
Employment Promotion of Women  
in Contexts of Conflict, Fragility and Violence

Promoting female employment benefits everyone

Supporting women’s participation in the labour force is 
a core development objective in its own right in order to 
achieve gender equality. Additionally, it has been found 

that it is an important factor in better utilisation of an 
economy’s potential. The promotion of female employment 
is associated with improved children’s health and female ed-
ucation, lower fertility rates and higher economic growth. 

 
Targeting countries affected by CFV 

The principle of “do no harm” is of primary concern for 
all development interventions in contexts of CFV, includ-
ing employment promotion of women. It aims to avoid 
negative impacts of interventions and to act in a con-
flict-sensitive manner.

While specific challenges arise for employment promotion 
in contexts of CFV (working in CFV), employment pro-
motion can also contain a peacebuilding potential to over-
come CFV and to provide more stability to the regions 
(working on CFV).

Employment promotion of women is an important 
objective of German development cooperation. As two 
thirds of the cooperation countries are affected by con-
flict, fragility or violence (CFV), female employment 
promotion faces particular challenges. 

Besides the context-specific social and cultural norms 
that determine women’s choices, CFV changes women’s 
roles and the scope of their employment options. In con-
texts of CFV, many women become the family provider, 
as men are involved in the conflicts. 

This factsheet sheds light on the specific challenges for 
women in countries affected by CFV and outlines the 
opportunities of employment promotion, especially for 
women in these contexts. 

Facts and figures
>  More than 1.5 billion people live in conflict- or violence- 

affected or fragile states (World Bank 2013).

>  15.14 million women and girls have fled from their 

homes, often due to violent conflicts (UNHCR 2015).

>  Women are less engaged in wage work, earn 24 percent 

less than men, encounter uneven barriers to entrepre-

neurship and are often more likely to be in vulnerable 

employment (UNDP 2015).

>  Of all unpaid work, women perform 75.6 percent world-

wide, whereas the share of men doing unpaid work is 

24.4 percent (UNDP 2015).

>  If women participated in the economy at the same level 

as men, it could add 12 trillion US dollars to the annual 

global GDP in 2025 (McKinsey 2015).

Conflict can include different patterns of violent disputes, 

war and criminality. Fragile contexts describe substantial 

shortcomings in various dimensions of statehood, includ-

ing the shortage of basic governmental services. Violence 

includes the use of physical and mental force against an 

individual or a community.

What is CFV?

© Photoshare/ Micah Albert © Photoshare/ Jessica Aldermann



Social and economic crises, which are often a side ef-
fect of CFV, lead to higher competition for jobs and in-
come-earning opportunities, situations in which gender 
discrimination may increase. As men often have more ed-
ucation due to gender discrimination starting in prima-
ry school and are sometimes regarded as more productive 
due to physical strength and general prejudices against 
women, the former are preferred by employers or credit 
institutions in many countries. 

 
Since women need to work in order to provide for their 
families, they are often forced into informal employ-
ment. Accepting dangerous, precarious and unregulated 
working conditions is often the only chance for women to 
find employment at all. Given a lack of sufficient waged 
employment in many countries affected by CFV, many 
women become self-employed entrepreneurs. Social net-
works and access to market information are particularly 

important for micro and small businesses, and women of-
ten face severe challenges when their mobility is reduced 
due to CFV.

Despite the difficult circumstances, informal means of 
survival can also advance capabilities of women that can 
support their economic and social autonomy. The case of 
Liberia shows that the role of women changed in the peri-
od of the violent conflict and post-war times and that the 
scope of female economic activities has increased. For ex-
ample, women were still able to trade supplies and extend 
businesses across fighting lines where men could not go.

Gender-based discrimination in countries affected by CFV  

Social, legal and economic discrimination against women 
resulting from restrictive gender norms exists worldwide and 
engenders specific barriers to female employment. Challeng-
es for women are increasing, particularly in CFV contexts. 

Women are often socially, legally and economically de-
pendent on male members of their family due to discrim-
inatory norms. Yet, in regions of armed conflict, men 
may be absent because they are combatants or are unable 

to fulfil their traditional provider roles due to injury or 
death. In these cases, women have to become family pro-
viders, in addition to having to bear the burden of most  
of the unpaid domestic and care work. 

Above and beyond the general lack of security people face 
in contexts of CFV, women are increasingly affected by 
gender-based violence (GBV), including sexual harassment, 
rape and child marriage. This restricts women in CFV con-
texts from free movement on top of the mobility restric-
tions they face in many societies - even in the absence of 
conflict. The reduced mobility limits women’s opportuni-
ties to participate in education, training and employment.

Moreover, in addition to gender-based legal discrimina-
tion in many countries, such as restricting women from 
owning property or lack of prosecution in cases of GBV, 
in fragile states legal protection of women is often even 
less effective due to corrupt and ineffective police forces 
and judiciary systems. These circumstances further restrain 
women from free movement and obtaining employment. 

German development cooperation pursues an integrated 

approach to employment promotion that addresses  

employment challenges in a holistic way. It combines  

elements of technical and vocational education and  

training, private sector development and matching in  

the labour market. Moreover, it takes framework condi-

tions of economic and employment policy into account.

Gender mainstreaming is a strategy that ensures that gender 

perspectives and attention to the goal of gender equality 

are central to all activities – research, policy development 

and implementation and monitoring of projects.

