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Workshop participants proposed an 
asset-based approach that (1) affirms the 
agency and abilities of displaced Syrians 
and their host communities and (2) 
engages them as decision-makers. 

This approach emphasizes the need for 
a clear devolution of shared resources to 
the local level to enable timely, relevant 
actions that equitably benefit those 
most in need. Three existing resources 
could be expanded to promote capacity 
development of Syrian organizations on 
the ground:

Conduct asset mapping. In Turkey 
alone, there are thousands of Syri-
an community-based organizations. 
Identifying them and linking those with 
similar agendas would be crucial first 
steps, fol-lowed by mapping of organi-
zations in the three frontline states, plus 
Syria, identification of technical experts 
and donors to support organizational 
capacity building, and then linking 
organizations with similar agendas to 
minimize unnecessary duplication.

Link virtual and on-the-ground 
networks for refugee support. We 
envision a virtual community (per-
haps building on Planet Syria: www.
planetsyria.org) to share information 
and identify those in need of support, 
and an on-the-ground association to 
develop the capacity of promising local 
organizations. In Turkey, a new Refugee 
Council is being developed, with the 
aim of coordinating all Syrian refugee 
support. With organizational capacity 
strengthening guidance, funding, and 
other support, these platforms could 
form a blended network for coordinat-
ing all refugee support services.

Catalyze champions. Once again, the 
Sultanbeyli’s service-to-refugee mapping 
and linking plat-form could be a model 
for other local governments looking 
to streamline and solidify how they 
provide assistance to Syrians and host 
community members in need. In fact, 
three other Turkish municipalities are 
doing similar work, and could be linked 
with counterparts in other areas.

1.

2.

3.



part 11 | 17

For civil society organizations, we define capacity 
building as “equipping an organization with the 
developmental tools it needs to be successful and 
sustainable, mission notwithstanding.” This entails:

Results-oriented strategic planning ( vision / strategy 
development, accountability measures, and impact 
analysis )

Business planning ( funding streams, services menus, 
income-generating activities )

For governmental institutions, we define capacity 
building as “equipping the institution with systems 
and tools to develop results-oriented strategies, 
achieve goals, and promote actions sustainably, 
as a neutral funder.”

Defining “Capacity Building”

1.

2.

Capacity 
Building

Asset-Based Approach: Engage Syrians and Host Communities

Community-Focused Organizational Development

Encouraging Resource Sharing Based on Common Agendas
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Community Empowerment - Shifting 
the Narrative: A strong theme was the 
need to shift the “refugee” narrative 
toward seeing refugees as assets—as 
human beings with agency to help guide 
decision-making and actions to improve 
their lives and the lives of the neighbors 
who are hosting them. Participants 
proposed several methods:

Disseminate standard information 
to refugees upon arrival. In other 
words, provide consistent information to 
refugees about their rights in each host 
country ( e.g., in a brochure ). The key in 
this seemingly simple action is to stan-
dardize the information refugees receive 
upon arrival and provide it through 
sources they are more likely to trust ( es-
pecially community-based organizations 
and other refugees ). Such a brochure 
should feature plain language in Arabic, 
Turkish, and English and a clean design 
that translates legal information into 
action items for refugees.

Invest in media training and positive 
storytelling. Changing the rhetoric 
used to describe refugees ( eliminating 
the use of “illegal” to describe a dis-
placed person, for example ) is a funda-
mental step toward shifting perception. 
As a complementary action, giving 
refugees the means to tell their stories in 
the media ( engaging Syrian journalists 
living in the host country, for example ) 
could be an effective empowerment 
method.

Provide psychosocial support. The 
fact that Syrians fleeing violence have 
experienced trauma is often ignored in 
the rush to provide essential services. 
To fill this gap, Syrian psychologists are 
already piloting “psychological first aid” 
programs and offering remote coun-
seling via Skype and by phone. Similar 
solutions should be tested, engaging 
Syrian doctors in the host countries or 
members of the Syrian diaspora, to sup-
port those recovering from the traumas 
of violence and displacement.

 •

 •

 •

At every step, Syrians must be part of the conversation, 
the solution, and the implementation.

Community
Empowerment

Shifting the Narrative from “Burden” to “Asset”

Enhancing Information Provided to Refugees

Providing Much-Needed Psychosocial Support
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Service Delivery - Acknowledging 
Long-Term Needs: Participants empha-
sized the need for mutuality of support 
to address infrastructure and service 
delivery gaps. Many host communities 
were in need of development in these 
areas when refugees arrived, and the 
additional population—coupled with 
inadequate coordination of existing 
resources—thinned resources that were 
already in short supply, exacerbating 
animosity between refugees and their 
hosts. Participants offered several ideas 
for mutually supportive service delivery 
approaches, some of which have been 
tested in Jordan and elsewhere:

Let go of short-term thinking. The 
camp model relies on “sunk costs” and 
short-term solutions, such as slums and 
tent communities. Alternative approach-
es require a longer view that acknowl-
edges the protracted nature of this crisis 
and a focus on overall community de-
velopment. Examples include involving 
refugees in building their own houses, 
sourcing IKEA readymade homes ( as in 
Lebanon ), or offering housing upgrades 
to homeowners who agree to take in ref-
ugee families ( as in the “Kafala” system 
in Jordan, in operation until 2015 ).

Expand “virtual infrastructure.” 
Work with the private sector and IT 
companies to map service delivery 
locations ( aid mapping  ), help with 
scheduling, review services, and provide 
skill-to-job and need-to-aid matching. 
Part of this work requires encouraging 
large employers to see refugees as a valu-
able part of the labor pool.

Share and replicate successful local 
approaches. Workshop participants 
again turned to Sultanbeyli as an 
example of an effective community-em-
powerment approach to service delivery. 
To encourage other municipalities to 
consider similar solutions, Sultanbeyli’s 
representatives could create a workshop 
for other localities hosting a high pro-
portion of Syrians. Given enough time 
and momentum, such systems could be 
scaled to the national level.

 •

 •

 •

Service
Delivery

Filling Gaps in Infrastructure

Addressing Breaks in the Supply Chain

Assuring Mutuality of Support
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The findings from this policy workshop 
represent an early step in a lengthy and 
evolving response to the Syrian refu-
gee crisis. Next steps will require two 
actions:

Dissemination of these findings to 
relevant policymakers and actors in 
Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan—and 
beyond. Policymaking is an iterative 
process, and we look forward to an 
ongoing discussion of our findings.

Readers are encouraged to share these 
findings with any institutions involved 
in the Syrian refugee crisis.

Policymakers and practitioners are 
encouraged to contact BCARS to 
collaborate on further refining these 
recommendations for their unique sets 
of challenges and areas of responsibility.

An expansion of this policy research, 
both vertically within Turkey (from the 
na-tional strategic level to the local op-
erational level) and horizontally across 
borders, examining similar challenges in 
other Syrian refugee-hosting states, par-
ticularly Jordan, Lebanon, the Balkans, 
western Europe, and the United States. 
BCARS is actively developing work-
shops to complement these findings, 
and advocates additional policy-focused 
research from concerned academics, 
policy advisors, and think tanks to meet 
the enormous scale of the Syrian 
refugee crisis. 

Institutions involved in parallel 
research are encouraged to contact 
BCARS to facilitate exchange of ideas 
and collaboration. 

Next Steps
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