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I. Introduction

1	 https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061052

COVID-19, caused by the new coronavirus SARS-CoV2 
first came to the attention of the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) on 31 December 2019, following a report 
of a cluster of cases of ‘viral pneumonia’ in Wuhan, 
People’s Republic of China. On 30 January 2020, WHO 
declared COVID-19 a “global health emergency” and 
on 11 March 2020, WHO declared COVID-19 a “global 
pandemic.” This report captures how the United 
Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empower-
ment of Women (UN Women) has mobilized action to 
bring attention to and address the gender dimensions 
of the pandemic from the global to the country level, 
leveraging its triple mandate of normative support, 
United Nations coordination, and operational activities.

UN Women responded immediately, in concert with 
United Nations partners, to ensure that that the gender 
dimensions of the pandemic were brought to the atten-
tion of the global community and informed the United 
Nations response at the highest levels. On 20 March 
2020, UN Women Executive Director Phumzile Mlambo-
Ngcuka issued a call to action to governments and other 
stakeholders on the need for a global response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic that takes gender perspectives into 
account, including through sex-disaggregated data and 
social protection for women. Shortly after, Deputy Exec-
utive Director Åsa Regnér issued a ten-point checklist 
for governments for a gender-responsive COVID-19 
response. On 6 April, a second thought leadership arti-
cle by the Executive Director described the growth of 
the ‘Shadow Pandemic’ of violence against women and 
girls (VAWG), a recognition that sparked global use of 
this term to characterize the central impact on women 
and girls, closely followed by the policy briefs and data 
infographics that provided both the evidence and the 
recommended responses. 

The Secretary-General drew attention to the gender 
dimensions of the pandemic from the outset. On 9 April 
2020, the Secretary-General issued his Policy Brief: The 
Impact of COVID-19 on Women, with strong support 
from UN Women, highlighting the pandemic’s role in 
“deepening existing inequalities, exposing vulnerabili-
ties in social, economic and political systems,” which in 

turn were amplifying its impacts. In addition, the Secre-
tary-General linked the issue of rising levels of VAWG 
to his repeated calls for a global ceasefire, stating that 
“Peace is not just the absence of war. Many women under 
lockdown for #COVID19 face violence where they should 
be safest: in their own homes. Today I appeal for peace in 
homes around the world. I urge all governments to put 
women’s safety first as they respond to the pandemic.” 1

Through its membership in the United Nations Sustain-
able Development Group, UN Women contributed to 
ensure a strong focus on gender equality in the UN 
framework for the immediate socio-economic response 
to COVID-19, which built on the report Shared Respon-
sibility, Global Solidarity: Responding to the socio-
economic impacts of COVID-19. UN Women integrated 
gender equality in the framework’s five streams of work 
through the inclusion of gender-based violence (GBV), 
support to women’s employment and women-owned 
enterprises, unpaid care, gender-responsive fiscal pack-
ages, health, inclusion of women’s groups and voices, 
and sex-disaggregated data. As these were devel-
oped at the country level, UN Women’s contribution 
to the United Nations Country Team (UNCT) COVID-19 
response is included in 85 out of 108 of the UNCT Socio-
Economic Response Plans (SERPs).

The framework is the basis for the United Nations 
Response and Recovery Fund for COVID-19, a United 
Nations inter-agency fund administered through the 
Multi-Partner Trust Fund (MPTF) Office. As an ex officio 
member of the Fund’s Steering Committee, UN Women 
successfully advocated for the second round of calls 
for proposals to establish a 30 percent funding target 
for proposals to focus on the gender dimensions of the 
response, based on the Gender Equality Marker. 

UN Women also serves on the WHO-led United Nations 
Crisis Management Team and prepared a gender analy-
sis of the WHO Preparedness and Response Plan, which 
resulted in a more gender-responsive update of the plan 
in April 2020 (see Chapter V).

UN Women and its partners issued a series of five policy 
briefs on key areas affected by the COVID-19 pandemic: 

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/question-and-answers-hub/q-a-detail/coronavirus-disease-covid-19
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/question-and-answers-hub/q-a-detail/coronavirus-disease-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/3/statement-ed-phumzile-covid-19-women-front-and-centre
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/3/news-checklist-for-covid-19-response-by-ded-regner
http://unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/4/statement-ed-phumzile-violence-against-women-during-pandemic
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/policy-brief-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-women-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1406
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/policy-brief-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-women-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1406
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/un-framework-immediate-socio-economic-response-covid-19
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/un-framework-immediate-socio-economic-response-covid-19
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/un-framework-immediate-socio-economic-response-covid-19
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/shared-responsibility-global-solidarity-responding-socio-economic-impacts-covid-19
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/shared-responsibility-global-solidarity-responding-socio-economic-impacts-covid-19
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/shared-responsibility-global-solidarity-responding-socio-economic-impacts-covid-19
http://mptf.undp.org/factsheet/fund/COV00
http://mptf.undp.org/factsheet/fund/COV00
http://mptf.undp.org/document/download/25055
http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/12/un-women-policy-brief-series
http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/12/un-women-policy-brief-series
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economic fallout, the care economy, VAWG, women’s 
leadership, and women’s role in post-conflict cease-
fires and peace processes. The 60-member Inter-Agency 
Network on Women and Gender Equality, chaired by the 
UN Women Executive Director, published the IANGWE 
Compendium on Integrating Gender Considerations in 
the Response to COVID-19: Key Messages and Actions 
from UN Entities, which captures the key messages 
and efforts of United Nations system entities as they 
address the varied gender dimensions of the pandemic. 

Further thought leadership articles by the Execu-
tive Director to audiences such as the Group of 7 (G7) 
(Women working on the front line), G20 (Address-
ing the economic fallout of COVID-19: Pathways and 
policy options for a gender-responsive recovery), and 
Commonwealth Heads of Government (Build Back 
Better: Women at the Centre of Decision-Making) drew 
attention to the global evidence-based analysis and 
policy recommendations of UN Women.

UN Women led interagency collaboration2 to address 
critical data gaps through the Gender Monitor, a compi-
lation of indicators that inform gender-responsive 
policy action on COVID-19. UN Women and WHO joined 
forces to provide the latest available data on COVID-19 
cases by sex and age on the Data Platform. In Septem-
ber 2020, UN Women and the United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP) launched the COVID-19 
Global Gender Response Tracker, which monitors policy 
measures enacted by governments worldwide to tackle 
the COVID-19 crisis, and highlights responses that have 
incorporated a gender lens.  

Global media disseminated information and messages 
by UN Women about the gender dimensions of the crisis 
and the response needed among key audiences. From 
March 2020 onwards, over 5,000 earned media articles 
mentioned UN Women and gender-related COVID-19 
information, including in top-tier international media.3 
From March to December 2020, a total of 2,000 posts 

2	 International	Labour	Organization	(ILO),	International	Telecommunications	Union	(ITU),	United	Nations	Conference	on	Trade	and	Devel-
opment	(UNCTAD),	United	Nations	Development	Programme	(UNDP),	United	Nations	Human	Settlements	Programme	(UN-Habitat),	
Office	of	the	United	Nations	High	Commissioner	for	Refugees	(UNHCR),	United	Nations	Children’s	Fund	(UNICEF),	United	Nations	
Office	on	Drugs	and	Crime	(UNODC),	UN	Women,	World	Food	Programme	(WFP),	World	Health	Organization	(WHO)	and	many	others.

3	 BBC,	CNN,	Associated	Press,	Reuters,	The	New	York	Times,	The	Wall	Street	Journal,	The	Guardian,		The	Economist,	Forbes,	ABC	News	
(United	States),		ABC	Australia,	China	Daily,	Times	of	India,	Dawn,	El	País.

4	 https://www.unstereotypealliance.org/en/news-and--events/press-releases/may-27-2020	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).

related to COVID-19 have been shared on UN Women 
corporate social media accounts garnering more than 
138 million impressions and more than 3.7 million inter-
actions. Global goodwill ambassadors and influenc-
ers broadened UN Women outreach efforts, including 
Nicole Kidman, Marta Vieira da Silva, Danai Gurira and 
Emma Watson, as well as regional and national goodwill 
ambassadors. The Unstereotype Alliance public service 
announcement (PSA) on the ‘Shadow Pandemic’ featur-
ing actress Kate Winslet was shared by the Secretary-
General and boosted global awareness with 22,350,085 
unique users reached through the hashtag #Shadow-
Pandemic, attaining more than five million views on 
Facebook alone.4

UN Women tapped into new partnerships with Google 
and Facebook. UN Women advertisements on VAWG 
during the pandemic and other COVID-19-related 
content, viewed over five million times and driving over 
600,000 visits to UN Women websites, were rolled out 
from July to December 2020 on Google Search globally, 
valued at US$1.5 million. Similarly, Facebook provided 
advertising space to promote social media messages 
from UN Women to the rise of VAWG during COVID-19, 
receiving more than 305 million impressions and nearly 
18 million interactions.

UN Women also amplified COVID-19 related social 
media messages and campaigns of the United Nations 
system, including the WHO #SafeHands Challenge 
campaign, the United Nations Verified campaign, the 
Women Rise for All campaign, and the Secretary-Gener-
al’s appeal for peace in homes around the world. 

In March 2020, UN Women developed a global 
programme proposal to provide a framework for its 
response from the global to local levels: Gender-Respon-
sive Prevention and Management of the COVID-19 
Pandemic: from Emergency Response, Recovery and 
Resilience, the structure of which informs this report. 
UN Women reallocated its resources at the global, 

http://unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/ianwge-compendium-on-integrating-gender-considerations-in-the-response-to-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=580
http://unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/ianwge-compendium-on-integrating-gender-considerations-in-the-response-to-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=580
http://unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/ianwge-compendium-on-integrating-gender-considerations-in-the-response-to-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=580
http://unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/ianwge-compendium-on-integrating-gender-considerations-in-the-response-to-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=580
http://unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/12/op-ed-ed-phumzile-women-working-on-the-front-line
http://unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/11/op-ed-ed-phumzile-addressing-the-economic-fallout-of-covid-19
http://unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/11/op-ed-ed-phumzile-addressing-the-economic-fallout-of-covid-19
http://unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/11/op-ed-ed-phumzile-addressing-the-economic-fallout-of-covid-19
http://unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/6/op-ed-ed-phumzile-build-back-better
http://unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/6/op-ed-ed-phumzile-build-back-better
http://data.unwomen.org/resources/covid-19-and-gender-monitor
https://data.unwomen.org/resources/covid-19-emerging-gender-data-and-why-it-matters
https://data.undp.org/gendertracker/
https://data.undp.org/gendertracker/
https://www.unstereotypealliance.org/en/news-and--events/press-releases/may-27-2020
http://who.int/campaigns/connecting-the-world-to-combat-coronavirus/safehands-challenge
http://shareverified.com/en
http://un.org/en/coronavirus/women-rise-for-all
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/news and events/in focus/covid-19/gender-responsive-prevention-management-covid19.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1519
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/news and events/in focus/covid-19/gender-responsive-prevention-management-covid19.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1519
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/news and events/in focus/covid-19/gender-responsive-prevention-management-covid19.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1519
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/news and events/in focus/covid-19/gender-responsive-prevention-management-covid19.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1519
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regional and country levels to enable programme conti-
nuity while addressing the effects of COVID-19. This 
included regular resources, which allowed the flexibil-
ity to allocate funds when and where they were most 
needed. As the COVID-19 pandemic emerged and grew 
in magnitude, these unrestricted resources enabled a 
faster and more comprehensive response. 

