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Abstract  The objective of this research is to address the role of food consumption on the reconstruction of family identity 

using the case of displaced Syrian women in Jordan after the Syrian conflict in 2011. This paper used qualitative research 

method. Nine in-depth individual interviews were employed to collect data. Besides, a focus group was conducted to validate 

the data collection process. A conceptual framework that explains the relationship between food consumption and family 

identity was devised using interpretive phenomenological analysis. The findings of this study show that the reconstruction of 

family identity is underpinned by communal food preparation, valuing traditional food and economic decision-making. 

Moreover, the study reveals that the coping strategies adopted by Syrian women refugees include religious celebrations, food 

storage and social networks. The study recommends to expand research to include different target groups in other regions. 

The originality of this research stems from the fact that this study sheds light on the linkages between food consumption and 

family identity among Syrian women refugees in Jordan using interpretive phenomenological research.  
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1. Introduction 

Displacement can be attributed to many reasons, such as 

natural disasters, human atrocities or armed conflicts. 

Articulating the linkages between the roles of consumption 

in maintaining family identity during displacement is critical 

to comprehending the interaction between consumption 

patterns of displaced people and its role in shaping family 

identity. Displacement in this study is going to be addressed 

in the context of women Syrian refugees in Jordan who have 

been forced or obliged to flee or leave their home or place  

of habitual residence. A literature review included studies 

related to crisis and transition in relation to consumption, 

such as unplanned transition events including divorce  

(Bates & Gentry, 1994). Less research has been done on the 

role of consumption in maintaining family identity during 

displacement for women Syrian refugees.  

Previous literature has addressed the role of meal 

preparation, display and consumption in maintaining family 

identity (Epp and Price, 2008). Also, family meal 

consumption practices, such as grocery shopping, meal  
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preparation (Moisio et al., 2004) and meal sharing 

(Cappellini and Parsons, 2012), play an important role in 

managing the division of household labour (Kemmer, 1999). 

Food acquisition and preparation creates a sense of bonding, 

love and caring between family members (Cappellini and 

Parsons, 2012). Food therefore allows consumers to 

reconstruct, shape and maintain family identity.  

The Syrian crisis, which started in 2011, is a serious 

humanitarian conflict which resulted in an influx of around 4 

million refugees to the neighboring countries including: 

Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon and Turkey. This conflict is 

considered one of the greatest displacements since World 

War II (Andres-Vinas, et al. 2015). The conflict resulted in 

displacing over 1 million Syrians to Jordan in refugee camps 

and in northern governorates, which reflected on the public 

utilities, schooling, health services infrastructure, and 

employability in Jordan (Bilukha et al., 2014).  

The paper intends to explore the relationship between 

family identity and food consumption patterns. More 

specifically, the research questions in detail are outlined 

below: 

1)  What is the role of food consumption in shaping 

family identity for women refugees?  

2)  What are the strategies applied by displaced Syrian 

refugees in order to cope with changes in food 

consumption?  

This paper will begin with a theoretical framework on 
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family identity and displacement. The methods used for data 

collection will be outlined next, followed by a number of 

emergent themes as part of the findings. Finally, conclusions 

and recommendations will be outlined for future research.  

2. Literature Review 

The literature review will cover two components, i.e. 

family identity and displacement, as outlined below.  

Family Identity 

The literature defines identity as a process of co-creation 

between individuals and community in a socio-political 

context (Erikson, 1959). Also, identity can be explained as a 

journey of an individual’s constructed history that is shaped 

by place (Holt, 2007). According to Kuus (2007) identity is 

not a one-dimensional concept but a complex and a contested 

term that includes a wide diversity of attributes including age, 

nationality and religion (Holt, 2007). As defined by (Fiese 

and Wamboldt, 2000) family identity is the family’s 

subjective sense of its own continuity over time, its present 

situation, and its character. It is the gestalt of qualities and 

attributes that make it a particular family and that 

differentiate it from other families. The concept of family 

identity is conveyed as a group of psychological phenomena, 

which have as their essence a shared system of beliefs. To 

elaborate, shared belief systems are implicit assumptions 

about the roles, relationships and ethics that govern 

interactions within families and other groups (Fiese and 

Wamboldt, 2000).  

Family identity is influenced by a number of elements, i.e., 

structure, character and generational components. Family 

structure reflects the roles of family members, boundaries 

and patterns of family membership (Epp and Price, 2008). 

Family character captures the regular activities that families 

engage in as part of shared characteristics or personalities 

within the family, such as common values or tastes (Bolea, 

2000).  

Moreover, family identity can be divided into individual 

identity and group identity (Scabini and Manzi, 2011). 

Individual identity is defined as the subjective concept of 

oneself as a person (Scabini and Manzi, 2011). Group 

identity where people start to perceive themselves less as 

individuals and more as part of a community (Agnew et al., 

2008). The levels of family identity may be challenged 

during transitional periods (Scabini and Manzi, 2011).  

Consumer research has found that family identity is a 

determining factor during transitions when identity is 

questioned, re-examined or reviewed (Epp and price, 2008). 

Transformative events include social, economic, and 

political imbalances that induce immediate changes to family 

identity (Epp and Price, 2008).  

