 10% 6% 22% 12% 11%

Proximity to the area of origin 4% 6% 2% 1% 5%
Access to humanitarian assistance 4% 1% 4% 8% 7%

PUSH AND PULL FACTORS FOR LAST DISPLACEMENT (% OF IDP HHs BY CURRENT LOCATION)

83%
of less vulnerable IDP HHs fled for security

55%
of vulnerable IDP HHs fled for security

36%
of very vulnerable IDP HHs fled for security

Push factors
Pull factors

10Vulnerability has been calculated as a composite indicator, taking into account indicators which increase household risk to external factors. Household risk exposure was determined 
according to the extent to which they reflected the vulnerability criteria. Scores were weighted, summed and ranked accordingly. For more information on the weights and the process by 
which weights were assigned, please contact HNAP at hnap-syria@un.org. Note that the top 6 priority needs shown reflect national prioritisation. 
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PRIMARY PUSH FACTOR FOR LAST DISPLACEMENT, BY NUMBER OF DISPLACEMENTS
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Security concerns Livelihood opportunities

Security concerns remain by far the most significant push factor 
encouraging the most recent displacement for 54 percent 
of IDPs. Security-related displacements were most prevalent 
in NWS (65 percent)  - likely the result of ongoing violence 
following the failure of the March 2020 cease fire agreement.11 

Concurrently, 60 percent of in-camp IDP households reported 
security as the primary reason for displacement, compared to 
53 percent of those residing in residential areas. IDPs in their 
first displacements are far more likely than those who have 
experienced compounding displacements to flee for security 
concerns. While many initially displaced to save their lives, 
conditions in displacement may undermine resilience, forcing 
many to displace again to sustain themselves. 

Nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of households who have been 
displaced between 1-3 times reportedly fled their previous 
location due to security concerns. This rate decreases to 38 
percent of households who have displaced 4 or more times. 
Concurrently, the lack of livelihood opportunities increasingly 
pushes individuals who have displaced 4 or more times into 
subsequent displacements. A quarter (25 percent) of those who 
have displaced 4 or more times were most-recently pushed due 
to the need to secure livelihood opportunities, compared to 9 
percent of those displaced less than 3 times. Findings suggest 

that once displaced, IDPs may face greater barriers to accessing 
labor or socio-economic resources and that displacements are 
correlated with a rise in economic deprivation.

Social networks may offer an avenue to addressing both the 
security and economic concerns affecting numerous IDP 
households. As many reach new levels of capital depletion the 
importance of social bonds may increase.12 Considering social 
connections were the most-prominent pull factor (20 percent), 
the social lives of IDPs offers a more nuanced explanation behind 
mobility and survival patterns.

The motivation for displacement also reveals distinct future 
intention trends. For those who were forced to displace because 
of a lack of livelihood opportunities, 18 percent indicated 
they would likely displace again, which is 7 percentage points 
higher than the national average. Similarly, of those who were 
pulled to their current location for economic opportunities, 
16 percent intend to move to displace again. The persistent 
need to continue displacing for those motivated by livelihood 
opportunities evidences the wide-spread impact of regional 
economic deterioration. Where assistance mechanisms fail to 
address the economic and livelihood needs of all populations, 
displacement is likely to persist. 

Move to a third 
location

Stay in current 
community Undecided

Return to place 
of origin

Conflict/security 44% 61% 47% 40%
Lack of livelihoods 24% 10% 20% 18%

Deterioration of economy 14% 12% 13% 19%

Economic opportunities 28% 12% 27% 28%
Social/cultural bonds 22% 19% 21% 16%
Availability of shelter 14% 19% 12% 25%

Push factors
Pull factors

FUTURE IDP INTENTIONS BASED ON REASON FOR LAST DISPLACEMENT

Undecided
Return to place 

of origin
Remain 

in current 
location

Displace to a 
3rd location

11 International Crisis Group. Idlib Between September 2015 and May 2020: A Timeline. May 2020
12Michelle Lokot, ‘Blood Doesn’t Become Water’? Syrian Social Relations during Displacement, Journal of Refugee Studies, Volume 33, Issue 3, September 2020, Pages 555–576
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Priority needs and meaningful access
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FUTURE INTENTIONS OF HHs WHO LACK MEANINGFUL ACCESS

The priority needs of households can greatly influence 
displacement. However, the impact of those needs will likely 
be reconciled against financial and physical capacity to displace 
again.13 Planned displacement is a resource intense investment 
which can deplete financial and social capital of the 11 percent 
of IDPs planning to displace again, or the 3 percent returning to 
their place of origin. As such, any indication of future mobility is 
likely influenced by access to such capital, whereas households 
who hit extreme levels of deprivation may focus their limited 
resources on immediate survival until forced to displace. 
Households planning to move have moderately lower rates 
of priority food needs; 59 percent of those intending to move 
to a third location report food needs, while 49 percent of 
those planning to return also indicate similar needs. For those 
remaining, however, 65 percent report food as a priority need. 
This suggests that where the need for survival resources, such 
as food, exists, households may be less likely to conceptualize 
future planning, especially if mobility diminishes capital 
essential for survival. 