This enabled UN Women to support governments, the 
United Nations system and civil society organizations 
(CSOs) through convening, policy advocacy, service 
delivery and technical assistance in 88 countries and 
through each of its six regional offices. Sixty-eight 
UN Women offices provided support to prevent and 

5	 https://data.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/documents/COVID19/Infographic_VAW-COVID19.pdf	(accessed	on	27	January	2021)
6	 UNFPA,	27	April	2020,		https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_impact_brief_for_UNFPA_24_April_2020_1.

pdf		(accessed	on	27	January	2021).

respond to VAWG – the largest area of its response; 
followed closely by support to economic resilience 
and social protection in 64 offices. Fifty-five offices 
supported evidence, data and gender mainstreaming in 
national COVID-19 response mechanisms, and 48 offices 
convened women leaders in government and civil soci-
ety to ensure that their voices informed national policy. 
UN Women supported a range of actions to mitigate 
the impact of COVID-19 in humanitarian settings across 
18 countries. 

II. Ending violence against women 
Global Context and Response
UN Women identified the Shadow Pandemic of 
Violence against Women and Girls that exists in all 
countries, growing amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior 
to the pandemic, 243 million women and girls had expe-
rienced physical and/or sexual violence by an intimate 
partner in the 12 months prior to April 2020.5 Since the 
outbreak of COVID-19, emerging data and reports from 

those on the front lines have shown that all types of 
VAWG, particularly domestic violence, have intensified. 
It is estimated that for every three months of lockdown 
an additional 15 million cases of GBV are expected. 6 

The policy brief, COVID-19 and Ending Violence against 
Women and Girls, highlighted the emerging evidence 
of the impact of COVID-19 on VAWG and was followed 
up by a series of policy briefs that provided technical 
guidance on ending violence against women (EVAW) 

https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/brief-regular-resources-rise-to-the-immense-challenges-of-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=3732
https://data.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/documents/COVID19/Infographic_VAW-COVID19.pdf 
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_impact_brief_for_UNFPA_24_April_2020_1.pdf 
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_impact_brief_for_UNFPA_24_April_2020_1.pdf 
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/violence-against-women-during-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/violence-against-women-during-covid-19
http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls#view
http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls#view
http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/series-evaw-covid-19-briefs
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issues related to COVID-19.7 UN Women also highlighted 
the impact of COVID-19 in the reports of the Secretary-
General on: (1) intensification of efforts to eliminate 
all forms of violence against women;8 (2) trafficking in 
women and girls;9 and (3) intensifying global efforts for 
the elimination of female genital mutilation.10 

The Secretary-General’s call on 5 April 2020 for 
measures to address the “horrifying global surge in 
domestic violence” received the endorsement of 146 
Member States. UN Women engaged nine United 
Nations agencies, funds and programmes to develop 
a joint statement in June 2020, also in support of the 
Secretary-General’s call for a “ceasefire” of VAWG. The 
statement highlighted six calls to action: support to 
women’s organizations; ensure that services remain 
open and responsive; prioritize police and justice 
responses; install preventative measures; collect data 
ethically; and improve services. 

On behalf of the Secretary-General, UN Women led the 
development of a political engagement strategy begin-
ning in August 2020, which called for specific commit-
ments from government leaders on how Member States 
are funding, preventing, responding and collecting data 
on ending VAWG during the pandemic. The first UN 
Women virtual General Assembly high-level side event 
on Gender-based Violence in a COVID-19 Context, Acti-
vating Collective Responses, Innovative Partnerships 
and Proven Policies was held on 29 September 2020.

The UNDP/UN Women COVID-19 Global Gender 
Response Tracker analysed over 2,500 measures across 
206 countries and territories finding that the largest 
number of gender-sensitive measures to be stepping 
up was action to address VAWG. Seventy-one per cent 

7	 Safe	transport;	Domestic	violence	in	workplace	settings;	Prevention	of	VAWG,	Safe	cities	and	safe	public	spaces	and	a	follow-up	brief	
on	recommendation	in	action:	Ensuring	safe	cities	and	safe	public	spaces	with	women	and	girls;	Online	and	ICT-facilitated	violence	
against	women;	Essential	services	for	survivors;	Data	collection	and	EVAW.

8	 A/75/274
9	 A/75/289
10	 A/75/279
11	 Countries:	Afghanistan,	Albania,	Argentina,	Bangladesh,	Benin,	Bolivia,	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	Botswana,	Brazil,	Burundi,	Chad,	

Chile,	China,	Colombia,	Côte	d’Ivoire,	Egypt,	El	Salvador,	Ethiopia,	Guatemala,	Guinea,	Honduras,	India,	Indonesia,	Iraq,	Kazakhstan,	
Kenya,	Kyrgyzstan,	Lebanon,	Malawi,	Malaysia,	Mali,	Mexico,	Moldova,	Morocco,	Mozambique,	Namibia,	Niger,	Nigeria,	Papua	New	
Guinea,	Pakistan,	Paraguay,	Philippines,	Republic	of	Korea,	Rwanda,	Saudi	Arabia,	Senegal,	Serbia,	Singapore,	Somalia,	South	Africa,	
South	Sudan,	Sudan,	Tajikistan,	Thailand,	Togo,	Turkey,	Uganda,	Ukraine,	United	Republic	of	Tanzania,	Uruguay,	Viet	Nam.	Regional	
Offices	for	Arab	States,	Asia	and	the	Pacific,	Europe	and	Central	Asia,	and	sub-regional	offices	for	the	Caribbean	and	the	Pacific.	The	
State	of	Palestine.	Kosovo	(References	to	Kosovo	shall	be	understood	to	be	in	the	context	of	Security	Council	resolution	1244	(1999)).

of all gender-sensitive measures (704 measures across 
135 countries) focused on preventing and/or responding 
to VAWG. This is a heartening response to the Secretary-
General’s call to action.  Yet, only 48 out of 135 countries 
have treated measures on VAWG as essential services 
and an integral part of national and local COVID-19 
responses. 

Country and Regional Response
EVAW is the largest area of UN Women response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic with 68 countries and regional 
offices11 having mobilized to respond to the increases 
in the prevalence of VAWG in the face of decreasing 
access to services, largely due to isolation measures. UN 
Women leveraged its existing programmes to provide a 
comprehensive and rapid response to the impact of the 
pandemic on VAWG at the country level and to ensure 
that prevention and response strategies to address 
VAWG are informed by evidence of the impact on the 
safety of women and girls and adapted to the context of 
quarantines and social distancing policies. UN Women 
took action in the following areas:  

• Strengthening services and adaption to the COVID-
19 context, while advocating that they be considered 
essential services for continued availability, access, 
funding and safety

• Data collection, analysis and use on VAWG and on 
needs and capacities of support services, to inform 
evidence-based responses

• Support for women’s organizations as the centre of 
policy change, recovery and solutions, ensuring that 
no one is left behind

https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/6/statement-inter-agency-statement-on-violence-against-women-and-girls--in-the-context-of-covid-19
https://data.undp.org/gendertracker/
https://data.undp.org/gendertracker/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061052
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061052


Report on the un women global 
response to covid-19 8

• Media campaigns, awareness-raising and stake-
holder engagement.

Strengthening services during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
UN Women works with governments, United Nations 
partners and local organizations, including women’s 
organizations, to ensure that VAW-related services 
continue during the pandemic. Country offices have 
responded based on their contexts, with the majority 
supporting remote service delivery mechanisms such 
as shelters and safe accommodation and helplines, 
where access to information on legal services, online 
counselling and referral to other service providers is 
accessible. Through the European Union/UN Spotlight 
Initiative, UNCTs responded by repurposing $21 million 
immediately, developing COVID-19 plans in all coun-
try programmes, and ensuring that prevention and 
response would continue, including through support-
ing online services, innovative access and the use of 
technology.

UN Women offices in all parts of the world have worked 
with a range of partners to set up remote and online 
services, including with technology partners. Together 
with the longstanding partners of UN Women, the U.S. 
National Network to End Domestic Violence and the 
Global Network of Women’s Shelters, 62 UN Women 
country offices contributed to a helpline repository on 
Facebook. UN Women worked with Twitter to ensure 
that domestic violence survivors across the Asia and 
Pacific region12 could obtain life-saving information 
when they searched for key words such as “abuse” and 
“domestic violence”. Through WhatsApp, the Voda-
phone Idea Foundation, NASSCOM Foundation, Sayfty 
Trust and UN Women launched the MyAmbar app to 
provide remote services in India. In the Latin America 
and Caribbean region and in Argentina and Chile, UN 
Women established a partnership between WhatsApp, 
the governments and civil society to upgrade existing 
national helplines. 

UN Women supported the continued and safe function-
ing of women’s shelters and other essential services 
through the provision of personal protective equip-

12	 This	service	was	available	through	Twitter	in	India,	Indonesia,	Malaysia,	the	Philippines,	Republic	of	Korea,	Singapore,	Thailand	and	
Viet	Nam.

13	 References	to	Kosovo	shall	be	understood	to	be	in	the	context	of	Security	Council	resolution	1244	(1999).

ment (PPE), hygiene kits, and cleaning supplies to shel-
ters, vulnerable populations, and to police and justice 
institutions in Ethiopia, Guatemala, Jordan, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Papua New Guinea, Rwanda, Senegal, 
Serbia, South Sudan, United Republic of Tanzania, 
Zimbabwe and in the Caribbean region as well as in 
the State of Palestine, and in Kosovo.13 

In countries that were facing a crisis prior to the COVID-
19 pandemic, including Bangladesh, Iraq and Soma-
lia, UN Women worked with partners to provide PPE 
for women in camps, cash transfers and hygiene kits. 
Pacific Island states such as Fiji, Kiribati, Samoa and 
Vanuatu adapted existing emergency responses devel-
oped for natural disasters to the COVID-19 response. UN 
Women Jordan distributed 500 recovery bags to GBV 
survivors in women’s shelters and thousands of items 
of PPE to first responders and to the 13 UN Women Oasis 
centres.