Transitional periods cause shifts in boundaries and 

changes in roles (Gentry et al., 1995). Moreover, many 

family transitions that become crises include a combination 

of cumulative stress and evolution. The term family crisis 

denotes disruption in the family’s social system (Lavee et al., 

1987). A crisis occurs when the family can no longer access 

and manage its resources due to loss of control and sense of 

insecurity (Hill, 1958). Major crisis including war and  

armed conflicts are unpredictable and cause severe family 

disruptions. However, families tend to respond and adapt to 

such crisis through seeking support from one another to 

survive and overcome the hardships (Bennett et al., 1988). 

The role of consumption during transition can be 

conceptualized in the form of rituals. As a symbolic form of 

communication centred in the home. Rituals have the power 

to organize the family due to their patterned nature (Pleck, 

2000). Comprehension of how family identity is created has 

substantial implications for understanding consumption  

(Epp and Price, 2008). Consumption is viewed as a coping 

mechanism, which can be used to restore or build a sense of 

family identity during family disturbance or stress 

(Burroughs and Rindfleisch, 1997).  

People respond to crises by adopting a number of coping 

strategies. These coping strategies include: changes in 

consumption patterns (Rindfleisch et al., 1997). Another 

form of coping is withdrawal from society due to inability to 

adapt or accept reality (Stephens et al., 2005). In contrast, 

past literature showed that Immigrants might demonstrate 

defence strategies like abstaining from consuming certain 

products as a form of resistance (Penaloza and Price, 1993).  

In sum, transformative events linked to 

consumption-related behaviours were addressed in previous 

literature. However, less research has been done on the role 

of consumption during displacement. This research intends 

to address this knowledge gap by investigating the role of 

consumption in shaping, defining and reconstructing family 

identity.  

Displacement  

Relocation of people entails hardships, suffering, and 

trauma. Displacement due to unanticipated events such as 

war creates a sense of vulnerability and helplessness 

(Newman and Van Selm, 2003). Relocation is related to loss 

of social context that causes instability and risk to identity 

(Ferris et al., 2013). People who move in such risky 

conditions in search of a secure place are referred to as 

refugees (Phuong, 2005). Refugee is a legal term applied that 

defines individuals who were forced to abandon and move 

from across border in search of security. 

The identity of a refugee evolves in time and place (Holt, 

2007). This influence is partially due to the existing legal 

infrastructure in the destination country; different places 

respond to resettling refugees in different ways (Holt, 2007).  

Refugees experience a process of identity reformulation and 

strive to assimilate and adapt to new social, economic, 

cultural and political context. In essence, the label of a 

refugee entails a non-steady, dynamic and transient process 

of search for identity and home (Akcapar, 2006). Refugees 

are obliged to face new realities and new labeling that 

indicate a sense of being a stranger. This feeling of being an 

outsider influences the process of reconstructing family 
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identity in the new home. The label of refugee impacts his 

destiny and his search for new identity (O'Neill and Spybey, 

2003). The societal image is particularly important in the 

reformation of the refugee’s new identity. The refugee label 

embodies a social stigma that is shaped by (O'Neill and 

Spybey, 2003). political discourse and media.  

The challenge is that refugees are perceived as economic 

burden and competitors with local people for jobs and 

services (Zetter, 2007). Moreover, the refugee is referred to 

as “the other, which adds complexity to the process of the 

reconstruction of identity. 

3. Methodology 

Qualitative research was conducted to gather data using 

in-depth interviews and a focus group. Qualitative research 

revolves around obtaining profound insights into human 

behaviour and the drivers behind such behaviour. 

Consequently, qualitative research serves the purpose of this 

research in the context of generating insightful 

comprehension in the examination of family identity, 

consumption patterns and displacement.  

Nine in-depth individual interviews were employed as a 

method of data collection, to obtain profound details about 

beliefs, attitudes, values and opinions. In addition, a 

focus-group discussion was conducted for women refuges to 

gain more insights. An opening question was followed by a 

set of follow-up questions to explore more detailed answers 

underlying connections and motivations.  

The interviews were held in Amman city, during July 

2017. Each interview lasted for approximately two hours and 

the informants had the chance to answer, clarify and explain 

their opinions and thoughts in a free environment. Interviews 

were conducted in Arabic depending on the informants’ 

language proficiency, and were afterwards translated and 

transcribed in English. The key areas of questions were 

primarily related to food consumption practices, celebrations, 

traditions, and coping strategies.  

Purposive sampling was applied in this study. A sample of 

Syrian women refugees in Jordan was selected according to a 

particular judgment made by the researcher to estimate the 

suitability of respondents. The informant characteristics that 

met the requirements of the study were: (1) age group 

ranging from 25–35 years of age, (2) residents in the urban 

area of Amman city in Jordan, and (3) female gender. Syrian 

women refugees were selected through a resource person 

who works in a relief agency for Syrians.  

The reason for choosing participants of the study to be 

women is the fact that literature highlight women as key 

pillars for managing and maintaining family stability 

(Cappellini and Parsons, 2013), and their significant role in 

transmitting traditions across generations (Pleck, 2000).    

In addition, women contribute to household informal and 

indirect income (Rizavi and Sofer, 2008).  

This research adopted the phenomenological research so 

as to fulfil a knowledge gap in understanding a social 

phenomenon, which entails multiple interactions of events 

(Ehrich, 2005). 

Existential phenomenology seeks to describe experience 

as it emerges in some context (Flood, 2010). Hence, 

understanding existential phenomenology is accomplished 

through describing lived experiences and the meanings that 

develop from them.  