Lower housing needs may also encourage households to remain 
in their current place of displacement. About a quarter of those 
intending on remaining report the need of rental assistance. 
Meanwhile, 42 percent of those who are displacing again to 
another location report the need for rental assistance. Although 
households may have displaced for a multitude of reasons, 
critical gaps in live-saving assistance will likely spur them into 
further displacements, potentially compounding their exposure 
to additional risks and resource depletion.
This report continuously evidences the compounding 
vulnerabilities impacting IDPs inside Syria. The protracted nature 
of displacement and continued exposure to direct and secondary 
impacts of the conflict necessitate investment in life-sustaining 
assistance. However, the provision of essential services like 
education, market access or infrastructure are often sidelined for 
life-saving activities in emergency response contexts, like Syria. 
Life sustaining investments may further be discouraged for their 
perceived impact on displacement, either attracting new IDPs or 
discouraging return.14 However, the below-graph demonstrates 
the minimal relationship between meaningful access to services 
and displacement. Instead, it reinforces the need for dignified 
and long-term assistance that expands beyond material needs.
Meaningful access is defined as a household reporting that a 
basic service is available in the surrounding area, the household 
needs or uses that service, and that they themselves can access 
that service to the extent that they need to meet their basic 

needs. Although meaningful access to the below-listed resources 
is essential to achieving durable solutions, gaps in service 
provision do not inherently predict displacement. Concurrent 
with the findings on page 11, the primary motivation for any 
mobility, or lack thereof, remains focused on achieving basic 
minimum survival standards, whether fleeing violent conflict or 
to obtain employment to afford basic needs.  
The graph below shows the future intentions of households 
according to gaps in achieving meaningful access to the below-
listed entities. For example, only 13 percent of the households 
who lack meaningful access to bakeries - meaning they need 
them but cannot physically or fiscally benefit from bakeries 
- intend to displace again in the coming year. Trends remain 
the same for arguably more essential services, like water. Nine 
percent of those who do not have meaningful access to water 
indicate they will displace again, compared to 14 percent of 
those with water access. 
After a decade of conflict, the crisis remains highly volatile 
and the primary factor influencing IDP intentions. Regardless, 
the need and motivation for survival does not imply that 
displacement should come at the expense of dignity and access 
to essential services.  Furthermore, findings evidence that 
provision of such dignified basic services does not inherently 
attract or pull individuals into displacement; they merely serve 
as life-sustaining resources for some of Syria’s most vulnerable 
populations. 
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13 HNAP, “Pathways of Adaptation”. October 2021.
14“Does emergency Education Save Lives?”. New Humanitarian. https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2009/01/08/does-emergency-education-save-lives.
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Attempted return
Attempted returns are situations wherein families return to their 
community of origin for at least one month, only to displace again. 
For the 24 percent of IDP households who attempted to return, 
these experiences typically characterize failed attempts - most 
likely the result of unrealistic or over-ambitious expectations of 
conditions, followed by push-factors after arrival, such as fragile 
security conditions or a lack of employment opportunities. 
Unstable returns, by definition, necessitate the existence of 
multiple displacements, potentially draining resources and 
discouraging future returns. 

About a quarter (24 percent) of all IDPs have had at least one 
member of the household return to their place of origin and 
remain for at least one month. Of the households who had 
members return, the average number of returns was 1.75 
times. A larger proportion of female-headed households have 
attempted to return home (36 percent), compared to their male 
counterparts (23 percent).

Differences are even more pronounced for persons displaced 
inside camps. Households displaced in camps were more likely 
to have returned to check on conditions at their place of origin 
- 37 percent, compared to 20 percent of those out of camps. 
Additionally,  44 percent of female-headed households displaced 
in camps have returned to their place of origin. 

About one-third (36 percent) of households who displaced 
from NWS attempted a return, followed by 25 percent of those 
displaced from CSS, 16 percent from SDF and 7 percent from NS. 
Higher rates of return attempts could be explained in part by 
proximity to place of origin. NWS and CSS maintain the highest 
proportion of intra-regional IDPs, 47 and 52 percent respectively. 
Concurrently, 33 percent of IDPs displaced in NWS attempted 
returns, followed by 25 percent in CSS, 16 percent in NES and 7 
percent of those currently displaced in NS. 

of IDP HHs displaced in CSS 
attempted to return an 
average of 1.2 times

25%
of IDP HHs displaced in NS
 attempted to return an 
average of 1.7 times

7%
of IDP HHs displaced in NWS 
attempted to return an 
average of 1.9 times

33%
of IDP HHs displaced in NES 
attempted to return an 
average of 1.3 times

16%

Once a household crosses the boundary between their region 
of origin and displacement, the likelihood for return mobility 
diminishes. Isolation from the region of origin can contribute 
to increased barriers to accessing official documentation, which 
may consequently hinder protection of assets or property and 
limit a household’s ability to safely return home. Further regional 
delineations, including ethnic, cultural or political relations may 
undermine household perceptions of safety and subsequent 
integration intentions in place of displacement.

