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between fragility and inequality have been a concern of numerous high-level 
international agreements, most notably, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which lays out an explicit path to arrive at more equitable 
and peaceful societies.

2 Gender equality and, more specifically, women’s 
empowerment are critical components to achieving those objectives. A recent 
report by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development argues 
that “Empowering women and girls and strengthening gender equality in fragile 
settings can help transform vicious circles into virtuous ones, supporting 
inclusive societies, sustainable peace and development.”3 Business is in a 
unique position to disrupt gender-based constraints and patriarchal cultures 
that impede women’s agency. This piece will identify some of the ways 
companies, regardless of size, composition, and sector can address inequality 
as a central focus on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by easing 
access to the labour market and improving job retention for women. To illustrate 
this potential, this brief uses the case study of Syria and highlights how the 
nexus between humanitarian aid and business can respond more effectively to 
the needs of women impacted by war.  

EXPANDING THE IMPACT OF THE PRIVATE SECTOR 

By adopting inclusive business models, companies can facilitate economic 
elevation of those living at the base of the economic pyramid, who earn up to 
US$8 per day and currently constitute half of the world’s population.4 Inclusive 
businesses go beyond philanthropy and change the business model by 
integrating diversity and inclusion into their operations with a specific focus 
on low-income communities. According to the United Nations Development 
Programme, inclusive businesses transform communities by, “combatting 
discrimination in both the workplace and society, while continuing to grow the 
business. With a diverse work staff, regardless of their background, sexual 







UNITED NATIONS AT LSE   |  POLICY BRIEF 03/2020  |  4    

a total budget of €6 billion for both humanitarian 
relief and non-humanitarian efforts.20 Monthly cash 
transfers have been given to those registered under the 
temporary protection regime by the Emergency Social 
Safety Net programme, an initiative administered 
in collaboration with the European Union, the World 
Food Programme, the Turkish Red Crescent, and 
Turkish government institutions.21 The Conditional 
Cash Transfer for Education programme, a partnership 
between the Turkish Ministry of Family and Social 
Policies, the Ministry of National Education, the Turkish 
Red Crescent and the United Nations International 
Children’s Fund, has administered cash transfers to 
families whose children attended school regularly as 
well as a child protection outreach service.22 Besides 
these two flagship initiatives, funding has also been 
allocated to increase the quality of the public education 
and health systems, widen the capacity of migration 
management and develop municipal infrastructure of 
host communities.

The implications of forced displacement have left 
many Syrian women with little choice but to adopt 
negative coping mechanisms to survive. They have had 
to accept unfair wages, unsafe working environments, 
child marriage, survival sex, and have had to send 
children to work instead of to school to supplement the 
family income. The exceptional vulnerabilities facing 
Syrian women requires a multi-stakeholder response.23 
Donor agencies, business, civil society, government, 
local and regional authorities, and other relevant 
stakeholders bring unique experiences, knowledge, 
and capacities to address the gendered consequences 
of the forced displacement crisis. The indigenous 
private sector and the displaced Syrian business 
community are particularly well-positioned to enhance 
the economic inclusion of Syrian refugee women who 
have sought protection in Turkey. In partnership with 
other stakeholders, business can ease the transition 
of Syrian women into the formal labour market and 
improve the chances of women remaining in the 
labour market. 

As mentioned, recipients of the “temporary 
protection” status can apply for a work permit 
through an employer. Acquiring a work permit gives 
an employee eligibility for private health insurance, a 
pension, workers’ compensation, and right to sue for 
non-payment of wages. Although the government has 

reformed labour legislation, significant barriers to the 
formal labour market remain. Employers who wish to 
employ an individual with “temporary protection” must 
demonstrate they are unable to hire a Turkish citizen 
who can perform the same duties and adhere to the 
employment quota unless they receive an exemption. 
Number of iterations to the registration process, 
existing fees for the work permit, and perceived loss of 
a competitive salary advantage by Syrians have enticed 
many employees and employers to pursue the informal 
route to employment. With more than one million 
Syrians of working-age (between 15 and 65) residing in 
the country, only 15,000 work permits were granted to 
holders of the temporary protection regime in 2018.24 

