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How do partnerships with women- and girl-led organizations advance UNICEF’s Core 
Commitments for Children in Humanitarian Action?

 ■ Supporting gender-based violence 
(GBV) risk mitigation: Women- and 
girl-led organizations (WGOs) are 
often the first to respond to GBV 
risks in their communities. As 
made clear throughout a number 
of Inter-Agency Standing Commit-
tee sponsored guidelines, part-
nering with WGOs is key for (a) 
identifying and raising awareness 
around GBV risks; (b) developing 
contextually-appropriate risk mit-
igation strategies; (c) strengthen-
ing GBV coordination systems; 
(d) strengthening WGOs’ role as 
agents of change at the communi-
ty-level; and (e) investing in local-
ized, sustainable movements to 
address GBV in the long-term.

 ■ Strengthening accountability with 
crisis-affected women and girls: 
Accountability to affected popu-
lations requires engaging organi-
zations representing adolescent 
girls, women’s rights and youth in 
program design, delivery, monitor-
ing and evaluation to ensure that 
humanitarian investments respond 
to crisis-affected women and girls’ 
needs, concerns and priorities. 
Furthermore, when WGOs demon-
strate strong ties to and trust with-
in marginalized communities, they 
can also help identify the hardest 
to reach women and girls, and thus 
advance humanitarian agencies’ 
accountability to these often over-
looked groups as well.

 ■ Contributing to more actionable 
gender analyses: Context-spe-
cific gender analysis is a requi-
site for the effective design and 
delivery of gender-responsive 
programs. WGOs partnerships 
can significantly contribute to the 
development and implementation 
of such analyses. For example, 
by informing the design of con-
text-appropriate research tools; 
identification of and access to 
target communities; and/or inter-
pretation of data findings, WGO 
engagement in gender analysis is 
key for ensuring data collection 
and analysis results in program-
matic decisions that actively re-
spond to women and girls’ real 
needs, concerns and priorities. In 
doing so, WGO partnerships have 
the potential to strengthen wom-
en and girls’ agency in humani-
tarian contexts, while promoting 
more accountable and responsive 
programming. 
* See the complete list of the Gender 

Equality CCCs here: UNICEF 2020.
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https://www.corecommitments.unicef.org/kp/ccc-genderequality-overview-en.pdf


2 AC T ION L E A R N I NG B R I E F  ■  PA RT N E R I NG W I T H WOM E N- A N D G I R L-L E D ORG A N I Z AT ION S

WHY PARTNER WITH WOMEN-AND GIRL-LED 
ORGANIZATIONS?
Women- and girl-led organizations (WGOs) are often the first 
to respond to the needs of their communities at the onset of 
a crisis. This may mean providing essential services to women, 
girls, and other marginalized groups, raising awareness around 
risks to the rights of women and girls, or demanding govern-
ment accountability. Yet, despite a number of international 
commitments, an extensive literature on the importance of 
partnering with WGOs, and a growing body of evidence on 
how to do so—WGOs continue to be excluded from deci-
sion-making spaces and funding opportunities (CARE 2020, 
VOICE 2021, UN Women 2021). Indeed, eight months into the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a rapid assessment by Oxfam found that 
33 percent of surveyed WGOs laid off anywhere between 1 and 
10 members, and 9 percent of organizations had to close down 
all together due to a lack of funding—this, at a time where 
WGOs’ advocacy and services were most needed (Oxfam 
2021). WGOs’ exclusion not only undermines the effectiveness 
of humanitarian action, but also impedes the potential for trans-
formative impact. More specifically, partnering with WGOs is 
critical for successful gender-responsive humanitarian action, 
for the following reasons, among others: 

1. Emergency contexts are dynamic and ever-changing. For a 
number of factors, humanitarian agencies may lack access 
to timely, quality data on how new developments in an 
emergency may impact targeted communities, especially 
those hardest to reach. In such contexts, community-based 
WGOs can be critical allies. As first-responders in a crisis 
and, often, members or representatives of targeted com-
munities, WGOs can provide rapid feedback on how emer-
gency contexts have shifted, and how these shifts may 
require programmatic adjustments. This is especially key in 
humanitarian situations with overlapping crises and chain 
effects on essential services.

