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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY    

The consequences and impact of the Sec-
ond Nagorny Karabakh War on women 
have largely been neglected at the re-
search and policy level. 

The exclusion of women’s perspectives 
and priorities at the policy level in turn 
contributes to the lack of action by inter-
national actors and local decision makers 
to protect and promote women’s rights 
and implement gender-responsive poli-
cies.

To respond to this gap in research and 
policy, Kvinna till Kvinna brought together 
a group of women human rights defend-
ers (WHRDs), researchers, activists, and 
experts working on the Nagorny Karabakh 
conflict to identify and explore critical is-
sues facing women in the region. Wom-
en’s access to benefits was highlighted 
as a pressing concern for women.

By making the effects of the conflict on 
women visible and providing gendered 
analysis of the most pressing issues, Kvin-
na till Kvinna aims to promote sustaina-
ble rehabilitation, where women’s needs 
and priorities are included and contrib-
ute to women’s meaningful participation 
in dialogue and socioeconomic recovery 
processes, confidence-building, and con-
flict-transformation efforts. 

This collaborative policy paper is based on 
key informant interviews and focus group 
discussions with a total of 38 women, and 
a comprehensive desk review. It focuses 
on a variety of post-war benefits of differ-
ing amounts and duration across the Ar-

menian, Azerbaijani and Nagorny Karab-
akh contexts. 

A key finding of this research is that across 
all three contexts, it is primarily wom-
en who apply for benefits on behalf 
of the family, reflecting the prevailing 
norm that these applications are con-
sidered ‘women’s work’.  Cultural patri-
archal norms often inhibit men from ap-
plying for state benefits, while placing the 
burden on women to maintain the family 
and the private life, especially during and 
after conflict. 

Despite the key role that women play in 
seeking benefits, women face multiple 
barriers to accessing information about 
these benefits. This includes cultural bar-
riers for many women who are confined 
to the private sphere, particularly those 
with limited digital literacy, an overly bu-
reaucratic and gender-blind approach to 
the distribution of the benefits, and, for 
some rural women who live in the areas 
bordering the conflict zone, a lack of sense 
of agency leading to a passive approach. 

At the same time, patriarchal norms dic-
tate women’s duty to accessing and re-
ceiving the benefits. For example, in 
Azerbaijan, many state officials prioritise 
women in the allocation of benefits, even 
if women do not, in turn, control the mon-
ey that they receive. In addition, in these 
militarised contexts, some women experi-
ence greater ease in accessing benefits, as 
their societal value lies in being mothers 
to ‘heroic sons’ who fell defending the na-
tion. Moreover, women who may choose 
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to break out of these constraining gender 
roles and seek other social status (e.g. 
through re-marriage or employment) may 
run the risk of undermining their social 
value as a widow/mother of a ‘fallen hero’, 
thus compromising access to associated 
benefits.

Despite some public information provid-
ed by mayors, local non-governmental or-
ganisations, and some limited public cam-
paigns, across all three contexts, most 
women consulted with do not have 
adequate comprehensive, and updated 
access to information about the bene-
fits. This lack of public information from 
the authorities means women are highly 
reliant on others in society, which further 
undermines their agency and independ-
ence. 

This paper further highlights the lack of 
consultation by the authorities with 
displaced and conflict-affected per-
sons, and especially women, on their 
needs which in conjunction with an over-
ly bureaucratic approach, leads to a gap 
in support and benefits required to meet 
their needs. In all three contexts, there is 
an absence of a unified civil society able 
to strategically and sustainably lobby and 
engage with the authorities. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
In order to promote access to benefits for 
conflict-affected and displaced women in 
the Armenian, Azerbaijani, and Nagorny 
Karabakh contexts, Kvinna till Kvinna pro-
poses that key international actors in the 
region, especially the European Union (EU), 
provide political, technical and financial sup-
port to:

1. Establish regular, effective, meaningful 
consultation mechanisms between the 
EU and women’s organisations located in 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, including those 
representing the Nagorny Karabakh con-
text;  

2. Provide political, financial, and technical 
resources to civil society organisations to 
mobilise, strategise, build solidarity and 
undertake evidence-based advocacy and 
messaging efforts;

3. Work with the local authorities to 
strengthen transparency and account-
ability in distributing benefits, including 
through the implementation of anti-cor-
ruption measures;

4. Work with local authorities to strengthen 
consultations with conflict-affected and 
displaced populations, including with 
women, as well as women human rights 
defenders (WHRDs), and women’s organ-
isations, to ensure an accurate mapping 
of evolving needs, the distribution of ben-
efits tailored to these needs, and moni-
toring of distribution and impact of the 
benefits;

5. Encourage the local authorities to in-
crease the number of women working 

at all levels in government structures, in-
cluding social workers, to ensure gender 
parity so that women feel safe and com-
fortable to engage with officials in access-
ing their rights;

