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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
“Assessing the Impact of COVID-19 on Young Women Peacebuilders,” developed by UN Women, is 
a study that seeks to contribute to the body of growing evidence around how the COVID-19 pan-
demic has impacted young women peacebuilders and their work to build and sustain peace in 
complex contexts. The study addresses the importance of young women’s meaningful participa-
tion in shaping effective pandemic response, “rebuilding better” and broadening peacebuilding 
efforts. It builds upon the youth, peace and security (YPS) agenda as a unifying framework for 
more sustainable solutions and long-lasting peacebuilding efforts.  

The study was developed in consultation with a refer-
ence group of experts and draws from key informant 
interviews with 35 young women peacebuilders who, 
throughout the pandemic, have remained key actors 
in building and sustaining peace, advancing gender 
equality and pivoting their efforts to respond to the im-
pacts of the pandemic in their respective communities. 

The impact of COVID-19 on young women in fragile and 
conflict-affected contexts is of concern as, three years 
into the pandemic, many continue to seek access to 
education and essential services, like those for sexual 
and reproductive health and reduced livelihoods. The 
surge in domestic violence, gender-based violence 
and harmful practices further intensifies the age- and 
gender-differentiated impacts of the pandemic.

In the face of these challenges, movements and organ-
isations led by young women have continued to safely 
mobilise and advocate. For example, in Colombia, peace-
builders have advocated for a cessation of hostilities and 
led sustained demonstrations to protest corruption and 
state-sanctioned violence; and in Bangladesh, young 
women are working to provide support to refugee 
communities in an increasingly fraught environment. At 
the core of this study remain the voices, analyses and 
recommendations of the consulted peacebuilders. 

Section 1 provides an overview of the rationale behind 
this study, complemented by analyses of the intersec-
tional inequalities across age, gender, class and other 
social identity markers that have determined the risk, 
impact and needs of young women peacebuild-
ers during the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, the 

introduction covers relevant YPS frameworks and a brief 
overview of the methodology used.

Section 2 provides policymakers with an analysis of how 
young women peacebuilders have been impacted by 
the pandemic. Findings are presented in two parts: a) 
challenges and barriers posed by pandemic impact; and 
b) opportunities that have arisen in this new paradigm. 
This section can also be used as a set of entry-points for 
YPS programming, which incorporates considerations 
brought on by the pandemic. 

Section 3 proposes specific recommendations around 
participation, services, employment and more, which 
are targeted towards stakeholders and duty-bearers. 
These recommendations aim to drive investment in the 
expertise and capacities of young women peacebuild-
ers to build and sustain peace during and beyond the 
pandemic. 

This study will add to a common understanding of some 
of the ways that young women peacebuilders have 
been impacted by the pandemic and what their initia-
tives, movements and projects need from policymakers, 
multilaterals and other stakeholders to be successful 
moving forward. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Study Rationale
Young women peacebuilders, activists and local or-
ganisations led by young women are key actors in 
preventing conflicts, building and sustaining peace, 
providing humanitarian relief in their communities and 
responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. They also do the 
time-consuming and difficult work of advancing gender 
equality in fragile contexts.1  

The COVID-19 pandemic has radically shifted the envi-
ronments in which these actors operate. Governments 
and institutions, including the United Nations (UN), are 
often unprepared to acknowledge and adequately re-
spond to the specific risks and age-based discriminations 
these young women face. As the pandemic stretches 
into its third year, and new variants continue to emerge 
and cycle through the global population (especially 
in countries that have been denied open access to 
vaccines and therapeutics), it is critical to develop a 
common understanding of this new reality and what it 
means for young women peacebuilders—particularly 
in regard to their ways of working, driving movements 
and programmes and how they can continue to exercise 
their inalienable rights and freedoms.

Stakeholders must develop policy, programmes and 
response efforts from a common understanding of 
risks, vulnerabilities and needs—all of which should 
be defined by young women themselves. UN Women 
initiated this study into the impact of COVID-19 on the 
lives and work of young women in peacebuilding and/
or conflict-affected settings given that their specific 
experiences remain understudied, and as such, not well 
understood. Therefore, the purpose of this study is two-
fold: First, it aims to begin to fill a critical evidentiary gap 
about the experiences of young women peacebuilders 
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, and second, 
it aims to provide decision-makers with information, 
analysis and recommendations on how best to support 
their initiatives in the future.

This report will inform practitioners on how to formu-
late policies and programmes that are better suited to 
the needs of young women by showcasing the personal 
experiences of young women human rights activists, 
peacebuilders and community mobilisers, as well as 
the dangers they face and the price they pay for their 
work (including monetary prices and physical safety), 
all of which are heightened by the economic and health 
emergency brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
study is intended to provide insights to practitioners 
within the UN system and inside other international 
and national organisations, youth-led organisations and 
women’s coalitions and groups.
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1.2 Background
The COVID-19 pandemic has deeply affected most, if 
not every, society around the world. In many contexts, 
conflict dynamics and fragile governance and health sys-
tems have made tackling COVID-19 complex. The health 
crisis itself, coupled with ill-adapted response measures, 
threatens to deepen dividing lines and undermine 
peace, hindering effective health responses and driving 
longer-term instability.2 Although many hoped that the 
pandemic would ease international tensions and lead 
to ceasefires around the world, conventional conflicts 
like those in Syria, Yemen, Ukraine and Afghanistan 
have continued to rage nearly three years into the cri-
sis.3  While the magnitude of the economic impact of 
the pandemic has differed widely across countries, the 
United Nations Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs finds that a country’s exposure to COVID-19, 
along with the stringency of containment measures, 
are negatively correlated with its growth performance 
and conflict indicators.4  Enhancing the impact of peace 
and security policies and peacebuilding programming 
amidst the paradigm shift brought on by the pandemic 
can be achieved only through a deep understanding of 
young women and men’s particular lived experiences of 
violence, injustice and exclusion—both in situations of 
violent conflict, and in contexts of inequality, insecurity 
or uncertainty outside conflict settings.5

This section reflects on how the crisis has developed 
since March 2020 across several relevant domains in 
order to better understand the socioeconomic impacts 
on young women engaged in peacebuilding activi-
ties in conflict-affected settings. Their experiences are 
triangulated through multiple layers of intersecting 
identities and experiences. For example, women have 
experienced substantial economic losses, hugely ampli-
fied unpaid care burdens and a “shadow pandemic” of 
violence.6  Girls have also been forced out of education 
during the pandemic, resulting in increased vulner-
ability to child marriage, abuse and early pregnancy; 
and out-of-school boys in fragile contexts have faced 
increased vulnerability to recruitment by armed groups 
and state-sanctioned violence.7 

Intersectionality provides a theoretical frame-
work through which the social determinants and 
socioeconomic consequences of the pandemic can be 

better understood. It elucidates how power structures, 
inequalities and other context-specific microstructures 
are having a multiplying effect, especially when these 
inequalities intersect in the same individual.8  What has 
also become increasingly evident is the importance of 
locating the gender impacts of the pandemic within 
a broader landscape of socioeconomic inequalities. 
Approaches that recognise how gender intersects with 
economic status, race, disability, age, sexual orientation, 
geography, immigration status and religion or belief, as 
well as other factors such as employment, housing (and 
homelessness), and environmental and political factors, 
allow us to better understand how the pandemic has 
exacerbated and reinforced pre-existing inequalities, 
social norms and socioeconomic difference.  For ex-
ample, refugee youth experienced increased issues with 
legal recognition as government ministries shut down 
at the start of the pandemic. They are now dealing with 
months of backlog, lack of documentation, lack of free-
dom of movement, language barriers, discrimination, 
racism and xenophobia. Young women refugees may 
face additional protection issues and may have younger 
siblings or children to care for as they navigate bureau-
cracies in unfamiliar environments.



assessing the impact of covid-19 on 
Young women peacebuilders 9

Table 1

Socioeconomic 
Determinant

Pandemic-Related Impact

Young people While primary health impacts on youth are generally not as serious in comparison to older age 
groups, young people have been severely impacted by the secondary ripple effects caused by 
disruption to the health, economic, financial and other sectors.9  

The Office of the United Nations Secretary-General has warned that the pandemic will have 
long-lasting effects on young people, citing impacts on education, training and employment, 
as well as rising mental and emotional distress.10 Indeed, three years into the pandemic, the 
large-scale interruption of employment, formal and informal education and learning, and 
health and social services is having a tremendous effect on young people’s lives, health and 
wellbeing. While the pandemic has brought immense challenges, it may also prove to be an 
opportunity to advance some areas by pushing governments and other rights-bearers to 
address the economic determinants of inequalities, fund social protection programmes that 
target young people and deliver information and services to the poorest communities through 
digital means.

