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ABSTRACT  

Urbanization spurs several social issues like inequalities, exclusion, and 
segregation. Tacked with a humanitarian crisis, societies face even more 
problems. Additionally, discriminatory laws and social norms have led 
women to suffer disproportionately in cities. As the Syrian crisis enters its 
tenth year, the aftermath is worse for women, girls, and millions of people 
inside the country and refugees around the world. Hence, this research was 
made to understand the current urban challenges facing the social 
conditions of Syrian women living in Damascus, and develop a set of 
guidelines to foster the integration of women’s needs and challenges in 
future urban policies. 

The study was initialized with the interpretation of the social sustainability 
concept. A framework was created and later used in the analysis of the 
qualitative data. Furthermore, the interviews were made to identify urban 
issues and their effect on women. Followed by a survey, to have a better 
comprehension of how the interview results can reflect on a bigger 
population. Moreover, all the data was examined under a gender lens to 
highlight the existing disadvantages of women and provide a better 
gender-sensitive result. According to the finding of the study, enhancing 
the outskirt is essential as women living in the outskirts endure more in 
terms of transportation, services, and quality of the urban settings. Also, 
the quality of schools and the availability of day-cares should be enhanced 
as they hinder married women from accessing job opportunities. Lastly, it is 
important to adopt new strategies to reinforce the sense of belonging of 
younger women; which tend to suffer from a lack of attachment to their 
living places. The result outlines a guide to socially sustainable urban 
policies and post-crisis transformation that advocates gender equality in 
the context of Damascus city. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Women and men experience and perceive cities in different ways so addressing 
cities as gender-neutral results in creating urban settings that do not deliver 
women’s needs. Thus, sustainable development encourages taking into 
consideration women and men equally and ensures the full involvement of 
women in decision-making. Women’s knowledge and collective action are central 
to finding, demonstrating, and building more economically, socially and 
environmentally sustainable pathways (UN Women, 2014, p:13). In conflicts such as 
the case of Syria, gender inequalities are dependent. Especially that “In times of 
war, gender equality is often perceived as being a second-order priority. Human 
rights violations are not seen as integral concerns and are pushed back by 
decision-makers” (Latif, 2016, p.3). Therefore, designing gender-responsive urban 
policies that take into consideration social sustainability in one hand and women’s 
needs in the other; will not only pave the way toward building-up a coherent and 
harmonious society but will also ensure the well-being of the future generation. 
From this context, this research aims to set up a guideline that links sustainable 
development with gender equality in the context of urban policies and the post-
crisis transformation process of Syrian cities, by focusing on the case of Damascus. 

2. BACKGROUND OF CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1. Sustainable Development  

Sustainable development aims to deliver the needs of today without compro-
mising the needs of the future. Environmental, economic, and social aspects 
form the three main pillars of sustainable development (Dempsey et al., 2009). 
However, the social aspect is the least researched and it did not get enough 
attention until the beginning of this millennium (Ghahramanpouri et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, according to Guy and Marvin (1999) to develop the research and 
practice of urban sustainability understanding the social dimension is a key 
element. Social sustainability is directly related to how the community affects its 
inhabitants in terms of well-being and overall quality of life now and in the future 
(Dixon and Woodcraft, 2013). Even though social sustainability is related to social 
factors (participation and services), physical factors (e.g. access to transportation) 
can impact the quality of life in cities. Even though social sustainability approaches 
may be different according to the place and time. However, the broad guidelines 
of social sustainability disciplines are common among most approaches.  

Scholars have mentioned the factors in Figure 1 as the main factors that affect 
social sustainable urban settings discussed by theorists. The figure illustrates the 
wide breadth of related concepts and is suggestive of the close conceptual 
proximity between factors (Dempsey et al., 2009). These factors fall under two 
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main concepts that define urban social sustainability which are social equity and 
sustainability of the community (Dempsey et al., 2009). 

2.1.1 Social equity  

Social equity is linked with “social and environmental exclusion” and “equality of 
condition” (Dempsey et al., 2009). Equality of conditions focuses on the rights of 
people in everyday life like education, infrastructure, decent housing, and public 
spaces... etc.  

While social exclusion includes racism and sexism in the local scale, or areas of 
deficiency with poor living conditions. 