6. Work with local authorities and other re-
sponsible entities, including the media, 
to raise public awareness of the availabil-
ity and processes to access benefits us-
ing ways, means, and spaces targeted at 
different populations, including to meet 
the different needs of women, includ-
ing those who cannot access the bene-
fits, e.g., women with disabilities, single 
mothers, women with children with disa-
bilities, women working full-time, etc.;

7. Provide financial and technical support 
to civil society organisations to capacity 
strengthen women’s leadership, voice and 
economic and entrepreneurship oppor-
tunities, including through providing ed-
ucation, training and re-training options, 
and strengthening digital skills; providing 
access to finance and technical know-how 
to support women’s businesses; building 
and strengthening women’s organisations 
to support women; and providing psycho-
logical support and services to women af-
fected by the war, especially those living in 
the border region; and 

8. Facilitate, through inter alia resources 
and funding, ongoing research with af-
fected populations by women and wom-
en’s organisations, to build and expand 
upon the findings of this Policy Paper as 
well as other priority issues impacting 
women arising from the Second Nagorny 
Karabakh War. 
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a. Background

In 2019, Kvinna till Kvinna produced a re-
port on the gendered effects of the conflict 
over Nagorny Karabakh and women’s pri-
orities for peace. This report was unprec-
edented in its scope and scale, exploring 
the effects of the conflict on women. It was 
a counterweight to the multitude of gen-
der-blind studies, articles and analytical 
literature produced on the conflict.  

Following the Second Nagorny Karabakh 
War in September to November 2020 and 
under the conditions and impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, gendered analysis re-
mains largely absent from academic and 
political consideration of conflict issues.  

By making the effects of the war on wom-
en visible and providing gendered analy-
sis of the most pressing issues, Kvinna till 
Kvinna aims to promote sustainable reha-
bilitation where women’s needs and prior-
ities are included and contribute to wom-
en’s meaningful participation in dialogue 
and socioeconomic recovery processes, 
confidence-building, and conflict-transfor-
mation efforts. 

The absence of a women’s rights perspec-
tive continues to result in the lack of a ho-
listic approach to rehabilitation efforts, in-
cluding when working with communities 
on the ground, civil society, and actors on 
the Track 1 level to address the root causes 
and consequences of the war. This absence 
further undermines sustainable post-war 
and post-Covid-19 rehabilitation, particu-
larly through the lens of human security1.

To respond to this pressing gap, Kvinna till 
Kvinna has developed this Policy Paper, 
which aims to be the first in a series of pa-
pers investigating the effects and impact of 
the Second Nagorny Karabakh War on con-
flict-affected and displaced women. The 
paper was designed and fully researched 
by and in collaboration with WHRDs and 
women researchers from the region. The 
authors identified women’s access to 
benefits as the first policy area of con-
sideration. The rationale for this selection 
is that the process of making benefits avail-
able illuminates in practice the authorities’ 
ranking of priorities. It also sheds light not 
only on the authorities’ resource manage-
ment process, but also on the prevailing 
cultures and values of society. 

INTRODUCTION

1 ‘The study participants regard security as an inclusive process and outcome, dependent upon the ful-
filment of mutually reinforcing elements. This includes physical, psychological, political, governance and 
justice, economic, social, access to services, and environmental aspects. Such an approach reflects ongoing 
international policy discussions on the concept of “human security” as opposed to “national”, “state” or 
“hard security”. … The multidimensional definition of security includes the following elements: everyday 
physical security = the absence of physical threats; psychological security; political security; governance 
and justice security; social security; economic security; access to services security; environmental security; 
and security to return in dignity and safety.’ A Right Not a Gift: Women Building Feminist Peace, Kvinna till 
Kvinna, 2020, pp. 23-24
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b. Objectives

The objectives of this Policy Paper are two-
fold:

   To provide a snapshot of conflict-affect-
ed women’s access to benefits in the Ar-
menian, Azerbaijani and Nagorny Kara-
bakh contexts after the Second Nagorny 
Karabakh War; and 

   To provide recommendations addressed 
to international actors, and, where pos-
sible, local authorities, aimed at safe-
guarding women’s rights and ensuring 
access to benefits and support for con-
flict-affected and displaced women in 
the contexts of Armenia, Azerbaijan and 
Nagorny Karabakh.

c. Methodology

Kvinna till Kvinna aimed to play a 
catalytic, facilitative, and collabora-
tive role in the development of this 

Policy Paper. Kvinna till Kvinna did 
this by bringing together a group 
of women human rights defenders 
(WHRDs), researchers and activists 
from the conflict contexts to devel-
op this paper.  

In concrete terms, this means that 
the women researchers and activists 
have, through collaborative efforts:

   determined the topic of this Policy 
Paper;

   determined the specific set of 
benefits to focus on in the paper;

   identified the scope of the paper 
through clarifying key issues, 
questions, experts, and partici-
pants of focus group discussions; 

   carried out the focus group dis-
cussions; 

   generated analysis and recom-
mendations; and 

   reviewed and revised drafts of 
this paper.
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As mentioned above, the group of local 
researchers, through a series of collabo-
rative discussions and contextual compar-
isons, deliberated and agreed on a set of 
benefits that the paper would cover.