UN Women worked closely with law enforcement to 
monitor cases, support referrals and to ensure that 
investigations would continue. In Jordan, Mexico, Paki-
stan, Senegal, Uganda, Ukraine and in the Caribbean 
region, UN Women supported training for law enforce-
ment officials in responding remotely.  In Colombia, UN 
Women worked with the Attorney-General to develop 
a tool to monitor cases of extreme VAW. In Guatemala, 
in cooperation with the Public Ministry, UN Women 
donated protective suits to the Office of the Prosecu-
tor of the Section Against the Crime of Femicide for the 
management of crime scenes. In Nigeria, community 
surveillance groups were established to monitor inci-
dences of VAWG and refer cases to law enforcement. 
The Uganda Police Force, with support from UN Women 
and funding by the Government of Sweden, established 
a dedicated toll-free hotline for reporting and respond-
ing to cases of VAWG.

Through the UN Women Safe City and Safe Public 
Spaces Global Initiative, multisectoral partners took 
measures to adapt to the COVID-19 context at the local 
level in urban, rural and online settings in line with the 
Recommendations into action brief COVID-19: Safe 

http://spotlightinitiative.org/
http://spotlightinitiative.org/
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/12/brief-recommendations-covid-19-safe-cities-and-safe-public-spaces-for-women-and-girls
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cities and safe public spaces for women and girls. The 
city of Valparaíso, Chile, is promoting bystander inter-
ventions around empty buildings to prevent VAWG in 
public spaces during the pandemic in collaboration 
with the Mayor’s office and UN Women. In London, 
Ontario, Canada, Anova has transitioned operations 
due to the rapidly evolving COVID-19 situation and to 
social distancing, while continuing to provide support 
for women survivors.

Since the onset of the pandemic, over 30 UN Women 
country offices supported work to integrate VAWG into 
national COVID-19 response and recovery plans. This 
work is context-based according to local needs and 
capacities and includes measures such as strength-
ening coordination and providing technical expertise 
to government bodies, national authorities or institu-
tions participating in the national response as well as 
contributing to improved data. UN Women also helped 
to enable 43 Member States to ensure that long-term 
work to prevent VAW was not halted by providing 
continuing policy, regulatory and legislative support 
on EVAW during the pandemic. 

Across all regions, UN Women convened government, 
United Nations and civil society partners and provided 
technical assistance to policy development and its 
implementation. In Argentina, UN Women supported 
drafting a national law requiring mainstreaming a 
gender perspective in the Crisis Committee on the 
COVID-19 response. In the Pacific Islands, UN Women, 
through the Pacific Partnership to End VAWG in Fiji, 
established the Gender-Based Violence Working Group 
and the COVID-19 Response Gender Working Group 
with the Ministry of Women, Children and Poverty Alle-
viation.14 In Uganda, UN Women and United Nations 
partners supported the Ministry of Gender, Labour and 
Social Development to develop and implement the GBV 
and COVID-19 national response plan, in addition to 
supporting the Civil Society Budget Advisory Group to 
organize a televised debate, which led to a budgetary 
allocation of 1 trillion Ugandan shillings to combat GBV.

UN Women also helped to establish technical guide-
lines for governments to provide strengthened and 

14	 https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/MEDIA-RELEASE-BY-THE-MINISTRY-FOR-WOMEN,-CHILDREN	(accessed	on	27	January	
2021).

coordinated support for improved COVID-19 response 
and recovery. In Indonesia, UN Women worked with 
the Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child 
Protection to develop the Guidance on Women 
Migrant Worker Protection and the Protocol on Traf-
ficking and Case Handling Support during the COVID-
19 pandemic. In Serbia, UN Women cooperated with 
the national Coordination Body for Gender Equality to 
prepare response measures and recommendations to 
the Government and local self-governments. In Tajiki-
stan, in consultation with CSOs, UN Women developed 
recommendations to the government on preparedness 
and response during the quarantine period, including 
special measures to prevent GBV and protect women 
health workers. 

UN Women offices prioritized data collection and 
evidence on the impact of COVID-19 on VAW. In April 
2020, UN Women and WHO issued guidance on 
Violence against Women and Girls: Data Collection 
during COVID-19. In addition, the data collection on 
VAWG and COVID-19 decision tree helps organizations 
with VAWG programmes, national statistical offices, 
policymakers and researchers decide when and how to 
best collect data on women’s experience with violence 
and how to access services. 

UN Women offices supported rapid needs assessments 
to inform the national response, and how to best assist 
CSOs involved in service delivery. In the Arab States, the 
regional office conducted an online survey completed 
by 16,462 respondents in nine countries. In Europe 
and Central Asia, the assessment was conducted in 
eight countries and the UN Women Regional Office 
for Asia and the Pacific assessment received over 100 
responses from CSOs in 14 countries. Forty-eight percent 
of these CSOs reported a negative impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on their operations, with most organi-
zations able to deliver services only partially, relying 
mainly on technology. In Bangladesh, the assessment 
made recommendations to include EVAW in national 
response plans, ensure that front-line service providers 
and CSOs are properly equipped and trained, and ensure 
that referral pathways are clear and include prevention 
of sexual exploitation and abuse into protocols and 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/12/brief-recommendations-covid-19-safe-cities-and-safe-public-spaces-for-women-and-girls
http://anovafuture.org/about-us/
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/MEDIA-RELEASE-BY-THE-MINISTRY-FOR-WOMEN,-CHILDREN
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/vawg-data-collection-during-covid-19-compressed.pdf?la=en&vs=2339
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/vawg-data-collection-during-covid-19-compressed.pdf?la=en&vs=2339
http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/07/decision-tree-data-collection-on-violence-against-women-and-covid-19
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codes of conduct for quarantine centres. In Mexico, the 
results of the assessment underlined the need to take 
action to reduce the digital divide and resulted in policy 
recommendations on resource allocation for CSOs and 
the training of service providers.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, UN Women worked 
to ensure that civil society and women’s organizations 
were at the centre of policy change, recovery and solu-
tions, including grassroots organizations, who were 
essential partners in raising awareness and in providing 
essential services to hard-to-reach, remote and vulner-
able populations. 

The UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women 
surveyed its 144 CSOs grantees to understand the 
impact of COVID-19 on their work, confirming the rapid 
rise in VAWG and the challenges faced by struggling, 
often civil society-led, support systems. The survey also 
revealed how quickly grantees were adapting to main-
taining key aspects of their projects while protecting 
the safety of beneficiaries and staff.  Based on these 
findings, the UN Trust Fund issued a five-point action 
plan to immediately support its grantees.  At the end 
of September 2020, the UN Trust Fund launched a new 
Call for Proposals for its 24th grant cycle from CSOs 
working in the front lines globally to address VAWG 
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic with at least 
$11 million available for investment. In May 2020, in 
partnership with the European Union-United Nations 
Spotlight Initiative, the UN Trust Fund allocated an 
additional $9 million for immediate support to all its 
existing grantees in sub-Saharan Africa. Forty-four 
CSOs received financial assistance in the context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic for improving health and safety 
measures and PPE. 

UN Women provided small grants to strengthen the 
institutional capacity of CSOs through the European 
Union-United Nations Spotlight Initiative regional 
programmes in the Pacific15 and in Central Asia and 
Afghanistan16 to respond to immediate needs in insti-
tutional strengthening, equipment and training to use 
online platforms and tools to conduct activities and 
continue to foster dialogue in the region. In Zimbabwe, 
CSO staff were trained in digital data security to safe-

15	 https://www.spotlightinitiative.org/press/spotlight-initiative-pacific-regional-programme-launched	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).
16	 https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/dsgsm1518.doc.htm	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).

guard the work of their organization in the transition 
to remote work. 

UN Women supported outreach via a wide variety 
of communications channels on the increase in and 
prevention of VAW, including on positive masculini-
ties, sharing of household responsibilities and support 
to domestic and vulnerable workers, as well as other 
vulnerable groups. In China, the #AMessageToHer 
campaign in partnership with the United Nations 
System, reached 28 million people and #Generation-
Equality reached 32 million people through social media 
platforms Weibo and WeChat, recognizing and cele-
brating the important role and contribution of female 
workers in the response to COVID-19 outbreak. In India, 
the #GharBaithoIndia Magar Pyaar Se! (“Stay at Home, 
with Love!”) campaign reached over one billion views as 
part of the #HeForShe TikTok. In Thailand the #Hefor-
SheAtHome campaign in partnership with TikTok 
achieved 46 million views. In Central Asia within the 
Spotlight Initiative Regional Programme, the 16 Days 
of Activism against Gender-based Violence campaign 
reached 648,952 people and over 1.1 million views.

UN Women worked with a range of partners and media 
to reach communities faced by digital, linguistic and 
geographic divides, and supported community-level 
interventions. In Cambodia, Ecuador, India, Mexico, 
Samoa, Sierra Leone and Thailand, UN Women enabled 
the translation of messages into local languages that 
would make awareness-raising more inclusive. In 
Mexico, UN Women partnered with the University of 
Guadalajara and representatives of indigenous peoples’ 
groups, to develop a community campaign in five 
languages broadcast via radio. In Turkey, UN Women 
and the energy company Aygaz distributed informa-
tion materials about domestic violence support across 
its vast national network, reaching gas station custom-
ers, households and women directly. In Cameroon and 
Malawi, religious leaders were mobilized for ending 
VAW during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond. In 
Thailand, UN Women support to local CSOs reached 
7,000 women in 15 remote communities, including 
those working in the informal sector, migrant workers, 
ethnic minorities in the Northern Region and women in 
conflict-affected areas in the Southern Border provinces. 

https://www.spotlightinitiative.org/press/spotlight-initiative-pacific-regional-programme-launched
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/dsgsm1518.doc.htm
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III. Economic resilience, including social protection and economic stimulus 

17	 International	Labour	Organization,	June	2020.	ILO	Monitor:	COVID-19	and	the	world	of	work.	Fifth	Edition.	Updated	estimates	and	
analysis	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).

18	 McKinsey	Global	Institute,	2020.	“COVID-19	and	Gender	Equality:	Countering	the	Regressive	Effects”	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).
19	 UN	Women,	2020.	“COVID-19	and	the	care	economy:	immediate	action	and	structural	transformation	for	a	gender-responsive	recov-

ery”,	Policy	Brief	No.	16.	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).
20	 UN	Women,	2020.	“From	Insight	to	Action:	Gender	Equality	in	the	Wake	of	COVID-19”	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).

