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INTRODUCTION

The number of forcibly displaced people in 
the world has recently reached a record 
high: 89.3 million.1 Women and girls make 
up almost half of the world’s forcibly 
displaced populations, while lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, or 
queer (LGBTIQ+) persons are increasingly 
seeking refuge outside of their countries of 
origin.2 Displaced individuals’ sexual and 
gender identities shape their experiences 
of and strategies for access to rights and 
services in their countries of origin, during 
their flight and its aftermath. Research 
and policy work have pointed out the 
desirability of contextualized and local-
led humanitarian operations, while also 
recently emphasizing that diverse gender 
identities need to be catered for as part of 
that context.3 
	 Against a backdrop of the increasing 
prominence of the impact of gender 
dynamics on displacement and discussions 
around the ethics and efficiency of localized 
refugee response, humanitarian aid to 
refugees has increasingly pushed two 
ideas into the global agenda in recent 
decades: i) enhancing displaced individuals 
and communities’ meaningful inclusion 
in all steps of humanitarian decision-
making processes, i.e., localization, and 
ii) redressing gender inequalities in 
humanitarian response through gender 
mainstreaming policies. Broadly speaking, 
gender mainstreaming is an approach 
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that focuses on integrating different 
gender identity-driven experiences, needs, 
and approaches into policymaking and 
execution processes. 
	 Humanitarian non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), international 
organizations (IOs), policymakers, and 
donors have devoted significant attention 
to mainstreaming gender in refugee 
response, further amplifying the gender-
sensitive work of local actors such as 
refugee-led organizations (RLOs).4 Goals of 
gender equality are now widely codified in 
international policy instruments, including 
the 2016 New York Declaration for Refugees 
and Migrants and the Global Compact on 
Refugees.5 Yet, despite these promising 
policy discussions on gender equality in 
the context of localized humanitarian 
assistance, policymakers have paid limited 
attention to how refugee communities 
understand gender mainstreaming. Their 
neglect has been detrimental to gender-
sensitive policymaking, as shown in this 
brief. Enacting gender equality within 
Turkey’s refugee response remains an 
elusive goal for women refugee-led 
organizations.6 
	 Drawing on 60 in-depth interviews 
with self-identified women members of 
women refugee-led organizations in Turkey 
from 2021 to 2023, this brief focuses on 
how women refugee-led organizations 
make sense of gender mainstreaming. 
Using the words of refugee women,7 

“developing gender mainstreaming plans 

When gender is talked 
about in humanitarian 
circles, it is often 
treated as a binary 
concept that turns a 
blind eye to experiences 
of gender fluid refugees.
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that are more sensitive to definitions 
of forcibly displaced persons” and 

“centralizing RLOs’ strategies of addressing 
gender inequality in [the] humanitarian 
policymaking field” are important steps for 
turning gender mainstreaming into reality.8 

GENDER MAINSTREAMING IN 
HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE

Gender mainstreaming eludes an easy 
definition. Widespread contradiction 
and confusion exist about the meaning 
of gender mainstreaming, its content, 
and how it should be realized.9 For 
some, gender mainstreaming is a 
beacon for producing policies that take 
into consideration various gender-
driven interests. But others see 
gender mainstreaming as a form of 
governmentality around which certain 
subjects are rendered worthy of protection. 
In this view, gender mainstreaming remains 
part of neo-colonial power relations and 
Eurocentric definitions of gender equality.10 
However, despite disagreements over its 
definition, most policymakers agree that 
the concept of gender mainstreaming is a 
context-specific step forward in addressing 
gender injustices within any community.11 
	 Putting aside the contested and varied 
definitions, I use gender mainstreaming 
in reference to the promotion of gender 
equality and fighting gender-driven 
marginalization through the integration of 
gender perspectives into the preparation, 
design, implementation, and monitoring 
of a wide range of policies.12 Gender 
mainstreaming for refugee communities 
includes (but is not limited to) recognizing 
how gender plays a role in:

•	 the processes of claiming asylum and 
determining refugee status;

•	 approaches to and practices of 
traditional durable solutions, namely 
voluntary return, local integration, and 
resettlement;

•	 inequalities in access to rights, services, 
and justice;

•	 vulnerability to gender-specific forms 
of violence;— changing definitions of 
family and family dynamics; and 

•	 shifting notions of masculinity and 
femininity in displacement.13 

LOCALIZING REFUGEE RESPONSE AND 
MAINSTREAMING GENDER IN TURKEY

In Turkey, which is now the largest 
refugee-hosting country in the world, 
gender mainstreaming policies for refugees 
have recently received increased attention 
from policymakers.14 Despite the sheer 
number of refugees and the considerable 
presence of women and LGBTIQ+ refugees 
in the country, these groups still face a 
number of challenges. Lack of access to 
information, legal rights, and registration; 
language barriers; obstacles preventing 
access to health, education, and livelihood 
opportunities; and sexual and gender-
based violence (SGBV) are some of the 
most common challenges that women 
refugees experience in Turkey. Research 
participants from UNHCR and UN Women 
in Turkey noted that Turkey has received 
extensive funding for projects that 
integrate gender-sensitive components 
into refugee response programming, 
reflecting the hopes that increasing 
support for mainstreaming gender in 
refugee protection could help tackle gender 
injustices among refugee communities.
	 Refugees are allowed to register and 
become members of non-governmental 
organizations in Turkey, and Afghan and 
Iranian refugees have long exercised this 
right. Refugee-led organizations grew in 
number and capacity with the arrival of 
Syrian refugees and after the passing of 
UNSC Resolution 2585, which authorizes 
humanitarian aid to be delivered to 
northern Syria through the border crossing 
from Turkey. 
	 RLOs vary in their composition, 
outreach, funding, and survival strategies 
according to the constellation of actors 
and interests at the local level. Often, they 
facilitate labor-market integration; shelter 
and livelihood support; SGBV response; 

