Supporting marginalised
Kosovan women’s economic
and social participation:
Highlights from recent research with
Women for Women International’s
Kosovan graduates.

This paper highlights the findings from a recent study with graduates from Women for Women
International’s combined social and economic empowerment programme in Kosovo. This study
reached out to c.300 women across Kosovo who graduated between 2009-2014, to look at the
effects of our support on their economic resilience and social cohesion. These findings highlight
how important Women for Women International’s programme has been to support women’s
effective economic and social participation in their communities. This report comes at an exciting
time for Women for Women International-Kosovo as we transition to an independent, national
NGO and focus our efforts on supporting graduates and other marginalised women.

Background
During the conflict in 1999, an estimated 20,000 Kosovan women were subjected to systematic rape. In
the years following, rates of sexual assault, domestic violence, and sex trafficking have remained high.
Recent years have seen some progress for women survivors of conflict. For example, amendments to the
Law on the Status and Rights of Martyrs etc. (Law No. 04/L-054) in March 2014, now makes it possible
for survivors of sexual violence and abuse in the conflict to be recognised. Yet women, particularly those
who survived the conflict, continue to face challenges to their economic and social participation.
According to a recent UNDP Public Pulse report (2014), unemployment is perceived as one of the most significant problems
that Kosovans face, followed by poverty and corruption. The unemployment rate is higher for women than men (39%
and 27% respectively). Two thirds (65%) of unemployed women have been unemployed for longer than a year. In 2013,
Women for Women International published a report on Kosovan women’s access to their economic rights which found that,
in Kosovo’s fragile employment context, women often see such little prospect of being employed that they do not seek
employment.i
Kosovan women live within the confines of a patriarchal society, in which men have the final say in family matters, and have
primary access to all social and economic resources. The case of property rights in Kosovo demonstrates the disconnection
between law and reality. Even with equal inheritance rights, women own only 15% of property in Kosovo, rising from 8% in
2012, but still far below other Balkan states and countries throughout the world. 30% of parliamentary candidates have to be
women (due to a quota) but women are underrepresented in other public and private decision making fora.

Women for Women International-Kosovo
Women for Women International-Kosovo began working in 1999 and we have since worked with
over 32,000 women across Kosovo.
Our main support is through a year-long, combined social and economic empowerment programme. This programme
includes modules designed to support the following key indicators of empowerment and well-being: women earn
and save money; improve health and well-being; influence decisions in their homes and communities; and connect
to networks for support. Through this programme, women learn about the value of their work in the family and local
economy, basic health practices, their role in decision making, women’s rights, and the benefits of working together in a
group for social and economic purposes.
On average, Kosovan women participants are over 40 years old and have two children under their care. Women’s
literacy levels are high with less than 2% reporting that they have no reading or writing skills. The majority of women
participants report having attended primary school (60%) although c.8% report having no formal education.

Our monitoring and evaluation data in Kosovo shows promising resultsii:
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Women graduates (2015)
reported noticeable changes
in their monthly earnings
from $10.50 at enrolment
to $25.50 at the end of the
year-long programme.

Almost all (77%) 2014
graduates reported
attending community
activities compared to only
9% at enrolment.
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Women graduates reported significant increases in being
involved in household decision making on family planning
(from 47% to 99%) and finances (from 27% to 65%) between
enrolment and graduation.

Graduates also reported
positive changes in their
average monthly savings
from $4.56 to $6.53.

99% of women reported
medium and high
levels of knowledge of
stress management at
graduation compared to
26% at enrolment.

27%

65%

Remzije (not her real name) is in her late
40’s and lives in Lipjan with her husband
and their three children. The family is
dependent on her earnings as both she and
her husband are unemployed. Her husband
is a war veteran and used to receive social
welfare. Remzije’s earnings are dependent
on milk from their cow which she sells to
other family members and neighbours. Her
earnings from this are just enough to cover
basic household needs.
This amount, however, is not enough
to cover the family’s needs, particularly
the costs of treating her son’s medical
condition. To meet these costs, her husband
has accrued significant debts.
Remzije does not have formal schooling.
The only training programme she has
attended was organised by Women for
Women International. She graduated
from our social-economic empowerment
programme in 2009. She was motivated to
attend the training and enhance economic
well-being of her family.

While this is a photo of a Women for Women graduate, this photo is
representative of the woman featured in the story, for privacy or
security concerns.
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Since graduating, Remzije continues to
remain the provider of the family income.
The skills that she gained from the
programme have enabled her to expand her
business and sales of her dairy products
have increased. She faces challenges to
effectively utilising all the knowledge and
skills gained throughout the programme,
access to local markets is a particular
challenged for her.