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and other 
UN entities have advocated for the need to respond to COVID-19 with measures that address 
and prevent age-based inequalities and development deficits, as stipulated in the UN system 
socioeconomic, health and humanitarian response pillars. However, young people increasingly 
have a lack of trust in the ability and willingness of institutions and leadership to meet the 
challenges thrown into sharp relief by the pandemic.11 Some subgroups of young people 
have been particularly distrustful of national pandemic response efforts as a result of having 
experienced human rights violations, discrimination or lack of support from their governments 
(e.g., youth from certain religious groups in the Democratic Republic of the Congo or refugee 
and migrant youth in Iraq and Yemen).

Class and employment Globally, class, income and education predict a disproportionate risk of lay-offs, loss of income, 
illness and mortality related to COVID-19. For decades, public health experts have understood 
that socioeconomic status is closely related to health outcomes and susceptibility to contagious 
diseases.12  Evidence from a handful of countries—including the United States, England and 
France—show that COVID-19 has resulted in a higher death toll in lower-income communities 
and among some ethnic minorities. These gaps appear to largely be a result of exposures gen-
erated through work, rather than non-compliance with social distancing recommendations.13 

The negative relationship between class and COVID-19 is not inevitable, though—it doesn’t 
exist in some nations in Europe and Asia with strong social safety nets, according to a global 
survey from Gallup, conducted from July 2020 to March 2021.14  In the most economically 
equal nations (as measured by the Gini index for household income), workers with lower in-
comes and less education were protected from unemployment through national policies that 
aimed to prevent job loss and layoffs (e.g., furlough schemes, job retention schemes, etc.). 

In most countries, lockdown measures and social distancing disproportionately impacted low-
income jobs requiring less or little education. In 103 of 117 countries in Gallup’s World Poll data, 
workers in the bottom quintile of household income distribution experienced significantly 
higher job loss rates than those at the top. 



assessing the impact of covid-19 on 
Young women peacebuilders 10

Workers without a college degree in low-income countries fared the worst out of any sub-
group, despite living in demographically younger areas with much lower reported COVID-19 
mortality rates.15  Three years into the pandemic, employment and earnings for those in the 
lowest income brackets have yet to return to pre-pandemic levels.16

Most young women in fragile contexts work in the informal sector—and no workers may be as 
vulnerable as those who work beyond government oversight and without labour protections 
or formal contracts. One young peacebuilder from Nigeria who works with women living in in-
formal settlements noted how quickly work dried up when the pandemic struck. This decrease 
in paid work was also coupled with fear of infection and stigma associated with those who live 
in slums. The peacebuilder explained, “Women ages 25-35—it’s been a struggle for them. They 
live in informal settlements, they don’t have formal employment, they come to people’s houses 
to wash clothes. The government limited their movements within cities. It became tough for 
women in informal settlements because they cannot not travel to the suburbs. Many reported 
that families [employers] turned them away, saying they might bring COVID-19 into the house.”

These young workers—who already live hand-to-mouth, with little savings and no social pro-
tections—are at greater risk of contracting the virus, working jobs that put them in contact 
with large numbers of people and resting in overcrowded homes at the end of their workday. 
In Liberia, the young director of a civil society organisation (CSO) noted that, “When COVID-19 
came, our government didn’t understand the value of a gender-responsive process in terms of 
managing [the virus]. They called for a lockdown, and that lockdown badly impacted young 
women. These young women were mostly day labourers who lost their business. There was 
no plan from the government to address the specific issues they faced.” Young women may be 
stuck at home due to the threats of petty crime and violence, armed gangs and police harass-
ment. In many cities, tens of thousands of refugee and internally displaced girls and young 
women are employed as domestic workers, where they say their rights are routinely trampled. 
17

Frontline workers Many frontline jobs, now deemed essential, offer low pay, confer low social status and are occu-
pied by marginalised young people of racial or ethnic minorities and women. As observed with 
the Ebola epidemic, many of these essential workers (doctors, nurses, midwives, ambulance 
drivers, etc.) experienced stigmatisation that was triggered by fear of infection within their own 
communities. As a result, not only are those affected by COVID-19 blamed as “spreaders,” but 
healthcare staff—a large proportion of whom are young women—also face discrimination.18 

In the Kaiser Family Foundation and The Washington Post’s 2021 “Frontline Healthcare Work-
ers Survey,” a majority of younger healthcare workers report that worries or stress related to 
COVID-19 have had additional negative impacts on their mental health, and seven of 10 report 
feeling “burnt out” at work. These feelings may also be correlated to the specificities of the tasks 
taken on by younger frontline workers, with more than half reporting assisting directly with 
patient care such as bathing patients, cleaning and housekeeping.19
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LGBTIQ+ youth For young people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer and/or ques-
tioning and others (LGBTIQ+), there are additional challenges and risks resulting from limited 
access to community support, lack of in-school counseling and, in some cases, the difficult cir-
cumstances of quarantining with unsupportive or abusive family members.20  When it comes 
to political and civic participation, LGBTIQ+ people face numerous challenges: in addition to 
overcoming age-based exclusion from and stigmatisation in political and decision-making 
structures, they simultaneously have to tackle various cultural, legal, political and financial bar-
riers that affect them in the exercise of their rights.21  

In the context of the pandemic, although the negative impacts of COVID-19 on young people’s 
mental health are recognised, less attention has been paid to LGBTIQ+ youth, a historically 
neglected population in the health sector, in social protection policies and in research, despite 
decades of evidence around highly unmet mental health and psychosocial support needs.22  
Before the pandemic, LGBTIQ+ youth bore a disproportionate number of mental health prob-
lems, with their sexual and gender identities being risk factors for victimisation, trauma, dis-
crimination and abuse.23  In addition, LGBTIQ+ youth, especially non-binary and transgender 
youth, are at a higher risk for depression, suicide, substance abuse and anxiety.24  COVID-19 
containment measures disrupted mental health services at a time when the need for such 
services have increased, with school and university-based services being especially affected. 

Governments, CSOs and others have responded to decreased physical access to mental health 
resources amidst pandemic-related closures by putting in place remote support through tele-
health, as well as phone and digital-based crisis services. However, clinical psychologists argue 
that while online support can act as a stopgap, they cannot replace in-person treatment and 
physical interaction with a community that accepts and validates their gender identities.

Young women Young women continue to carry the double burden in society of being both young and female. 
They often face negative cultural attitudes and practices and gender-biased socio-political 
processes that limit their opportunities and undermine their understanding and expression of 
their rights. The pandemic has deepened these existing inequalities, meaning that for young 
women, the harmful impacts of gender inequality have been intensified.