Also, interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was 

used to provide rich interpretation of idiographic subjective 

experiences (Biggerstaff and Thompson, 2008). Since this 

study aims to generate insightful comprehension on the role 

of food consumption in maintaining family identity, IPA 

analysis was utilized for data analysis. The process for the 

interpretative phenomenological analysis as proposed by 

Biggerstaff and Thompson’s (2008) study is a cyclic process 

that can be summarized in the following steps: conducting 

semi-structured interviews that covers a number of themes in 

order to gather data from participants. Later, each interview 

recorded is transcribed in explicit detail in order to get 

accurate insights. Next, transcripts are analyzed through 

linking data with the original recordings. During transcript 

analysis, the researcher starts making notes any of ideas   

and reflections that appear during reading the transcript 

(Biggerstaff and Thompson, 2008). Prejudgments and 

assumptions are set-aside during the note writing (Husserl, 

1999). The final stage is to develop a table of themes. These 

emerging themes are best located in an ordered manner 

which reflects the main issues identified in accordance to the 

research objectives. As will be shown later.  

4. Analysis and Findings 

Based on the above methodology, the following table  

was constructed. Table 1 outlines a number of elements 

which includes 1st order concepts were extracted from the 

informant’s statements. 2nd order concepts themes and 

domains were condensed from the original key phrases. The 

third order linkages between themes and models were 

conducted.  

Case Study 

A single case study for a Syrian refugee, Sara was 

conducted to examine individual worldviews in their specific 

contexts and get insights to inform analysis of other cases 

using the idiographic interpretation. Sara spent her entire life 

in Syria, before the relocation in Jordan caused by armed 

conflicts in 2011. Sara has been living in Jordan for the past 

four years with her mother in law and three daughters. The 

initiation of dialogue started with this question to set the seen 

for the interview: 

Have your food consumption habits changed after 

moving to Jordan?  

The Jordanian and Syrian cultures have many things in 

common such as food meals. I still cook many traditional 

meals such as (Kibbeh, Shishbarak, Freekeh, Grape leaves, 

Maqlobah). There are some ingredients that are inaccessible 
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in Jordan such as pistachio. 

How do you manage to cook your traditional meals  

with the limited accessibility to food ingredients?  

We have a set of small local markets in the neighborhood 

that provide us with our traditional food ingredients. We 

usually reach out for Syrians around the country as they 

know exactly what we need.  

In sum, Sara reflected on the common culture between 

Jordan and Syria. There are similarities in recipes and the 

culture hospitality. Sara experienced some changes in food 

consumption but was able to overcome these changes 

through social networks. For Sara, the neighborhood allows 

her to have access to food offers and information. She 

mentioned continually that she has become more aware of 

the service providers surrounding her in the neighborhood.  

What type of food is central to maintaining a sense of 

family? I usually prepare traditional food particularly during 

religious celebrations like (Ramadhan and Eid). First day of 

Eid is mainly for family visiting, and second day is for social 

gatherings. These occasions are very special. There are some 

differences here for sure, but my neighbors and I usually 

gather in one place and start preparing for the celebration ten 

days before the day of celebration. All neighbors bake 

traditional sweets together (Betty four and pastries) in 

special occasions like Eid.  

In light of the above narrative we can conclude that Sara 

found her collective identity through religious celebrations 

and having traditional food with the community. Sara 

emphasized throughout the interview on the value of 

preparing food with other Syrian women in the 

neighborhood. This experience was resourceful to her as it 

gave her the opportunity to meet and learn about other 

people’s experienced and to reflect on her personal 

experiences as a refugee. 

How do you help your kids maintain their traditions 

and morals during this transition? I instill all morals and 

traditions in my children from a young age such as love for 

traditional food, early breakfasts, and afternoon visiting. We 

also had a tradition in Syria to store all types of food to have 

access to it all the time (e.g. beans, olives, tomatoes, 

strawberries and corchorus). I still do this in Jordan but not 

for all types only for some types. We are very attached to our 

traditional food; I usually cook our traditional food for my 

family especially for my children as they always ask for it. 

All types of food are available in Jordan throughout the year.  

Based on the above discussion, Sara is keen to instill the 

loyalty to traditional practices including preference to 

traditional food in her children. This is essential for her to 

maintain the consumption patterns of the past. Storing food 

for Sara is a valuable traditional practice has multiple 

positive effects these include: revival of the past memories 

and ability to cope in a new cultural setting. Food storage 

allowed Sara to cope with the state of the instability and 

insecurity. In addition, it is the help in to maintain a sense of 

continuity of cultural norms. Sara associates the memories of 

the past with the experience of having food back home.  

I have a very limited budget, so I do not have all the 

resources and the food ingredients at all times. Institutions 

provide us occasionally with some basic ingredients to help 

us with the food preparation. My daughters sometimes ask 

for types of food that I can’t afford to buy. I make it all at 

home with very limited resources. I am currently part of a 

society for traditional meal production to help with the daily 

expenses. 

The displacement experience had negative implications on 

the regular consumption pattern of Sara. However, she 

explained that she managed to overcome economic 

insecurity through getting support from various institutions. 

In addition, throughout the interview Sara explained that she 

makes rational economic decisions and set priorities to 

secure basic food ingredients like olive oil, rice and sugar. 