For many refugee 
women, economic 
concerns are quite 
central and shape 
their short- and 
long-term life plans. 
However, they criticize 
the assumption 
that improving their 
conditions in one realm 
will “magically solve 
[their] problems.”
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access to registration, health, and education; 
vocational training; and advocacy work 
against impunity for war crimes.
	 Despite the diverse services that 
women refugee-led organizations offer and 
an increasing number of projects that set 
gender mainstreaming as a precondition 
for structured humanitarian funding to 
organizations operating in the country, my 
research shows that gender mainstreaming 
remains a contentious concept and a 
hard-to-attain policy framework for 
many women refugee-led organizations. 
This is an ironic outcome as one of the 
central goals of these policies is to ensure 
refugee women’s ownership of gender 
mainstreaming norms.15 
	 This observation is in line with earlier 
findings on the limits of localization efforts 
in refugee responses.16 However, barriers 
to localization and challenges to integrating 
a gender mainstreaming approach into 
humanitarian policy are a closely knit 
but separate phenomena in Turkey. The 
success of localization efforts falls short of 
expectations due to limited direct funding 
for local NGOs and RLOs, international 
actors’ self-propagated suspicion about 
the capacities of RLOs, and the lack of 
dialogue between IOs and NGOs as well as 
RLOs. Although these challenges do have 
negative impacts on gender mainstreaming 
efforts, two practices in particular 
hinder efforts to mainstream gender in 
refugee response: 1) The use of gender-
mainstreaming strategies that rely on the 
secular Western script of humanitarianism 
can marginalize some refugee communities’ 
faith-based practices of addressing 
gender inequality, and 2) a reliance on 
binary and cisnormative understanding of 
gender in formulating policies of gender 
mainstreaming isolates trans women 
refugee-led organizations. 

Contesting Gender Mainstreaming: “It is not 
ours, if it does not speak to our realities”

In conventional IO-led strategies of gender 
mainstreaming for refugees, the displaced 
groups’ gender-driven experiences are 
considered in a limited way.17 Many refugee 
participants in this study emphasized 

that although ongoing efforts to enhance 
gender justice and address various forms of 
gender inequality in refugee communities 
in Turkey are to be applauded, these 
policies are “externally imposed” on them 
and remain distant to realities of how their 
gender shapes their everyday lives. When 
asked about how she approaches gender 
mainstreaming, a women-refugee leader in 
Gaziantep stated:

“It is their gender mainstreaming, not 
ours. It is not ours if it does not speak 
to our realities. Of course, we want to 
improve the condition of women in our 
communities, yet we cannot turn a 
blind eye to the realities of our lives. Yes, 
we support the idea of gender equality, 
but for us, gender mainstreaming as 
NGOs and UNHCR do it is not a way to 
better our condition.”

Similarly, a member of an organization 
led by trans women refugees echoed 
other refugees’ concerns around the gulf 
between gender mainstreaming efforts led 
by international actors and the realities of 
refugees’ experiences on the ground. She 
emphasized how transgender refugee-led 
collectivities were not included in structured 
humanitarian platforms and collaborations, 
such as protection working groups and 
GBV sub-working groups. They added that 
when gender is talked about in humanitarian 
circles, it is often treated as a binary concept 
that turns a blind eye to experiences of 
gender fluid refugees. 
	 What is striking here is how often 
refugee women have a similar cynical 
take on gender mainstreaming. They have 
repeatedly found that these policies “pay 
only lip service” to the difficulties they face 
and “silence various ways refugee women 
navigate the refugee system in Turkey 
and define [their] own solutions.” Also 
noteworthy is their emphasis on the gulf 
between IO-driven gender mainstreaming 
strategies and the “realities of [their] lives.” 
When asked if they could give an example 
of these realities, one woman immediately 
pointed out the difficulty of spending 
time outside the home due to the heavy 
domestic workload and values associated 
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with the domestic sphere and femininity. In 
response, RLOs have devised novel gender 
mainstreaming practices that do respond to 
the marginalization of women, by tailoring 
conventional mainstreaming activities to 
their everyday realities. For example, they 
use scheduled hospital appointments for 
women refugees who are survivors of 
domestic violence to also arrange meetings 
with a psychologist and the police. This 
allows a woman to be “filing a complaint 
claim and getting psychosocial support 
while her husband is not suspicious of her 
going to the police as she is at the hospital 
for her hurting throat.” This is an important 
reminder for policymakers that sometimes 
gender mainstreaming is most effectively 
achieved by operating in a clandestine way; 
not everything has to be visible or public.