2.1.2 Sustainability of community  

Sustainability of community is known as the “collective aspects of social life” and 
it is highly associated with the physical elements of the urban environment 
(Dempsey et al., 2009). The margin of the definition of sustainability of the 
community is wide. Social cohesion, social capital, social network, and sense of 
community and others (see Figure 1) are all interpretations of the concept. In 
short, sustainability of the community is related to how the society functions 
locally as one community and its ability to develop and flourish. According to 
Dempsey et al. (2009), sustainability of community can be classified under five 
main dimensions, which are associated with the urban design scale:  

1- Social interaction/social networks:  

Both concepts are primary factors to social sustainability, they reinforce the social 
relationships among community individuals. Even though the two concepts are 
interlinked. However, they can be distinguished separately. Social interaction is 
related to the basic process in the formation of both human nature and the social 
order as described by Wirth (1964). While, the social network is connected to the 
“social support systems” showing that the people we know and feel we can rely 
on can impact other sides of life, like feelings of safety and a sense of well-being 
(Dempsey et al., 2009, p.7). The physical factors of the city can deeply affect social 
networks and interactions among community residents.  

2- Participation in collective groups: a positive, effective participatory dialogue is 
the foundation of any community. The urban environment and accessibility to 
facilities can shape the participatory behavior of individuals.  

3- Community stability: a society that accommodates residents for the long-term 
is defined as a stable community. 

4- Sense of place: The quality of the urban setting affects people’s enjoyment of 
the neighborhood in which they live, which reflects the sense of belonging. 
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5- Safety and security: Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs” describes safety as a basic 
human need. It is also an essential factor in social sustainability and is directly 
linked to urban settings. 

Figure 1. Factors of social sustainability (Dempsey et al. 2009). 

  
To analyze the interview results, a framework was prepared to highlight and 
simplify the main concepts of social sustainability. The physical and non-physical 
factors mentioned in figure 1 were illustrated in figure 2 as a first of creating the 
integrated framework. 

 

Figure 2. The physical and non-physical factors of social sustainability  
illustrated in a sunburst chart (the author). 
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Figure 3 reflects figure 1, the same factors of social sustainability were classified 
under the sustainability of the community, and social equity. This categorization 
is essential to grasp and simplify the wide range of social sustainability 
concept. 

 
Figure 3. The social sustainability factors categorized under the two  

main domains of social sustainability (the author). 

The two charts (figure 2 and 3) shows the categorization of social sustainability 
into two different ways, and according to the intersection of two charts, the final 
categorized factors are affecting the community in three main aspects. First, the 
built environment which represents the physical factors under the social equity 
domain. Second, the accessibility to services under the social equity domain 
whether the factors were physical or non-physical. Finally, the rest of the non-
physical factors are under the sustainability of the community aspect, which can 
be considered as the third main aspect. Classifying the factors according to the 
mentioned three main aspects is an important step to facilitate coding the 
qualitative data and designing the quantitative survey. Also, it helps in 
identifying the overlapped factors. As a result, the framework in Figure 4, shows 
the integrated social sustainability factors that form a set of main aspects that 
enhances the quality of life if they were addressed in the right way. 
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Figure 4. The proposed social sustainability framework. 

2.2. Gender Equality 

There are many attempts to implement social sustainability with urban policies 
in the last decades. And even though urban planning and design are usually 
considered gender-neutral, not designed for a specific sex, however, what 
gender-neutral usually prioritize is men’s needs over women’s (UN-Habitat, 
2012). Gender is considered as a social identity which is not related to women 
only. Rather, it is concerned with the relationship between women and men and 
draws attention to the distribution of power and equality associated with gender 
identity (UN-Habitat, 2018). As long as the urban policy development strategies 
do not adopt gender equality as a key concept, the inclusiveness of cities will 
keep disadvantaging women, and limiting them from full participation in the 
different settings of cities. (UN-Habitat, 2018). Gender equality is the 5th goal of 
the UN sustainable development goals, and it is an essential pillar to building a 
sustainable, thriving, and just community.  

The UN-Habitat has discussed some of the challenges that are hindering the 
implementation of gender equality in cities. Women are not only exposed to 
these challenges; however, they are still subjected to gender-based discrimination 
in their daily life. These challenges include lack of political voice, limited access to 
land and, housing which makes women more vulnerable in cases of domestic 
violence. Also, limited access to infrastructure and services as women have a 
hard time accessing safe and affordable transportation, and because of the bad 
livelihood as women are suffering from limited employment opportunities 
accompanied by low incomes, poor health, and school services.  
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In brief, if gender equality is not taking into consideration in the early recovery 
stage of damaged cities, the negative consequences will affect the whole 
community. By incorporating women’s views and needs into the transformation 
policies of the design of cities, a just, balanced, and cohesive society can be 
achieved.  