Sara is not willing to be dependent on external help, instead 

she is exploring means to learn new skills such cooking to 

economically independent soon.  

Table 1.  A synthesis of concepts, themes, and dimensions to address research questions  

1st Order Concepts 
2nd Order 

Themes 

Aggregate 

Dimension 
Research Quotes Existing Literature 

Love for traditional food 

Maintaining religious  

Celebrations  

Enjoying preparing food 

with neighbors 

Religious 

Celebrations 

Collective Food 

Preparation  

Religion 

Ramadhan has always been 

celebrated in a special way. 

I still prepare all traditional 

dishes (Lisa) 

Pleck, E.H., 2000. Celebrating the family: 

Ethnicity, consumer culture, and family rituals. 

Harvard University Press. 

Preference for 

Traditional food  

Retaining Traditional 

Practices 

Food Storage  

Valuing 

Traditional 

Food 

Tradition 

We are very attached to our 

traditional practices, 

especially the children 

Bennett, L.A., Wolin, S.J. and McAvity, K.J., 

1988. Family identity, ritual, and myth: A 

cultural perspective on life cycle transitions. 

Family transitions: Continuity and change over 

the life cycle, pp.211-234. 

Managing Expenses  

Mutual hardship eases 

pain 

Social Networks  

Economic 

Decision 

Making 

Socioeconomic 

Security 

I try to adjust my monthly 

expenses according to the 

essential needs of the house 

Miller, K.E. and Rasmussen, A., 2010. War 

exposure, daily stressors, and mental health in 

conflict and post-conflict settings: bridging the 

divide between trauma-focused and 

psychosocial frameworks. Social science & 

medicine, 70(1), pp.7-16. 
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In sum, Sara views traditional food as a means for 

redefining family identity. Sara finds religious celebrations 

as an equate occasion to prepare traditional meals which 

helps to reconstruct family identity. She adjusts her food 

expenses to meet the basic necessities. Sara also follows the 

tradition of storing food, which gives her a sense of security 

and is keen to pass on the culture of being loyal to traditional 

food to her children. Sara feels that she is part of a living 

community. The neighborhood is a foundation for 

community solidarity. Finally, Sara stated that has a long 

term plan to be economically independent by enhancing her 

skills in cooking to overcome poverty and sense of insecurity. 

Sara has a high sense of entrepreneurship to have her small 

business.  

Findings:  

As illustrated in Table 1, a set of three emerging themes 

were developed using hermeneutic interpretation. Religion, 

tradition, and social networks were identified as coping 

strategies.  

Religion:  

The theme of religion and faith embodies the significant 

role that religion plays in food consumption among displaced 

people. Religion plays a distinct role in reconstructing the 

sense of family regarding food consumption practices. Two 

subthemes emerge from this theme: (1) religious celebrations 

(2) social gatherings.  

Religious Celebrations 

The main religious celebrations highlighted in the 

interviews are the two official holidays in Islam: (Eid Al-Fitr 

and Eid Al-Adha). Eid Al-Fitr is celebrated at the end of 

Ramadhan (the month of fasting during the daytime). For 

example, Rania stressed the importance of homemade food 

as part of a family tradition on special occasions.  

“Ramadhan has always been celebrated in a special way. 

I still prepare all the traditional dishes, like: Kibbeh, Dawali 

and Freekeh, along with soap for all my family. We also 

made homemade sweets (pastries) this Eid.” 

Rania emphasized the essentiality of traditional meals 

during religious celebrations, particularly during the month 

of Ramadhan. She also highlighted the emotional linkage 

between Eid celebrations and homemade sweets in her 

family. The current displacement in Jordan is attributed to 

some changes in the family structure that are distinctively 

evident on special occasions.  

Social Gatherings 

“The neighbours cook and gather every afternoon for 

prayer and to have their daily meal together during 

Ramadhan. Celebrations have become very nice here.” 

Marah expresses her delight at the gatherings during 

religious celebrations, as it reminds her of her days in Syria.  

Hence, the above discussion shows that a social gathering 

entails an expression of feelings, emotions and memories, 

these help to form and adapt shared memories and 

experiences, which in turn nurtures human capital. 

Celebrations are closely associated with traditional food, 

which is a manifestation of hospitality, compassion and 

family ties. It is evident that displaced women refugees 

utilize celebration to help maintain memories, social 

attachments and family bonds. In addition, women 

purposefully instil loyalty to tradition in the younger 

generation. This emphasizes social solidarity, respect for the 

elderly and sharing memories. Serving traditional food 

constitutes an integral part of celebrations. Displaced women 

try to maintain this critical mass of family members through 

celebrations and the security of traditional food. Our findings 

show that social capital is reflected in the collective way of 

preparing food and social gatherings, and bringing family 

members together around the table is believed to produce 

cohesion (Fulkerson et al., 2007). Family food consumption 

socializes moral values, duties and valued experiences 

(Moisio et al., 2004).  

Traditions  

The second emerging theme incorporates the continuity  

of traditions in the host country among informants. The 

subthemes that emerged are (1) Valuing traditional food (2) 

Food storage. 

Valuing Traditional Meals 

One salient observation during the analysis is that youths 

have a strong preference for traditional food, which is 

attributed to the value system instilled by mothers on the 

basis of cultural and health considerations. This notion is 

manifested in the case of Samia, who believes in a sense of 

belonging and loyalty to past traditions. 