Gender inequality is pervasive in many fragile and conflict-affected areas where young women 
are disadvantaged, excluded from opportunities and left dependent on men, leading to highly 
inequitable economic, political, social and health outcomes. While all forms of gender-based 
violence are much more likely to affect young women than age-matched men, in a conflict, 
the incidence climbs sharply and often remains elevated for years afterward. Already bear-
ing a greater share of the burden of domestic labour than boys and men, the pandemic has 
found young women more likely to be called upon to care for partners and family members 
and, in some contexts, this has raised the likelihood of young women staying out of schools 
and university.25   Impacts on this demographic are far-reaching and range from the “shadow 
pandemic” (the increase of violence against women, in particular domestic violence during 
lockdowns) to the economic toll deeply affecting young women—all of which contribute to 
the widening gender-poverty gap.

The age barrier, in addition to the gender barrier, creates hindrances in contributing to or 
leading peacebuilding activities. Young women peacebuilders consistently have to push back 
against authorities—including donors, international non-governmental organisations (INGOs), 
civil society leaders and organisations, governments and UN agencies—who dismiss them as 
too inexperienced, or worse, treat them as passive beneficiaries rather than equal and active 
partners.26   
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While young women are uniquely positioned to advance gender equality in their communities, 
many report difficulties with implementing projects aimed at women and girls’ empowerment 
due to fears around social stigma, threats from men and elders in their communities, online 
harassment, harassment in the workplace, rape and other threats of violent reprisal, and lack of 
any confidential redress mechanisms.27  In a global study surveying 700 feminist organisations 
across 118 countries, more than half of the respondents felt regularly unsafe because of the 
work that they do.28

Education
Already less likely to be enrolled in school, more young women have been kept at home and 
out of education since the onset of the pandemic. Learning loss and breaks in education, espe-
cially those that stretch into the long-term or become permanent, have serious consequences 
in young women’s abilities to exercise their basic rights and reach their full potential. 

Schools and universities provide critical space and support that protect many young women 
from early marriage, unwanted pregnancy and gender-based violence.29  Collectively, this 
generation of students now risks losing $17 trillion in lifetime earnings in present value, or 
about 14 per cent of today’s global GDP, as a result of pandemic-related school and university 
closures, according to a report published by the World Bank, the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNI-
CEF).30  The new projection reveals that the impact is more severe than previously thought, far 
exceeding the $10 trillion estimate released in 2020. 

While digitalisation and connecting students and learners to the internet has bridged learning 
continuity, emerging data shows that remote learning during school and university closures 
does not ensure full learning continuity.31  And when it comes to access and uptake of digital 
tools, there is heterogeneity across countries and students’ socioeconomic status, gender and 
level or year of university. Low-income families, students with disabilities and girls and young 
women have been less likely to access remote learning tools than their age-matched peers. 
Causes range from limited access to technological learning devices and electricity, as well as 
discrimination and pervasive gender norms that favour educational opportunities and access 
to devices for men and boys within a household. Initial evidence points to larger losses among 
women, who are quickly losing the protection that learning offers them in terms of their well-
being and life chances.

Access to sexual and repro-
ductive health rights (SRHR) 
information and services 

As health resources have been directed away from routine services and put towards COVID-19 
response, women and girls of reproductive age, including from the most marginalised popula-
tions, have faced significant obstacles in accessing SRH services.32  These obstacles are layered 
on top of the many barriers that young women face in accessing and using health services in 
general. 

Restrictive laws and policies, parental or partner control, limited knowledge, distance, cost, 
lack of confidentiality and provider bias are all factors that limit young women’s autonomy 
and prevent them from accessing and receiving the SRHR information and services they need. 
Meanwhile, data suggests that this pandemic will have long-term repercussions for young 
women’s sexual and reproductive health outcomes and overall well-being. 

One study led by Rutgers University, which surveyed nearly 3,000 young people across 
Ghana, Indonesia, Kenya, Nepal, Uganda and Zimbabwe, found that one third of young 
people were not able to access the family planning services that they needed since the 
start of the pandemic, and that over a third felt more vulnerable to harassment and sexual, 
physical, emotional and/or financial abuse than before COVID-19.33 Disruptions in
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education have hindered access to comprehensive sexuality education and, in some contexts, 
this has led to an uptick in HIV and other sexually transmitted infections detected in youth.34  
In complex emergencies and crises (e.g., Rohingya refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh), 
young women have had little to no access to basic services—particularly gender-responsive 
humanitarian interventions—with economic empowerment programmes, SRH services and 
literacy classes having been put on hold since March 2020.35

Those requiring SRH services report anxiety about being exposed to the virus while seeking 
care—or they may forgo care entirely due to this anxiety. Others have lost access to care alto-
gether due to movement restrictions and curbed health services. Many hospitals and health 
centres are reporting declines in the number of women and girls receiving critical sexual and 
reproductive healthcare, including antenatal services, safe delivery services and family plan-
ning.36

1.3 Youth, Peace and Security Frameworks

Since the adoption of the United Nations Security 
Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2250 on Youth, Peace and 
Security (YPS) in 2015, young people have been in-
creasingly recognised as a positive force in preventing 
and responding to conflict and building sustainable 
peace.37  The resolution marked a paradigmatic shift 
in acknowledging the positive role young women and 
young men play in peace and security and the impor-
tance of enabling their meaningful participation in 
decision-making that impacts them.38 The YPS agenda 
has further developed with UNSCR 2419, passed in 
2018, which calls for the meaningful inclusion of young 
women and men in the negotiation and implementation 
of peace agreements; and UNSCR 2535, passed in 2020, 
which underscores the role of youth in preventing and 
resolving conflict, as well as in building and maintaining 
peace, and encourages UN Member States to include 
young people in decision-making processes across 
these areas. This study builds upon the frameworks and 
approaches to youth inclusion laid out in the landmark 
study “The Missing Peace: Independent Progress Study 
on Youth, Peace and Security.”39  In this case, meaning-
ful inclusion entails identifying the specific needs of 
young women in relation to peacebuilding during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

The global prevalence of conflict was already extremely 
high before the pandemic emerged, and these elevated 
levels show no signs of abating. The Uppsala Conflict 
Data Program reported a slight increase in the number of 
conflicts worldwide in 2020, in line with recent upward 
trends.40  Other forms of violence, for example, violence 
against women and children, are rising sharply. In a re-
cent study, Peace Direct and Conducive Space for Peace 
reported that the COVID-19 crisis and the responses to it 
are exacerbating the underlying roots of conflict, partic-
ularly inequality.41  In some places, this means violence 
is being reignited and peace processes threatened. 
In others, it is leading to the stigmatisation of certain 
groups and communities turning on their own identity 
circles. It’s clear that, in many cases, national COVID-19 
responses are not adequately conflict-sensitive nor 
adequately gender-sensitive. Young peacebuilders are 
struggling to sustain their work, and social distancing 
undermines many existing peacebuilding efforts. These 
measures are also having impacts on traditional and 
local mediation mechanisms, which are contingent on 
in-person interaction.42   