A rapid desk review of recent English-lan-
guage literature of the Second Nagorny 
Karabakh War was undertaken. This was 
followed by key informant interviews with 
relevant experts.  After this, seven focus 
group discussions took place, in Novem-
ber and December 2021, with a total of 38 
women as follows: 10 women displaced to 
various locations in the Nagorny Karabakh 
context (mostly Stepanakert); five women 
displaced to various locations, as well as 
the border regions of Armenia; 20 wom-
en displaced to various locations as well 
as the border regions of Azerbaijan; and 
three women relatives/family members 
(primarily widows, wives and mothers) of 
men killed in action displaced to various 
locations in Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

The desk review, key informant interviews, 
compilation, coordination, and some of 
the analysis were conducted by an inter-
national researcher, with the support of 
Kvinna till Kvinna.

All sources and references have been ful-
ly anonymised in line with the principles 
of Do No Harm2. All names of individu-
al women used in the paper have been 
changed to ensure anonymity. The analy-
sis contained in this Policy Paper presents 

indicative trends, rather than providing 
exhaustive information. 

This Policy Paper focuses entirely on the 
experience of women affected by the Sec-
ond Nagorny Karabakh War. It highlights 
some of the specific challenges experi-
enced by rural women, as well as young-
er women and widows, thus attempting 
to incorporate intersectional aspects and 
reflect implicitly on the confluence of 
gender, conflict, and (in)security with ele-
ments of social identity. However, this in-
tegration was not done in an explicit man-
ner, especially through the lens of specific 
characteristics, such as age, class, disa-
bility, economic status, religion, ethnicity, 
sexuality, etc., potentially capitalising on 
the urban/rural and generational divides. 
While these constituted significant points 
present in focus group discussions with 
the researchers, they were not explicitly 
highlighted for the purposes of this Policy 
Paper. Reflections on these intersectional 
aspects will be a focus in forthcoming re-
search. 

d. Limitations

Given Covid-19-related and budgetary 
restrictions, all key informant interviews 
were held online. Clearly, online discus-
sions often lack the fluidity, connection, 
and informality of in-person discussions. 

While some focus group discussions did 

2 The Do No Harm (DNH) framework is an analytical tool we use to apply conflict sensitivity in work. DNH 
helps organisations understand how their intervention will interact with a given context and helps them 
avoid doing any harm through their actions, for more, see: CDA, Do No Harm and Gender: A Guidance Note,  
https://www.cdacollaborative.org/publication/no-harm-gender-guidance-note/

https://www.cdacollaborative.org/publication/no-harm-gender-guidance-note/
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take place in person, most took place on-
line. Technical difficulties in accessing and 
poor network connection may have im-
pacted the quality and quantity of partic-
ipation. On the other hand, given the size 
of the target communities, the participants 
of the in-person focus group discussion 
may have been known to each other.  This 
familiarity may have acted as an inhibitor 
to completely frank and honest group ex-
changes. 

The flare-up of hostilities on the ground in 
November 2021 delayed the convening of 
focus group discussions. 

In some cases, male family members were 
present during some focus group discus-
sions. This presence may have impacted 
the quality of contributions of participants.

e. Structure of the Policy Paper

The Policy Paper provides an analysis of 
women’s access to benefits in the Arme-
nian, Azerbaijani and Nagorny Karabakh 
contexts, and challenges in accessing 
these benefits. Following the Executive 
Summary, the Policy Paper goes on to set 
out recommendations addressed to key 
international actors and, where possible, 
local authorities, to safeguard women’s 
rights and ensure access to benefits and 
support for conflict-affected and displaced 
women in the contexts of Armenia, Azer-
baijan, and Nagorny Karabakh. The find-
ings and analysis follow and support the 
recommendations.
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ANALYSIS OF 
WOMEN’S 
ACCESS TO 
BENEFITS 
IN THE 
ARMENIAN, 
AZERBAIJANI 
AND NAGORNY 
KARABAKH 
CONTEXTS  
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a. Introduction 

This section focuses on the experience of 
women affected by the Second Nagorny 
Karabakh War in accessing benefits in the 
Armenian, Azerbaijani, and Nagorny Kara-
bakh contexts. It does not set out the type 
of benefits available in detail, nor does it 
purport to compare the scope and con-
tent of benefits available across the three 
contexts. 

A variety of benefits of differing 
amounts and duration are available 
across the Armenian, Azerbaijani, 
and Nagorny Karabakh contexts. 
These benefits include: 

   unemployment benefit;
   displaced person’s payment;
   child-related benefits;
   utility payment;
   rent subsidy or accommodation 

subsidy paid to the host family or 
hotel;

   funds to reconstruct property;
   general social support, known as 

‘bread compensation; in Azerbai-
jan;

   compensation for the loss of 
property and income generation 
assets; and 

   benefits to family members of 
those killed in action. 

b. Access to information about 
benefits

In Armenia, displaced women access in-
formation relating to benefits mainly 
through:

   Word of mouth: “Nareh finds out from 
Facebook groups and pages what benefits 
are out there and lets everyone know what 
programme is out there and what we can 
qualify for”; 

   Local humanitarian non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), who visit commu-
nities to assess needs and inform dis-
placed persons about available benefits 
and application processes; 

   Village mayors “sometimes call us and say 
‘there is some new programme underway, 
prepare documents and go’”; and 

   The network of mothers whose sons 
have been killed in war share informa-
tion with each other. 