2. Given their connections to target communities, WGOs 
can also play a key role in supporting community out-
reach, in order to ensure no one is left behind in human-
itarian response. In particular, WGOs—compared to oth-
er civil society organizations (CSOs) who may not focus 
specifically on the rights of women and girls—are likely to 
have a greater understanding of the diverse ecosystem of 
women and girls, and how to identify and reach different 
sub-groups. For example, WGOs may have a better un-
derstanding of the specific barriers adolescent mothers 
face compared to girls with disabilities, and how to over-
come these different barriers. Community-based WGOs 
may also have greater access to—and trust within—rural 
and remote communities, which are also often the most 
vulnerable in an emergency situation. Therefore, strong 
partnerships with WGOs can prove critical for expanding 

programmatic reach, as well as building trust and engage-
ment with diverse communities. 

3. Evidence indicates that WGO partnerships are not only crit-
ical for developing more responsive programs—but also for 
ensuring that humanitarian interventions take into consid-
eration and mitigate any potential risks of violent backlash. 
Gender programming that is viewed by community leaders 
as violating local norms runs the risk of provoking violent 
backlash (UNFPA & UNICEF 2020). However, partnering 
with WGOs can help reduce this risk, as local organizations 
have greater insight into what is contextually appropriate 
and safe. Furthermore, evidence also indicates that pro-
gramming that is seen as led by local leaders (rather than 
‘outsiders’) strengthens trust and community buy-in (Do-
mingo et al 2015). 

4. Furthermore, extensive data shows that the most effective 
way to advance gender equality is to directly invest in local 
organizations and movements advancing the rights of wom-
en and girls, particularly those dedicated to social, legal, and 
political change. For example, a 2012 study that analyzed a 
70-country dataset from 1975 to 2005 found that the auton-
omous mobilization of women was the most crucial factor 
accounting for domestic policy change on violence against 
women—that is, even more statistically predictive than na-
tional wealth or the local political structure (Htun & Weldon 
2012; Htun & Weldon 2013). Similarly, a 2018 study analyzing 
data from 50 African countries found that legislative reform on 
women’s rights was significantly less likely without action by 
domestic women’s coalitions (Kang & Tripp 2018; Girard 2019). 
There is also a growing evidence base on the possibilities of 
leveraging moments of instability to secure gender equality 
gains—depending, in part, on how women’s movements are 
activated or engaged in the humanitarian response (for exam-
ple, see Pincha 2010; Moreno & Shaw 2018). Therefore, if the 
goal of gender-responsive humanitarian action is to sustain-
ably advance gender equality, investment in and partnerships 
with WGOs is a required action. 

5. Lastly, partnering with WGOs is a smart investment for sup-
porting disaster preparedness and long-term recovery, given 
that WGOs work across the humanitarian-development nex-
us. WGOs lead gender equality work before, during, and after 
a crisis. Supporting their work helps communities prepare for 
disasters (communities where women and girls’ enjoy great-
er rights are less likely to suffer from the gendered impacts 
of a crisis); leverage moments of instability to secure gender 
equality gains (as during crisis, there may be a potential win-
dow of opportunity to challenge pre-existing discriminatory 
norms and practices); and develop the building-blocks for a 
more just long-term recovery (by supporting a more active 
and equitable civic society, where the rights of women and 
girls are respected). 
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WHAT BARRIERS DO WOMEN- AND GIRL-
LED ORGANIZATIONS FACE TO SUCCESSFULLY 
PARTNER WITH INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS?

1. Lack of funding  What can be done to address this barrier? 

• Map the ecosystem of existing WGOs, early on. We 
can’t support WGOs without knowing where they are 
and what they’re doing. This is why mapping out existing 
WGOs is a key strategic action for emergency prepared-
ness. This mapping process should highlight relevant fac-
tors, such as (a) whether they have an existing contract 
with UNICEF or other international partners; (b) the legal 
status of organizations (ie: are they legally incorporated, or 
more informal?); (c) their existing mandate and capacities 
(ie: what is their primary mission?); and (d) the communi-
ties they currently serve, and in what capacity. Ideally, this 
mapping process also includes a verification stage: which 
WGOs are most trusted by local communities? 