Global Context and Response
According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the 
unprecedented global sweep of the COVID-19 pandemic 
continues to hamper recovery prospects for export-
dependent economies. By all accounts, women have 
been disproportionally affected by the crisis owing to 
pre-existing gender-based discrimination in the labour 
market. Globally, 750 million women work in the infor-
mal sector, and nearly 510 million, or 40 percent of all 
employed women, work in hard-hit sectors, including 
accommodation, food service, and wholesale, and retail 
trade.17 Overall, despite making up just 39 percent of 
global employment, women account for 54 percent of 
job losses.18 Furthermore, the closures of elementary 
schools, early childhood education, along with health 
safety restrictions, have exacerbated care demands 
on women during the crisis,19 and exposed widening 
gender gaps, and the inadequacy and vulnerability of 
care and social protection systems around the globe. 

Against this backdrop, UN Women, in partnership with 
other United Nations and development partners, has 
taken a leadership role at the global level in strength-
ening the gender-responsiveness of the immediate 
response, as well as medium- to long- term recovery 
efforts to the COVID-19 crisis. The development of policy 
briefs on Addressing the economic fallout of COVID-
19: Pathways and policy options for a gender-respon-
sive recovery, and COVID-19 and the care economy: 
Immediate action and structural transformation for 
a gender-responsive recovery and a guidance note on 
Addressing the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
women migrant workers, have shed light on the dispro-
portional impact of the pandemic on women and girls, 
and provided policy guidance to UN Women staff for 
programmatic and advocacy efforts at the country and 
regional levels. This in turn had a positive spill-over in 
terms of strengthening the capacity of government 

counterparts to engender their COVID-19 recovery 
efforts. 

Governments rightly responded to the economic crisis 
by enacting fiscal and monetary stimulus packages, 
amounting to $19.5 trillion as of 30 September 2020, 
according to the IMF. However, the bulk of the stimu-
lus was implemented by advanced economies and did 
not adequately address gender gaps. To make matters 
worse, mounting debt and lack of fiscal space in low-
income countries continue to constrain their abil-
ity to respond adequately to the crisis, exacerbating 
the vulnerability of women during the crisis. The UN 
Women/UNDP Global Gender Response Tracker shows 
that only 10 percent of social protection, employment, 
economic and fiscal measures analysed are directed 
towards women’s economic security, and only eight 
percent of measures on social protection and employ-
ment are directed towards care. These disturbing trends 
highlight why by 2021 around 435 million women and 
girls will be living on less than $1.90 a day — including 
47 million pushed into poverty as a result of COVID-19. 20

To address these gaps, UN Women has continued to 
strengthen its partnership with international and 
regional financial institutions in the areas of capac-
ity development, research and technical support on 
the gender equality and macroeconomics response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic.  These include high-level 
ministerial roundtables and workshops with the World 
Bank Group, the Inter-American Development Bank 
and the Asian Development Bank, to highlight best 
practices, share approaches and build concrete part-
nerships to amplify the multilateral system response, 
and joint production of a policy paper on the impact 
of the crisis on women-led small- and medium-enter-
prises (SMEs) between the African Development Bank 
and UN Women. Moreover, UN Women is partnering 
with multilateral organizations to establish a Global 

http://mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/covid-19-and-gender-equality-countering-the regressive-effects
http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/policy-brief-covid-19-and-the-care-economy
http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/policy-brief-covid-19-and-the-care-economy
http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/09/gender-equality-in-the-wake-of-covid-19#view
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/policy-brief-addressing-the-economic-fallout-of-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/policy-brief-addressing-the-economic-fallout-of-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/policy-brief-addressing-the-economic-fallout-of-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/policy-brief-covid-19-and-the-care-economy-en.pdf?la=en&vs=407
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/policy-brief-covid-19-and-the-care-economy-en.pdf?la=en&vs=407
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/policy-brief-covid-19-and-the-care-economy-en.pdf?la=en&vs=407
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/guidance-note-impacts-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-on-women-migrant-workers-en.pdf?la=en&vs=227
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/guidance-note-impacts-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-on-women-migrant-workers-en.pdf?la=en&vs=227
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19
https://data.undp.org/gendertracker/
https://data.undp.org/gendertracker/
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Platform for Innovative Gender Financing that seeks 
to expand sustainable financing principles to include 
guidance on gender; promote gender lens investing and 
develop gender bond markets; and establish partner-
ships with relevant partners to increase financing for 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 5. 

Country and Regional Response
UN Women considers social protection a key focus 
area of its COVID-19 response. UN Women scaled up 
its efforts on joint research with partners, capacity 
development, integrated technical support and policy 
implementation, which has helped decision makers 
and development practitioners take ownership in 
building gender-responsive national social protection 
systems in their respective COVID-19 response and 
recovery efforts. UN Women supported efforts in 64 
countries and regional offices to enhance social protec-
tion and to promote economic resilience and shared 
responsibilities in the context of care.21 These efforts 
included evidence-based policy advocacy, direct tech-
nical support to government entities, and partnerships 
across the United Nations system. 

A joint UN Women-International Labour Organization 
(ILO) applied policy guidance tool on how to assess and 
engender fiscal stimulus programmes, as well as analy-
sis from the Global Policy Tracker have continued to play 
a critical role in strengthening national capacity on the 
gender-responsiveness of both immediate response 
and long-term economic recovery efforts.  UN Women 
and the Economic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean developed a Gender Equality Tab in the 
COVID-19 Observatory for Latin America and the Carib-
bean, including up-to-date information on measures 
and actions promoted by the countries of the region 
to guarantee women’s rights in the framework to the 
COVID-19 response, which served as a reference and 
feed for the Global Policy Tracker.

21	 Countries:	Afghanistan,	Albania,	Argentina,	Bangladesh,	Bolivia,	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	Brazil,	Burundi,	Central	African	Republic,	
Chile,	China,	Colombia,	Costa	Rica,	Côte	d’Ivoire,	Democratic	Republic	of	the	Congo,	Ecuador,	El	Salvador,	Ethiopia,	Georgia,	Guatemala,	
Haiti,	Honduras,	Indonesia,	Jordan,	Kyrgyzstan,	Lebanon,	Liberia,	Malawi,	Mexico,	Mozambique,	Myanmar,	Moldova,	Nepal,	Niger,	Nige-
ria,	North	Macedonia,	Pakistan,	Papua	New	Guinea,	Panama,	Paraguay,	the	Philippines,	Rwanda,	Senegal,	Serbia,	Sierra	Leone,	South	
Africa,	South	Sudan,	Sri	Lanka,	Sudan,	Thailand,	Turkey,	Uganda,	Ukraine,	United	Republic	of	Tanzania,	Uruguay,	Vanuatu,	Viet	Nam,	
and	Zimbabwe.	Regional	Offices:	Americas	and	the	Caribbean,	Asia	and	Pacific,	Barbados	Multi-Country	Office,	Fiji	Multi-Country	
Office.	The	State	of	Palestine,	Kosovo	(References	to	Kosovo	shall	be	understood	to	be	in	the	context	of	Security	Council	resolution	
1244	(1999)).

Based on the above, as well as national level analysis, 
UN Women strengthened the gender-responsiveness 
of national COVID-19 responses and recovery plans 
on social protection in Albania, Armenia, Colombia, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Liberia, Mexico, Mozambique, Myan-
mar, Rwanda, Thailand, Uganda and Ukraine. This also 
took place in Kosovo (under Security Council resolu-
tion 1244 (1999)). Provisions included the adoption of 
targeted social protection measures, cash transfers 
for the informal sector, migrant and domestic work-
ers, and implementation of employment and labour 
market policies in sectors disproportionally employing 
women and support for women-owned businesses. 
In Lebanon, 140,000 female-headed households 
received cash assistance provided under the Emergency 
National Poverty Targeting Programme. In Myanmar, 
UN Women provided technical guidance to ensure 
gendered actions and contribution to the govern-
ment’s COVID-19 Economic Relief Plan; the Ministry 
of Planning, Finance and Industry has requested the 
assistance of UN Women Myanmar to engender its 
COVID-19 monitoring frameworks. In Thailand, joint 
efforts by UN Women, ILO, the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) and the International Organization for 
Migration helped strengthen the capacity of relevant 
line ministries to deliver child support grants, disability 
and old age allowance schemes to more than 10 million 
beneficiaries.  In Kosovo, the government allocated two 
million euros in grant funding dedicated to women-
led businesses affected by the pandemic as part of its 
national stimulus plan. 

Across all regions, UN Women supported women-
owned businesses affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
through business skills development, online services, 
and access to publicly funded cash grants under 
national COVID-19 recovery measures. In Costa Rica, UN 
Women solicited women-owned businesses to submit 
creative solutions in the context of the pandemic 
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through an online platform. In Mali, the UN Women 
Buy From Women Enterprise Platform was expanded 
from commercialization of agricultural products to 
other areas of commerce to support women-led busi-
nesses. In Nepal, access to an e-commerce platform 
increased through a dedicated app for women to sell 
their products online with business development and 
start-up support. In Papua New Guinea, UN Women 
raised emergency funds that enabled a doubling of the 
number of women market vendors accessing social 
protection assistance, easing the crisis for 26,000 
women in 14 markets across 11 provinces. In the Phil-
ippines, UN Women provided emergency cash grants 
for 10 women’s collectives affected by armed conflict 
and the pandemic, worked with women’s collectives 
through establishing online marketing platforms for 
providing cash grants, and facilitated online learning 
sessions for 5,200 women.

UN Women supported SME production to earn income 
and ensure that women essential workers had access 
to PPE. The Regional Office for West and Central Africa 
established a regional advisory service to train 7,000 
women in 13 countries in the production of antiseptic 
soap and hydroalcoholic gel. In Cameroon, the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo, Georgia, Kenya, Mali, 
Mozambique, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal and Thailand, 
UN Women supported the production and distribution 
of PPE to women essential workers. Rwanda launched 
a business clinic that resulted in the production of 
over 50,000 reusable masks distributed to vulnerable 
women working in micro-businesses.  

22	 Van	Daalen	KR,	Bajnoczki	C,	Chowdhury	M,	et	al.	Symptoms	of	a	broken	system:	the	gender	gaps	in	COVID-19	decision-making.	BMJ	
Global	Health,	2020.