“I usually cook our traditional food for my family, 

especially for my boys, as they keep asking for it. They miss 

our traditional food since they are currently living abroad. 

My boys are always looking forward to coming back for 

visits to enjoy the special meals.” 

Samia explains that she instilled in her children the love  

of traditional food, which reflected in their attachment to 

homemade food after relocation to Jordan. Her three sons 

appreciate and still enjoy the traditional meals. 

Food Storage 

Regardless of the fact that Syrian women get the minimum 

of basic support, they still have a tendency to store it. Most 

informants still seem to apply the food storage tradition in 

order to have basic ingredients or inputs for basic food 

throughout the year.  

“We still do food storage for some types of food, such as 

okra, pumpkin, olives and corchorus, since we don’t always 

have access to them. We usually dry them under the sun and 

then leave them in the fridge.” 

Dana still practices the tradition of food storage for some 

food types like okra and pumpkin, despite the fact that food 

is available in Jordan all year round. Food storage gives her a 

feeling of resilience and economic security.   

Based on the above, the younger generation of Syrian 

refugees prefer traditional homemade food. This divergence 

in consumption patterns between local Jordanians and 

displaced women is attributed to the role of women in 

maintaining local traditional food and for economic purposes 
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(save money and stay within budget). Food and family 

gatherings are intertwined to form a social bond and a 

memory healing process. Displaced women play a key role 

in instilling good health perspectives and economic 

constraints. Women use traditional practices as a means to 

connect young generations with their heritage. Homemade 

food expresses norms of family cohesiveness and solidarity 

(Moisio et al., 2004). 

Socioeconomic Security 

The third theme embodies mechanisms to adapt to new 

circumstances encountered in the host country, i.e. Jordan. 

The subthemes that emerge are: (1) accessibility through 

networks and (2) food security. 

Social Networks 

Syrian refugees coming from specific communities try to 

relocate in Jordan in the same neighbourhood. This creates a 

sense of security, as does having access to various services, 

which will in turn form social capital.  

I had trouble finding an essential ingredient (called 

grease) used in our main traditional dish. A nearby Syrian 

butcher started providing us with all that we need since he is 

familiar with our food. Orders should be placed three days in 

advance. 

Dema expressed how she and her family have become 

more experienced in getting better access to all the missing 

products. She explained that when they first arrived, they had 

very limited access to specific food ingredients. However, 

she gradually started making connections and networks 

around Jordan. They currently have good exposure to 

products.  

Economic Decision Making  

I have a big family so I can’t buy ready to eat meals and 

sweets in big quantities. Therefore, I get all my basic needs 

for good prices and prepare everything at home. Everyone 

enjoys my food!  

Marah manages to have access to all her basic food 

ingredients without wasting any resources and having good 

control over her food consumption expenses. 

In sum, displacement urges people to always think in a 

cost effective manner and look for solutions around. Living 

in a community allowed displaced women to exchange 

experiences and information about offers and funds from 

various institutions. 

Figure 1 illustrates the linkages between family identity 

and food consumption to corresponding domains, which 

include: religion, tradition and socioeconomic security. 

Moreover, it shows the components of coping strategies for 

displaced Syrian women refugees, which include: religious 

celebrations, food storage and social networks. Besides, the 

figure shows the elements for reconstructing family identity 

i.e. collective preparation of food, valuing traditional food 

and economic decision-making.  

 

Figure 1.  A Conceptual Framework for Family Identity and Food Consumption 

5. Discussion and Conclusions  

The following summarizes the two research questions in 

light of the inductive qualitative analysis. A discussion on 

how Syrian women cope with changes and reconstruct 

family identity through food consumption will be outlined 

below:  

Research Question 1: What are the strategies applied by 

Syrian refugees in order to cope with changes in food 

consumption?  

The research demonstrates a number of coping strategies 

as a mean to strengthen family identity during displacement 

as shown in Figure 1. The manifestation of these constructs 

has significant characteristics in food consumption practices 
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among Syrian refugees, establishing unique cultural and 

socioeconomic influences. These coping strategies include: 

religious celebrations, food storage and social networks.  

Religious Celebrations as a coping strategy:  

Recent Literature shows that family rituals are a symbolic 

form of communication centered in the home and have the 

ability to organize the family due to their patterned nature. 

Celebrations are a form of family rituals that can be divided 

into weddings, funerals and religious celebrations (Bennett 

et al., 1988). Traditional celebrations present occasions 

celebrated in a cultural context and reassure people about the 

continuity of their family identity during life changes (Pleck, 

2000). Family rituals can play a distinct role in maintaining 

and resolving family relationships during times of stress and 

transition (Bossard and Boll, 1950). As a result, celebrations 

help to strengthen group solidarity and rectify conflict as a 

means of social control (Schachner, 2001). The findings of 

this study show the importance of traditional food during 

religious celebrations for Syrian women refugees. While 

celebrations are seen as links to the past (Pleck, 2000), the 

revival of religious rituals such as fasting and praying along 

with traditional meals facilitated the coping process for the 

displaced informants. Moreover, it was found that traditional 

sweets (e.g. pastries) in religious celebrations like Eid 

constitute a key component of social celebration and 

hospitality. Consequently, renewing the entertainment and 

past memories of celebrations.  

