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Corporate checklist to operate in a conflict context  

Swiss companies increasingly see their international operations affected by 

violent conflicts. When a conflict erupts, many implicit assumptions behind 

“business as usual” no longer apply. Political and security conditions shift 

quickly, stakeholders develop opposing interests, and presumably 

commercial decisions suddenly carry legal, operational, and reputational 

consequences.  

 

ASSESSING THE RISKS 

 

 Conduct a general conflict analysis.   

o Consult security/military experts, insurance providers, and government 
agencies. 

o Conduct stakeholder mapping, including vulnerable groups. 

 Assess how the conflict may impact your company specifically. 

o Commission or hire specialized political risk analysts. 

o Aspects include sanctions, export controls, cyber and physical security 
weaknesses, dual-use risks, tax exposure, misinformation campaigns, and 
beneficial ownership risks. 

 Contact relevant support organizations to get informed and build your network. 

o At home, this includes Switzerland Global Enterprise, FDFA, SECO, bilateral 
chambers of commerce and business associations (e.g. Swissmem). 

o In the host country, this includes business associations, national and local 
government bodies, vetted charities and NGOs, and anti-corruption agencies 
(e.g. ombudsman council). 

 Meet companies operating on the ground. 

o Media reports tend to give a dramatic and country-level view which does not 
always reflect the situation across the country as a whole accurately. 

o Ask other companies experiencing the conflict to discuss risks, adaptation, and 
strategies with you. 

o Benefit from their direct experience, but do not simply copy their responses. 
You need a response tailored to your situation. 

 Evaluate opportunity costs. 
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o Answer the fundamental question: why remain in this market rather than 
reduce exposure, redirect resources elsewhere, or suspend activities? 

 Formulate a consistent political position on the conflict. 

o This is essential for any further communication with stakeholders moving 
forward. 

 Get all relevant stakeholders on board. 

o Present and discuss your vision to employees, shareholders, investors, and 
managers, especially those working on site. 

o Address their worries and formulate a clear vision. 

o Identify red lines that would trigger suspension, downsizing, or exit. 

 Create financial flexibility. 

o Grants and special loans may be available to financially support foreign direct 
investments (e.g. EBRD). 

o War risk insurance will be helpful but expensive if available at all. 

 Conduct heightened due diligence. 

o Operating in the context of a violent conflict means your operations may fall 
under international law. 

o Switzerland requires large public-interest companies to report on non-financial 
risks and to conduct due diligence/reporting when their supply chains involve 
conflict minerals or suspected child labor. 

o Identify potential human rights impacts, assess whether the company may 
cause, contribute to, or be directly linked to harm, and review findings at 
board or executive level. 

ADJUSTING, MONITORING, AND GROWING BUSINESS 

 

 Ensure employee safety. 

o In a conflict zone, it may be your responsibility to ensure your employees are 
not harmed. 

o When hiring private security providers, vet them properly. 

 Conduct conflict trainings for employees and managers. 

o Both foreigners and locals need clear guidelines on how to deal with 
corruption, threats, and security issues. 

 Create spaces for employees to share their needs and demands. 

o Employees have valuable local knowledge and including them in strategy 
processes preempts backlash. 
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o Best cases include regular townhalls, 1-on-1 meetings with managers, and 
anonymous suggestion boxes. 

 Increase cybersecurity. 

o In conflicts, private firms are attractive targets for malicious hackers. 

o Identify and reduce your vulnerabilities against cyberattacks. 

 Deepen relationships with local communities. 

o These are essential sources of information, legitimacy, stability, and resources. 

o Engage in a proactive manner to learn about customs, needs, and interests. 

o Establish an accessible grievance mechanism. 

o Those connections are essential to weathering crises. 

 Deepen relationships with local leaders beyond the government. 

o Understand who the relevant leaders in the conflict are. 

o This often goes beyond officials and may include military personnel, elders, 
activists, religious leaders, or old families. 

 Be mindful of local conflict dynamics and sensitivities when hiring. 

o Hiring from opposing groups can create workplace tensions, while hiring 
exclusively from one group may be perceived as unequal treatment. 

 Create a standing crisis management group. 

o This group must encompass representatives of all departments, from finance to 
facility management. 

o Grant the group actual authority to make decisions to enable quick crisis 
responses. 

o Have the representatives monitor and report from their respective departments 
on a regular basis. 

 Strategize based on scenarios. 

o Regularly work with higher management and the crisis management group to 
think through key scenarios. 

o Align your regular operations with the most likely scenario. 

o Do not ignore low probability events but develop thorough contingency plans. 
In conflict contexts, probabilities can be unreliable and risks existential. 

o Create concrete crisis plans based on defined triggers. 

o Maintain emergency, evacuation, relocation, and remote-work plans. 

o Test crisis plans through simulations. 
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 Create redundancies and independence. 

o Essential structures that cannot quickly be replaced are high-risk 
vulnerabilities. 

o Create back-up options (e.g. alternative office in another city) or parallel 
structures (e.g. two suppliers for the same product). 

o Where possible, become independent of unreliable actors (e.g. generators in 
case of blackouts). 

 Ensure payment continuity. 

o Conflicts disrupt financial flows. Restricted banking access, capital controls, 
unstable payment rails, currency collapse, and sanctions are common 
chokepoints. 

o One mitigation measure is to accumulate sufficient cash reserves to bridge 
potential disruptions 

 Track employee safety, mental health, and family-support needs. 

 Keep open communication channels with business partners abroad. 

o Suppliers, clients, and other partners are more willing to accept delays and 
other issues when they can anticipate and understand them. 

 Be careful with external communication. 

o Conflicts create complex implications for your messages. 

o The wrong messages can endanger your legitimacy and even security. 

 Move beyond traditional to conflict-specific CSR/ESG activities. 

o Building relationships with local communities requires engaging with their 
most pressing issues (e.g. security, veteran integration). 

 

EXITING RESPONSIBLY 

 

 Set clear triggers for when to leave. 

o Discussing this in advance allows for clear-headed reactions to crisis 
moments. 

 If you leave, leave swiftly… 

o Leaving may become more difficult over time (e.g. a worsening conflict 
makes finding a buyer for your business difficult). 

 … but ensure that rights and interests of local stakeholders are met. 
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o A “cut and run” exit may worsen the situation for local communities and 
create issues for you. 

o Communicate clear timelines, consult with employees, and mitigate negative 
effects for employees. 

o Avoid transferring assets, technology, data, or capabilities to abusive actors. 

 Exit in a way that preserves the option to return. 

o If you intend to re-enter after the conflict, maintain key relationships, licenses, 
and local goodwill. 

 

Date: 8th of August 2022, Author: David Sieber-Mengel, University of Zürich  
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