Methodology
In 2015, Women for Women International commissioned an exploratory study with graduates in
Kosovo and Afghanistan. The core purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between
the outcomes of our support and social cohesion and economic resilience. We particularly wanted
to understand more about our graduates (women who have completed our year-long programme),
their achievements and the challenges they face within their homes and communities to reaching
their potential.
The study used a mixed-methods design, including focus
group discussions (FGDs), surveys, key informant interviews,
and case study profiles of individual programme graduates.
The research engaged women graduates who had graduated
from the programme in 2009-2012 (former graduates) or
2013-2014 (recent graduates). Women graduates were
randomly selected to participate in this study.
Eight communitiesiii were included in the research and
were purposefully selected to provide a diverse view of
programme effects, including various ethnic/solidarity groups
and urban and rural settings. In most communities, data was
also collected in similar non-affiliated communities (i.e. where
Women for Women International has not worked) to provide
insights into the effects of our work. These communities
were selected using criteria similar to those for the selection
of Women for Women International communities, and within
geographic proximity.
Women from non-affiliated communities were selected for
the study based on our participant selection criteria and
were identified as comparable (based on demographics).
However, sampling was not representative and so no
definitive comparisons can be made. Demographics between
graduates and non-affiliated women were comparable:
graduates had (on average) 5.9 members of the household
and non-affiliated women had 5.1; respondents’ average
age for graduates was 38.6 years, whereas for non-affiliated
women it was 43.5 years, and average age for all household
members for graduates was 30.2 years, and 30.5 years for
women in the non-affiliated group.

For this research the following definitions were used:

Social cohesion

A community is cohesive when it works towards the
well-being of all its members, fights exclusion and
marginalisation, creates a sense of belonging, promotes
trust, and offers its members the opportunity of upward
social mobility. This definition suggests assessing
social inclusion, social capital and social mobility, and
establishing the programme’s effects on poverty,
inequality, social engagement, interpersonal and
community trust, and the degree to which the community
members and graduates believe they can change their
position in society.

Economic Resilience

In accordance with the European Sustainable
Development Network definition, resilience will be
considered as the degree to which a community can
adapt to changing conditions and the ability of its
members to build and increase capacity for learning and
adaptation. Resilience will be primarily considered at the
individual graduate level, assessing whether and how
the programme supports women’s ability to influence
change in their families and communities, through
building awareness, knowledge, skills, and new forms of
collaboration and participation.

In addition to the limitations around comparison between communities, the researchers noted that some vulnerable
groups in Kosovo face additional restrictions that may pose an extra challenge to identifying the impact of the training
program. Historically, Roma, Ashkali and Egyptian ethnic groups have experienced extra challenges to pursuing economic
independence and benefiting from social cohesion.

Table 1: Numbers corresponding to each research method
Focus group discussions

Surveys

Key informant interviews

Former Graduates = 9
Recent Graduates = 9

Graduates = 121 (78 former
and 43 recent graduates)

Non-Affiliated Women = 12

Non-Affiliated women = 124

58 individuals including
local community leaders
and influential individuals,
as well influential women in
respective communities.