Food Storage as a coping strategy: 

Traditions occur with regularity in most families and 

generate a feeling of intimacy for surviving the difficult 

times (Whiteside, 1989). Traditions come in the form of 

anniversaries, birthdays, family visits and special meals 

(Bennett, 1988). Food meal choices embody the historical 

memory for shared experiences (Almerico, 2014) and reflect 

the norms, values and social preferences (Stajcic, 2013). As a 

result, traditions are actively connected to the creation and 

reproduction of family identity (Wolin and Bennett, 1984). 

The findings of the study highlight the role of women in 

transmitting traditions (Pleck, 2000), and sheds light and the 

commitment of Syrian women to maintain traditional 

practices such as storing food. This practice was found to 

create a sense of security and continuity to the informants. 

The majority of informants were found to store basic food 

such as (e.g. sugar, rice and olive oil) despite the fact that 

food is available all year round in Jordan. Moreover, it was 

evident that families who maintain traditional practices such 

as food storage are likely to exhibit high levels of family 

identity. In contrast families that dismiss or partially 

abandon practices related to tradition are likely to exhibit 

low levels of family identity.  

Social Networks as a coping strategy:  

During unpredictable conditions, social networks play a 

significant role in maintaining family identity among group 

members (Brown and Perkins, 1992.). The experience of 

food sharing among group members is a rich and practical 

social experience. Literature suggests that social networks 

reduce the impact of hardship as displaced people share   

the same memory and reality (Pleck, 2000). The findings   

of the study show that social networks contribute to the 

maintenance of traditional food among members of a 

community. While refugees tend to seek for close social 

networks to help them cope with crisis and change (Tolsdorf, 

1976), the findings of the study reveal that women Syrian 

refugees have high tendency to live within the same 

neighborhood for the purposes of sharing information on 

food offers, funding opportunities, and sources for 

traditional food ingredients. As a result, coping and 

maintenance of family identity is enhanced among family 

members.  

Research Question #2: What is the role of food 

consumption in shaping family identity for women refugees? 

The reconstruction of family identity can be attained using 

a set of measures as illustrated in Figure 1. These measures 

include: collective preparation of food, valuing traditional 

food and social capital. 

Collective food preparation as a strategy for 

reconstructing family identity:  

Literature shows that family practices are substantially 

influenced by changes in the family life span, such as 

changes in residency, work and family membership (Bennett, 

1988). Past research highlighted that preparing food in a 

traditional style has a nostalgic or sentimental appeal 

referring to comfort food (Locher et al., 2005), which can be 

defined as any food consumed to induce positive emotions 

and is strongly associated social relationships (Locher, 2002). 

Preparing meals within the household enable the 

development of shared identity through shared practices 

(McIntosh et al., 2010). The findings declared that 

informants encountered many changes due to displacement 

such as separation from home and family gatherings. While 

celebrations generate a feeling of intimacy for surviving the 

difficult times (Denham, 2003), social networks were found 

to reduce the impact of hardship due to the mutuality in 

memory among displaced individuals. Women Syrian 

informants managed to successfully reconstruct their family 

identity through the collective preparation of traditional 

meals in groups of neighbors and family members during 

traditional and religious celebrations as a means to absorb 

social and economic shocks. 

Valuing traditional food as a reconstruction strategy for 

family identity:  

In past literature, women were in charge of holding the 

family together and transmitting traditions in order to add a 

sense of linkage with their family’s heritage (Pleck, 2000). 

Thus, displaced women were employing substantial efforts 

to transmit the values and traditions to the youth in the new 

home. The findings of this study reveal that displaced 

women play a key role in instilling loyalty for traditional 

food in younger generations. This result is evident in the 

attitude and food preferences of younger Syrian refugees. 
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Economic Decision-making:  

While women and girls disproportionately affected by 

conflict due to a lack of access to essential services, as learnt 

from humanitarian crises in recent years (Miller and 
Rasmussen, 2010). The study shows that women Syrian 

refugees adjust their food consumption patterns according to 

the available resources. This constraint is dictated by the fact 

that each family has a limited budget. Consequently, 

decisions are made to minimize cost. Moreover, it was found 

that the informants set priorities and make clear distinction 

between necessities and luxuries. This is evident in the food 

choices made by women refugees as they tend to select low 

cost food, and plan for the purchase of basic needs each 

month (e.g. the first month would be for olive oil, the second 

month would be devoted for rice). 

The study concluded that food consumption plays a key 

role in the coping and the reconstruction of family identity 

where religion, tradition and socioeconomic security are of 

high importance. Religion was found to help recreate social 

reality through participating in group annual celebrations, 

which emphasizes a sense of belonging and shared identity. 

Also, social gatherings during religious celebrations 

contribute immensely to reconstruct family identity through 

joint preparations of food. In addition, traditional 

celebrations entail food storage as a key determinant in 

defining a coping strategy. Besides, the transfer of values 

including loyalty to traditional food in the younger 

generation is a common practice among women Syrian 

refugees. This measure has two dimensions, one is related to 

maintain cultural values, and the other is to instill cultural 

values in younger generations. Finally, it was found that 

social networks assist in supporting coping strategies 

through sharing of information (e.g. best food offers) within 

a neighborhood setting. Further, it was evident that the 

economic decision-making enables women Syrian refugees 

to reconstruct family identity through rationing expenses. 