Despite barriers to the formal labour market that 
arise as a result of public policies, the indigenous 
private sector and the displaced Syrian business 
community have mechanisms to formally incorporate 
Syrian refugee women into their operations. Local 
chambers of commerce and industry particularly 
those operating in southeastern Turkey have devised 
education and employment generation strategies 
with sister Syrian private sector associations and 
other organizations, some of which have received 
financial support from the European Union Regional 
Trust Fund.25 Aside from the Union of Chambers 
and Commodity Exchanges of Turkey, the national 
private sector has mostly remained absent from the 
discussion on the economic integration and social 
inclusion of Syrian refugees. In many regards, the 
Turkish Industry and Business Association (TUSIAD) 
and the Turkish Enterprise and Business Confederation 
(TURKONFED) drive the agenda on inclusive business 
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of this growing phenomenon, Syrian women face 
additional vulnerabilities as they search for the means 
to generate an income.29 Lacking adequate legal 
protections in professional and personal spheres 
women are more susceptible to exploitation and 
gender and sexual-based violence. By emphasising 
livelihood security strategies, implementing partners 
may unknowingly compound risks and thrust Syrian 
women into situations where economic empowerment 
challenges cultural and social norms. Furthermore, 
many Syrian women are living with post-traumatic 
stress disorder and related symptoms of depression, 
anxiety, inattention, and survival guilt that might 
hinder their ability to perform tasks as easily as they 
would if they had not experienced war and forced 
displacement. In some instances, smaller enterprises 
have partnered with local municipalities and primary 
healthcare facilities to provide trauma-informed care 
for employees and their family members. Other larger 
companies such as Chobani and Maya Holding have 
focused on the wellbeing of refugees through their 
social investments. As Syrian women transition to 
new roles and responsibilities it is imperative that in 
order to be positive and transformative, interventions 
including business mitigate any risks that they are 
potentially exposed to as they claim their space in the 
economic, social, cultural and political arenas in the 
post-war recovery of Syria. 

CONCLUSION 

It is paramount that business is included in 
development and peacebuilding strategies as 
companies increasingly are able to shape the 
conditions that determine whether instability will 
evolve into a durable peace or collapse into armed 
conflict.30 Inclusive business models assist companies 
to go beyond social investments and philanthropy 
to incorporate diversity and inclusion principles into 
their mainstream operations with a specific focus 
on low-income communities. Private sector entities 
(companies, business associations and investors) 
should strive to understand the social context 
including gender-based constraints that affect 
operational and investment decisions.  Equipped with 
this knowledge, they can better incorporate women 

as employees, customers, entrepreneurs, suppliers, 
distributors, or retailers and derive associated social 
and financial benefits. Conflict and gender-sensitive 
approaches provide a starting point for stakeholders, 
including development agencies, business, civil 
society, and the government to operate collectively 
and maximise positive outcomes for interventions 
that seek to promote women’s economic inclusion 
and empowerment and to mitigate implementation 
risks of women inclusion strategies. While 
companies can address gender-constraints, business 
cannot substitute the need for strong institutions, 
fundamental reforms of governance structures and 
commercial practices. But through its interactions with 
the government, business can provide useful input to 
that end. Defining respective areas of responsibility 
and intervention between public, private and civil 
society actors, and better understanding of the scope 
for collective effort is an important part of the process 
of achieving integrated and durable solutions. 

The humanitarian dimensions of the war in Syria 
reveal important lessons on how to enhance human 
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POLICY AND PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS 

 ✓ International organisations such as the United 
Nations and the European Union should implement 
more robust monitoring, verification, and 
evaluation mechanisms to identify and mitigate 
the potential negative impact of aid on the position 
of women in fragile contexts. 

 ✓ Partner organisations that receive funds from 
international organisations should be required to 
incorporate conflict-sensitive and gender-sensitive 
principles into their operations. 

 ✓ International organisations should designate 
sufficient funding to create additional institutional 
capacity of implementing partners, especially 
smaller non-governmental organizations, but also 
among private businesses.

 ✓ Donor agencies and international financial 
institutions such as the International Finance 
Corporation should strengthen the ecosystem 
for women-inclusive business and provide more 
recognition for gender-sensitive private sector 
investment in livelihood interventions. 

 ✓ Private sector entities should liaise with 
governments to identify and address barriers in 
legislation to increased womens’ participation and 
retention in the labour force. 

 ✓ Targeted action by development actors to identify 
companies who are either interested in pursuing 
or who have already incorporated women-inclusive 
models should be accelerated. 

 ✓ Inclusive businesses should identify ways to work 
more closely with one another to expand sectoral 
and cross-market opportunities to enhance 
women’s economic security. 
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