Total sample: 316 women

Total: 245 women

Key findings: Social Cohesion
Rights Awareness
Fundamental to women’s empowerment (individual and shared) is the awareness of their rights.
Among all survey respondents (graduates and non-affiliated), approximately 80% reported that
women have legal rights to inheritance and land or property under national law. Over 93% reported
that women are entitled to rights regarding decisions of marriage and work.
However, and despite the fact that the majority of respondents reported being aware of women’s entitlements as per
the legal framework, their ability to claim rights to inheritance and land/property remains difficult. More than half of
respondents (both graduates and non-affiliated) reported that none of the women in their community are able to claim
inheritance or land/property rights (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Which of these rights are women in your community/you actually able to claim?
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Discussions from the focus groups revealed that the main barrier women face in claiming their inheritance rights is
prohibitive social norms. 100% of participants in the FGDs declared they would never claim inheritance rights from their
families.
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The majority of graduates reported that, despite living in close proximity including the same village,
they had not known each other before participating in our programme and that it had helped them
to expand
their social network beyond family members as well as to
20
20 cultivate friendships in the
community. Almost two-thirds of graduates surveyed (64%) mentioned feeling much more affiliated
and close to women who are not relatives since the training, and another 22% feel more connected,
but only to other graduates (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: How affiliated do you feel with other members of the community since your participation in
the training?
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the routine of attending training sessions and no longer felt pressured by social norms.
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Whilst the vast majority of graduates interviewed stated they faced no restrictions (91%) on their
freedom of movement, graduates who felt otherwise cited community customs as the main source
of restriction
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The study looked at changes in women’s confidence in voicing opinions in
family and community matters, not only to gauge personal changes but also to
provide
60 an indication of improvements in their social status and influence.
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Figure 3: To what degree do you feel confident
matters?
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Violence against Women
Violence against women (VAW) is both a driver and a form of discrimination against women and Women for Women
International is acutely aware of the sensitivity around the subject having worked with many survivors of violence, including
conflict-related. The study therefore only briefly touched upon VAW and focused on women’s confidence in seeking support
(including justice) from a selection of institutions/networks if they were subject to a violent dispute, the vast majority of survey
respondents (around 90%) replied that they would feel safe in reporting their need to the police. Confidence in the formal
justice system also proved to be relatively high, followed by confidence in addressing their concerns with members of the
community and community leaders (see Figure 4).
The findings from the study suggested that graduates appeared to have higher (by 5 to 15%) confidence in approaching
institutions or networks than non-affiliated women. Whereas 1 in 10 graduates were reluctant to approach institutions, the
proportion of the non-affiliated group was higher – more than two out of ten respondents would not feel confident in
approaching other community members or community leaders if they were subjected to violence.

Figure 4: Would you feel confident visiting the following institutions/networks if you were involved in a dispute or were a

40 50 50
60 of
60 abuse?
70 70
victim

Yes Yes

No No

0

0

21.8%

78.2%
21.8%

78.2%

15.3%

84.7%
15.3%

84.7%

82.3%

79.0%

9.9%

90.1%9.9%

LocalLocal Court/Formal
Court/Formal Police
Police Asking
Asking
helphelp
fromfrom
community
community justice
justice
otherother
community
community
leaders
leaders system
system
members
members

17.7%

0

82.3%
17.7%

0

90.1%

20 20

6.6%

20 20

93.4%
6.6%

40 40

93.4%

40 40

9.1%

60 60

90.0%
9.1%

60 60

90.0%

80 80

15.7%

80 80

84.3%
15.7%

100 100

84.3%

100 100

21.0%

Non-Affiliated

79.0%
21.0%

Graduates

LocalLocal Court/Formal
Court/Formal Police
Police Asking
Asking
helphelp
fromfrom
community
community justice
justice
otherother
community
community
leaders
leaders system
system
members
members

Yes Yes

No No

Key findings: Economic Resilience
Women’s Income
Earning an income was noted as extremely difficult for all women in the
study. Although the vast majority of the respondents, whether from the
graduate group (69%) or from the non-affiliated group (80%), did not
generate any income from work or services provided outside the home, a
much higher proportion of graduates appear to have secured some form of
continuous income. Graduates mainly attributed their income to household
agricultural production, with products sold at market or from home. About
a third (31%) of graduates further reported either having contributed to the
family budget in the past or continuing to do so.
The level of participation of graduates in income-generation was also higher
after the training program. 71% of graduates thus reported that they did not
contribute to family budget prior to the training period, against 63% postgraduation. The proportion of the participation in the family budget also
reportedly rose after participation in the programme (see Figure 5).
Figure 5: Level of participation in family income
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Focus group discussions with graduates indicated that their confidence and
self-belief increased through a greater recognition of their own contribution
to household income. Prior to the programme, women did not consider
their engagement in household activities, mainly related to agriculture, as
a valuable contribution to their family budget.The programme brought
women to reflect upon their role in the family and the activities they perform
to generate income, such as milking a cow or processing dairy products.
This allowed graduates’ perception of their own role to evolve from that of
passive members mandated to perform routine tasks, to that of individuals
who are actively engaged and contributing to the household income.