Women’s economic empowerment is an approach to enhanc-

ing female capabilities and advancing women’s opportunities  

and rights to ensure that they can participate in income- 

generating activities.

Principles of female employment promotion
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by threatening conflicts and fragility is of special relevance. 
The exchange with co-workers can help to collectively 
deal with challenges people are facing and reduce the social 
isolation women are at particular risk of.  
 
With regard to gender mainstreaming, the female perspec-
tive should be considered in all employment-promotion 
interventions in countries affected by CFV. In post-war ar-
eas and regions affected by an influx of refugees, large scale 

public-works programmes are often set up. Most of these 
are targeted at reconstruction and physical infrastructure, 
which mainly offer employment to men. A greater focus on 
female employment opportunities in these programmes, 
for example by offering cash-for-work in the social sector, 
can support the empowerment of women after conflicts.

In consideration of the ‘do no harm’ concept that should 
be applied in all settings of CFV, stigmatisation of women 
should be avoided. Instead of regarding women as a group 
with deficits, it is important to emphasise the fact that 
women can play a positive role in the process of peace-
building and reconciliation. Through this, better informa-
tion, acceptance and ownership of employment-promotion 
projects for women can be generated in conflict-affect-
ed and fragile states. If implemented in a sensitive way, 
employment promotion and economic empowerment of 
women in CFV contexts can strengthen their self-esteem 
and confidence and add to economic and social stabilisa-
tion in these regions.

Employment promotion in countries affected by CFV 

As women often become family providers in CFV contexts,  
while simultaneously facing additional barriers to employ-
ment, their economic empowerment is of particular im-
portance.

Female employment promotion in contexts of CFV should 
specifically consider women’s safety in the workplace, its 
surrounding and on the way to work. The provision of 
safe public transport opportunities or shuttles to markets 

and factories can be an option. Security in the work place 
can be increased by awareness raising among the staff and 
the nomination of an ombudsperson for the employees.

In some circumstances home-based work opportunities 
can be the only option to engage women in income-gener-
ating activities. Digitalisation of work processes opens vast 
promises in this field. However, employment promotion 
needs to avoid the exclusion of women from society. Mo-
bile and non-formal information and education centres 
can also reduce the obstacles to schooling for women and 

girls and give them the opportunity to increase their em-
ployability, even in insecure environments. 

Against the background that many women in countries  
affected by CFV are informally self-employed, female en-
trepreneurship promotion assumes particular importance. 
The promotion of cooperatives and female business net-
works can help women share risk and exchange informa-
tion. Since a lack of financing is a major obstacle to female 

entrepreneurship, the support of financing and lend-
ing structures and safe access to money are essential. The 
granting of group credits can be a helpful instrument to 
share risk in cases where no collateral is available. Moreover 
mobile banking can increase the security and decrease the 
costs of money transfers in CFV contexts.

When families and the social environment are torn apart 
due to conflicts, psychological challenges and social prob-
lems arise. Employment promotion can help provide sta-
bility to affected individuals’ lives, but also needs to deal 
with psychic traumas, e.g. exhaustion, sorrow and depres-
sionsm, that can arise in conflict-affected and fragile re-
gions. Therefore, psychosocial support for workers affected 

Employment promotion for refugee women
Conflict, fragility and violence cause people to leave their 

home countries. In these situations, many women are sep-

arated from male family members. Promoting employment 

for refugee women helps them to become self-sufficient 

and integrate into the host community. However, the legal 

settings often block opportunities to take up employment at 

all. Here, development cooperation can support the dialogue 

amongst essential actors to discuss potentials of including 

refugees in the labour market. Furthermore, development 

cooperation can support access to education and child-

care facilities for refugee women and promote employment 

within the legal framework, e.g. by offering small-scale 

cash-for-work-programmes targeted at women.
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Examples of development-cooperation interventions 
addressing women’s employment in CFV 

A GIZ project in Afghanistan targets the reduction of gen-
der gaps and economic strengthening of women in certain 
agricultural value chains. Moreover, the project promotes 
gender-sensitive orientation of key partner institutions. For 
instance, the project supported the creation of a Female 
Entrepreneurs Empowerment Unit at the Afghanistan 
Chamber of Commerce and Industries, which now acts as 
a platform for discussion and advocacy of women entrepre-
neurs. A range of services of the Chamber specifically for 
women entrepreneurs were developed, including training 
measures, round tables and national networking events.

In Sri Lanka, after three decades of armed conflict, GIZ 
has implemented a project on vocational training for those 
groups that have been disproportionately affected by the 
war. A gender assessment has identified barriers to women 
taking up vocational training and work: e.g. long distanc-
es to vocational training centres and non-availability of 
qualified women trainers. The project launched a touring 
roadshow and street theatre to raise awareness about gen-
der-balanced vocational training. Furthermore, the campus 
of the Sri Lankan-German Training Institute will provide 
training for up to 600 trainees and include dormitory places 
for female trainees and a kindergarten.

The GIZ Gender group in Yemen initiated a dialogue about 
women in leadership positions with partner organisations 
through a film project. The documentary portrays seven 
women in executive positions. Even prior to the current war, 
women had limited educational opportunities and faced 
legal disadvantages that hindered them from taking up work 
or reaching managerial positions. The current armed conflict 
has disproportionally affected women because of their double 
burden of productive and reproductive tasks. The film pro- 
ject intends to stimulate dialogue and reflection about the 
situation of women in Yemen.
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