The pandemic has made clear that humanitarian, de-
velopment and peace challenges are interconnected, 
especially in protracted crises. Moreover, COVID-19 has 
exposed the artificial distinction between different types 
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of assistance, making an integrated “nexus” approach 
more relevant and urgent than ever.43 Young women 
have unique expertise and insights to integrate the pil-
lars of the nexus. Violent conflict affects young people 
by destroying sources of stability and belonging, as well 
as disrupting the processes of transition into adulthood 
through the interruption of young people’s education 
and the destruction of social support structures and 
livelihood opportunities.44  Even in non-violent con-
texts, inadequate education and the precarity of jobs 
and social services also prevent young people from fully 
enjoying the agency associated with adulthood. The 
multidimensional nature of young people’s experiences 
naturally bridges the peace, development and human 
rights pillars of the multilateral system, presenting 
“a powerful transversal vehicle for integrated policy 
approaches.”45

While it’s not always easy to bring about change dur-
ing a crisis, the unprecedented nature of the COVID-19 
pandemic has led to transformative action. The young 
women who participated in key informant interviews 
were savvy in tackling the underlying causes of risks 
and vulnerabilities in order to reduce pandemic-related  
needs in their communities, while achieving peace out-
comes in the middle and potentially into the long-term. 
Some progress towards recognising young women for 
their efforts is being made within the UN system: The 
Secretary-General, in his newly launched “Our Common 
Agenda” report, proposes a new agenda for peace, 
which notably places women and girls at the centre of 
all responses.46  While young women are gradually gain-
ing recognition in multilateral spaces as key actors, their 
contributions to both peacebuilding and humanitarian 
action (interlinked and overlapping in many contexts) 
are still grossly overlooked and undervalued.

1.4 Methods 
The findings and recommendations in this study come 
from a mixed-methods evaluation approach that is 
used to increase the validity of evaluation findings. 
Data collection techniques included: a) a desk review 
from June to September 2021; b) key informant inter-
views held across a three-month period from July to 
September 2021; and c) interviews conducted from 
June to September 2021 with subject-matter experts. 
This approach was useful in the context of this study as 

relatively little peer-reviewed literature or open-source 
data on impacts of the pandemic on young women 
peacebuilders, including data disaggregated by differ-
ent identities, is available. 

The study was held entirely online due to safety consid-
erations and travel restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Access to platforms like Zoom or WhatsApp 
were a prerequisite for participation, which means that 
the data collected is not fully representative of other 
groups who may not have such access. During the data 
collection phase of the study, vaccines were not widely 
available outside of middle and high-income countries. 
Although the stringent lockdown measures that had 
been put in place by many governments in the first two 
quarters of 2020 had been eased, new COVID-19 vari-
ants of concern continued to put pressure on health and 
social protection systems globally, and negative socio-
economic impacts continued to be felt. For an overview 
of data limitations, please refer to the annex.
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Table 2

Subjects A total of 35 young women activists, peacebuilders and community organisers took part in 
key informant interviews, and 12 technical experts were additionally consulted, including from 
youth organisations, women’s movements, UN agencies, INGOs and academia. Study par-
ticipants hailed from 21 countries, including: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bolivia, Colombia, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Georgia, Haiti, India (Kashmir), Kenya, Liberia, Mali, Myan-
mar, Niger, Nigeria, Palestine, Philippines, South Sudan, Sudan, Uganda, Ukraine and Yemen.

Study participants ranged in age from 18 to 35 years old. This relatively wide age bracket 
takes into account varying definitions of youth and young person across countries, cultures 
and organisations. In peacebuilding settings, where displacement or conflict have prolonged 
the period of transition to adulthood (e.g., by delaying education, employment or marriage), 
young people’s lives are put on hold. 

Selection criteria Most participants of the focus groups were chosen in consultation with members of a refer-
ence group of experts and were selected based on their familiarity with conflict and peace 
processes, relationships with youth and women’s groups and in-country peacebuilding and 
activism experience. The research team then relied on a “snowball sampling” method, with 
participants identifying and suggesting additional young women to consult and interview.47  

Safeguarding and consent The framework for developing and delivering the interviews that produced this study was 
based on a technical paper published by the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and the 
Compact for Young People in Humanitarian Action in the early months of the pandemic. This 
technical paper offers operational guidance on safe data collection with young people in the 
context of physical distancing measures.48  

This study did not include direct questions to participants about their experiences of gender-
based violence or other traumatic incidents. If interviewees participate in online interviews 
and/or focus groups from home, it is unlikely that they can be interviewed separately, confiden-
tially and privately in this context. These questions may harm participants, and any results will 
become unreliable because the researcher will not have had sufficient time to build up rapport 
with participants to ask sensitive questions.49 

Before each session, participants were read the following consent statement: “The responses 
you provide will be consolidated at the global level for a policy report. Please note that your 
responses will not affect any partnership with UN Women, and all responses are anonymous 
and confidential and no identifying information will be used in any way. Note that interviews 
will be recorded. Data will only be presented globally and not by your country or organisation 
to ensure protection of you, your organisation and of the populations you work with. We hope 
that you will respond openly so that the information reflects your reality and can serve to sup-
port young women working in conflict-affected settings globally. Participation in this study is 
entirely voluntary and you can choose to discontinue at any time.” The researcher then opened 
the floor to respond to any questions or concerns.

While all quotes taken from key informant interviews are verbatim, informants remain anony-
mous to ensure that their participation in this study does not have negative ramifications on 
their work, or protection implications on their person, family or community. The logic behind 
anonymous interviews is straightforward: participants who feel safe telling the truth provide 
honest answers and paint a more authentic picture of realities on the ground.
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Interview structure Interviews were largely bilateral as individual conversations provide a more nuanced under-
standing of personal experiences around socioeconomic phenomena than would be obtained 
from collective calls and purely quantitative methods, such as online surveys of which there has 
been a proliferation during the pandemic. 

In preparation for the interviews, study participants were given a short paper explaining the 
objectives and rationale of the study. The interview groups then discussed their perspectives 
and personal experiences over one or several Zoom calls. Many submitted WhatsApp voice 
messages or written statements when Zoom was inaccessible or their schedules or other obli-
gations made meeting unfeasible.  

The research team chose to use semi-structured interviews that start with a number of key 
questions that help to define the scope of the areas to be explored, but that also allow the 
interviewer and/or interviewee to diverge in order to pursue an idea or response in more de-
tail. This interview format provides participants with some guidance on what to talk about, 
which many found helpful. The flexibility of this approach, particularly compared to structured 
interviews, also allows for the discovery or elaboration of information that is important to par-
ticipants but may not have previously been thought of as relevant. 
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2. FINDINGS
The following section provides policymakers with an analysis of how young women peacebuild-
ers have been impacted by the pandemic. Findings are categorised as either challenges or op-
portunities. Overall, COVID-19 containment measures are having a persistent impact on the work 
of local peacebuilders around the globe. This section covers dynamics around restrictions on civic 
space, digitalisation, employment, protection concerns and more. Findings may also be used as a 
set of thematic entry-points for YPS programming. 

2.1 Challenges

Restrictions on civic space
The secondary impacts of the pandemic have limited 
civil society’s space to operate in, thus shrinking key 
opportunities for participation. In addition, civil society 
is being undermined by other long-term trends, like 
political repression in illiberal regimes. For example, 
some governments are purposefully using pandemic-
related restrictions to reduce civic space, silence critics 
and activists and to centralise and consolidate power.50  
Many peacebuilding, civic or social accountability 
initiatives depend on communities physically coming 
together and participating in meetings, demonstra-
tions and protests, all of which came to a halt in the 
early stages of the pandemic and have yet to return in 
full force. Some argue that raising public attention to 
flag civic violations has become more difficult as most 
media channels are predominantly focused on the 
pandemic, vaccination schemes, mask mandates and 
new variants.51  Conversely, as physical civic space has 
been retracting, virtual civic space has expanded and 
the pandemic has seen an increase in online activism, 
peacebuilding and advocacy.