The women consulted explained that there 
is very little public information available, 
due to poor campaigning and planning by 
the authorities: there are no public service 
announcements or advertisements on the 
streets. Where information is provided on 
Armenian Public TV news channels, “the 
situation changes so often that you have to 
be glued to the TV. We are forever waiting 
for news as there is no long-term planning in 
the system”. The continually changing ben-
efits system deepens the precariousness 

1. BENEFITS AVAILABLE TO PERSONS AFFECTED 
BY THE SECOND NAGORNY KARABAKH WAR 
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felt by displaced persons. The little infor-
mation available at the local municipality 
is often outdated.

In Azerbaijan, displaced women access infor-
mation relating to benefits mainly through:

   State TV channels and newspapers;
   State Committee for Refugees and local 

state authorities and, particularly, a hot-
line for displaced persons;

   Social media; and 
   Community exchange. 

The women consulted explained that the 
mechanisms supporting benefits for dis-
placed persons had not changed since the 
first Nagorny Karabakh War and that pre-
viously existing mechanisms, processes 
and benefits continued. However, one fo-
cus group participant pointed out: “These 
documents should be as accessible as the 
Constitution of the country”. 

Women displaced to Stepanakert in the 
Nagorny Karabakh context access infor-
mation relating to benefits mainly through:

   The mass media, especially television, 
and social media, including short info-
mercials disseminated by the authori-
ties to inform people about the benefits, 
which still does not amount to an infor-
mation campaign; 

   A hotline and website set up by the local 
authority; 

   The village mayor; and, most commonly
   Younger family members: “My hotline is 

my daughter who knows how to use the 
internet and finds information from social 
networks”.

The women consulted reported that “in 
the absence of a [well developed] public 
campaign to spread information, the bur-
den has been on the public to find out about 
their benefits”. 
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The gendered dimensions of   
accessing information on benefits

   Across all three contexts, most women 
do not have adequate access to infor-
mation about benefits, including up-
dates.

   In Armenia, the lack of information 
in public spaces, for instance, public 
squares, and the lack of digital literacy 
impacts displaced women’s ability to 
access information about benefits. This 
is reduced somewhat by the practice of 
humanitarian NGOs targeting women 
as their primary target for information 
dissemination.

   In Azerbaijan, a pattern has emerged 
whereby displaced formally educated 
women living close to capitals and other 
major urban centres are able and have 

the confidence to access information, 
know their rights to benefits and access 
them.  They seem not to experience a 
sense of dissatisfaction with the author-
ities. On the other hand, those living in 
the areas bordering the conflict zone, 
far away from Baku, and with less for-
mal education, live more isolated lives 
and do not participate in public life. 
Men are traditionally more in contact 
with state structures: it is the men who 
attend public consultations and who, 
reportedly, do not share information at 
home with their wives and other female 
family members. This causes women to 
have to rely on rumours, neighbours, 
and relatives for information which, in 
turn, means they often have less aware-
ness about their benefits and how to 
access them. They experience a corre-
sponding sense of dissatisfaction with 
the authorities. 

Ph
ot

o:
 A

hm
ed

 M
uk

ht
ar



A ‘WOMAN’S WORK’: STRENGTHENING WOMEN’S ACCESS 
TO BENEFITS AFTER THE SECOND NAGORNY KARABAKH WAR

14

   In the Nagorny Karabakh context, as 
most information about benefits is 
found either in social media or obtained 
through the village mayor, women, es-
pecially older women, are immediately 
placed at a disadvantage. This is be-
cause women generally do not visit or 
interact with the village mayor, older 
women often experience a lack of digital 
literacy, and women living in rural areas 
have limited internet access. 

   Hence, across the Armenian, Azerbai-
jani, and Nagorny Karabakh contexts, 
the level of awareness and knowledge 
among older and rural women of bene-
fits is significantly constrained, reflecting 
the lack of public information available 
and lack of digital literacy and internet 
connections. 

c. Accessing benefits

Displaced persons in Armenia can apply for 
benefits online on the website of the Min-
istry of Labour and Social Affairs. Where 
online applications are not possible, appli-
cants – usually women travelling alone – ap-
ply in person at the Ministry. Assistance in 
completing applications may be provided 
by a social worker where present. Displaced 
persons living in rural areas are required to 
travel to the regional centre to submit their 
applications in person. Displaced persons 
must present documents as part of their 
application. Sometimes, displaced persons 
have not carried these documents with 
them when leaving the Nagorny Karabakh 
context, and so they need to return to Step-
anakert to retrieve the documents, thereby 
incurring additional transportation costs at 
a time of already limited resources. 
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In Azerbaijan, displaced persons may sub-
mit an application for a residence permit 
at the regional centre of the Ministry of La-
bour and Social Protection. This residency 
document acts as an ‘IDP certificate’, en-
titling the person to access benefits and 
allowances.  

