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POLICY BRIEF
Do No Harm: Understanding interactions between women’s economic security
and violence against women in the pacific to inform policy and practice that
advances human security1
In a context where prevalence rates of violence against women and girls in the Pacific are among the
highest in the world2 and the importance of women’s economic inclusion and empowerment is increasingly
being acknowledged and acted upon by the Australian Government’s aid program in the Pacific3
understanding the impact of economic inclusion and empowerment initiatives on women’s security is
crucial.
Within a human security framework, it is often assumed that improving women’s economic security will
benefit their human security overall. For example, by improving their financial autonomy and enabling them
to leave violent relationships. However, much of the broader development literature demonstrates that
women’s economic empowerment can have positive and negative outcomes for them, including both
increases and decreases in the levels of violence.4 Increasing women’s command over financial resources
can expose women to domestic conflict and violence when it is perceived to threaten established gender
roles or ideas of masculinity and self-respect.5 Yet, few studies have addressed this issue comprehensively
in the Pacific, 6 and in the absence of contextual evidence, women’s economic empowerment and financial
inclusion is typically embraced as an unalloyed good with little or no acknowledgement of the potential for
harm.
With support from the Australian Government, the State, Society and Governance in Melanesia program at
the Australian National University and International Women’s Development Agency are working with local
researchers in Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea7 to understand whether, and in what ways,
economic inclusion and empowerment initiatives affect women’s experience of violence.8 Although
research is continuing,9 initial findings in the Solomon Islands include:








Mechanisms such as women-led savings clubs can increase cooperation between women,
provide increased security for women’s savings and can potentially lead to women having
greater confidence and becoming more active in their communities.
Increased economic empowerment for women does not necessarily lead to a change in power
dynamics within the household, and, in fact, can result in ‘feminisation of responsibility and/or
obligation’10 such that women are increasingly responsible for income earning without any
reduction in unpaid caring work.
Time spent by women fulfilling their savings club duties and other community obligations can
be a source of conflict within the household, particularly if this is viewed as impacting on
women’s time for household and family responsibilities.
Relationship counselling was identified as a strategy by participants that decreased intrahousehold conflict and violence, particularly in the early years of marriage.
The perception of women’s increased community participation and leadership skills as a result
of economic empowerment programs can differ between female and male community
members.
In the Solomon Islands context, financial literacy training that combined broader community
learning around gender equality was identified as key to the success of women’s economic
empowerment programming.

Implications for programming:
The broader development literature and the emerging research findings in the Solomon Islands, highlight
the importance of understanding the interconnectedness between women’s economic empowerment
programming and violence against women. Significantly, there is a growing evidence base that dominant
ideals of manhood that support violence and control over women affect the overall level of violence against
women including its economic dimensions.11 The practical implications are two-fold. Firstly, efforts to
prevent violence against women must consider the economic security of women and the ways in which
economic inequality is a cause and a consequence of violence (see Figure 1). Secondly, economic
empowerment programming must acknowledge the impact of violence against women on women’s
economic security and integrate efforts to prevent violence against women.
Figure 1: The relationship between economic empowerment & violence against women
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Initial findings suggest a number of emerging strategies that are important in order to minimise the risks to
women’s security as a result of women’s economic empowerment programming including:




Identifying and challenging gender roles and expectations within the household and community
must be part of economic empowerment programming to also advance human security.
Understanding intra-household dynamics matters when assessing risks to women’s security and
the impact of economic programming on women’s relative power in the household.
Adopting a community-wide approach to transforming power relations, which also engages men
and boys and community institutions, is crucial.

In practical terms, a ‘do no harm’ approach therefore requires an understanding of each specific context
and the location of initiatives within this. This will require actors and institutions engaged in programming
aimed at women’s economic advancement on the one hand, and women’s safety and security on the other,
to come together to develop a shared framework for assessing and mitigating risks which should:

Assessment of risk







Incorporate gender analysis at the community and household level in order to understand
the power dynamics at play and to ensure that interventions are responsive to the multidimensional needs of women and girls.
Be directly informed through consultation with women and girls. Tools such as a safety
audit or focus groups may be useful during the program design phase to understand potential
risks for women.
Consult local women’s rights organisations and networks who can also provide essential
contextual knowledge including the most effective ways to navigate local power structures.
Take into account existing efforts to address gender inequality in the community which
can mitigate potential risks, utilise existing investments and support a multi-dimensional
approach to women’s empowerment programming.
Assess risks to women's safety as a component of program design including factors which
may increase the risk of women’s economic empowerment programming impacting negatively
on women’s safety and security.

Mitigation to reduce the risk of violence against women should routinely form part of any economic
empowerment program and donor agencies and development practitioners should be aware of the possible
harm that may result if there is a backlash against efforts to empower women economically. This is
particularly important in contexts where the prevalence of violence against women is high and normalised
by women and men. To mitigate risk, programs aimed at women’s economic empowerment should:

Mitigation of risk







Train staff on the potential security implications for women as a result of women's
economic empowerment programming combined with knowledge and tool development which
incorporates gender analysis in both design and implementation.
Provide safe spaces for women to discuss their experiences throughout the program, to
assist in identifying emerging risks and challenges and to enable women to articulate what is
needed to transform their lives in the long term.
Provide participants at the outset of the program with information as to support services or
referral mechanisms which are available for women who have experienced violence.
Work with organisations and networks in the community to improve the access, affordability
and quality of support services for women and girl survivors of violence.
Use economic empowerment programming as a mechanism for engaging men and boys to
identify and transform the attitudes, beliefs and practices that lead to violence against
women and girls.

Enabling cooperation
The inter-relationship between economic empowerment programming and women’s security has wider
implications for security architecture in the Pacific:
a) Any approach to security in the region must prioritise the women, peace and security agenda, as set
out in United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 and subsequent resolutions, and recognise
the importance of women’s full and equal participation as actors for peace and security.
b) Framing security in this way creates a shared, gender-responsive space for integrated working
between security actors and institutions and those engaged in economic empowerment and
financial inclusion work.
c) Frameworks, such as the Regional Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security and national action
plans on UNSCR 1325 being developed by countries in the region, provide a space for diplomatic,
development and defence actors and institutions to integrate plans to address women’s security

priorities into their national agendas and actively consult with women’s rights organisations working
on ending violence against women.
d) Human security approaches should integrate efforts to end violence against women with women’s
economic empowerment initiatives. There are opportunities to develop shared frameworks and to build
on existing connections between these strands, which can then be adapted in each local context.
e) Actions associated with women’s economic empowerment should be incorporated into national
action plans and donor strategies on violence against women to support this integrated approach.
f) Regional mechanisms, such as the Pacific Islands Forum Reference Group to Address Sexual and
Gender Based Violence, can provide a space to frame this inter-connection together with women,
peace and security civil society coalitions at the national and international levels.
Recognition by donors and development actors of their minimum ethical responsibility to do no harm brings
with it a duty not only to identify and mitigate the security risks for women within economic programming,
but also to use economic empowerment programming as a space to identify and transform the attitudes,
beliefs and practices that lead to violence against women and gender inequality. This requires an
integrated approach to human security which challenges existing discriminatory gender norms through
increasing women’s economic and social power while at the same time, identifying and mitigating any
possible backlash against women. Understanding this interconnectedness will inform approaches to
empower women economically and improve their livelihood security without compromising their safety.
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