Digitalisation
While multilaterals, INGOs and donors find that moving 
programming, advocacy and resources online is cheap-
er and more accessible to some, many young women 
peacebuilders prefer in-person activities, programmes 
and events. In addition, the digitalisation of YPS initia-
tives has been uneven, often not taking into account  

the gendered digital divide52  or differing access to 
technology and electricity in urban versus rural settings. 

All participants in this study struggled with the politics 
and financing around connectivity, as peacebuilding ac-
tivities seem to move permanently online. Pre-pandemic, 
in-person activities were critical spaces for networking, 
socialising, collaboration and brainstorming.53  In some 
cases, meals, childcare and stipends were provided, 
which were vital for ensuring the participation of as 
many young women as possible. A young woman work-
ing at a peacebuilding CSO in Kenya remarked that the 
move to online spaces was not easy for her, especially 
given  the in-person nature of grassroots peacebuilding: 
“My experience was a shock, coming from a background 
of peacebuilding, which was totally in-person and done 
through community organising. Negotiating online 
spaces is not my area and I have intense self-doubt.” 

It’s clear that linkages to global and regional develop-
ment institutions, think-tanks, conferences, etc. offer 
opportunities to network, learn from each other, ad-
vance their careers and feel seen and heard by those in 
positions of influence. In-person events allowed young 
women—many of whom live more rigid, supervised 
lives in their communities—the opportunity to travel 
and see parts of the world that they might not have 
otherwise and to feel more in control over their own fu-
tures. Peacebuilders who participated in this study who 
tapped into international YPS conferences and lecture 
circuits expressed disappointment over their cancel-
lation or of seeing them move permanently online. A 
peacebuilder from Yemen said she felt isolated from the 
world after her speaking arrangements dried up during 
the pandemic. Another young woman from Liberia, 
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who saw an in-person fellowship in Geneva go online, 
knew that a potential inflection point in her career and 
life became suddenly less impactful.

 

“There was poor internet connectivity so we 
delivered the training by repeating sessions 
for those who had poor internet connec
tion.  Most of this wasn’t in the original 
budget, but we had to take that [financial] 
hit because the content of our work was 
important [for these young women].” 
 
 — Young Woman Peacebuilder from Niger 

Digital violence
The pandemic has pushed young women peacebuild-
ers towards using digital spaces to develop their 
civic identities, express political stances and demand ac-
countability from those in power. However, this reliance 
on the digital space has left many of these peacebuild-
ers vulnerable to violence in the digital realm and the 
challenges emanating from online restrictions, privacy 
issues and state surveillance. 

Digital violence against young women takes many 
forms. For example, perpetrators may threaten and 
stalk women online. They may also attach pictures of 
faces to sexualised bodies without permission and 
share them widely over social media, for years to come. 
Vicious online campaigns of hate speech and abuse 
target women with public roles, especially peacebuild-
ers, journalists and women’s rights activists. Due to the 
amorphous nature of the internet—which is not linked 
to any one state/government or subject to international 
law—when women face threats online, there is limited 
accountability for digital violence. This lack of account-
ability may have long-term impacts and lead to the 
exclusion of young women’s voices from critical political 
and civic spaces. 

Additional dynamics that complicate narratives around 
digitalisation and the pandemic include a widening and 

gendered “digital divide” that has left young women ex-
cluded from opportunities for socialising, networking, 
civic engagement and, in some cases, access to protec-
tion and essential services. Several participants in this 
 study have observed national governments using pan-
demic response measures to restrict civic spaces online 
by limiting access to certain websites, deleting popular 
or relevant posts, etc. Additionally, digital spaces are 
becoming increasingly politically polarised due to algo-
rithmic bias, which in many contexts has resulted in a 
proliferation of myths and misconceptions around the 
virus. One myth circulating online, and aimed at young 
women specifically, is the false claim that COVID-19 in-
oculation leads to infertility and/or birth defects.54

Earmarked funding and financing
Donors are diverting key funding and financing streams 
away from long-term peacebuilding initiatives      towards 
COVID-19 response. Young women peacebuilders, who 
already operate on extremely limited budgets, are 
finding it difficult to continue their long-term conflict 
resolution work with some adapting to new funding 
trends by incorporating COVID-19 response in their 
programmes and initiatives. 

Many young peacebuilders in this study expressed 
frustration over the international community’s short 
attention span. They feel as though multilaterals, INGOs 
and donors are solely focused on COVID-19 response 
and ignore their longer-term work on conflict resolu-
tion. This funding and financing dynamic is complicated 
by the fact that a majority of youth-led organisations 
already operate with limited funding, with 49 per cent 
operating with under $5,000 per year. Primary sources 
of income for youth-led peace organisations come 
from local donations and membership contributions.55  
The shift in funding from peacebuilding and adjacent 
sectors to health response, cuts this budget down 
even further. Additionally, the economic impact of the 
pandemic restricts smaller but critical donations and 
activities from community members due to other priori-
ties and constraints caused by the pandemic.

While this funding and financing dynamic has certainly 
marked the three years of the pandemic, some in the 
peacebuilding sector are observing a convergence in 
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COVID-19 response and ongoing peacebuilding work, 
as well as humanitarian action and development initia-
tives. Certainly, this is mirrored in global-level processes 
as the United Nations Development System is winding 
down its socioeconomic response to the pandemic and 
integrating it into its quotidian analytical, programming 
and reporting processes.

“COVID-19 impacted the organisation so much 
it resulted in the cancellation of a four-year 
grant that we had with [donor name redacted], 
which we had implemented for only one year. 
The pandemic struck and the remaining three 
years [of the] grant were canceled. It affected 
not only my organisation, but several other 
domestic organisations in the country.  Our four-
year strategic plan has been totally ruined.” 
 
— Young Woman Peacebuilder from Nigeria 

Employment
Young women have been hard-hit in the jobs sector 
with many losing work early in the pandemic and at a 
greater proportion than age-matched men. Too much 
YPS work, at all levels, is underpaid or not paid at all. 
When combined with the fact that this demographic 
has been hard-hit in the jobs sector, it is clear that, for 
many, continuing valuable work in their communities 
is becoming less and less feasible. Participation in YPS 
projects must be fairly paid, with basic levels of protec-
tion and security ensured.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a serious impact on 
young workers and those transitioning to employment, 
particularly young women. Too many are settling for 
work in the informal sector or obtain jobs for which 
they are overqualified and underpaid, which ultimately 
means that these young women will not meet their aspi-
rations or full potential. For example, in Palestine, where 
young women graduates generally find it difficult to get 
hired, a study participant noted that this number has 
“doubled or tripled during the pandemic.”

One young woman peacebuilder from Colombia shared: 
“[I need] more opportunities to earn an income. People 
don’t see peacebuilding as a real job, or as something 
serious. It’s challenging to have to struggle to survive, 
while fighting for other people’s survival.” 

Care burdens
Young women peacebuilders with children and families 
are finding that balancing increasing care responsi-
bilities with their YPS work and activism is extremely 
challenging. Some find the shift to remote work with 
INGOs and other partners to be less feasible in intergen-
erational households or in more fragile contexts where 
connectivity challenges are common.

A young peacebuilder in Yemen participated in the 
interview with a six-month-old baby in tow and grew 
audibly embarrassed and stressed when the baby made 
noise in the background. On the other hand, another 
young peacebuilder and new mother from Uganda, 
when asked about how the pandemic has changed her 
relationship to her peacebuilding activities, responded, 
“The negative impact [of COVID-19] is that there is no 
one for me to give my children to when I go volunteer. 
I have to improvise. I pay women that might be strug-
gling with finding work [women who were formerly 
employed in the informal sector] to watch my kids while 
I volunteer.” 