• Reach each out to WGOs to apply for consultancies. 
Once we have mapped out existing WGOs, it is easier to 
identify partners when new consultancies or collabora-
tive opportunities arise. For some WGOs, the process of 
partnering with an international organization via a formal 
consultancy might be a new concept, and thus require 
some initial training and support. This is also why directly 
reaching out (rather than waiting for WGOs to reach out 
to your office and apply independently) is important for 
connecting WGOs to partnership opportunities, which 
might otherwise be overlooked or left unknown. Re-
search and design with WGOs indicates that consultan-
cy-models of funding can also help protect WGOs from 
exploitation (ie: using WGOs time and expertise without 
any sort of financial compensation) and support more 
sustainable income flows (UN Women 2020a).

• Compensate WGOs for their time and expertise. 
Consulting community members and leaders, which of-
ten includes members of WGOs, is an important best 
practice for designing, implementing, and monitoring 
gender-responsive programs. However, consultations 
are often planned without open conversations on how 
to compensate participants’ for their time. Failing to es-
tablish shared agreements regarding compensation not 
only runs the risk of developing tokenistic partnerships—
but also undermines WGOs’ financial sustainability. 

• Facilitate networking at national and internation-
al levels. UNICEF can play a unique role in facilitat-
ing networking and partnerships at a variety of levels. 
Partnerships between WGOs and the government are 
critical for strengthening local response systems and 
inclusive governance, as well as opening opportunities 

for WGOs to secure state contracts. Partnerships be-
tween WGOs and national and international CSOs can 
promote peer-to-peer learning, and the creation of pow-
erful alliances. Lastly, partnerships between WGOs and 
other international agencies can help open the door for 
new funding opportunities for WGOs, thus supporting 
their long-term growth and sustainability. Partnerships 
with non-traditional stakeholders, such as the private 
sector or local academic insitutions, can also support 
WGOs’ access to new opportunities and overall capac-
ity development. 

• Whenever possible, provide fIxed, long term fund-
ing. Prior to COVID-19, only 8 percent of gender-related 
aid dedicated to civil society went directly to organiza-
tions in the Global South—of this, little was reported 
to benefit women’s rights organizations. Where funding 
does reach WGOs, it is often via restrictive or short-term 
funding modalities that many small- and medium-sized 
organizations cannot access, or that are administra-
tively highly taxing, and financially unsustainable (UN 
Women 2021). In order to most effectively support 
WGOs financial stability, provide fixed, long-term fund-
ing. While country offices’ may not always be capable 
of providing this type of funding, they can also support 
WGOs’ financial sustainability by connecting them with 
funders that can provide such arrangements.

• Assist WGOs organisational strengthening and 
staff upskilling. Lastly, it is important to keep dialogue 
open with WGOs about their plans or preferences for 
long-term capacity development. Where does the or-
ganization see itself in 5 years, and what type of train-
ing or upskilling could help them reach those goals? 
For example, organizational strengthening might help 
WGOs seek new sources of funding, or better track 
and market their program impacts. While sharing rec-
ommendations for capacity-building with partners can 
at times be helpful, it is important to respect WGOs’ 
autonomy in shaping their organization’s future plans, 
rather than pressuring growth based on UNICEF’s pref-
erences. This will ensure a more sustainable and organ-
ic growth process.

2. Lack of access to decision-making spaces  What can 
be done to address this barrier? 

• First, listen to women and girls. There are a num-
ber of guidelines on the need to include women and 
girls, and the organizations that represent them, in 
humanitarian clusters (for example, see IASC 2021). 
This goal reflects the importance of ensuring wom-
en and girl’s access to emergency response deci-
sion-making spaces. However, it is also important to 
first ask the WGOs in your country's context: what 
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would meaningful participation and leadership in de-
cision-making spaces look like for them? For some 
WGOs, participating in inter-agency clusters may be 
less of a priority than participating in community or 
city leadership bodies. Based on WGOs preferences, 
look for ways to facilitate their access to these deci-
sion-making spaces.