23	 Supriya	Garikipati	and	Uma	Kambhampati,	2020.	Leading	the	Fight	against	the	Pandemic:	Does	Gender	Really	Matter?

According to the Facebook Data for Good Survey on 
Gender Equality at Home, women have continued to 
bear the brunt of unpaid care work during the COVID-
19 pandemic. In this context, UN Women advocates 
for gender-responsive economic recovery to include 
expanding access to affordable, quality childcare 
services to enable women to remain in or (re) enter 
the workforce; and reverse long-standing inequalities, 
including unequal distribution of domestic and care 
work at home, and the pervasive undervaluation of 
work done by women.  

In Latin America and the Caribbean, UN Women has 
successfully advocated for supportive national and 
local policies on the care economy. In Chile, the parlia-
ment approved an emergency bill to extend postna-
tal support in the context of COVID-19. In Ecuador, UN 
Women collaborated with UNDP and the Ministry of 
Economic and Social Inclusion in the design of “Trans-
fers for Care” programmes that will be incorporated into 
national emergency response cash transfer packages. 
In Brazil, the city of Itabira, Minas Gerais, developed an 
intersectoral workplan to respond to COVID-19 with the 
technical assistance of UN Women within the frame-
work of the “City 50-50” project. Online surveys carried 
out in Argentina and Uruguay collected primary data on 
the impact of containment and prevention measures on 
home-care tasks. In the Asia and Pacific region in Malay-
sia, the mobile platform Kiddocare, which provided 600 
women with babysitting jobs, is collaborating with 
UN Women to develop similar care entrepreneurship 
modes in other Asia and Pacific countries.

 
IV. Leadership, women and girls’ participation  
Global Context and Response
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated gaps in women’s 
participation in decision-making. An analysis of COVID-
19 task forces from 87 countries found that only 3.5 
percent had gender parity, often leaving national gender 
machinery out.22 Evidence has emerged that COVID-19 
outcomes in the early stages of the pandemic were 

systematically and significantly better in countries led 
by women.23  

The pandemic disrupted political processes globally, 
creating new challenges to women’s leadership and 
participation, especially for women already facing inter-
secting forms of discrimination. Campaigning, voter 
engagement, and government and parliamentary deci-

http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2017/3/buy-from-women-platform-brochure
http://dataforgood.fb.com/docs/gendersurveyreport
http://dataforgood.fb.com/docs/gendersurveyreport
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sion-making shifted online in several countries, includ-
ing where women had less access to online platforms 
and social media than men.24 Online VAW activity in 
public life has increased.25 Some legislative bodies intro-
duced electronic or proxy voting, while some courts 
held hearings online, but generally with little consider-
ation of how this would affect women’s ability to partic-
ipate.26 The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the need 
for a strong national gender equality machinery with 
adequate resources to mitigate the gendered impact 
of the crisis.  

UN Women acted swiftly to mitigate the pandemic’s 
impact on women and girls’ participation and ensure 
that they were involved in building back better with 
response plans and budgets designed to address their 
specific needs. The UN Women policy brief COVID-19 
and women’s leadership: From an effective response 
to building back better and A primer for parliamen-
tary action: gender-sensitive responses to COVID-19 
increased awareness of opportunities for women’s lead-
ership and gender-responsive decision-making. The 
Technical brief: Gender-responsive budgeting in the 
context of COVID-19 provided guidance on how to use 
gender-responsive budgeting to assess and monitor 
COVID-19 support packages for their gender impacts. 
Justice for women amidst COVID-19, a multi-partner27 
report to which UN Women contributed, warned of 
growing gaps in women’s access to rights. UN Women 

24	 Worldwide,	roughly	327	million	fewer	women	than	men	have	smartphones	and	can	access	mobile	internet.	Women	on	average	are	
26	percent	less	likely	than	men	to	have	smartphones.	Source:	Organisation	for	Economic	Co-operation	and	Development	(OECD),	
Paris,	2018.	“Bridging	the	Digital	Gender	Divide:	Include,	Upskill,	Innovate	“.

25	 Online	and	ICT-facilitated	Violence	against	Women	and	Girls	during	COVID-19,	UN	Women,	2020.	https://www.unwomen.org/en/
digital-library/publications/2020/04/brief-online-and-ict-facilitated-violence-against-women-and-girls-during-covid-19	(accessed	
on	27	January	2021).

26	 	See	https://constitution-unit.com/2020/09/23/requiring-mps-to-vote-in-person-during-coronavirus-places-the-institution-of-
parliament-at-risk-its-time-to-bring-remote-divisions-back-and-to-plan-for-continued-restrictions/	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).	
”	California	lawmaker	Buffy	Wicks	brings	newborn	to	Assembly	floor	after	being	denied	a	proxy	vote”,	https://www.usatoday.com/
story/news/politics/2020/09/01/buffy-wicks-california-lawmaker-brings-baby-floor-denied-proxy-vote/5681323002/	(accessed	on	
27	January	2021).

27	 Published	by	UN	Women,	the	International	Development	Law	Organization	(IDLO),	United	Nations	Office	on	Drugs	and	Crime	(UNODC),	
The	World	Bank	and	Pathfinders,	with	support	from	The	Elders.

28	 Published	by	UNDP,	City2City	Network	and	the	Conrad	N.	Hilton	Foundation.
29	 Countries:	Afghanistan,	Albania,	Bangladesh,	Brazil,	Burundi,	Cambodia,	Cameroon,	Central	African	Republic,	Colombia,	Côte	d’Ivoire,	

Democratic	Republic	of	the	Congo,	Egypt,	El	Salvador,	Ethiopia,	Georgia,	Guatemala,	Haiti,	Jordan,	Kenya,	Kyrgyzstan,	Libya,	Malawi,	
Mozambique,	Myanmar,	Nepal,	North	Macedonia,	Nigeria,	Pakistan,	Papua	New	Guinea,	Republic	of	Moldova,	Serbia,	Sierra	Leone,	
Thailand,	Tunisia,	Turkey,	Uganda,	Ukraine,	United	Republic	of	Tanzania,	Yemen	and	Zimbabwe.	Regional	Offices:	Americas	and	Carib-
bean,	Arab	States,	Asia	and	Pacific,	East	and	Southern	Africa,	Europe	and	Central	Asia,	Fiji	Multi-country	office,	West	and	Central	Africa	
Regional	Office.	The	State	of	Palestine,	Kosovo	(in	the	context	of	Security	Council	resolution	1244	(1999)).

also contributed to the Guide on Electoral Operations 
during the COVID-19 Pandemic28 and to UNAIDS guid-
ance: Six concrete measures to support women and 
girls in all their diversity in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic.  

UN Women united advocacy organizations and contrib-
uted to creating solutions to address the pandemic’s 
negative impacts. The Women Leaders´ Virtual Round-
table on COVID-19 and the Future, held on 20 April 2020, 
identified policy measures to facilitate a more gender-
inclusive recovery path. UN Women co-hosted a global 
Live Learning Event on Women’s Leadership in the post-
COVID era on 6 May 2020, mobilizing women officials 
from regional and local levels to issue a Call for Action 
urging women’s participation to create a gender-equal 
future.

Country and Regional Response
UN Women has ensured that women’s voices inform 
national and regional responses to COVID-19 by promot-
ing their informed leadership in 44 countries and 
regions.29 UN Women provided expert and technical 
support to address barriers to women’s leadership by 
expanding the pool of women leaders; building the 
narrative about women as capable leaders; promoting 
gender-responsive plans and budgets; and providing 
support to women’s organizations on the response’s 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/policy-brief-covid-19-and-womens-leadership
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/policy-brief-covid-19-and-womens-leadership
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/policy-brief-covid-19-and-womens-leadership
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/a-primer-for-parliamentary-action-gender-sensitive-responses-to-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/a-primer-for-parliamentary-action-gender-sensitive-responses-to-covid-19
http://gender-financing.unwomen.org/en/resources/t/e/c/technical-brief---grb-in-the-context-of-covid-19
http://gender-financing.unwomen.org/en/resources/t/e/c/technical-brief---grb-in-the-context-of-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/05/justice-for-women-amidst-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/brief-online-and-ict-facilitated-violence-against-women-and-girls-during-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/brief-online-and-ict-facilitated-violence-against-women-and-girls-during-covid-19
https://constitution-unit.com/2020/09/23/requiring-mps-to-vote-in-person-during-coronavirus-places-the-institution-of-parliament-at-risk-its-time-to-bring-remote-divisions-back-and-to-plan-for-continued-restrictions/
https://constitution-unit.com/2020/09/23/requiring-mps-to-vote-in-person-during-coronavirus-places-the-institution-of-parliament-at-risk-its-time-to-bring-remote-divisions-back-and-to-plan-for-continued-restrictions/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/09/01/buffy-wicks-california-lawmaker-brings-baby-floor-denied-proxy-vote/5681323002/ 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/09/01/buffy-wicks-california-lawmaker-brings-baby-floor-denied-proxy-vote/5681323002/ 
https://city2city.network/electoral-operations-during-covid-19-pandemic
https://city2city.network/electoral-operations-during-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/documents/2020/women-girls-covid19
https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/documents/2020/women-girls-covid19
https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/documents/2020/women-girls-covid19
https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/documents/2020/women-girls-covid19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/4/press-release-women-leaders-virtual-roundtable-on-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/4/press-release-women-leaders-virtual-roundtable-on-covid-19
https://www.uclg.org/en/media/news/women-s-leadership-will-be-critical-rethinking-future-post-covid-19-era
https://www.uclg.org/en/media/news/women-s-leadership-will-be-critical-rethinking-future-post-covid-19-era
https://www.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uclgwomen_calltoaction_en.pdf
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front lines, including in advocacy for gender-responsive 
budget decisions.  

UN Women convened women leaders at the regional 
level, in all regions and provided capacity support 
to women leaders to advocate for gender-sensitive 
national COVID-19 response policies. Following the 
endorsements of the recommendations of the UN 
Women report, COVID-19 in Latin America and the 
Caribbean: How to Incorporate Women and Gender 
Equality in the Management of the Crisis Response, 
the Latin American Parliament (PARLATINO) adopted 
a declaration urging governments, parliaments and 
authorities in Latin America and the Caribbean to 
involve women in decision-making in connection 
with the pandemic. UN Women conducted rapid sub-
regional consultations in April 2020 in the Europe and 
Central Asia, Asia and Pacific and Arab States regions to 
identify specific operational barriers for women’s orga-
nizations during the pandemic.  

In Asia and Pacific, UN Women brought together minis-
ters for gender equality or women’s affairs from Austra-
lia, Bangladesh, Cambodia, Fiji, Myanmar and the 
Republic of Korea to share country-level experiences 
and innovative practices in the COVID-19 response, 
and affirm the importance of incorporating gender 
perspectives. They were joined by senior government 
representatives from Japan, the Philippines and Thai-
land. The Executive Director and the Deputy Secretary-
General convened the African Women Leaders Network 
in May 2020 to develop a common regional agenda for 
the gender dimensions of COVID-19 response, which 
contributed to the African Union Guidelines on Gender 
Responsive Responses to COVID-19, and is translating 
into national level policy through its national chapters. 