A young activist in Kenya remarks that she is struggling 
to work and organise her activities while working from 
home, a modality that she finds culturally incompat-
ible and practically unfeasible; however, the INGO she 
was employed by found that moving online has been 
cheaper for them. Another peacebuilder from Georgia 
noted the prohibitive impact lockdowns and school 
closures have had on her engagement in Women, 
Peace and Security (WPS) initiatives: “Before I even take 
care of my WPS work, I have children to take care of. 
Before COVID-19, I went to work and the children were 
in school. Now we are home every day, together. The 
negative impact is that there is no one for me to give my 
children to when I volunteer.” 

In addition, some peacebuilding and development 
programmes that have tried to extend their reach to 
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women and girls confined at home are having unin-
tended results by keeping young women in their homes 
and confining their work to the domestic sphere. One 
young woman peacebuilder from Kenya noted: “I re-
spect all types of work. But to only give opportunities 
for women to do cooking from their homes because of 
the pandemic, instead of [having them come] outside 
for opportunities in other sectors—agriculture, indus-
try, education, arts, health—is a huge problem, and it’s 
because of the pandemic.”

Social isolation and mental health
The mental health impacts of the pandemic have been 
far-reaching, with many young women burdened by 
fear of infection, social isolation, worry over economic 
fallout and grief over personal loss. Peacebuilders from 
Bangladesh to Colombia to Liberia and Palestine are all 
reporting a heavy toll on their mental well-being. 

Participants in the study reported feelings of fatigue, 
burnout and other mental health issues that interfered 
with their peacebuilding activities. In some cases, as 
active members of their communities, they observed 
worsening health outcomes among the young women 
that they worked with, including increases in drug use, 
rates of anxiety/depression and, in some cases, self-harm 
or suicide. Studies of past pandemics and epidemics, 
such as the Ebola outbreak of 2018, have outlined the 
negative psychological impacts of contagion and the 
resulting socioeconomic fallout and disease prevention 
measures.56  A longitudinal study covering six conflict-
affected settings has shown that social isolation has 
been a bigger issue for women than for men.57 

In Palestine, where suicide rates among young women 
in Gaza have spiked during the pandemic, one inter-
viewee noted that, as families see all activities move 
online, they become empowered to keep girls and 
young women in the home: “Because there is no good 
reason to go out, they tell you to stay at home. It limits 
the freedom to go out and have their own lives. Families  
control more of their rights of participating in real social 
life, and this has a massive impact on mental health.” 
 
 

 

“We need protection. We are doing this work, 
but it’s not safe for us, and it’s not safe for our 
minds. It’s tough when you’re an activist and 
everyone looks up to you and wants to talk 
about their challenges, but you have your own.”  
 
— Young Woman Peacebuilder from Liberia

Protection
Young women are a subgroup within youth that are 
particularly affected by and vulnerable to threats be-
cause of their distinct identity and belonging. Exclusion 
from political and civic decision-making increases this 
vulnerability to threats and harm. Every participant 
expressed rising safety and protection concerns linked 
to the pandemic without prompt and despite the fact 
that the research team did not ask any direct questions 
about protection issues or violence due to safeguarding 
reasons (see Methods for more information). 

Lockdowns and other pandemic containment mea-
sures have made women’s peacebuilding work more 
difficult and, in many cases, more dangerous. In some 
instances where peacebuilders refused to comply with 
government-mandated COVID-19 lockdowns or cur-
fews in order to deal with more immediate needs in 
their communities or with their ongoing peacebuilding 
initiatives, the young women were put in dangerous op-
position to police or other state forces. 

One participant from Colombia who is a teacher in-
sisted on continuing to teach comprehensive sexuality 
education as her school transitioned to online teaching: 
“My superiors in school, the principal in school and 
other colleagues don’t understand what I’m doing with 
the girls. They think that it surpasses my function as a 
teacher. I got a death threat and had to move to a dif-
ferent school.” 
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2.2 Opportunities

Digitalisation
Positive developments in activism and advocacy in the 
civic space hold promise for the post-pandemic future. 
The COVID-19 crisis may provide an opportunity to con-
nect those without access to civic space by digitising it 
much more extensively. 

Several young people also found opportunities in this 
new digital world by changing their work patterns and 
relying more heavily on technology, which resulted in 
their work becoming easier, cheaper, faster and, overall, 
more efficient. They learned to use social media and to 
network in broader and more strategic ways with many 
managing to reinvent their activities and tapping into 
new audiences. Youth reported exercising their right to 
freedom of opinion and expression by hosting online 
discussions on important issues like racism and xeno-
phobia. The pandemic also opened new and exciting 
opportunities for fundraising where local mutual aid 
campaigns could receive international attention.

In addition, some grassroots organisations are capital-
ising on new funding streams released for COVID-19 
response. For example, a youth-led CSO from Haiti 
received additional funding from donors to put to-
wards pandemic-related projects. They noted the 
advantage that youth-led organisations had in-country 
as many young people were “less afraid” of infection 
and thus could work on the frontline in hard-to-reach 
communities.

Protest and civic engagement58

Data indicate variance in young women’s political 
participation during the pandemic. In some contexts, 
a dissolution of the old paradigm has pushed more 
young women towards civic engagement, and, in oth-
ers, governments are curtailing participation. Speaking 
to the peacebuilders interviewed for this study, it is clear 
that participation in demonstrations and protests was a 
point of pride, as well as a practice that built confidence 
and grew networks. Therefore, the proliferation of pro-
test movements since 2019—especially where young 
women make up a significant demographic—may not 

necessarily be a marker of unrest, but a sign that young 
women are increasingly aware of their rights and more 
willing to fight for them in the public sphere. 

On the other hand, a young activist from the Sahel 
described the impact on women’s political participa-
tion, noting, “The government has curtailed women 
activists who have been vocal on women’s rights. Now 
they cannot convene, meet or lobby. The young women 
activists I work with have taken to Zoom and WhatsApp 
groups to continue their advocacy.” When asked about 
how the move to online spaces has impacted the effec-
tiveness and outcomes of their actions, she responded, 
“Women’s rights activists have a massive following, but 
due to restrictions, they can only convene ten at a time, 
which reduces their impact.”

2.3 Forecasting peacebuilding 
activities led by young women
The research team understands the importance of 
exploring future trends, and, as such, allotted time dur-
ing each interview to focus on informants’ forecasting 
of peacebuilding activities led by young women. At 
the individual level, each participant was asked to talk 
about her concerns, hopes or fears for the future to help 
policymakers understand what drives members of this 
demographic to participate in and lead activities that 
may produce protection concerns for them and their 
communities. On a macro-level, with a rise in youth-led 
protest movements globally—driven by distrust towards 
political classes, institutions and donors, and a desire for 
engagement in decision-making processes and having 
a stake in the future—it is useful for policymakers to 
understand the sources of disconnect between people 
and institutions, as well as those factors that are specific 
in driving initiatives led by young women. 

In the week following the markedly chaotic withdrawal 
of US troops from Afghanistan, the research team 
interviewed a young local peacebuilder.59  Her small, 
youth-run organisation worked in the Eastern provinces 
to provide humanitarian aid, largely in the form of food 
parcels and dignity kits to internally displaced persons. 
It also provided local girls’ schools and universities 
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training on life skills, communication and leadership. 
When asked about her perception of the future for 
peacebuilders in the country, she described how, in the 
days since the Taliban takeover, friends, colleagues and 
community members went “dark” or disabled their inter-
net presence. She worried for their safety, noting that, 
“I can’t see the future right now. I don’t know what will 
happen to young women in Afghanistan. The Taliban will 
be divided into groups: One considers women’s rights, 
but the other side has very, very extreme views about 
women.” She also expressed concerns about the lack of 
political representation and the need for inclusivity in 
the formation of a new government: “We have no one 
in the government representing us [young women]. We 
need the UN to focus on practical issues on the ground 
in developing an inclusive government.” 