• Facilitate dialogue with local government authori-
ties. Some WGOs may have contentious or fraught re-
lationships with local government authorities, for a num-
ber of legitimate reasons—including local government’s 
exclusion of WGOs from decision-making spaces. Inter-
national organizations can play an important role in facil-
itating dialogue between WGOs and local governments 
to strengthen trust and coordination, and in doing so, 
support WGOs access to (a) new funding opportunities; 
(b) effective participation in public policy design and im-
plementation; and (c) opportunities to monitor govern-
ment investment in the rights of women and children, 
thus strengthening the state’s accountability to human 
rights and gender equality commitments. 

• Conduct meetings in the local language. Language 
barriers have been identified as a common barrier to lo-
cal communities’ access to humanitarian decision-mak-
ing spaces. Investing in translation services, or seeking 
out other creative ways to address this barrier, is an im-
portant step towards ensuring WGOs, and other local 
organizations’, access to decision-making spaces. 

• Consult WGOs about the ideal time and location of 
meetings. Participation in decision-making spaces also 
depends on the time and location of events. For exam-
ple, if meetings are conducted online, do local WGOs 
have internet access? If meetings are conducted in a city 
center, do local WGOs have access to transportation? 
What time are meetings conducted, and how might this 
create conflicts with WGOs’ other commitments?

3. Inequitable partnerships  What can be done to 
address this barrier?

• Create spaces for knowledge exchange. Two-way 
knowledge exchanges between international organiza-
tions and local partners are critical for (a) recognizing lo-
cal expertise; (b) learning from local approaches, which 
may often be more effective than international, top-down 
approaches; and (c) developing stronger, more equitable 
partnerships. Indeed, providing a space for these exchang-
es is especially important for gender-responsive program-
ming, given that local WGOs have unique insights into 
the needs, concerns and priorities of the communities in 
which they work, and are also often skilled at tracking the 

impact of their work from a feminist perspective, specif-
ically capturing and understanding long-term changes in 
power relations and social norms.

• Create opportunities for communication and feed-
back. Without clear guidelines on how to share commu-
nication and feedback, WGOs may not feel comfortable 
openly sharing with international organizations, given the 
often inequitable power dynamics between international 
organizations and local partners. Therefore, it is important 
early on in the partnership to establish clear communi-
cation channels. What modalities of communication are 
preferred? (For example, in some contexts WhatsApp 
may be a more common form of communication among 
CSOs, compared to email.) Are there any potential barriers 
to communication? If so, how can those be addressed?

• Engage WGOs across the program cycle. Participa-
tion becomes tokenistic when partners are only en-
gaged at one point in the program cycle. In order to 
strengthen your partnership with WGOs, involve them 
at all stages of the program cycle, whenever possi-
ble. At a minimum, if WGOs participate at one point in 
the program cycle, they should be informed about up-
dates to the program, and how their engagement has 
impacted decisions. (For example, if a WGO is con-
sulted during the assessment, it is important to follow 
up with them to inform them how their participation 
has shaped the program design). 

• Minimize turnover in staff to foster relationships 
and trust among participants. Partnerships may 
feel inequitable when there is a lack of trust among 
participants. This has been especially well document-
ed in emergency contexts, where staff turnover may 
be high, which makes relationship- and trust-building 
more difficult. In order to cultivate stronger partner-
ships with WGOs, look for opportunities to reduce 
staff turnover or establish a consistent representa-
tive to lead local partnerships (for example, fixed-
term positions rather than short-term consultants 
should be the focal points for partnerships).

4. Lack of security  What can be done to address this 
barrier?

• Discuss potential risks and mitigation strategies 
with women and girls. Partnering with humanitari-
an organizations, or taking on leadership roles in the 
emergency response, visibilizes women, girls, and the 
organizations they represent—which may also create 
additional security risks. This dynamic has been es-
pecially well-documented in conflict and post-conflict 
settings (Zulver, 2021). In order to ensure partnerships 
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do not create any additional risks to women and girls’ 
safety, facilitate an open dialogue with women and girls 
about any potential risks of partnering with your organi-
zation. Then, work together to co-design risk mitigation 
strategies. This approach is critical for ensuring a more 
context-appropriate and thus more impactful risk miti-
gation strategy, while also illustrating respect for local 
WGOs expertise.