UN Women supported women members of parliament 
(MPs) to amplify their voices in connection with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, the Primer for parliamentary action provided 
the impetus for women MPs to call a virtual consulta-
tion with provincial deputies and mayors to exchange 
experiences of gender-responsive ways to address the 
pandemic. In Papua New Guinea, in the autonomous 
region of Bougainville, the Primer guided women MPs 
and women civil society activists to establish a gender 
equality sub-committee under the ministerial COVID-

19 Task Force. In the United Republic of Tanzania, the 
Women’s Parliamentary Group placed the pandemic’s 
disproportionate impact on women and girls, the need 
for gender-responsive public information campaigns 
and budget allocations on the parliamentary agenda.   

UN Women also promoted women’s leadership in the 
COVID-19 response among other ministries and govern-
ment institutions, including Electoral Management 
Bodies (EMBs), judicial bodies and those charged with 
government finance decisions. The EMB in Cameroon 
launched a campaign to promote women’s safe voter 
registration and EMBs in Uganda and Zimbabwe revised 
their election guidelines to incorporate safety measures.  
The Supreme Court of Nepal issued a landmark judg-
ment prioritizing women’s rights and the representa-
tion of women in planning, managing and monitoring 
the national COVID-19 action plan. The judgment recog-
nized the Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Checklist 
developed by UN Women and humanitarian partners 
for steering the response to COVID-19. The Supreme 
Court also ruled out the requirement for citizenship 
certificates in accessing relief.

UN Women supported the generation and use of analy-
sis to strengthen political action and accountability for 
gender-responsive plans and budgets. In Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, a gender analysis of the federal budget 
re-balance in the COVID-19 context enabled MPs to 
request specific resource allocations for women entre-
preneurs and to avoid budget cuts to social support 
provisions for families. Parliamentarians in Albania 
used gender assessment data to advocate for budget 
allocations to the sectors most severely affected by the 
pandemic. Twenty-seven counties in Kenya adopted a 
checklist for gender-responsive oversight of COVID-19 
county plans. In Egypt, four COVID-19 gender policy 
trackers were adopted following the issuance of a 
policy paper by the National Council for Women. In 
Latin America, in collaboration with the Iberoameri-
can Union of Municipalists, capacities of 71 women 
leaders of the local level were strengthened on public 
policies and gender-responsive budgets in the postcrisis 
context of COVID-19;  gender-sensitive entrepreneur-
ship for economic recovery in the postcrisis context for 
COVID-19; and inclusive innovation and digitalization 
in COVID-19 postcrisis phases. 

https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field office americas/documentos/publicaciones/2020/03/enbriefing coronavirusv1117032020.pdf?la=es&vs=0
https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field office americas/documentos/publicaciones/2020/03/enbriefing coronavirusv1117032020.pdf?la=es&vs=0
https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field office americas/documentos/publicaciones/2020/03/enbriefing coronavirusv1117032020.pdf?la=es&vs=0
https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field office eca/attachments/publications/2020/04/voices of womens organizations on covid19final.pdf?la=en&vs=2118
https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field office eca/attachments/publications/2020/04/voices of womens organizations on covid19final.pdf?la=en&vs=2118
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/-/media/field office eseasia/docs/publications/2020/06/cso survey brief_24 june 2020.pdf?la=en&vs=2645
https://au.int/en/documents/20200603/au-guidelines-gender-responsive-responses-covid-19
https://au.int/en/documents/20200603/au-guidelines-gender-responsive-responses-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/a-primer-for-parliamentary-action-gender-sensitive-responses-to-covid-19
https://pga.uimunicipalistas.org/catalogo/474
https://pga.uimunicipalistas.org/catalogo/474
https://pga.uimunicipalistas.org/catalogo/474
https://pga.uimunicipalistas.org/catalogo/475
https://pga.uimunicipalistas.org/catalogo/475
https://pga.uimunicipalistas.org/catalogo/475
https://pga.uimunicipalistas.org/catalogo/476
https://pga.uimunicipalistas.org/catalogo/476


Report on the un women global 
response to covid-19 16

UN Women also provided support to specific groups of 
women, including youth and women living with HIV 
to contribute to the national COVID-19 response. UN 
Women supported 1,275 young people in Uganda to 
build a platform to harness young women’s leader-
ship skills in the response to COVID-19. In Nepal, a local 
youth-led volunteer organization provided psychosocial 
counselling to strengthen resilience to the crisis. In Côte 
d’Ivoire, a virtual youth platform of 40 CSOs resulted in 
an action plan for the involvement of young people in 
the electoral process.  In South Africa, young women 

30	 See	Gender	Data	section	of	UN	Women	From	Insights	to	Action:	Gender	Equality	in	the	Wake	of	COVID-19	(accessed	on	27	January	
2021).

31	 Ibid.
32	 The	United	Nations	COVID-19	Response	and	Recovery	Multi-Partner	Trust	Fund	(COVID-19	MPTF	or	The	Fund)	is	a	United	Nations	

inter-agency	finance	mechanism	launched	by	the	Secretary-General	to	support	low-	and	middle-income	programme	countries	in	
overcoming	the	health	and	development	crisis	caused	by	the	COVID-19	pandemic.

living with and affected by HIV mobilized and founded 
the national Young Women for Life Movement. With 
support from UN Women through a HeForShe commu-
nity-based initiative, led by the Southern Africa Catholic 
Bishops Conference and with funding from UNAIDS, the 
2,035-member group led food supply drives to vulner-
able households during the COVID-19 lockdown. Busi-
nesswomen affiliated with the Tajik Network of Women 
Living with HIV in Tajikistan manufactured over 23,000 
masks in 10 days. 

 
V. Gender mainstreaming in national responses and data collection  
In the context of COVID-19, accurate sex-disaggre-
gated data on incidence, hospitalization and testing 
are crucial to understand the outbreak’s transmis-
sion and its related impacts. Most countries, however, 
are either not collecting or not making available data 
broken down by sex, age and other characteristics – 
such as class, race, location, disability and migrant 
status. These acute data gaps make it extremely difficult 
to predict the pandemic’s impact. They also raise the 
concern that the response will ignore the priorities of 
the most vulnerable women and girls.30 Compounding 
the problem, in low- and lower-middle-income coun-
tries, 9 out of 10 statistics offices report reduced ability 
to meet international reporting requirements. More 
than half of national statistics offices in low- and lower-
middle-income countries have experienced budget cuts, 
making it difficult to operate effectively. This may push 
gender data even lower down the list of priorities.31 

To fill these gaps, UN Women has emerged as a global 
leader in the promotion of gender data to inform a 
gender-sensitive response to COVID-19. Through a dedi-
cated COVID-19 section on the UN Women data hub, 
the work of UN Women in this area includes making 
available technical tools and resources, such as global, 
regional and country level gender analysis/research in 

emergency contexts and policy response; rapid gender 
assessments, data collection guidance tools/check lists; 
tracking of governments’ COVID-19 policy response to 
understand the extent to which they address women’s 
concerns; and integrating a gender perspective into 
data and analytical work of partners (National Statisti-
cal Organizations (NSOs), non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and United Nations agencies, funds and 
programmes). 

Working with WHO, UN Women produced and 
published the first and most comprehensive data avail-
able on the health impact of COVID-19 by sex and age. 
These data are updated regularly and widely available 
through a dedicated COVID-19 section in the Women 
Count Data Hub which has become a go-to resource 
for SDGs monitoring, data and analysis on COVID-19. In 
addition, at the behest of the United Nations COVID-19 
Response and Recovery MPTF (COVID-19 MPTF) Advi-
sory Committee,32 UN Women, in cooperation with over 
10 United Nations agencies, built a common United 
Nations system dashboard of gender indicators to 
drive gendered responses to the COVID-19 crisis. The 
COVID-19 and Gender Monitor is essential to ensure 
that MPTF proposals include evidence-based gender-
sensitive analyses. Key indicators resulting from this 

http://unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/09/gender-equality-in-the-wake-of-covid-19
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/11/feature-south-africa-young-women-lead-hiv-and-violence-prevention
https://data.unwomen.org/
https://data.unwomen.org/features/fallout-covid-19-working-moms-are-being-squeezed-out-labour-force
https://data.unwomen.org/features/fallout-covid-19-working-moms-are-being-squeezed-out-labour-force
https://data.unwomen.org/resources/covid-19-and-gender-monitor
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collaboration are provided directly to the Office of the 
Secretary-General for inclusion in the senior leadership 
team’s bi-weekly briefing on the status of COVID-19. 

As cited, in collaboration with UNDP, UN Women 
launched the Global COVID-19 Gender Response Tracker 
that provides real-time information on how countries 
are integrating gender equality in their policy responses. 
The Tracker monitors the integration of gender equality 
in 206 countries and territories worldwide responses 
to the pandemic, focused initially on four policy areas: 
economic and fiscal, labour market, social protection, 
and response to and prevention of VAWG. UN Women 
offices and partners around the world are using the 
data to advocate with governments to integrate gender 
equality concerns in their responses.  

Country and Regional Response
UN Women promoted gender-responsive national 
efforts33 to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic by 
providing technical support to gender mainstreaming, 
including by: seconding gender experts to and collabo-
ration with national COVID-19 response mechanisms; 
and by strengthening the evidence basis through data 
and analysis in 55 country/regional offices.34

Technical support to gender mainstreaming in the 
national response in 2020 included seconding gender 
experts, embedded within government organizations.  
In India, UN Women supported the South Asian Asso-
ciation for Regional Cooperation Secretariat, working 
with the Social Affairs Division, to embed a gender and 
health expert. Gender technical experts were seconded 
to national COVID-19 response task forces in Lebanon 
and Tunisia. In Myanmar, UN Women supported the 
government ministries and the Myanmar National 
Committee on Women to integrate gender equality 
in the socioeconomic response, the national policy 
response, and a gender response monitoring frame-

33	 UN	Women	support	to	gender	mainstreaming	in	United	Nations	Country	Teams	and	in	United	Nations	humanitarian	efforts	are	
highlighted	throughout	the	report	and	in	the	dedicated	section	on	Humanitarian	Response.

