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What'’s the issue?

Women and girls in the Western Balkans continue to face
deep-rooted gender inequalities that limit their rights,
well-being, and economic opportunities. Social norms
and traditional attitudes - held by both men and women
- sustain feminized poverty, violence against women, job
insecurity, and significant pay and pension gaps.

Achieving gender equality is not only a matter of justice but
also a prerequisite for EU accession. All Western Balkans
IPA beneficiaries have committed to this goal through legal
reforms and social change, in line with the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).

Women’s economic empowerment is a key driver for
improving their position in society. A 2022 World Bank
study found that the gross domestic product (GDP) of IPA
beneficiaries could be 20% higher if women participated in
the labour market at the same rate as men. Yet, women’s
employment remains low - just 45%, compared to 65% for
men. Women also perform three times more unpaid work
than men and undertake almost 80% of care work in their
families.

At the same time, violence against women and girls (VAWG)
remains pervasive, both reflecting and reinforcing women’s
economic disempowerment. It disrupts education and
employment, imposes long-term social and economic costs,
and is often worsened by women’s financial dependence.

This creates a vicious cycle: violence limits women’s
economic empowerment, while economic dependence
increases vulnerability to violence.

Moreover, the region’s rapid digitalization, accelerated by
the COVID-19 pandemic, has introduced new opportunities,
but also new threats. Digital technologies, including
artificial intelligence, are accelerating new forms of violence
against women — digital violence, including image-based
abuse, deepfakes, gendered disinformation, and online
harassment. One in two women in the Western Balkans
has experienced at least one form of digital violence, with
62.8 per centin North Macedonia, 55.8 per cent in Serbia, 51
per centin Bosnia and Herzegovina, 43.3 per cent in Kosovo,
and 41.1 per cent in Albania.

Our solutions

The three-year joint programme takes a dual-track
approach: advancing women’s economic empowerment
while tackling violence against women. These two areas
are connected and must be addressed together to overcome
persistent gender inequalities. Building on existing regional
initiatives, the programme will introduce innovative ways
to address emerging challenges.

" Forthe European Union, this designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of
independence. For UN Women, references to Kosovo shall be understood to be in the context of UN Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999).


https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/eca/publication/western-balkans-regular-economic-report
https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/eca/publication/western-balkans-regular-economic-report
https://eca.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2025/04/gender-snapshot-for-europe-and-central-asia-summary-of-key-findings
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Women and girls participate in society, fully enjoying and exercising equal economic, labour and social rights in a safe

and secure environment.

Women’s economic empowerment is increased, particu-
larly in managerial and leadership roles, and more women
and girls enter the Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM), green and digital fields, through:

e (Capacity builtand new and existing networks strength-
enedintheregion,includingthe Gender Equality Lead-
ership Academy, the Gender Equality Alliance in the
Western Balkans, and the digital chapter of the Wom-
en’s Entrepreneurship Expo

® Increased understanding of the main obstacles and
challenges creating gender disparitiesin STEM and ICT
education and employment in the Western Balkans
andincreased opportunities for digital entrepreneurial
upskilling of women and girls, including those from
marginalized groups.

Making a difference

Women'’s economic empowerment is increased, notably
in managerial and leadership roles, and more women and
girls enter the STEM, green and digital fields.

UN Women will:

® Conduct a comprehensive gender analysis of women
entrepreneurs’ ecosystem in IPA beneficiaries.

e Hold two virtual regional Women'’s Entrepreneurship
EXPO #ConnectToCreate events to provide women,
including those from marginalized groups, with
mentoring and networking opportunities and connect
them with national, multi-national, and global
companies and business investors for pitching their
goods and services and competing for capital investment.

® Delivera mentorship programme to 800 women in the
region, leveraging UN Women'’s partnership with Women
in Tech.

Women and girls who have experienced violence, including
technology-facilitated violence and gender-based discrimi-
nation, have access to and use multi-sectoral, inclusive and
survivor-centered offline and digital services.

UN Women will:

e Establish and operate a community of practice on
the development, improvement, and management
of referral pathways in the region that encompasses
multi-stakeholder articulated and coordinated dialogue
informed by best practices.

e Undertake policy advocacy and provide technical
assistance for the introduction and implementation of
specific gender-sensitive normative frameworks and
services across the region.

® Provide capacity building for women’s civil society
organizations about definitions on technology-
facilitated violence against women and girls (TF VAWG)
definitions, current state, normative frameworks and
key stakeholders.

Women and girls who have experienced violence, includ-
ing technology-facilitated violence and gender-based
discrimination, have access to and use multi-sectoral,
inclusive and survivor-centered offline and digital services
through the following:

e Strengthened capacity of key stakeholders within the
referral system, including government, policymakers,
law enforcement officials, the judiciary, the health sec-
tor, and civil society organizations, to provide quality,
coordinated offline and digital services for survivors of
violence, including online and technology-facilitated
violence.

e Women and girls have the knowledge and tools to
recognize and report technology-facilitated violence.

e Organize two regional forums on EVAW in the region
to convene local, national, and regional stakeholders
to accelerate the GE agenda and EVAW commitments.

® Foster collaboration between the women’s entrepre-
neurship ecosystem, tech companies and VAWG service
providers to develop innovative tools to prevent and
respond to violence with a focus on TF VAWG.

® Conduct regional communications and behavioural
changeinitiatives toraise awareness, nudge behavioural
change and provide information on rights and available
services.

® Train media outlets and monitor media reporting,
publish investigative articles and develop broadcasting
standards on reporting TF VAWG.

e Partner with technology companies to regulate and
monitor TF VAWG.

e Conductresearchonwomen’s participationinthe digital
economy and violence against women, including TF
VAWG.

® Pilot and evaluate prevention and response interven-
tions to tackle VAWG, including TF VAWG, to generate
knowledge on what works.

Overall approach

UN Women and UNDP ensure regular coordination and
synergies across all interventions carried out within this
programme in the areas of ending violence against women
and women’s economic empowerment, as well as with
the work of government and civil society partners in these
areas. The guiding principles of our work include:

® Ahuman rights-based approach

® leaving No One Behind

® Promotion of local leadership, partnership and
collaboration

Addressing the needs of vulnerable groups
Involving men and boys as essential partners

For more information, please contact: Natalija Ostojic, Regional Programme Manager, natalija.ostojic@unwomen.org.
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