
Business Survival Analysis of
Syrian-Owned Enterprises in Türkiye
What works best?

This report is the product of the Building Markets contracted research project, “Refugee Entrepreneurship Research Excellence 
Program-2023,” between Building Markets and BU TUYGAR. The primary objective of this report is to examine the Syrian-owned SMEs 
(small and medium-sized enterprises) in Türkiye, uncover their success and failure factors, and make recommendations for future investors. 
The report has relied on mixed methods research that consisted of desk research, interviews with Syrian business owners between May and July 
2023, and survival analysis conducted on the data collected from 1,158 verified SMEs by Building Markets during 2017-2023. The research 
covers eight provinces (Gaziantep, Istanbul, Mersin, Hatay, Şanlıurfa, Adana, Izmir, and Ankara) with a highly dense Syrian population. 

Despite its challenges, the competitive business environment in Türkiye created opportunities for the SMEs. Competition 
encouraged SMEs to innovate and differentiate themselves from their rivals. Saturation of the ethnic markets is a risk for all the Syrian-
owned enterprises that do not diversify their markets. To stand out, they improved their product and service quality and developed 
new products and strategies to gain a competitive edge. They learned how to customize their products through market research and 
customer testing to enter the local markets. Furthermore, having an enterprise in Türkiye opened new export markets besides the MENA 
region countries.

The demographic analysis results reveal a gradual upward trajectory in entrepreneurial endeavors among Syrians in our 
dataset between 2011 and 2019 but slowing onwards. The rise in the number of Syrians choosing to be self-employed point to their 
dissatisfaction with the jobs available in the labor markets and their entrepreneurial orientation. On the other hand, the steep fall in new 
enterprises after 2020 may result from the pandemic negatively affecting the Syrians more than the local populations, the nature of the 
sectors they engage in, and the supply chain disruptions in their industries. Eighty percent of the SMEs fall within the micro-sized category, 
employing fewer than ten individuals, and are predominantly active within the services sector. Wholesale and retail trade, accommodation 
and food services, and professional scientific and technical activities are the most common within the services sector. More than sixty-five 
percent of the SMEs are family-owned companies that often employ family members or acquaintances. 

The survival analysis reveals the number of languages an SME owner speaks, the SME’s exporting status, the number of 
marketing strategies employed, and having a bank account to have a significant and positive impact on business survival, 
whereas having a business plan or the number of local employees did not have any significant impact. “Business survival” is the 
likelihood of the time it takes for a business to stay in operation (as opposed to closure) from the commencement of its operations. Of 
the 1,158 SMEs, 115 had closed their business for one reason or another. All the SMEs interviewed noted that the first three years were 
the most challenging, as they would not know if they would break even and stay in business. The results emphasize the significance of 
international operations, as SMEs express challenges when integrating into domestic supply chains in Türkiye, particularly in sourcing 
from suppliers and securing customers. Possessing proficiency in the local language and potentially additional languages enhances the 
involvement of SuTPs with local institutions and various stakeholders while creating new business prospects from international sources.

SMEs encounter a unique array of obstacles that hold substantial consequences for their economic prosperity and business 
survival, as well as for their integration and wellbeing. A competitive local market, laws and regulations, taxes, access to the 
banking system, economic instability, and rising operational costs are concerns for SMEs. Despite residing in Türkiye for an extended 
period under temporary protection and owning a business, the SuTPs often face challenges in obtaining a bank account, making them 
ineligible to secure a formal loan from a financial institution. Their reliance on cash payments instead of long-term checks, which 
the local enterprises prefer, limits SMEs’ integration into the local supply chains. Likewise, the lack of loans restricts them from 
investing in machinery and capacity improvements, risking their competitiveness.
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The participation of Syrian women in the Turkish economy, both as employees and entrepreneurs, is noticeably 
restricted. Women employees constituted fourteen percent of the total workforce in our sample (a total of 7,523 employees), 
which suggested that Syrian-owned SMEs preferred male employees. Furthermore, of all the SMEs in the sample, only six percent 
had a woman as a partner. However, these numbers are higher than Syrian women’s economic involvement before moving 
to Türkiye, as many of them have become their families’ main breadwinners. Notably, over forty percent of their enterprises 
engaged in export activities. Despite their potential, they suffer from double discrimination and are the most ignored group for 
entrepreneurial support.

Gain insights by working in your chosen sector, and invest where you have knowledge and relevant education, as research shows this 
firsthand experience helps entrepreneurs make informed investments, anticipate challenges, and adapt their strategies effectively. 

Employ a capable accountant and lawyer, as findings indicate that navigating through the regulatory framework of Türkiye and the 
corresponding financial complexities demands expert assistance, and support saves time and money. 

Engage in partnerships with locals who are experienced in the same sector and can provide invaluable insights, helping localize 
the products and services concerning the Turkish context and tackle new challenges. 

Get proficient in the local language and diversify linguistic skills, including a third language alongside Arabic and Turkish, as it is 
necessary for expanding globally. 

Leveraging this initial growth phase, build a reputation for excellence through multifaceted marketing approaches. Word-of-
mouth, direct sales calls, and social media channels enhance brand visibility, cementing the business as a provider of quality 
products and services.

As business grows internationally, expansion requires a diversification of customer base and geographical reach. Restricting the 
customer base to a single market, like the Arabs in Türkiye or the MENA region, increases the chances for failure during a crisis. 
Hire sales representatives and participate in local and international trade fairs, as these would facilitate networking and exposure to 
global markets. Adhering to quality certifications and export regulations is crucial to build legitimacy in international markets. Ensure 
compliance with country-specific requirements and obtain relevant certificates that will demonstrate credibility in the international arena.

Engage with institutions, chambers of commerce, local Arab networks, and organizations like Building Markets. Adopt a proactive 
approach to skill enhancement, particularly in business planning and soft skills in management for future growth. 

Aligning with the outcomes of our research, we propose the following recommendations for the Syrian SME founders 
in Türkiye:
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Access to the full report
buildingmarkets.org/reports-and-publications