In the Nagorny Karabakh context, dis-
placed persons can apply for benefits on-
line or in person with the local bodies in 
Stepanakert, through producing appropri-
ate documentation, including passports 
and other identifying documents.  Women 
generally apply for the benefits on behalf 
of themselves and their families and it is 
often young people who complete the on-
line application on behalf of themselves 
and their family, as this group tends to be 
more digitally literate. The benefits are re-
ceived at the post office (in cash) or trans-
ferred to the applicant’s bank account. 

Some of the women consulted raised 
concerns about the lack of organisation, 
transparency, and accountability at every 
level of the administration, which can thus 
translate into a hampered and protracted 
process. 

Across all three contexts, Covid-19 and 
its consequences have directly impacted 
women’s ability to access benefits, for in-
stance, through the temporary closure of 
authorities’ offices or systems and limita-
tions on women’s mobility. 

The gendered dimensions of   
accessing benefits

   Across all three contexts, it is primarily 
women that apply for benefits on behalf 
of the family, as these applications are 
generally regarded as ‘women’s work’, 
since women are considered as caretak-
ers of the family and this work is seen as 
trivial, mundane, and time-consuming;

   In Armenia, not only does the lack of 
digital literacy impinge upon women’s 
awareness of benefits, it also directly 
impacts many women’s – especially old-
er women’s – ability to access benefits 
online. It slows down their access and 
makes them practically and psycholog-
ically reliant on others. 

   In Armenia, women living with disabili-
ties may not be able to process the ap-
plication. Likewise, women who have 
children with disabilities may not be 
able to leave them at home in order 
to submit the application. Additionally, 
women who work full time experience 
challenges in submitting applications as 
they frequently work the same hours as 
the centre receiving documents.  
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   In Armenia, as in Azerbaijan and the Na-
gorny Karabakh context, women usually 
submit applications to access benefits 
alone. However, when young women 
submit applications, they are usually ac-
companied by an adult male member 
of the family on the grounds that “wom-
en do not often go out of the community, 
and it is therefore hard for them to travel 
alone”. Some women identified this ‘ac-
companiment’ as another illustration of 
male control over women. Further, in 
circumstances where a woman does not 
have a husband, one of her male rela-
tives communicates with local authori-
ties on her behalf: she is not expected 
or able to communicate herself. These 
expectations change as women age; an 
older woman is expected and able to 
submit applications herself. 

   As in the Nagorny Karabakh context, the 
cost of transport options in Armenia be-
tween locations of displacement, such 
as communities in Syunik and Tavush 
regions, and regional centres constrains 

women’s ability to submit applications in 
person.

   In Armenia, whilst recognising that it is 
not easy to deal with the complicated 
bureaucratic benefit system, there is a 
sense that it is a terrain where women 
govern, where engaging in the benefits 
process and receiving benefits feels em-
powering for them.  

   In Armenia, women who have been liv-
ing for a long time in a state of drawn-out 
displacement have lower expectations of 
change than women recently displaced 
from the Nagorny Karabakh context: the 
length of duration of displacement saps 
away women’s expectations and, possi-
bly, sense of agency and resourcefulness.

   In Azerbaijan, similar to the process of 
accessing information, formally educat-
ed women living close to urban settle-
ments are able to access benefits with 
greater ease than those without formal 
education living far from urban areas.  
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   In Armenia and Azerbaijan, the pre-
dominance of male staff in government 
bureaucracies makes the process of in-
teraction for some women seeking ben-
efits more stressful, due to mistrust and 
power dynamics.

   In Azerbaijan, internally displaced wom-
en and men are treated differently upon 
marriage to a non-IDP. If an internally 
displaced man marries a non-IDP wom-
an, his IDP status and benefits continue. 
Where an internally displaced woman 
marries a non-IDP man, she loses her 
IDP status and corresponding rights and 
benefits.3

   In the Nagorny Karabakh context, a sense 
of insecurity and associated travel costs 
restrict the ability of some women to trav-
el within the Nagorny Karabakh context to 
register for benefits or to return there to 
retrieve necessary documents. 

   Also, in the Nagorny Karabakh context, 
women’s lack of connections to those in 
power, exacerbated by both patronage 
and corruption, impact their ability or 
perceived ability to access benefits.

d. Accessing benefits for families 
of those killed in action

Families, and especially mothers, widows, 
and children, of those killed in action, are 
ascribed a special status in all three con-
texts. Thus, these benefits were selected 

as a point of focus due to the specifics of 
their accessibility or inaccessibility for the 
target groups.