2.3. The Gender Profile of Syria 

According to the UNHCR (2019), there are around 5.6 million refugees docu-
mented in neighboring countries and the number is expected to be higher 
because of undocumented refugees (Figure 5). 

 
Figure 5. The refugee crisis in Syria (UNHCR, 2015). 

 Also, there is around 6.6 million who immigrated internally which means around 
40% of the population in total were forced to leave their home. Moreover, 
around 70% of Syria’s current population needs humanitarian assistance 
according to the UN. The percentage of people living under extreme poverty 
(less than US$1.90 per day) went from 34% before the crisis to around 69% in 
2017. And with no clear political solutions until today, Syrians continue to suffer 
and get displaced making Syria “the world’s largest displacement crisis” in the 
century (Humanitarian Needs Overview, 2017). The women of Syria are in the 
middle of the conflict bearing the worst consequences from the decline of health 
services, violence, limited opportunities to education and many others. The 
negative standards of the society towards women also contributed to the 
exclusion of women in the social, economic, and political life of Syria (Challenges 
to Gender Equality in Syria, 2018).  
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The war impact even follows women refugees, resulting in many women suffering 
from the lack of adequate shelters among many other serious issues. During war 
times, human rights violations mostly are not perceived as primary concerns by 
decision-makers and gender equality becomes a second priority (Latif, 2016). It is 
hard to grasp precise data about gender-based violence since women tend to 
keep quiet about these incidents to escape society shaming. Yet, many 
organizations, such as Women Under Siege, have managed to document many 
cases (BTI, 2018). In some cases, even women refugees, who became without a 
guardian or financial support, were forced to have sex in exchange for receiving 
aid (IPPF, 2015). In general, women and children are the most vulnerable groups 
in war conditions. Since the beginning of the conflict, thousands of Syrian 
women have been either killed, raped, arrested, tortured, taken hostages, or even 
used as a human shield. That is why future studies need to take in consideration 
views of women at every stage of the recovery phase. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

The study used qualitative, quantitative and the integration of both approaches 
in order to take advantage of both techniques. “Adopting both methodologies 
qualitative and quantitative can give a more powerful voice to women’s 
experiences” (Hodgkin, 2008). This research started with in-depth interviews with 
6 Syrian women to identify and understand their problems, and the framework 
was derived from the analysis of the interview data. Followed by a survey based 
on the framework to see how the qualitative results can be generalized over a 
broad-scale. This approach of starting with qualitative followed by quantitative is 
known as an exploratory sequential approach: qual→QUAN (Creswell, John W., 
2014). Moreover, a gender lens was adopted (which is known as a transformative 
method) to interpret that data, as it can help women’s voices be heard. According 
to Creswell (2014, p.38) “Transformative research provides a voice for these 
participants, raising their consciousness or advancing an agenda for change to 
improve their lives. It becomes a united voice for reform and change”. 
 

 
Figure 6. The adopted mixed method 
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3.1. Phase One: Qualitative Analysis of Interview Data 

The interviews were with 6 women from different backgrounds, all the data was 
then classified and categorized while taking into consideration the framework 
related to social sustainability. The interview questions were asked were general 
questions, so interviewees can freely answer the questions without any guides. 
The first question was to explain the main challenges the interviewees face in 
their daily life in the city. The second question focused on women’s expectations 
and hopes from future recovery policies that can enhance their living experience 
in the city. The participants took part individually over the telephone since they 
are all resident in Damascus or its countryside except for one person who was 
interviewed personally. Interviewees were informed that the purpose of the 
research was to explore how the city affects women in general. All interviews 
were recorded, and the interviews ranged in length from 10 to 25 minutes. Each 
one was later transcribed and used in the analysis of participants' responses.  

4.1.3 Data analysis  

The analysis for phase one served to establish a good grasp over the critical 
challenges that face women in their daily activities regarding the urban settings. 
The next step was using Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) approach of constant 
comparisons between the data to formulate a theoretical framework. All the data 
was then classified and categorized while taking into consideration the literature 
review related to social sustainability.  

First, the transcription text (database) was read to have overall information about 
the responses. Then, in each paragraph similar words and phrases were 
highlighted, and labels were generated. The result was divided into negative and 
positive according to the interviewee’s experience. Phrases like: I feel there are 
many strangers(n4), Transportation is really bad(n1) or I can't sit alone in parks 
without a male with me, I don’t feel safe(n5). were labeled negative. Phrases like: 
I don't see a problem in job opportunities(n4), I don’t see any discrimination in 
work(n5), Services in the city center are good(n6) were labeled positive. The 
number (n) represents the number of the interviewee. 