Women Refugee-led Organizations Address 
Gender Inequality

As my interlocutors expressed poignantly 
over and over again, gender mainstreaming 
policies in refugee response in Turkey 
often use strategies that rely on Western 
female stereotypes and therefore do not 
take account of the experiences of refugee 
communities. Many NGO and IO workers, 
for instance, believe that economic 
empowerment of women refugees is the 
panacea for achieving gender equality — a 
belief that directly aligns with notions 
deeply-rooted in their European experience. 
Economic independence itself is assumed 
to yield improvements in other aspects of 
women’s lives, meaning that other ways 
to amplify refugee women’s voices and 
strategies to achieve their aims are viewed 
as secondary concerns.
	 This approach is now largely 
criticized. Instead, the need for a holistic 
approach to attaining gender equality and 
utilizing gender mainstreaming has been 
highlighted. Echoing this, refugee women-
led organizations have aimed at adopting 

“a gender mainstreaming strategy that does 
not prioritize only one domain of social life” 
and “address[es] women refugees’ needs 
by using what is most relevant to their 
everyday lives,” as noted by participants. 
This does not mean that women’s economic 

needs and difficulties accessing the labor 
market are sidelined. For many refugee 
women, economic concerns are quite 
central and shape their short- and long-
term life plans. However, they criticize the 
assumption that improving their conditions 
in one realm will “magically solve [their] 
problems,” as one interlocutor expressed 
at length. This includes faith-based 
notions that inform how to overcome the 
challenges at hand. An RLO representative 
explained how they incorporate gender 
mainstreaming into their services:

“When we consider ways to 
mainstream gender in our work, we 
start with what is the most basic 
tool of recovery for us. Religion is 
something important in our people’s 
lives. If we turn a blind eye to the role 
of spirituality in our recovery processes, 
we are detached from reality. That is 
why we provide vocational training, 
foster connections with employers, and 
offer training on SGBV prevention in 
tandem. When we do this, we try to 
connect the rights of women with the 
Hadiths and Qur’an. We tell them that 
you have rights, so you do not deserve 
this treatment.”

Another RLO representative emphasized the 
importance of religion as a bridge between 
UN-led humanitarian action, which is often 
seen as foreign intervention by refugee 
communities, and local values.18 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The current approach to mainstreaming 
gender in humanitarian responses has 
focused mostly on policies that are led and 
defined by international actors, leaving out 
the refugee-led organizations as entities 
whose capacities are to be strengthened 
by those international actors. My research 
has demonstrated that, for many forcibly 
displaced women in Turkey, gender 
mainstreaming policies remain a top-
down policy process. There are, however, 
some strategies that policymakers can 
adopt to redress the imbalance between 
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refugee experiences and the way gender 
mainstreaming has recently been promoted. 
The following policy recommendations are 
drawn from the interviews I conducted with 
refugee women:

Recognize the Role of Religion. It is vital 
to understand the context in which 
gender, gender roles, performances, and 
relations take place. For some refugee 
women, their pious identity is an integral 
way of advancing their position within 
their communities. Religion shapes their 
strategies for demanding their rights and 
expressing their needs and desires. The 
first step in this process is to question the 
Western bias in international agencies’ 
current practices. Policymakers should 
then engage in deeper dialogue about 
humanitarian ideals and faith-driven 
values, acknowledging that religion plays an 
important role in how refugee women exert 
their agency in everyday interactions with 
other humanitarians.

Recognize the Gender-sensitive Work of 
Refugee Women-led Organizations. The 
gender-sensitive work carried out by 
refugee women-led organizations and 
their role in advancing gender equality on 
their own terms is often disregarded by 
other humanitarian actors. Platforms where 
various humanitarian actors can share 
their approaches to central policy toolkits, 
such as gender mainstreaming, as well as 
explain how and why different refugee-led 
organizations have varying understandings 
of gender mainstreaming can be a fruitful 
start for an open dialogue between RLOs, 
NGOs, and IOs.

Integrate a Non-binary Approach to Gender. 
Because of deep-seated biases in favor of 
heteronormativity and cisnormativity, trans 
women-led organizations are often the 
most marginalized entities within structured 
humanitarian policy platforms, such as 
gender-based violence and protection 
working groups. To be all-inclusive and 
non-discriminatory in execution, a non-
binary approach must be integrated into 
gender mainstreaming policies.

Credit and Incorporate the Work of RLOs. 
Women refugee-led organizations provide 
a range of services to their communities, 
and tailor their responses to refugees’ 
gender identities, but their work is not 
credited and incorporated into national and 
global gender mainstreaming frameworks. 
Not only must IOs, NGOs, states, and 
donors better recognize the RLOs’ vital 
contributions to advancing a more gender-
sensitive humanitarian response, but 
RLOs also need to gradually assume a 
leading role in gender-sensitive protection 
responses. This requires broadening 
sustainable mechanisms to finance RLOs, 
as structured humanitarian funding often 
remains inaccessible to women refugee-led 
organizations.
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