In the Armenian and Nagorny Karabakh 
contexts, surviving family members (par-
ents, wife, and children) of soldiers killed 
in action receive a lump sum payment, 
monthly payments, and tuition fees for 
children. Women family members find out 
about the benefits via mayors, local gover-
nors, the Ministry of Defence, Ministry of 
Social Affairs. The women consulted said 
that the authorities have not been proac-
tive in reaching out to them.  

Overall, the women consulted informed 
that their applications for benefits have 
been quickly processed and that when 
submitting their applications, “everyone is 
very nice and polite when talking to them”. 

In Azerbaijan, surviving family mem-
bers (parents, wife, and children) of sol-
diers killed in action receive a lump sum 
payment, monthly payments, as well as 
monthly payments to children, a month-
ly payment to widows, and an apartment. 
The Ministry of Labour and Social Protec-
tion informs surviving family members of 
these payments, which is supplemented 
by information shared by families of other 
deceased soldiers. 

As in the Armenian and Nagorny Karabakh 
contexts, Azerbaijani women explained 
that they did not experience any specific 
obstacles in accessing these benefits. 

3 Listen to Her: Gendered Effects of the Conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh and Women’s Priorities for Peace, Kvinna 
till Kvinna, 2019, p. 21
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The gendered dimensions of access-
ing benefits as family members of 
soldiers killed in action 

   Across all three contexts, benefits are 
distributed to those persons on a list of 
beneficiaries of the deceased. Where 
the deceased’s parents and widow are 
both listed as beneficiaries, the parents 
often receive a larger share of the bene-
fits than the widow. In Azerbaijan, where 
a power of attorney has not been pre-
pared, all direct heirs are eligible to re-
ceive benefits. Again, often there is un-
equal distribution of benefits between 
the deceased’s parents and widow, with 
the parents receiving more benefits.

   In the Armenian and Nagorny Karabakh 
contexts, many of the surviving female 
family members find it very difficult to 
talk about the benefits. Many of the 
mothers and widows initially refused 
to submit applications for the benefits 
and only did so after considerable con-
vincing by the local authorities or social 
workers. Many families find it difficult 
to spend the benefits received. One 
mother explained that she had not tak-
en a dram out from the bank: “When my 
younger son grows up, and turns 18, he 
will decide how to use the money.“

   In Azerbaijan, when the widow of a de-
ceased soldier takes up work, she loses 
the right to childcare payment, which 
may constitute a barrier to women’s 
economic empowerment. 

e. Other benefits and support 
identified by women 

“There should be programmes of economic 
assistance to women. If women work, they 
will not need help, they will be more inde-
pendent in the family.” – Azerbaijani focus 
group participant 

The women consulted identified a number 
of other benefits and support required for 
them and their families at this time, more 
than a year after the end of the war. 

In Armenia, the women identified the fol-
lowing needs:  

   Childcare benefits 
   Wider criteria for unemployment ben-

efits
   For agricultural work to count as labour 

in the calculation of pension benefits
   Further education and requalification 
   State health insurance

In Azerbaijan, the women identified the 
following needs: 

   Faster/easier access to free medical ser-
vices and more information to displaced 
persons on availability of health services

   Compensation for household items de-
stroyed during the war

   Expanded utility payment 
   Extension of childcare money paid to 

mothers for children aged under 8 to be 
extended to 18 years 

   Transportation benefits 
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In the Nagorny Karabakh context, the 
women identified the following needs: 

   Equality of accommodation benefits 
for displaced families: some displaced 
persons live in hotels and receive free 
meals, while others are allocated un-
der-equipped or damaged housing and 
do not receive free meals

   Childcare benefits

Across all three contexts, the women iden-
tified the following needs:

   Safe spaces for women to gather, meet 
each other, share and receive informa-
tion, apply for assistance and develop 
themselves

   Provision of mental health and psycho-
social support which should take into 
account different cultural and other in-
terests and options

   Integrated programmes of support to 
women’s leadership development and 
economic and entrepreneurial empow-
erment, including through:

o Education and higher education, 
skills training and re-training, es-
pecially of those women who were 
originally involved in domestic agri-
culture and who have been displaced 
into urban settings, as well as ensur-
ing that those who will return to the 
land as part of the resettlement and 
reconstruction process in Azerbaijan 
are able to work the land

o information about internship and 
work opportunities and how to apply 
etc; and 

o provision of funds to invest in wom-
en-led businesses.
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Several factors influence, shape, and re-
strict women’s access to benefits across 
the Armenian, Azerbaijani, and Nagorny 
Karabakh contexts. These are primarily 
the patriarchal structure, systems, and 
culture; the lack of consultation between 
authorities and women regarding their 
needs; and the absence of a unified civil 
society able to strategically and sustain-
ably lobby and engage with the authori-
ties. 

a. Patriarchal structure, systems 
and culture 

Patriarchy functions as both the canopy of 
an umbrella, i.e., the space, culture, and 
environment, as well as the rib of the um-
brella, i.e., the structures and systems that 
govern women’s access to benefits.