34	 Countries:	Afghanistan,	Albania,	Argentina,	Azerbaijan,	Bangladesh,	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	Cameroon,	Colombia,	Ecuador,		Ethio-
pia,	Georgia,	Guatemala,	Indonesia,	Jordan,	Kazakhstan,	Kenya,		Liberia,	Malawi,	Mexico,	Montenegro,	Morocco,	Mozambique,	Myan-
mar,	Nepal,	Nigeria,	North	Macedonia,	Pakistan,	Panama,	Papua	New	Guinea,	the	Philippines,	Republic	of	Moldova,	Rwanda,	Senegal,	
Serbia,	Sierra	Leone,	Solomon	Islands,	South	Africa,	Thailand,	Timor-Leste,	Tunisia,	Turkey,	Uganda,	Ukraine,	United	Republic	of	Tanzania,	
Vanuatu,	Viet	Nam,	Zimbabwe,	Regional/	Sub-Regional	Offices:	Americas	and	Caribbean,	Asia	and	Pacific,	Europe	and	Central	Asia,	
East	and	Southern	Africa,	Pacific	Multi-Country	Office,	West	and	Central	Africa.

work. In Sierra Leone, UN Women deployed six gender 
experts to five districts to ensure that gender equal-
ity was mainstreamed into the national and district 
responses and conducted a training of trainers in 
COVID-19 response for 10 staff members in the Ministry 
of Gender and Children’s Affairs. UN Women in Kenya 
seconded a Gender and Public Health Advisor to the 
National Emergency Response Committee to undertake 
a gender analysis of the country’s COVID-19 prepared-
ness and response.

UN Women participates in multi-stakeholder mecha-
nisms to ensure a gender perspective in the national 
COVID-19 response, along with United Nations part-
ners – in countries across all regions. In the Latin Amer-
ica region, UN Women has supported the Specialized 
Gender Network of the Ibero-American Association of 
Public Ministries, to adapt the response to and moni-
toring of VAW in the context of COVID-19.  In Bangla-
desh, UN Women prepared a gender action plan for 
the health sector on COVID-19 and is preparing gender 
action plans and training sessions for additional sectors. 
In Jordan, UN Women worked with national CSOs in 
drafting the COVID-19 Emergency Response Plan, which 
includes provisions for providing updated information 
to communities on the impact of COVID-19 on women, 
girls and the elderly, women front-line workers and 
community activists. In the Philippines, UN Women 
participated in the Senate Inquiry on Proposed Senate 
Resolution No. 446, on the Gendered Dimensions of the 
COVID-19 Crisis and is providing technical support for 
the drafting of a bill on Gender-Responsive and Inclu-
sive Pandemic Programming. In Guatemala, Malawi, 
Morocco, Rwanda and in the State of Palestine, UN 
Women worked through the UNCT and task forces to 
facilitate gender-responsive actions in the government 
response to COVID-19. 

In late April 2020, the United Nations launched A UN 
framework for the immediate socio-economic response 

https://data.undp.org/gendertracker/
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/un_framework_report_on_covid-19.pdf
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/un_framework_report_on_covid-19.pdf
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to COVID-19 to implement its recommendations on an 
urgent response to the social and economic impacts of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to contributions 
by UN Women to the global framework, UN Women 
country offices mobilized to ensure a gender perspec-
tive as the framework was adapted to the country level. 
The Women Count Global Gender Data programme, 
produced a guidance note for countries on how to 
design and conduct Rapid Gender Assessment Surveys 
(RGAs) on the impact of COVID-19. In collaboration 
with national partners, United Nations agencies and 
the private sector, UN Women has invested in more 
than 100 RGAs focused on the socio-economic impact 
of COVID-19. These have resulted in the UN Women 
contribution to the UNCT COVID-19 response being 
explicitly referenced in 85 out of 108 of the UNCT Socio-
Economic Response Plans (SERPs). This effort will ensure 
that information and evidence inform national policy 
across all regions on the gendered effects of the COVID-
19 pandemic, including its effect on unpaid care work, 
employment, mental and physical health, VAW and 
others.35

The RGAs have influenced government policy across 
all regions. In Georgia, the RGA enabled UN Women 
to shape the content of the government’s COVID-

35	 As	of	December	2020,	nearly	50	have	been	completed.	Resources	can	be	accessed	at	https://data.unwomen.org/COVID19	(accessed	
on	27	January	2021).

36	 https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GHO2021_EN.pdf	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).
37	 https://reliefweb.int/report/world/global-humanitarian-overview-2021-abridged-version-enarfres	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).

19 Impact Assessment Study to inform longer-term 
responses to COVID-19 and address the immedi-
ate needs of internally displaced persons (IDPs) and 
conflict-affected women (including in Abkhazia). In 
Jordan, the RGA informed key policymaking forums 
such as the Inter-ministerial Committee for Women 
and the Humanitarian Development Partners Forum. 
Kenya has inserted a gender module in the Home-based 
Isolation and Care Guidance Note and undertaken anal-
ysis with the Case Management and Clinical Commit-
tees of the National Taskforce to assess the risk facing 
health care workers, based on its RGA. In Maldives, the 
National Statistics Office and the UNCT used the results 
of the RGA to inform the country’s socio-economic 
impact assessment, which forms the basis of integrated 
policy responses to COVID-19, including extension of the 
COVID-19 Income Support Allowance to self-employed 
and informal workers. The government also utilized 
the findings to establish a mental health helpline and 
a COVID-19 recovery team in the President’s office that 
included a team to focus on safeguarding the rights of 
women and girls. In Pakistan, the Ministry of Women 
utilized the results of the RGA to design the country’s 
gender-responsive COVID-19 policy response.

 
VI. Response to COVID-19 in humanitarian settings  
Global context 
In 2021, 235 million people will need humanitarian 
assistance and protection in country contexts where 
displacement and vulnerability are fueled by conflict, 
climate change, natural disasters and more recently, 
by the COVID-19 pandemic.36 The last decade saw the 
highest ever number of people internally displaced 
by conflict and violence, with many locked in a state 
of protracted displacement that in some cases lasts 
for decades. There are an estimated 51 million new 
and existing IDPs, and the number of refugees has 
doubled to 20 million.37 COVID-19 has further exacer-

bated gender-based inequalities and discrimination in 
terms of women refugees and IDPs being exposed to 
violence or lacking access to livelihood opportunities 
and productive resources.  

Immediately following the declaration of the COVID-
19 pandemic, UN Women scaled up efforts to support 
the United Nations System-wide efforts to address the 
spread of COVID-19 in humanitarian and crisis contexts.  
In March 2020 the Secretary-General launched the 
Global Humanitarian Response Plan COVID-19: United 
Nations Coordinated Appeal April-December 2020. UN 
Women has contributed to multiple iterations of this 

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/un_framework_report_on_covid-19.pdf
https://data.unwomen.org/women-count
https://data.unwomen.org/publications/guidance-rapid-gender-assessment-surveys-impacts-covid-19
https://data.unwomen.org/COVID19
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GHO2021_EN.pdf 
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/global-humanitarian-overview-2021-abridged-version-enarfres
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Global-Humanitarian-Response-Plan-COVID-19.pdf
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plan to strengthen the attention to gender-specific 
needs and engaged in key global, regional and coun-
try-level coordination spaces. 

Furthermore, on behalf of the Inter-Agency Stand-
ing Committee (IASC) Reference Group for Gender in 
Humanitarian Action, UN Women developed the IASC 
Gender Alert for COVID-19 with input from Reference 
Group members in March 2020, followed by webinars in 
partnership with the United Nations Office for the Coor-
dination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA) and CARE 
International to guide the IASC response to COVID-19.  

In April 2020, the Independent Evaluation and Audit 
Services (IEAS) developed and distributed a rapid assess-
ment tool to evaluate gender equality and women’s 
empowerment results in humanitarian contexts, which 
includes Adapting to COVID-19: A checklist for gender 
responsive humanitarian programming for evaluators 
to assess the gender-responsiveness of humanitarian 
interventions within the context of a global pandemic 
such as COVID-19. In November 2020, IEAS finalized 
a Rapid-Assessment of UN Women Preparedness for 
Cash-Based Interventions (CBIs), which proposed 
recommendations to ensure that UN Women is 
prepared for CBI programmes and has effective gover-
nance, risk and control arrangements to achieve and 
demonstrate results.

Country and regional response 
UN Women participates in national and regional-level 
COVID-19 system-wide Humanitarian Response Plans 
and Cluster Coordination in over 18 countries with 
humanitarian coordination mechanisms.38 As part of 
the coordinated humanitarian and crisis response and 
its leading role in Gender in Humanitarian Action coor-
dination groups, UN Women provides gender expertise 
in the planning and response and partners with human-
itarian actors, national governments and local women-
led and women’s rights organizations and networks 
to implement catalytic interventions that ensure that 

38	 UN	Women	is	engaged	in	Humanitarian	Response	Plans	(HRPs)	and	Cluster	Coordination	in	Bangladesh,	Lebanon,	Syria	Regional,	
Zimbabwe.	The	State	of	Palestine	(HRP	and	Regional,	Refugee	and	Resilience	Plan	(3RP));	Iraq	(HRP	and	3RP);	Fiji,	Jordan,	Libya,	Nepal,	
Pakistan,	Papua	New	Guinea,	Timor-Leste,	Viet	Nam	and	Yemen	(3RP);	Egypt	(3RP);	Malawi,	Turkey	(regional).

39	 Released	COVID-19	related	policy/programme	guidance	covering	humanitarian	settings:	Arab	States	Regional	Office,	Asia	and	Pacific	
Regional	Office,	Latin	America	and	Caribbean	Regional	Office,	Egypt	(mixed),	Iraq,	Jordan,	Kenya,	Libya,	Mozambique,	Nigeria,	Yemen	
and	Zimbabwe.	The	State	of	Palestine.

women and girls benefit from COVID-19 response 
efforts; are not exposed to additional risks; and most 
importantly, are empowered to lead responses and 
participate as decision-makers. 

Gender technical experts from UN Women seconded to 
WHO and UN OCHA in Lebanon supported the national 
UN OCHA-led and Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)-led planning 
and coordination platforms in Jordan and in the State 
of Palestine, and contributed directly to the national 
COVID-19 responses in Armenia and Tunisia. In Brazil, 
UN Women supported Operação Acolhida (“Opera-
tion Welcome”) the national response to the influx of 
Venezuelans, in its COVID-19 contingency planning. In 
Afghanistan, a Gender in Humanitarian Action group, 
co-chaired by UN Women and the International Rescue 
Committee and reporting directly to the Humanitar-
ian Coordinator/Resident Coordinator, was established 
under the COVID-19 Working Group, within the humani-
tarian architecture. 

At the regional level, the Asia and Pacific Gender in 
Humanitarian Action working group committed to 
supporting new or reignited working groups, along with 
theme groups and task forces at the national level that 
are currently present in Afghanistan, Bangladesh (Cox’s 
Bazar), Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan and the Philippines. 
The region is working to include persons with disabili-
ties in all phases of humanitarian response (in line with 
the IASC Disability Guidelines), as well as safeguard 
GBV in programming with cash vouchers at the local 
and national levels.