Employment and Small Businesses
As noted in the background section, unemployment is
perceived as one of the most significant problems that
Kosovans face and this was reflected in the study’s findings.
This is compounded by the fact that there are many
unemployed highly skilled individuals, and that there
are few opportunities for employment without a more
advanced level of formal education and experience. This
appears sufficient to discourage women from participating
in the labour market and shows consistency between
beliefs and behaviour.
Participants in the graduate focus group discussions further
mentioned preferring factory jobs, suggesting a desire for
stability. The study also found some changes in attitudes
towards jobs that were previously considered unwanted
and shameful:

“While I was attending the training organised
by Women for Women I wasn’t employed and I
thought that if someone cleans houses it means
that that person’s conditions are really catastrophic
and I felt sorry for that person. I used to think that
this type of job is really low-level but now I am
willing to do any kind of job. The most important
thing is to do it passionately, whatever it is that
you do.”
Former graduate from Prishtine

Given the unemployment context, many women graduates
continue to be dependent on their small businesses for
income. When accessed, loans are not used for setting
up a business but to answer immediate needs, primarily
for house reconstruction and renovation (29% of surveyed
graduates). This was reflected in findings from focus group
discussions, where respondents stated that given their
limited income, saving for setting up a business takes
too long.
It was further mentioned that women face multiple
hardships which prevent them from being fully committed
to a business. Some graduates however did note
improvement in business knowledge such as being
aware that perishable goods need to be sold as quickly
as possible, even at lower prices. Nevertheless, further
coaching and support from business professionals
is needed.

Savings and Debts
Savings are an important mechanism that allow individuals and households to
withstand economic shocks. Yet instilling saving habits among poor populations
has been a challenge for many programmes.iv The research of behavioural
economists suggests that people do not necessarily make rational decisions about
savings and simply providing information about the high risk of not having savings
or the benefits of having a financial cushion does not yield significant results.v
Almost half of the graduates interviewed (45%) reported that their family has some
savings. The researchers however did not find any notable differences of saving
behaviour before or after the training. Although savings are frequently recalled by
graduates as one of the main topics they remember from the training, the majority
of participants in the focus groups found it hard to understand that even poor
families can and should save. With limited and unsteady income and occasional
jobs, families are more preoccupied with making ends meet and taking care of
priorities rather than saving.

“When we went to the training, they taught us how to save and I
taught this to my children. Then occasionally, my children started
putting their school money in a saving box.”
Former graduate from Prishtine

One of the trainers noted, “participants in the programme used to save more when
their stipends were in dollars. Now that they get the money in Euros, they are saving
less.” The researchers concluded that this observation is consistent with the findings
from the research done in the field of behavioural sciences. The more decision
points there are in the process of spending, the more difficulties are encountered,
the more people will refrain from spending.vi Similarly, to engage people in a certain
outcome (e.g. to save on a regular basis) an outcome should be perceived as easy to
meet. Exploring various possibilities that enable participants to have easy access to
financial institutions that offer convenient and favourable services for populations of
low socio-economic status, basic financial literacy, budget management techniques,
saving support groups, etc. increases the likelihood of a change in the behaviour of
the target group when it comes to savings.
The study found that 23% of the graduates interviewed reported having
accumulated debts with an average of 4723 Euros per person. The researchers
noted that most debts had been incurred for house renovation and shelter
purposes, as well as to meet daily needs, public utility debt and for organising
ceremonies such as weddings or funerals. Business investment, however, was more
often mentioned as a reason to contract debt among the graduate group, than the
non-affiliated group (14% of graduates; 6% of non-affiliated).

Cooperatives
The research concluded that an important way that Women for Women
International has supported women to become more economically resilient is
through supporting them to form economic cooperatives. The study highlighted
some examples from locations where there have already been initiatives to
establish cooperatives or other organisational structures to continue providing
support to graduates.
Through the focus group discussions, graduates highlighted notable challenges in
consolidating association capacities to provide sufficient support to a significant
number of its members. For example, in a visited community in Kacanik, graduates
reported managerial and communication issues between members of the
association. In such instances, graduates may benefit from individual coaching and
on-the-site training to overcome specific challenges.

Recommendations
Based on the findings of the research, we have identified four key recommendations for our plans to become an
independent, national NGO:
•

Follow-up training to graduates to support them to develop businesses or non-profit associations. The study found
that the foundational support provided by our programme helped to mobilise and motivate women and that on-going
support sustains their motivation to do something structured on their own.

•

Support women graduates to overcome barriers to engaging in entrepreneurial ventures by improving their access to
finance. This would require research into types of funding sources and grants which could then be made available to
women.

•

Support graduates to access health services. One of the major barriers preventing women from systematic health checkups is the distance to the service-provider and the related financial cost. Women for Women International-Kosovo is
looking to create partnerships with service-providers that will offer graduates an opportunity to access health services,
including routine health checks.

•

Grow networks: Women for Women International-Kosovo intends to share success stories and support peer mentoring
between graduates as well as to connect them to other examples of successful businesswomen.

We are looking for partners to help us provide much needed support for Kosovan women in these key areas to help foster
connections and support women’s economic participation and ambitions.
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