2. FACTORS IMPACTING CONFLICT-AFFECTED AND 
DISPLACED WOMEN’S ACCESS TO BENEFITS

In the Armenian and Nagorny Karabakh 
contexts, women’s contributions and sta-
tus are often constrained by gender stere-
otypes and roles, reinforced by the patri-
archal structure, systems, and norms. For 
instance, many women are busy at home 
caring for children and other family mem-
bers, as well as attending to household 
duties. In the Nagorny Karabakh context, 
women are more aware than men about 
benefits because they hear about bene-
fits through word of mouth from other 
women. In Armenia, women are largely 
confined to the private sphere; they – es-
pecially women with limited digital litera-
cy – often lack access to wider information 
and, instead, are reliant on information 
provided and screened by male fami-
ly members who are active in the public 
sphere and online. Likewise, these women 
often follow their husband’s decisions. 
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In Azerbaijan, in accordance with prevail-
ing cultural norms of protecting those 
considered vulnerable – that is women, 
children, and elderly people – many state 
officials prioritise women in the allocation 
of benefits. “Only men are present at the 
meetings, any male relative of a widow or 
divorced woman. It’s our mentality and tra-
dition, but I think that this mentality needs to 
be changed.” The dominance of men in the 
public lives of women was evident when 
carrying out research to inform this Policy 
Paper: whilst the researchers were trying 
to conduct focus group discussions with 
women in order to understand their lived 
experiences, male family members pre-
vented women from speaking up. 

Gender norms of women and of men are 
replicated and reinforced when husbands 
send their wives to carry out the ‘bureau-
cratic errands’ of submitting applications. 
Men, and possibly some women too, as-
sume that “no one will offend a woman and 
reject the application”. Many men hold this 
assumption whilst also fearing a judge-
mental, machist  attitude if they, as men, 
submit an application: “Are you not man-
ly? Can’t you earn? Why do you ask for state 
money? Be a man!” Thereby reinforcing the 
understanding that applying for benefits 
is ‘women’s work’.

Just as it is considered dishonourable for 
men to apply for benefits, so it is consid-
ered honourable for women to keep the 
family going. Changing the diapers, ap-
plying for benefits, and the like; it is all 
about the ‘woman’s work’ of maintaining 
the family. And even when it comes to so-
called ‘women’s work’, the men in charge 
of distributing benefits do not actually un-
derstand what it means to do said ‘wom-

en’s work’:  “I applied for a washing machine 
and the men at the distribution point told me 
‘Why do you need a washing machine, the 
laundry for only two kids is not much, you 
can hand wash it.’” – focus group partici-
pant in the Nagorny Karabakh context.

The overall bureaucratic environment 
reinforces the view that women are not 
equal to men: “When we [as women] ask for 
the documents required, the officials reply 
differently than if a man asks for them. They 
talk to us as if we are children.” 

This sense of isolation from the outside 
world serves to reinforce a mindset that 
sees women submitting applications for 
benefits with little expectation or self-be-
lief they will receive the benefits. This 
outlook is particularly prevalent amongst 
women who have been living for a con-
siderable time in rural areas along the 
border, where women seem to have be-
come inured to a ‘passive’ life where this 
fear and uncertainty prevents some wom-
en from submitting applications, which in 
turn, prevents them from experiencing a 
sense of empowerment. 
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Across all three contexts, the prevailing 
gender stereotype is of women who are 
not expected by their family and broad-
er community to participate in decision 
making or be active outside the family. 
The reality of women’s lives is that it is un-
common for women to think about their 
own needs: instead, they are absorbed by 
family issues, problems of the house and 
family members. In carrying out the focus 
group discussions, the researchers over-
whelmingly found that women were re-
luctant to talk about themselves and their 
problems.4

This funnelling – or strangling – of the 
role, place, and space of women leads to 
the organic growth of a variety of coping 
mechanisms, such as informal self-help 
groups and sharing. The groups of wom-
en resorting to such mechanisms include 
the self-reliant mothers and widows of 
soldiers killed in the war who do not turn 
to the authorities to resolve their prob-
lems. It covers the displaced women who 
travel alone and far, in wintertime, whilst 
military operations continue, to access 
benefits. And it also refers to women who 
develop informal networks of support. 

4 Listen to Her: Gendered Effects of the Conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh and Women’s Priorities for Peace, Kvinna 
till Kvinna, 2019, pp. 10, 17, 25, 30, 31
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And for some in the Nagorny Karabakh 
context, it is manifested in a sense of ut-
ter despair, with no light at the end of the 
tunnel. A feeling of being held hostage by 
the various authorities. It also includes the 
often largely formally uneducated women 
living far from urban areas in Azerbaijan 
and Armenia, who may adopt a more pas-
sive approach hoping that someone else 
will solve their problems. 