• Facilitate dialogue between WGOs and state actors, 
to develop bottom-up protection strategies. Ultimate-
ly, the state is accountable for ensuring women and girls’ 
safety, by prioritizing women and girls’ access to justice, 
training public employees and state authorities to apply a 
gender-perspective to their work, and eliminating impuni-
ty. Therefore, humanitarian organizations should also sup-

port dialogue between WGOs and state actors, in order to 
support greater accountability to women and girls’ rights 
to these fundamental rights and protections. 

• Invest in safe spaces. A persistent barrier to wom-
en and girls’ participation in humanitarian action is 
the lack of safe spaces to gather, share and mobilize. 
Women and girl safe spaces (WGSS) are key inter-
ventions for addressing this barrier—not only for the 
purpose of facilitating women and girls’ participation 
in humanitarian activities, but also for strengthening 
social networks, building knowledge and skills, and 
supporting women and girls’ empowerment. As such, 
humanitarian organizations dedicated to strengthen-
ing partnerships with WGOs should also invest in and 
support the development of safe spaces.*

How are UNICEF Country Offices partnering with women- and girl-led organizations?

 ■ International organizations, like 
UNICEF, can play a key role in 
facilitating dialogue between 
WGOs and state actors. For ex-
ample, UNICEF Madagascar has 
partnered with a diverse range 
of CSOs, including a number of 
WGOs, to support the develop-
ment of a National Gender Policy. 
In doing so, UNICEF has provid-
ed a space for CSOs to work to-
gether, and to then present a col-
lective proposal to government 
actors. This has helped strength-
en both UNICEF’s partnerships 
with CSOs, while also support-
ing their access to state-level de-
cision-making spaces. 

 ■ Likewise, UNICEF Maldives has 
promoted dialogue and coordi-
nation between WGOs and the 
local government, in order to 
advance the national GBV re-
sponse. The global pandemic 
prompted a spike in demand for 
GBV related services, including 
access to legal and psychosocial 
support for women and children, 
especially victim-survivors of 
GBV. However, government ser-
vice-providers lacked the capaci-
ty to meet this rising demand. In 
response, UNICEF rapidly iden-
tified WGOs with potential for 
GBV service provision, and has 

helped facilitate their partner-
ships with the local government 
in order to expand services. This 
partnership model not only helps 
address gaps in GBV service-pro-
vision, but also promotes WGOs’ 
financial sustainability and ac-
cess to state-level decision-mak-
ing spaces. 

 ■ UNICEF Malaysia has also lever-
aged partnerships with WGOs to 
rapidly adapt programming and 
address increased risks of GBV 
at the onset of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. In particular, by creating 
spaces for two-way knowledge 
exchange between UNICEF and 
a local WGO, they were able to 
advance a more intersectional 
GBV response: while the local 
organization (Women’s Aid Or-
ganization) provided training 
on local GBV service provision, 
UNICEF provided training on 
disability rights. Together, they 
have been able to strengthen lo-
cal capacities for GBV response, 
and support risk mitigation ef-
forts across diverse sectors. 

 ■ UNICEF Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na’s education programming il-
lustrates another creative mod-
el for civil society engagement. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, 

UNICEF developed an innova-
tive pilot training program to 
strengthen gender-responsive 
teaching strategies among pri-
mary and secondary school 
teachers. To do so, they required 
an implementing partner with a 
very specific set of expertise–yet 
it was difficult to find any single 
organization that held all the 
skills necessary.

 ■ However, UNICEF identified a 
CSO implementing partner with 
an expansive network. This al-
lowed for the team to bring 
together a greater diversity of 
stakeholders with varied per-
spectives and expertise to in-
form the training methodology, 
while also strengthening the 
program's reach. For example, 
their chosen implementing part-
ner helped facilitate UNICEF’s 
engagement with local femi-
nist academics, which proved 
critical for developing a more 
locally-contextualized and trans-
formative training curriculum. 
This experience illustrates the 
importance of bringing together 
diverse perspectives and look-
ing beyond traditional human-
itarian stakeholders to identify 
and engage local feminist hubs 
and women’s rights actors. 
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* For more on safe spaces, see Action Learning Brief #1.