The second step was classifying negative and positive phrases under sub-
categories according to their theme. These sub-categories were then classified 
under the categories derived from the social sustainability framework in figure 4. 
Therefore, figure 7 was created to illustrate the process which includes the sub-
categories themes mentioned from the interviews under the main categories 
mentioned in social sustainability.  
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Figure 7. The proposed social sustainability framework. 

Also, Table 1 was created according to the responses of the interviewees and was 
categorized into the main dimensions. Table 1 represents the decoded interview 
results as follows:  

Table 1. The results of interviews. 

 



 
 
 

Gender Equality and Post Crisis Transformation: Case Of Damascus City 667
 

International Congress of Architecture and Planning (ICONARCH IV) - ISBN: 978-625-7327-00-8 

- Accessibility: The interviewed women expressed their difficulties in accessing 
different services in the city. A major challenge to the daily life of women was the 
transportation services, as women of the interview stated they struggle daily 
from limited transportation and the bad quality of the transportation means. 
Even though the accessibility to transportation is presenting more challenges to 
job opportunities, yet still the young females are having more advantages in 
finding jobs, because of the current unstable situation of men. On the other 
hand, accessing leadership jobs for women or opening a private business is 
defiantly challenging. Also, it is not as easy for married women with children to 
find jobs due to the responsibility of the house and children. The lack of day-
cares and good schools is also considered a limitation to finding jobs for women 

- Sustainability of the community: The sense of belonging was negative for both 
young women in general and women who immigrated internally. The feeling of 
safety was also a key issue that was mentioned. Women reported that they feel 
unsafe while using public transportation or while they are driving their cars at 
certain times especially in roads connecting between the city center and the 
outskirts. The feeling of unsafe is also affecting the women’s usage of open space 
and some narrow streets. Another problem that was brought up by the 
interviewees is the lack of social interaction with their neighbors. 

- Built environment: Many problems were mentioned about the built environment. 
Starting with streets, the lighting was mentioned negatively, and the infrastructure 
and the sidewalks were also reported in bad conditions. Some areas were 
described not clean and there were not enough trash cans. Also, the buildings 
are too close to each other in some areas which created a lack of privacy. The lack 
of limited green areas was also a big issue. 

3.2 Phase Two: Quantitative Analysis of the Survey Data 

The survey was based on the framework that was derived from the interviews. 
The respondents were asked about the issues they are facing in their daily life in 
the city, which measures the subjective appraisal for the city. Furthermore, the 
questionnaire was conducted in the Arabic language and was made using 
Google surveys and was distributed online through social media platforms. A 
brief explanation was written before the questions, and it started with a general 
information section that was added to understand the population background. 
Table 2 represents the information of the survey sampling.  

It included 34 questions in total and there were three main dimensions other 
than the general information section. Accessibility, the sustainability of the 
community and the built environment were all topics derived from the interview 
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results. The questionnaire addressed a wide range of issues but the analyzed 
results will focus on the gender-sensitive differences which are derived from the 
answers of both females and males and demographic differences. Respondents 
were asked to scale different factors related to their experience in the city. The 
data were subjected to the independent-samples T-test to compare the mean 
values between females and males and the questions included closed-ended 
questions, multiple choices, Likert-type scales, and one open-ended question. 

Table 2. The survey respondents. 

 
Examining the results of the survey shows that there are not many differences 
between men and women and the urban environment is threatening the quality 
of life for both women and men as the survey results show. However, women are 
struggling more. The limitation of job opportunities and the transportation issue 
is affecting the ability of women to participate in the workforce, and the respon-
sibilities of the house and children are presenting married mothers with a lot 
more difficulties in the job sector, from finding the right job to starting a private 
business. Yet, women still have a more positive view towards the accessibility to 
services and quality of schools as the T-sample results (Table 3). 

Also, women are feeling insecure in public spaces and transportation, thus the 
urban settings are isolating women and weakening their interaction with the 
networks. This problem might be aggravated as many women stated they feel 
there are many new strangers in their familiar urban cities (Figure 8). 
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Table 3. T test results comparison between females and males. 

 

 
Figure 8. Frequency analysis comparison between females and males  

in terms of social sustainability. 
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Moreover, women with children consider it harder to find a job or have a 
leadership job for females and there is a significant difference compared to 
women without children (Table 4). On the other hand, the results reflect that 
women with children have more sense of belonging and participation with 
neighbors.  

Table 4. T test results comparison between married and single women. 