Marketing Implications  

Connection to traditional food and the desire to sustain 

this connection among generations was visible among 

informants. Transferring values within the household can be 

relatively challenging due to separation from home. 

Nevertheless, it can be suggested that the involvement in 

trainings sessions that capitalize on traditional food and 

promoting it to individuals in the new home through the 

establishment through community based enterprise 

(cooperatives). Thus, this can be seen as a potential start up 

business for women Syrian refugees to participate in an 

informal economy to achieve economic independence 

through the production of traditional food.   

The study recommends to to validate and expand model 

proposed in this study by covering different geographical 

areas such as Turkey or Lebanon. This expansion can be 

used to investigate the Informal economy (corporations run 

by women for traditional food) since it was found that 

non-governmental organizations recruit Syrian women to 

cook traditional food in order to meet market demands. 

Further research can also be done on the impact of Syrian 

refugees to generate new startups and small or medium 

enterprises in the food industry (e.g. ice-cream, traditional 

meals).  

 

REFERENCES 

[1] Agnew, C.R., Arriaga, X.B. and Wilson, J.E., 2008. 
Committed to what? Using the Bases of Relational 
Commitment Model to understand continuity and changes in 
social relationships. Social relationships: Cognitive, affective 
and motivational processes, pp.147-164. 

[2] Akcapar, S.K., 2006. Conversion as a migration strategy in a 
transit country: Iranian Shiites becoming Christians in Turkey. 
International Migration Review, 40(4), pp.817-853. 

[3] Almerico, G.M., 2014. Food and identity: Food studies, 
cultural, and personal identity. Journal of International 
Business and Cultural Studies, 8, p.1. 

[4] Andres-Vinas, D., Gorevan, D., Hartberg, M., Phillips, M. 
and Saieh, A., 2015. Right to a Future: Empowering refugees 
from Syria and host governments to face a long-term crisis. 
CARE. 

[5] Bates, M.J. and Gentry, J.W., 1994. Keeping the family 
together: How we survived the divorce. ACR North American 
Advances. 

[6] Bennett, L.A., Wolin, S.J. and McAvity, K.J., 1988. Family 
identity, ritual, and myth: A cultural perspective on life cycle 
transitions. Family transitions: Continuity and change over 
the life cycle, pp.211-234. 

[7] Bennett, L.A., Wolin, S.J. and McAvity, K.J., 1988. Family 
identity, ritual, and myth: A cultural perspective on life cycle 
transitions. Family transitions: Continuity and change over 
the life cycle, pp.211-234. 

[8] Biggerstaff, D. and Thompson, A.R., 2008. Interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (IPA): A qualitative methodology 
of choice in healthcare research. Qualitative research in 
psychology, 5(3), pp.214-224. 

[9] Bilukha, O.O., Jayasekaran, D., Burton, A., Faender, G., 
King’ori, J., Amiri, M., Jessen, D. and Leidman, E., 2014. 
Nutritional Status of Women and Child Refugees from 
Syria—Jordan, April–May 2014. MMWR. Morbidity and 
mortality weekly report, 63(29), p.638. 

[10] Bolea, P.S., 2000. Talking about identity: Individual, family, 
and intergenerational issues. Becoming a family: Parents’ 
stories and their implications for practice, policy, and 
research, pp.39-73. 

[11] Bossard, J.H. and Boll, E.S., 1950. Ritual in family living. 
[12] Brown, B.B. and Perkins, D.D., 1992. Disruptions in place 

attachment. In Place attachment (pp. 279-304). Springer, 
Boston, MA. 

[13] Burroughs, J.E. and Rindfleisch, A., 1997. Materialism as a 
coping mechanism: An inquiry into family disruption. ACR 
North American Advances. 

[14] Cappellini, B. and Parsons, E., 2012. Practising thrift at 



 International Journal of Inspiration & Resilience Economy 2020, 4(1): 25-34 33 

 

 

dinnertime: Mealtime leftovers, sacrifice and family 
membership. The Sociological Review, 60, pp.121-134. 

[15] Cappellini, B. and Parsons, E., 2013. Self-sacrifice and 
abnegation in the kitchen. The Routledge Companion to 
Identity and Consumption, p.119. 

[16] Epp, A.M. and Price, L.L., 2008. Family identity: A 
framework of identity interplay in consumption practices. 
Journal of consumer research, 35(1), pp.50-70. 

[17] Erikson, E.H., 1959. Identity and the life cycle: Selected 
papers. 

[18] Ferris, E., Kirişçi, K. and Shaikh, S., 2013. Syrian crisis: 
massive displacement, dire needs and a shortage of solutions. 
Brookings Institution. 

[19] Fiese, B.H. and Wamboldt, F.S., 2000. Family routines, 
rituals, and asthma management: A proposal for family-based 
strategies to increase treatment adherence. Families, Systems, 
& Health, 18(4), p.405. 

[20] Flood, A., 2010. Understanding phenomenology. Nurse 
researcher, 17(2). 

[21] Fulkerson, J.A., Strauss, J., Neumark-Sztainer, D., Story, M. 
and Boutelle, K., 2007. Correlates of psychosocial well-being 
among overweight adolescents: the role of the family. Journal 
of consulting and clinical psychology, 75(1), p.181. 

[22] Gentry, J.W., Kennedy, P.F., Paul, C. and Hill, R.P., 1995. 
Family transitions during grief: Discontinuities in household 
consumption patterns. Journal of Business Research, 34(1), 
pp.67-79. 