Checklist: Key questions to ask when developing or strengthening partnerships with 
women- and girl-led organizations 

SETTING THE FOUNDATION FOR SUCCESSFUL PARTNERSHIPS

 □ What was the most recent mapping of WGOs? 
Does this include data on organizations’ man-
dates, size or capacity, legal-status (ie: is it a for-
malized organization?), strengths, and weakness-
es? In this process, have you engaged with local 
authorities to see if they have already conducted 
a mapping? Have you reached out to local aca-
demics (particularly feminst academics), or other 
non-traditional stakeholders in the humanitarian 
response?

 □ Who is the focal point for local WGO partnerships? 
Does this focal point hold a fixed-term position, or a 
short-term consultancy?

 □ Have you discussed expectations around com-
munication and feedback? In doing so, have you 
identified any potential barriers to communica-
tion? How will your office address those barriers 
in order to ensure WGOs’ access to open commu-
nication? 

 □ Have you discussed potential security risks to 
WGOs participation in the humanitarian response? 
How can you work together to mitigate any poten-
tial risks? 

 □ Have you discussed with WGOs their experiences 
with decision-making spaces? Which decision-
making spaces are they currently engaged with? 
Which ones are they not? Is there an opportunity 
for UNICEF to help facilitate their access to 
new decision-making spaces, based on WGOs’ 
preferences?

STRENGTHENING PARTNERSHIPS 

 □ How can you facilitate knowledge sharing between 
UNICEF and local partners, including WGOs and 
CSOs representing other marginalized communi-
ties? What are potential opportunities to support 
two-way knowledge sharing?

 □ At what parts of the program cycle are you engag-
ing WGOs? Are there opportunities to engage them 
across the program cycle (and not just during the 
assessment stage)?

 □ For example, following collaborations with WGOs, 
have you created a safe space for open feedback, 
lesson learning, and discussion of next steps for 
strengthening or expanding partnerships?

SUPPORTING WOMEN- AND GIRL-LED ORGANIZATIONS’ 
GROWTH AND SUSTAINABILITY

 □ Think about the most recent TORs that were shared 
with your office (or that your office developed): did 
you reach out to WGOs to apply for these consul-
tancies? If not, why? Are there ways to improve 
WGOs access to new consultancies or work bids?

 □ When engaging with WGO partners, how are they 
compensated for their time and expertise? Have 
you had an open conversation with partners about 
financial compensation? 

 □ Are there opportunities for longer-term funding? If 
not, are there opportunities to help connect WGOs 
with longer-term financial support?
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RECOMMENDED RESOURCES:
For more in-depth discussion on the importance of engaging 
with WGOs across the program cycle, as well as sector-specific 
recommendations on how to do so, we recommend consulting 
the IASC’s Gender for Humanitarian Action Handbook (2018). 

Likewise, CARE's 'Gender & Localising Aid' report (2017) pro-
vides another evidence-based discussion on the importance of 
partnering with WGOs, along with findings and practical recom-
mendations from their research on working with local CSOs in 
emergency contexts. 

Part of UN Women’s COVID-19 policy brief series, COVID-19 
and women’s rights organizations: Bridging response gaps and 
demanding a more just future highlights the impacts of the 
COVID-19 on WGOs, their important role as frontline respond-
ers to the gendered impacts of the pandemic, and pathways for 
governments, donors, and international organizations to better 
support WGOs.

VOICE’s 2021 report We Must Do Better: A Feminist Assess-
ment of the Humanitarian Aid System’s Support of Women- 
and Girl-Led Organizations during the COVID-19 Pandemic, as 
well as their 2019 report in collaboration with the International 
Rescue Committee, Where’s the Money? both provide strong 
evidence on the international humanitarian community’s fail-
ure to invest in WGOs and, relatedly, GBV programming in 
emergencies. 
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