 
The limited leisure activities from outdoor activities to entertainment presented 
a requirement for the young generation. Participation in the community also was 
one of the major issues for women in the survey results. When women do not 
participate enough in society, their voices will not be heard and their needs will 
not be addressed, which leads to more exclusion of women. Moreover, it is also 
noticeable that memory towards the city had a strong impact on the people who 
left the country, as they did have a positive view of social interaction. However, 
their view regarding the current quality of life and the current situation was more 
negative than the people who are still in the city (Figure 9). 
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Figure 9. Mean values comparison according living inside  

or outside the country. 

4. FINDINGS OF THE STUDY  

In brief, even though the discussed issue affects the whole population, women 
are more vulnerable in the current situation in Syria. The issue stated by the 
interviewed women defiantly apply to the larger survey population, and the 
results of this survey help to provide a simple guide to help raise the voices of 
these women, especially since there are very limited clear policy-making tools 
which are related directly to the problems of the Syrian women. Therefore, urban 
planners and designers can use this guideline to get a better look at the struggles 
of the women and help them propose more insightful solutions to fulfill the 
needs and expectations of Syrian women. In the context of this study, for the 
future post-crisis policies to adopt a sustainable development framework that 
promotes gender equality, the following points should be highly considered:  

1- Raising the awareness of gender equality in the context of sustainable deve-
lopment is crucial. Also, programs and workshops at the local and national scale 
that educate and gather data about the gender-sensitive must be done.  

2- Providing better access to job opportunities by increasing the number and the 
quality of schools, and enhancing the transportation network to make the 
mobility of women more efficient. Applying a mixed-use design to the urban 
environment can be considered a solution since it can offer jobs close to the 
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residency of women. Thus, providing more day-cares and schools to support 
married women in finding suitable jobs is essential.  

3- Paying more attention to the outskirts of the city, especially in terms of 
transportation means and the availability of services and quality of the urban 
settings.  

4- Strengthening the sense of belonging for women by integrating more green 
spaces in the city and providing more open door and entertainment activities to 
enhance the feeling of attachment for young women, and taking better care of 
street lights to give a safer night-experience.  

5- Upgrading open public spaces to be more welcoming and inclusive, so they 
can embrace women more safely, and enhance their access to the public spaces. 

6- Updating the transportation networks and the means to offer more efficient 
accessible, affordable and safe public transportation.  

7- Providing the opportunity for women to be a key player in the design and 
planning processes of the city will help to ensure designing cities that embrace 
gender perspective and promote equality. Also, raising the voice of women in 
local societies and involving them more in the action-making to increase their 
participation in the city.  

8- To help the reattachment of Syrian people who left their country, it is important 
to strengthen their connection with the city. This can be done by enriching the 
identity of Damascus city itself for example. Renovating and enhancing famous 
landmarks and open spaces especially the ones with old cultural heritage 
through good social urban regeneration is probably going to save the Syrian 
identity. Also, involving Syrian people including the displaced and immigrated 
ones with the regeneration process can deeply help with their reattachment to 
their cities and their country. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Women have been dealing with inequality issues within the urban cities for many 
years even in our modern days. With all the negative impacts of urbanization, they 
are the most affected and the most vulnerable ones. Yet, in the case of a 10-years 
Syrian humanitarian crisis, women were left even more vulnerable and struggling 
furthermore in the urban environments to fulfill their daily needs. Thus, the 
recovery policies must take into consideration the needs of women to achieve a 
secure, equitable and welcoming community. A well-designed socially sustainable 
policies will not only enhance the quality of life for its residents, but it will also 
deepen gender equality and will empower women. Hence, gathering the efforts 
of policy-makers, urban planners and designers to adopt plans and programs 
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that prioritize the women’s needs, can provide answers to the main issues and 
help implement social sustainability.  

It is also important to mention the limitation of this study which may turn into 
opportunities for future research. The size of the sampling in qualitative and 
quantitative parts might not be enough to reflect the whole population. The 
different sample size between female and male in the quantitative stage is also 
considered a limitation. Most importantly, the study did not shed the light 
directly on the voices of women who are living in the most vulnerable areas of 
Damascus and its countryside because of the difficulty of reach in the current 
conflict. Future studies can overcome these challenges by including larger 
samples which explore how the urban patterns and housing are affecting 
women. In conclusion, this framework of post-crisis urban regeneration policies 
may open the door to redesigning new equitable urban schemes that welcome 
women, and offer new solutions to their challenges in the strive of a city, which 
advocates gender equality and sustainable development. 
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