Many women consulted found it challeng-
ing to critically engage in self-reflection 
and identify a problem resulting from or 
tied to their gender. Many women do not 
articulate their experience as discrimina-
tion based on gender. They may believe 
that the system has many problems, but 
they do not analyse these problems as 
resulting from their gender. Alternatively, 
for some women, it is ‘normal’ for them as 
women to experience difficulties. Indeed, 
gender equality and gender sensitivity 
are often viewed in opposition. As moth-
ers of ‘heroic fallen sons’, women are ac-
corded a social value stemming from the 
national process of ‘hero-ification’. In prac-
tical terms, this means that such women 
have their benefits applications processed 
quickly and are welcomed by staff dealing 
with benefits. Their value lies not in being 
women; but in being mothers to sons, fall-
en in war to protect the nation, the moth-
erland. 

And yet, even within this narrative, there 
is a two-tier system: mothers, i.e., those 
that ‘reproduce fallen heroes’ have great-
er social value than the widows of fallen 

soldiers. This is evidenced in the practice 
across the three contexts of benefits be-
ing allocated in greater financial value to 
the mother and not the widow who is the 
‘mere partner of the fallen hero’. Indeed, 
any social value of the widow continues 
only for as long as she complies with that 
role and social status. If she seeks another 
role and social status – if she chooses to 
marry again or to work – she undermines 
her role and social status as the widow or 
mother of a ‘fallen hero’, thus losing eligi-
bility for benefits. 

Finally, the patriarchal system enables the 
flourishing of romanticised notions of mil-
itarisation and militarised responses to 
conflict, which, in turn, suppress women, 
women’s needs, rights, and voices. This 
is amply demonstrated when a displaced 
woman from the Nagorny Karabakh con-
text explained as follows: “The state official 
told me: ‘How dare you call me about social 
benefits? I’m standing here under shelling!’” 
Such scolding is very much in line with mili-
tarised discourse, which attempts to delegit-
imise the experiences of women in conflict 
whilst glorifying the role of men in conflict, 
even of civilians. The woman responded: “I 
understand you are in a bad place, but I can’t 
feed my children. So, please be kind and file my 
data for me. It’s more urgent than war”.   
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b. Lack of consultation   
between authorities and women  
regarding their needs

In Armenia, the lack of a proactive and co-
herent government strategy to support 
persons displaced from the Nagorny Kara-
bakh context is also seen as a reflection of 
the precariousness of the government’s 
authority. The lack of a mapping of needs 
undertaken with affected populations, in-
cluding women, has contributed to a highly 
reactive, constantly changing approach by 
the authorities where every few months, 
new benefits emerge. 

“I think they change the programmes all the 
time, because the state has underestimat-
ed the minimum living basket in Armenia. 
So, they give us some money, thinking that’s 
enough to sustain life. But then they learn 
that it’s not, and they add more. So, the bene-
fit programmes keep changing, the duration 
of each is very brief, like three months. You 

fill applications basically all the time, while 
the situation, the prices for goods, and work 
opportunities stay the same” – Focus group 
participant in Armenia.

Likewise, in Azerbaijan, the lack of con-
sultations with displaced persons and an 
overly bureaucratic approach leads to a 
gap in support and benefits required to 
meet needs. 

In the Nagorny Karabakh context, there 
seems to be a lack of trust of the displaced 
population in the political elites who are 
generally considered as not open to con-
sultation with the population regarding 
their needs. “The Women’s Council at the 
Parliament gather and discuss issues behind 
closed doors, and we are not aware of any-
thing. We need to create our own initiative, 
but people do not trust each other to elect 
someone to represent themselves. We need 
to self-organise and not rely on others.” – Fo-
cus group participant.

Ph
ot

o:
 M

aj
a 

Br
an

d



A ‘WOMAN’S WORK’: STRENGTHENING WOMEN’S ACCESS 
TO BENEFITS AFTER THE SECOND NAGORNY KARABAKH WAR

25

c. Absence of a unified civil 
society able to strategically and 
sustainably lobby and engage 
with the authorities

In Armenia, many challenges exist with-
in civil society today. These include, in 
particular, the different approaches to 
resolve the conflict between ‘nationalist’ 
NGOs and those NGOs that work on hu-
man rights and peacebuilding. These divi-
sions contribute to the lack of a coherent 
civil society approach towards influencing 
the authorities. At the same time, the au-
thorities are overwhelmed with respond-
ing to the many competing political priori-
ties, thereby downgrading any interaction 
with civil society. 

In Azerbaijan, the independence of civil 
society has considerably reduced in recent 
years, as a result of the shrinking of civic 

space, and so, many civil society organi-
sations are not interested in working with 
local communities. Moreover, “the last two 
years have been spent on the global issues of 
fighting the war and fighting Covid. So, the 
fight for women’s rights has been lost”.

In the Nagorny Karabakh context, a milita-
rised environment, including the presence 
of a Russian peacekeeping force, the lack 
of human security experienced by much of 
the population, and anti-gender elements, 
contribute to shrinking civic space and dis-
course. This means that social forces are 
unable to exercise any influence over the 
authorities and encourage them to ensure 
provision of needed benefits and support 
to women. 
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