In Liberia, for 14 years between 1989 and 2003, a bru-
tal civil war led to the death of approximately 250,000 
people. The country remains vulnerable to cross-border 
conflict and the spillover of violence driven by the po-
litical alliances of elites. A young woman peacebuilder 
from Liberia, who runs a mutual aid network and con-
nects young women leaders and activities from across 
the country with each other, found that the future suc-
cess of her peacebuilding and conflict prevention work 
was dependent on recognition: “Young women have 
the ability and qualifications to take up leadership posi-
tions, so we demand credit for what we already do.” She 
also stressed the importance of recognition at all lev-
els—from the UN to donors and organisations working 
at the global level, to the safety and protection of young 
women working on the ground, adding that, “If we have 
policies in place that ensure and protect our leadership, 
it would provide much needed security for me and oth-
ers [like me].” She found that the pandemic had sharply 
increased competition among local organisations vying 
for donor support and recognition, making the dynam-
ics of recognition, protection and safety increasingly 
fraught. 

A young journalist and activist from the West Bank 
outlined how taxing the last year (at the time of the in-
terview) had been: ‘’We’ve been through a lot here this 
year, not just with COVID-19, [but also] politically—the 
war in Gaza, the [tussle over] Jerusalem and Sheik-Jarrah. 
It has been too much.” She went on to say that hope was 
her source of optimism, sharing that, “If we lose hope, 

we will not be able to continue our struggle. Hopefully 
by 2022, we will have an easier life.” On the other side of 
the world, in Colombia, an activist, comprehensive sexu-
ality education trainer and high schoolteacher echoed 
this sentiment, saying that, “I feel now that hope is the 
last thing you lose.” She referenced that the 2021 mass 
protests over taxation and the national COVID-19 re-
sponse made her feel “optimistic that we have shown a 
strength that I haven’t seen before in my country. Finally, 
I can openly say that I am a feminist in my own country.” 
As she looks towards the future, she feels fear and hope: 
“I guess it is important for us to understand that what 
we are doing right now, we might not be able to see the 
results, but the thought that my students might be able 
to enjoy a better world keeps me going.” 

Despite feelings of exclusion, exhaustion and the po-
litical pushback that young women peacebuilders have 
experienced since the start of the pandemic, many ex-
pressed a sense of optimism for the future. What drives 
them forward isn’t necessarily distrust in the system, or 
solely that, but rather the understanding that they have 
a significant role to play in supporting their communi-
ties. As a young woman peacebuilder from Liberia said, 
“We are in the community, we understand their chal-
lenges, because their problems are our problems.”
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3. RECOMMENDATIONS
Given the findings from this study, this section proposes specific recommendations directly ad-
dressed at policymakers and practitioners—namely, the UN System, INGOS, donors, national 
governments and the private sector—on how to better support young women peacebuilders. 
Recommendations are drawn from findings and in some cases, directly from interviews. Recom-
mendations complement and build upon existing guidance and fill gaps by responding to the 
specific needs of the target demographic. 

To UN agencies, funds and programmes:
 • UN Agencies, Funds and Programmes should en-

sure the meaningful inclusion of young women 
peacebuilders in the design and delivery of conflict 
prevention and peacebuilding initiatives. They should 
maintain regular consultations with diverse groups of 
young women to identify their expertise and needs. 

 • Young women’s participation in YPS projects must be 
fairly remunerated, with basic levels of protection and 
security ensured.  

 • Develop trainings, workshops and learning initiatives 
for young women peacebuilders to strengthen their 
capacity to a) access funding and financing; b) inter-
face with donors; c) organise more effectively; d) build 
relationships and networks with other peacebuilders 
and relevant organisations; e) understand and lever-
age YPS frameworks in their contexts. Ensure that 
all trainings, workshops, and learning initiatives are 
accessible, age- and gender-sensitive, and where pos-
sible, done in person.  

 • Offer assistance to governments to help ensure more 
vigorous protection and redress for peacebuilders and 
activists facing protection issues and threats. Develop 
international human rights frameworks to address 
horizon issues like violence against women and girls 
in digital spaces. 

 • Engage young women peacebuilders in knowl-
edge production about their own experiences. 
 
 
 
 

To non-governmental organisations and 
civil society organisations:
 • Participation in YPS projects must be fairly remuner-

ated, with basic levels of protection and security 
ensured.  

 • Ensure that digitisation initiatives that aim to connect 
young peacebuilders provide high-speed internet 
bundles, remote work stipends to improve working 
conditions (these can be used to buy new office equip-
ment, like chairs, or cushions or they can be used to 
buy food, tea or coffee, etc.) and needed technology 
like laptops, tablets and smartphones. These initia-
tives should include a plan to bridge the gendered 
digital divide within households and communities. 

 • When young women peacebuilders or organisers 
work from home due to COVID-19 restrictions, con-
sider flexible working arrangements that take into 
account increased responsibilities or obligations in 
other areas of their lives. These arrangements could 
look like flexible working hours, or a compressed 
working schedule.

 • Where possible, plan in-person or hybrid events to 
ensure peacebuilders have safe spaces to network, or-
ganise, learn from one another and plan for the future. 
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To donors:
 • Maintain and increase investment in young women-

led peacebuilding in recognition of peacebuilding as 
a component of a sustainable and long-term solution 
to any crisis, including COVID-19 response.

 • Distinguish between youth/young women-led organ-
isations and those who take a thematic focus on youth 
and young women when releasing funding intended 
for youth-led initiatives.

 • Review funding policies, practices and re-
quirements, including eligibility criteria and 
reporting expectations, and consider at least tem-
porarily relaxing some of these to make funding 
more accessible to young women-led organisations.   

To national governments:
 • Ensure young women peacebuilders are meaningfully 

included in the design and delivery of conflict preven-
tion and peacebuilding initiatives. 

 • Ensure funded schemes to protect young women’s 
economic security (including workers in the 
informal sector) and fund social programmes that 
address greater burdens of unpaid care work on this 
demographic. 

 • Governments should proiritise universal health 
coverage, and sexual and reproductive health 
services—including comprehensive sexuality 
education—should be classified by governments as 
essential with continuity of services ensured if variant-
related lockdown measures close healthcare facilities 
in the future. 

 • Those young women who occupy jobs in the health 
sector, and specifically in the protection and sexual 
and reproductive health sectors, should be counted 
as essential workers (e.g., midwives, mental health 
counselors, nurses, cleaners, etc.). 

 • National and local governments should establish 
clear prevention and accountability measures against 
police brutality and abuses of power, especially when 
it comes to the enforcement of COVID-19 restrictions 
and response measures. Police brutality and viola-
tions must be reported, and victims of abuse must 
have clear and accessible pathways to seek redress.  

 • National governments should conduct a thorough 
gender- and conflict-sensitive analysis of their 
COVID-19 responses, including lockdown measures 
and fiscal support packages. While lockdowns have 
mitigated the effects of the virus, they have also in-
creased violence and heightened protection concerns 
in some contexts.60  Peacebuilding and interventions 
that contribute to lowering such risks should be con-
sidered a necessity amidst any containment measures, 
especially as new variants continue to emerge.