UN Women has contributed to the development of 
Rapid Gender Analysis and Impact Assessments in 19 
country offices and Programmatic/Policy Guidance39 
in 12 offices on responding to COVID-19 in humanitar-
ian contexts. UN Women in Afghanistan and Lebanon 
released a series of Gender Alerts on highlighting the 
impact of the pandemic on women on aspects rang-
ing from health to access to humanitarian services.   In 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/inter-agency-standing-committee/interim-guidance-gender-alert-covid-19-outbreak-developed-iasc
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/inter-agency-standing-committee/interim-guidance-gender-alert-covid-19-outbreak-developed-iasc
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/05/rapid-assessment-tool-to-evaluate-gewe-results-in-humanitarian-contexts
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/05/rapid-assessment-tool-to-evaluate-gewe-results-in-humanitarian-contexts
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/05/rapid-assessment-tool-to-evaluate-gewe-results-in-humanitarian-contexts
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/rapid-assessment-tool-to-evaluate-gewe-results-in-humanitarian-contexts-annex-en.pdf?la=en&vs=3605
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/rapid-assessment-tool-to-evaluate-gewe-results-in-humanitarian-contexts-annex-en.pdf?la=en&vs=3605
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/gender-alerts-on-covid-19-in-afghanistan-series
https://arabstates.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/gender-alert-on-covid-19-lebanon
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Bosnia and Herzegovina, an assessment was conducted 
to understand how COVID-19 is affecting women and 
men differently at the local level to inform and support 
municipalities for designing gender-responsive inter-
ventions during and after the emergency period.

Access to funding has been scarce for women’s orga-
nizations working in humanitarian settings. The Asia-
Pacific Gender in Humanitarian Action (co-chaired 
by UN Women, UN OCHA and CARE) published Clos-
ing the Funding Gap for Women-Focused Organiza-
tions Responding to COVID-19 in Asia and the Pacific 
with funding from the Government of Japan, which 
confirmed the paucity of funds available and includes 
recommendations on how this funding gap could be 
met.  UN Women has worked to close this gap, including 
through the Women’s Peace and Humanitarian Fund,40 
and the LEAP (Leadership, Empowerment, Access and 
Protection) portfolio. 

The UN Women LEAP portfolio is now adapted to the 
new global context in over 23 countries. The Women’s 
Peace and Humanitarian Fund launched a COVID-19 
Emergency Response Window to support women’s 
organizations on the frontline of the pandemic. Forty-
two projects were approved covering 18 countries. In 
Sudan, the Sahari Organization for Development in 
North Darfur received funding to facilitate cash trans-
fers to 400 vulnerable female-headed households and 
to mobilize women’s groups to disseminate COVID-19 
messages in local communities.  

Under these programmes, in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Brazil, Central African Republic, Colombia, Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Myan-
mar, Nepal and in the State of Palestine, UN Women 
has provided technical and financial support to local 
women’s groups, organizations and networks, facili-
tating their leadership and meaningful engagement in 
coordinated response efforts. In Myanmar, UN Women 
mobilizes, empowers and equips women-led organi-
zations, especially Rohingya women graduates of the 
Rakhine Gender Leadership Programme, to create 
community awareness and knowledge on preven-

40	 https://wphfund.org/news/	(accessed	on	27	January	2021).
41	 Bangladesh,	Cameroon,	Central	African	Republic,	Democratic	Republic	of	the	Congo,	Indonesia,	Iraq,	Jordan,	Lebanon,	Libya,	Mali,	

Myanmar,	Niger,	Nigeria,	South	Sudan,	Uganda,	Ukraine	and	Yemen.	The	State	of	Palestine.

tion and response to COVID-19.  UN Women has also 
provided technical support to humanitarian stakehold-
ers to strengthen the integration of gender equality in 
key COVID-19 plans and strategies in Kenya, Malawi, 
South Africa, South Sudan, Sudan, Uganda and Zimba-
bwe. 

In Brazil, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Iraq, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Turkey, 
Ukraine, and in the State of Palestine, and in the Pacific 
UN Women worked to strengthen the capacity of service 
providers and national partners to continue provision of 
integrated services to women and girls who are survi-
vors of violence. In the Pacific, the preparations for Tropi-
cal Cyclone Harold had already prepared governments 
in Fiji, Vanuatu and Tonga for crisis – which allowed for 
shelters to continue to provide services and to serve 
as distribution centres for essentials such as food and 
medicines. 

Drawing from prior experience in operating in humani-
tarian settings, and emerging priorities in the COVID-19 
context, UN Women adapted and expanded activities to 
support the livelihoods and income generation of crisis-
affected women in 18 crisis-affected countries.41 UN 
Women programming on women’s livelihoods focused 
on vocational training, job placements (including 
through partnerships with the private sector) and skills 
development for women refugees, IDPs and women in 
host communities, including in relation to production 
of masks and other PPE. UN Women adapted strate-
gies to ensure continuity of livelihood interventions 
for women refugees, IDPs and other crisis affected and 
at-risk women’s groups in Bangladesh, Brazil, Jordan, 
Myanmar, Turkey, Uganda and in the State of Palestine. 
In Brazil, this support included remote professional 
development courses for entrepreneurs, including 40 
women who were able to validate their medical degrees 
in order to participate in the COVID-19 response.

Cash and other forms of assistance have also been key 
to sustaining women’s livelihoods throughout the crisis. 
UN Women Jordan continued its direct cash assistance 
by leveraging the blockchain technology of the World 

https://eca.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/12/understanding-the-impact-of-covid19-at-the-local-level-in-bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Freliefweb.int%2Fsites%2Freliefweb.int%2Ffiles%2Fresources%2FGiHA%2520Gender%2520and%2520Funding%2520in%2520COVID-19.pdf&data=02%7C01%7C%7C69ff65b9a9544149b4fa08d84a3fa802%7C2bcd07449e18487d85c3c9a325220be8%7C0%7C0%7C637340984569043700&sdata=rYUpPfK%2BM46T8abQDbx3Vjo9Xdsu%2BBPwIa%2F2Zx4WntA%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Freliefweb.int%2Fsites%2Freliefweb.int%2Ffiles%2Fresources%2FGiHA%2520Gender%2520and%2520Funding%2520in%2520COVID-19.pdf&data=02%7C01%7C%7C69ff65b9a9544149b4fa08d84a3fa802%7C2bcd07449e18487d85c3c9a325220be8%7C0%7C0%7C637340984569043700&sdata=rYUpPfK%2BM46T8abQDbx3Vjo9Xdsu%2BBPwIa%2F2Zx4WntA%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Freliefweb.int%2Fsites%2Freliefweb.int%2Ffiles%2Fresources%2FGiHA%2520Gender%2520and%2520Funding%2520in%2520COVID-19.pdf&data=02%7C01%7C%7C69ff65b9a9544149b4fa08d84a3fa802%7C2bcd07449e18487d85c3c9a325220be8%7C0%7C0%7C637340984569043700&sdata=rYUpPfK%2BM46T8abQDbx3Vjo9Xdsu%2BBPwIa%2F2Zx4WntA%3D&reserved=0
https://wphfund.org/news/
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Food Programme’s “OneCard” platform, reaching 400 
Syrian refugees in camps and 350 vulnerable Jordanian 
and Syrian refugee women in host communities on a 
weekly basis.42 In the State of Palestine, UN Women 
provided 350 cash for work opportunities and uncondi-
tional cash assistance to women survivors of GBV and 
women who are most affected by COVID-19.  In Nigeria, 
UN Women worked with the Ministry of Women Affairs 
and women-led CSOs to distribute food, hygiene kits 

42	 UN	Women	prepared	a	policy	paper	on	Implications of the COVID-19 pandemic for women’s economic empowerment and policy inter-
ventions: contextualizing to the case of Jordan.

and PPE to the most vulnerable women in 17 States 
and is implementing a cash-distribution intervention 
targeting 10,000 vulnerable women and girls worst 
affected by COVID-19. In Turkey, UN Women collabo-
rated with CSOs to support women refugees’ produc-
tion of 252,000 protective face masks through the SADA 
Women’s Cooperative, operated by Afghan, Syrian and 
Turkish women.

 
VII. Conclusion 
Beyond the public health crisis, COVID-19 has rapidly 
morphed into a full-fledged economic and social crisis. 
The effects will likely reverberate for years to come. 
As governments try to contain the damage, rampant 
inequalities have once again been revealed. As COVID-19 
continues to impact populations across the globe, UN 
Women will build upon its policy advocacy, convening 
and technical support for a gender-sensitive response 
to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic in the coming year. 
In a context that required a rapid transformation of 
ways of working, UN Women was able to shape poli-
cies that kept women at the centre and did not allow 
gender considerations to be an afterthought. However, 
this work is incomplete and there are many gaps that 
the organization will work to fill.

Smart investments and sound policies will be crucial 
to put the world back on track to eradicate extreme 
poverty, which is expected to increase. Closing the 
gender poverty gap must be a vital part of a broader 
poverty eradication strategies. Social and economic 
policies and programmes to confront the fallout of the 
crisis must do more to address women’s leadership and 
labour, both outside and within the home. Applying a 
gender lens in designing fiscal stimulus packages and 
social assistance programmes is crucial for building a 
more prosperous, equal, inclusive and resilient society.

Further, measures to protect women from violence 
must be a standard part of government responses to 
the pandemic, as well as longer-term recovery pack-
ages. And as with other elements of the government 

responses to COVID-19, the response to the surge 
in VAWG has been inadequate. Stepped up support 
includes ensuring shelters remain accessible and safe as 
essential services and to respond to increased demand. 
Also required is greater enabling of hotlines and other 
remote services, and increased assistance to women’s 
rights organizations working on the front lines. 

The experience of UN Women and its partners in 2020 
has demonstrated that women must be the architects 
as well as the beneficiaries of efforts to build back stron-
ger and better. Placing women and girls at the centre of 
preparedness, response and recovery could finally bring 
the genuine change that women’s rights groups have 
long advocated for.

As the Secretary-General stated on 28 January 2021 in 
his Remarks to Member States on Priorities for 2021, 

“Our sixth priority is perhaps the world’s great-
est human rights challenge: gender equality. 
COVID-19 has brought to light what is too often 
invisible…It is time to take greater, targeted mea-
sures to overcome the approaches and attitudes 
that deny women their rights. No more tinkering 
at the margins. Gender equality is possible. We 
must make it happen.  Together.”
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