Displacement within the same region of origin can facilitate 
return movement, given the proximity and comparatively fewer 
barriers to return mobility. Of the 3 percent of IDPs who intend 
to return, 71 percent are displaced within their same region of 
origin. Concurrently, 62 percent of those who displaced to a 
region outside their origin intend on remaining in their current 
location for the coming year, compared to 43 percent of those 
who displaced within the same region of origin.

Currently, half of all IDPs (49 percent) are displaced within 
the same region as their region of origin (intra-regional 
displacement). Despite the national trend, IDPs displaced within 
their same region of origin comprise the majority of IDPs only in 
CSS (88 percent of total IDP HHs). About a quarter of households 
(24 percent) in NES are intra-regional, followed by 11 percent of 
IDP households in NWS, and 1 percent in NS. 

Intra-regional displacement

Intra-Regional IDPs
49%

Inter-Regional IDPs
Intra-Regional IDPs

RETURN ATTEMPTS BY REGION
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Future of displacement 

15 Figures based on UNHCR https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria; and HNAP’s Baseline, October 2021.
16 UNHCR. Durable Solutions. https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/solutions.html
17 Middle East institute. “Policy consequences of Arab state normalizaiton with the Assad regime”. https://www.mei.edu/publications/policy-consequences-arab-state-normalization-
assad-regime
18 Amnesty International. September 2021. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/09/syria-jordan-un-led-return-operation-puts-refugees-at-risk-of-abuses-in-syria/
19 Future intentions by location were aggregated according IDP intention to return to place of origin, those undecided and therefore remaining for foreseeable future in location of 
displacement and by those who intend to integrate in place of displacement. An additional category is also provided to demonstrate those who wish to displace to a third location.
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This investigation on the history of displacement, conditions in 
displacement and future intentions of Syrian IDPs unequivocally 
demonstrates the dire conditions across the country. Four in five 
IDPs have been forced into displacement for a minimum of 5 
years and few have any prospects of returning to their place of 
origin. Nearly half of Syria’s pre-conflict population remains in 
displacement. 6.6 million are displaced abroad, the majority of 
whom are in neighboring Turkey, while a substantial 6.7 million 
are displaced across Syria.15

IDPs have the right to live without assistance related to their 
displacement and should enjoy their human rights without 
discrimination on account of their displacement.16 However,  
chronic unemployment, water shortages, destruction of key 
infrastructure and continuing conflict undermine these rights 
for all Syrians, but especially IDPs. Durable solutions for IDPs 
will not be achieved so long as conflict dynamics, combined 
with gaps in service provision and vulnerability associated with 
protracted displacement continue. Importantly, this research 
also emphasizes the importance of expanding beyond material 
response to address other capital deficits, like the social needs 
of IDPs.

There have been increasing signs of normalization with parties to 
the conflict in Syria, as numerous Syrian refugee hosting nations 
seek to encourage return.17 Beyond critical gaps in achieving 
durable solutions for IDPs within Syria, continued reports of 
torture and brutal suppression for those who returned from 
abroad should not be ignored.18 

As displayed in the chart below, about 4 out of 5 IDPs originate 
from CSS, but barely half of current IDPs are displaced there (49 
percent) and only 45 percent intend on remaining or returning 
to the region. This critical disparity between place of origin and 
future intentions exemplifies a fundamental gap in repatriation 
planning by regional stakeholders. Future intentions further 
evidence the barriers limiting IDPs from achieving durable 
solutions in displacement. Chronic deprivation of life-saving 
resources may contribute to future indecision, while those 
who initially fled from conflict are now being forced to displace 
multiple times to secure sufficient economic resources for 
survival.

This report consistently demonstrates that displaced people 
continue to be exposed to safety and security risks in addition 
to compounded vulnerabilities associated with protracted 
displacement. Alongside threats from the on-going conflict, 
there is clear evidence that displacement will continue, perhaps 
increasingly influenced by economic destitute. The longer the 
displacement, the more likely IDPs are to be confronted by 
critical socio-economic deprivation. Despite the desires of 
regional and hosting stakeholders to deescalate conflict and 
facilitate repatriation, conflicting political objectives cannot 
supersede the dire population needs on the ground. As critical 
life-sustaining response gaps remain, chronic displacement 
patterns will persist, undermining access to durable solutions 
for all Syrians. 
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