[23] Hill, R., 1958. 1. Generic Features of Families under Stress. 
Social casework, 39(2-3), pp.139-150. 

[24] Holt, M., 2007. The wives and mothers of heroes: Evolving 
identities of Palestinian refugee women in Lebanon. The 
Journal of Development Studies, 43(2), pp.245-264. 

[25] Holt, M., 2007. The wives and mothers of heroes: Evolving 
identities of Palestinian refugee women in Lebanon. The 
Journal of Development Studies, 43(2), pp.245-264. 

[26] Husserl, E., 1999. The essential Husserl: Basic writings in 
transcendental phenomenology. Indiana University Press. 

[27] Kemmer, D., 1999. Food preparation and the division of 
domestic labour among newly married and cohabiting 
couples. British Food Journal, 101(8), pp.570-579. 

[28] Kuus, M., 2007. Geopolitics reframed: security and identity 
in Europe’s eastern enlargement. Springer. 

[29] Lavee, Y., McCubbin, H.I. and Olson, D.H., 1987. The effect 
of stressful life events and transitions on family functioning 
and well-being. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 
pp.857-873. 

[30] Locher, J.L., 2002. Comfort food. Encyclopedia of food and 
culture, ed. SH Katz, 442443. 

[31] Locher, J.L., Yoels, W.C., Maurer, D. and Van Ells, J., 2005. 
Comfort foods: an exploratory journey into the social and 
emotional significance of food. Food & Foodways, 13(4), 
pp.273-297. 

[32] McIntosh, W.A., Kubena, K.S., Tolle, G., Dean, W.R., Jan, 
J.S. and Anding, J., 2010. Mothers and meals. The effects of 

mothers’ meal planning and shopping motivations on 
children's participation in family meals. Appetite, 55(3), 
pp.623-628. 

[33] Miller, K.E. and Rasmussen, A., 2010. War exposure, daily 
stressors, and mental health in conflict and post-conflict 
settings: bridging the divide between trauma-focused and 
psychosocial frameworks. Social science & medicine, 70(1), 
pp.7-16. 

[34] Moisio, R., Arnould, E.J. and Price, L.L., 2004. Between 
mothers and markets: Constructing family identity through 
homemade food. Journal of Consumer Culture, 4(3), 
pp.361-384. 

[35] Newman, E. and Van Selm, J., 2003. Refugees and forced 
displacement. International Security, Human Vulnerability, 
and the State, UNU Press, Tokyo Japan. 

[36] O'Neill, M. and Spybey, T., 2003. Global refugees, exile, 
displacement and belonging. 

[37] Penaloza, L. and Price, L.L., 1993. Consumer resistance: a 
conceptual overview. ACR North American Advances. 

[38] Phuong, C., 2005, May. Identifying States’ Responsibilities 
towards Refugees and Asylum Seekers. In European Society 
of International Law Research Forum on the topic of 
International Law: Contemporary Problems. http://www. 
esil-sedi. eu/sites/default/files/Phuong. PDF. 

[39] Pleck, E.H., 2000. Celebrating the family: Ethnicity, 
consumer culture, and family rituals. Harvard University 
Press. 

[40] Rindfleisch, A., Burroughs, J.E. and Denton, F., 1997. Family 
structure, materialism, and compulsive consumption. Journal 
of consumer research, 23(4), pp.312-325. 

[41] Rizavi, S.S. and Sofer, C., 2008. The division of labour within 
the household: Is there any escape from traditional gender 
roles. Working Paper. 

[42] Ehrich, L.C., 2005. Revisiting phenomenology: Its potential 
for management research. 

[43] Scabini, E. and Manzi, C., 2011. Family processes and 
identity. In Handbook of identity theory and research (pp. 
565-584). Springer, New York, NY. 

[44] Schachner, G., 2001. Ritual control and transformation in 
middle-range societies: An example from the American 
Southwest. Journal of Anthropological Archaeology, 20(2), 
pp.168-194. 

[45] Smith, J.A. and Osborn, M., 2007. Pain as an assault on the 
self: An interpretative phenomenological analysis of the 
psychological impact of chronic benign low back pain. 
Psychology and health, 22(5), pp.517-534. 

[46] Stajcic, N., 2013. Understanding culture: Food as a means  
of communication. Hemispheres. Studies on Cultures and 
Societies, (28), pp.77-87. 

[47] Stephens, D.L., Hill, R.P. and Gentry, J.W., 2005. A 
consumer-behavior perspective on intimate partner violence. 
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 34(1), pp.36-67. 

[48] Tolsdorf, C.C., 1976. Social networks, support, and coping: 
An exploratory study. Family process, 15(4), pp.407-417. 

[49] Whiteside, M.F., 1989. Family rituals as a key to kinship 



34 Noor Jayousi:  The Reconstruction of Family Identity through Food  

Consumption- The Case of Displaced Syrian Women in Jordan 

 

connections in remarried families. Family Relations: An 
Interdisciplinary Journal of Applied Family Studies. 

[50] Wolin, S.J. and Bennett, L.A., 1984. Family rituals. Family 
process, 23(3), pp.401-420. 

[51] Zetter, R., 2007. More labels, fewer refugees: Remaking the 
refugee label in an era of globalization. Journal of refugee 
studies, 20(2), pp.172-192. 

 