 • Place value upon the care economy by investing in 
quality paid care as part of essential public services and 
social protection arrangements, including by improv-
ing pay and working conditions for young mothers.   
 

To the private sector:
 • Tech companies that have benefited from a free, open 

and borderless internet must now contribute to con-
necting those who remain offline in a gender and age 
sensitive manner.

 • Tech companies should also collaborate with regula-
tors, other firms, digital activists and women’s rights 
advocates to ensure platforms are safe for young 
women and that users, especially young women, have 
the information and the means to protect themselves 
when using online spaces for peacebuilding and 
activism.
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4. CONCLUSION

COVID-19 response measures and broader socioeco-
nomic impacts are reshaping the environments in 
which young women peacebuilders operate. As a result, 
they are forced to adapt and increasingly rely on digital 
technologies. In some cases, pandemic measures have 
increased governmental repression and illegitimate 
uses of force, creating societal mistrust and decreasing 
political transparency. Aid and financial assistance have 
been diverted from local organisations, causing further 
strain on young women peacebuilders working at the 
grassroots level. Meanwhile, the socio-political and eco-
nomic tensions of poverty, conflict and gender-based 
violence in vulnerable communities have been exac-
erbated by the pandemic along gendered lines. These 
dynamics lend the crucial work of local peacebuilders 
and civil society activists even more urgency.

The young women interviewed in this study were savvy 
in tackling the underlying causes of risks and vulner-
abilities in order to reduce needs in their communities 
while achieving peace outcomes in the middle- and 
potentially into the long-term. Some progress towards 
recognising young women for their efforts is being 
made within the UN system with the Secretary-General, 
in his newly launched “Our Common Agenda” report, 
proposing a new agenda for peace that is notably fo-
cused on putting women and girls at the centre of all 
responses.61 While young women are gradually gaining 
recognition in multilateral spaces as key actors, their 
contributions to peacebuilding efforts and needs in the 
contexts of transitional justice—economic, security and 
educational reforms, humanitarian action and COVID-19 
response efforts remain overlooked and undervalued.

The increased rights violations and impacts on the 
lives of young women will not necessarily recede after 
the peak of the pandemic is over. And, even if they did, 
many of the young women interviewed in this study 
balked at the prospect of returning to pre-COVID levels 
of inequality. Instead, there is a need for multilaterals, 
donors INGOs and national governments to work in  
good faith with young women-led movements and or-
ganisations and that they invest in a feminist vision of a 
world where young women—in all their diversity—are 
free and equipped to choose their own futures. 
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ANNEX: DATA LIMITATIONS
This section lists the limitations and weaknesses of the study. Some basic limitations included 
limited sample size due to the qualitative and time-consuming nature of bilateral interviews, is-
sues that arose from translation and survey fatigue. Future researchers and practitioners may find 
this list informative while planning their own research.

Youth participation:
Although the global YPS agenda fostered knowledge 
production about youth participation in peace and 
security processes, young people have rarely had 
the opportunity to produce or own this knowledge. 
Consultations, focus group discussions, interviews and 
online discussions have been popular methods among 
peacebuilding institutions and scholars to study peace 
and security concerns and priorities of young people. 
These methods are valuable in their amplification of 
the voices of young people, yet these methodologies 
limit the participation of young people in knowledge 
production processes, as they mostly restrict young 
people shaping research outcomes to data collection 
processes. This study, authored by a young woman, 
dealt with this limitation by offering participants the 
opportunity to review and contribute to the conclusive 
findings and recommendations.

Translation:
The lead researcher used translators where logistics 
and budget allowed. While translators certainly ex-
tended the conversational depth and diversity of the 
interviewees, they also created a barrier between the 
enumerator and interviewee. For example, in the case 
of a young woman journalist and peacebuilder from 
Sudan, she responded to questions in Arabic while an 
older, English-speaking man contracted by UN Women, 
whom she had not met prior, translated her responses 
in real time. The presence of an intermediary, especially 

of the opposite sex and/or gender, meant that the pri-
mary enumerator and participant couldn’t organically 
build a rapport and, as such, any questions surrounding 
personal experiences or observations were not deemed 
appropriate for this study.

Survey fatigue:
The pandemic has caused a surge in research activity 
while restricting data collection methods, leading to 
a rise in online and survey-based studies. Evidence 
suggests that this increase in survey dissemination 
has led to survey fatigue, which is characterized by 
decreased response rates and reduced data quality. 
To avoid overburdening respondents and asking 
duplicative questions, an extensive desk review was 
held before any data collection took place.

Geographic spread:
This global study sought to interview peacebuilders 
from conflict-affected areas in a manner that ensured 
balanced regional representation. While all regions 
are represented, significantly more interviews were 
conducted with peacebuilders from Africa and Asia, 
compared to the number of interviews conducted with 
peacebuilders from Latin America and Eastern Europe. 
This regional imbalance can be attributed to a fault 
in the “snowball sampling” method, as well as lower 
response rates to inquiries to participate in informant 
interviews.
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1 The young women we spoke to would sometimes self-
identify as a human rights defender, peacebuilder, activ-
ist, environmental defender or a community mobiliser. 
Young people often use fluid terms to describe their 
work and/or volunteering. Throughout the study we will 
use “peacebuilder” as an umbrella term; and when quot-
ing an individual, we will use the term that they use to 
self-identify during our interviews. 
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52 The digital divide, or technology gap, is the difference 
between groups with access to technology and the in-
ternet and those without. Girls and women often have 
less access to technology and the internet compared to 
boys and men. Particularly in developing countries, girls 
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and women struggle to afford technology and internet 
access. In addition, stereotypes around technology be-
ing “for boys” and fear of being discriminated against 
stop girls from using digital tools. Without equal access 
to technology and the internet, girls and women are not 
able to equally participate in our evermore digital soci-
eties. Holding back girls and women in this area affects 
every aspect of their lives, including their ability to speak 
out and campaign on issues that affect them. Moreover, 
if girls and women are not involved in creating digital 
tools and online content, existing inequalities may be ex-
acerbated. The gender technology gap also negatively 
impacts countries’ potential for economic growth and 
development. 
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54 Dwoskin 2021; Global Witness 2021. 

55 UNOY Peacebuilders and Search for Common Ground 
2017. 

56 Bah et al. 2020. 

57 Search for Common Ground 2021.  

58 Some countries have created opportunities for young-
er generations to have a voice in decisions that affect 
them, through youth councils, parliaments and minis-
tries. However, these solutions have not always avoided 
tokenism, often remaining peripheral to core political 
processes and pandemic response at the national level. 
Youth-led protest movements are frequently driven by 
deep distrust in today’s political classes and desire for 
proper engagement in decision-making. Other authori-
ties have clamped down on peaceful protest, dismissed 
young people as too inexperienced and treated them as 
beneficiaries or, worse, as threats rather than equal part-
ners. At the global level, young people have been formal-
ly recognised as critical actors within intergovernmental 
frameworks on peace and security, sustainable develop-
ment, climate change, human rights and humanitarian 
action. Yet, here too, engagement is not always meaning-
ful, nor does it guarantee geographical, gender, income 
and other forms of diversity.

59 It is worth noting that although the violence of the 
Taliban’s takeover has overshadowed Afghanistan’s con-
cerns about COVID-19, the Taliban did respond in an un-
precedented manner by facilitating public health work-
shops and giving permission to healthcare workers to 
administer vaccines in areas under its control. However, 
it is debatable whether this action was meant as part of 
a larger strategy to gain legitimacy rather than true con-
cerns for the public health of the population.

60 Yayboke, Staguhn and Graff 2021. 

61 United Nations 2021. 
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