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 Executive Summary

“We are certain that no one has our back. Our blood can be shed in the streets, and there will 
be zero accountability.”[1]

Yemeni women human rights defenders (WHRDs)[2] are today operating under increasingly 
dangerous conditions shaped by ongoing conflict, rising fundamentalism, and the erosion 
of social and institutional protections. Discrimination against them is rife, as violations 
are perpetrated by multiple actors, including state and de facto authorities, armed groups, 
local powerholders, and online networks. Violations include arbitrary detention, enforced 
disappearance, intimidation at checkpoints, document confiscation, coercion to act as 
informants, and death threats. Gendered disinformation, online harassment, and the use 
of religious rhetoric to incite hostility against women, meanwhile, are on the rise, further 
exposing women to stigma, reputational harm, and threats of violence across both local and 
diaspora contexts.

Against this backdrop, this study explores the lived realities of Yemeni women leaders, 
challenging prevailing narratives that emphasize “resilience” while downplaying risk. It 
argues that such framings risk obscuring the severity of the threats endured by WHRDs, 
limiting recognition of the urgent protection measures required. Drawing on qualitative, in-
depth interviews, the study captures the experiences of 22 Yemeni women leaders active in 
human rights work, hailing from various regions of Yemen and in the diaspora. It highlights 
the cumulative physical, psychological, social, and economic impacts of their advocacy work.

The findings reveal a profound and multidimensional toll on women leaders. Many reported 
experiencing chronic physical ailments such as hypertension, diabetes, autoimmune diseases, 
and fatigue, largely attributed to prolonged stress and unsafe working conditions. Eating 
disorders, sleep disturbances, and weakened immunity are widespread. Psychologically, all 
participants reported high levels of distress, including anxiety, depression, panic attacks, and 
symptoms consistent with post-traumatic stress disorder. Repeated exposure to violence, 
threats, and traumatic experiences, both direct and secondary, has resulted in hypervigilance, 
emotional numbness, and, in some cases, suicidal ideation. Despite these conditions, women 
continue working under extreme pressure, often overworking as a coping mechanism, leading 
to burnout and declining productivity.

[1] Interview with a woman journalist and human rights activist in Taiz, October 17, 2025.
[2] According to the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Women Human Rights Defenders (WHRDs) 
include “all women and girls working on any human rights issue … and people of all genders who work to promote women’s rights 
and rights related to gender equality.” The definition also encompasses civil society actors who may not self-identify as human rights 
defenders, including journalists, health workers, environmental activists, peacebuilders, and humanitarian and development actors 
among others. See: https://www.ohchr.org/en/women/women-human-rights-defenders

https://www.ohchr.org/en/women/women-human-rights-defenders
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Women interviewed shared stories of defamation, hyper-surveillance, and heightened scrutiny 
by authorities and their communities. To reduce risk, many have withdrawn from public 
engagement, media, and even family interactions. The impact extends to their children and 
families, who are also affected by stigma, intimidation, and social exclusion. In the diaspora 
community, although physical safety may improve, women continue to live in fear for 
themselves in their new countries of residence, as well as for their families in Yemen. Many 
reported facing significant economic challenges due to displacement, difficulties in integrating 
into new environments, and ongoing isolation.

These personal and familial hardships expose a broader structural crisis: the near-complete 
absence of effective protection mechanisms, accountability systems, and enforcement of 
laws, leaving Yemeni women at the frontlines of risk dangerously exposed. The protection of 
women defenders is rarely integrated into program design, while international and national 
organizations often fail to uphold duty of care obligations. Psychosocial support is limited, 
poorly tailored, and often inaccessible, while digital security gaps expose women to surveillance, 
blackmail, and reputational attacks.

Beyond affecting their personal well-being, these conditions have profound implications 
for the sustainability of the women’s movement in Yemen. Burnout, fear, and a lack of 
protection are driving many experienced women leaders to withdraw from public life, 
creating generational gaps and reducing opportunities to mentor younger leaders. Trust 
in the Yemeni government and international actors has eroded due to perceived inaction 
and lack of accountability. As a result, women’s participation in civic and political spaces 
is declining, threatening progress in gender equality, peacebuilding, and human rights 
advocacy.

The severe risks outlined in this research underscore the urgent need for concrete measures to 
protect Yemeni women human rights defenders. The Yemeni government, as the prime duty-
bearer, must strengthen accountability by enforcing protection measures for women human 
rights defenders, accelerating investigations into violations, and prosecuting perpetrators 
of violence, harassment, and illegal detention. At the same time, rapid response protection 
systems should be established as life-saving interventions, including safe relocation, emergency 
financial support, secure housing, and confidential case management that minimizes re-
traumatization.

International organizations and donors must institutionalize the duty of care through 
safeguarding frameworks, emergency protocols, and equitable access to healthcare and legal 
support for all WHRDs, including those contracted. Flexible and adequate funding is essential 
to cover the high costs of safe work, including mobility, housing, and sustained protection, 
while prioritizing survivors of detention, torture, or active threats for relocation and asylum 
pathways.
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At the systemic level, protection must be reinforced through advocacy and accountability 
mechanisms that pressure armed actors to adopt and uphold non-targeting commitments 
toward women civilians and WHRDs. Strengthening WHRDs networks, mentorship 
structures, and safe coordination spaces is critical for movement sustainability, alongside 
investing in documentation and data collection to increase visibility, inform policy, and counter 
stigma. Community-based strategies must be used, including male allyship and engagement 
of influential leaders, to challenge harmful narratives and strengthen collective protection.
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 1. Introduction

Women’s experiences during conflict are often depicted in humanitarian and political discourse 
as resilience.[3] Whether in decision-making spaces or displacement camps, their efforts to “craft 
hope” and “endure hardship” are emphasized and widely praised. This research challenges this 
narrow portrayal.[4] The pervasive expectations for WHRDs to demonstrate positive growth 
—both from others and from themselves— oversimplifies and pathologizes these women’s 
struggles, undermining the big emotional and physical toll of facing systemic violence.

Yemeni women human rights defenders are currently experiencing what a study participant 
has described as “a generation of fear.”[5] In a climate marked by protracted conflict, rising 
fundamentalism, and diminished protections, discrimination against them has intensified. 
WHRDs face violations by both state and non-state actors, ranging from detention and enforced 
disappearance to coercion and death threats. Beyond physical threats, escalating online abuse, 
disinformation, and religious incitement against women leaders has also extended to the 
Yemeni diaspora. This report exposes the physical, psychological, and social consequences 
of WHRDs’ work. It identifies the types of violations and their perpetrators, and provides 
actionable recommendations for national, international, and organizational stakeholders.

While rising repression has steadily shrunk civic space for all Yemenis, women and girls 
have borne a disproportionate burden of of its impact. Within this already hostile environment, 
women human rights defenders constitute a distinct at-risk population whose exposure to 
harm has been amplified by their visibility, activism, and perceived challenge to prevailing 
power structures. The findings focus on new patterns of violence affecting WHRDs across 
Yemen. The stories shared by the women interviewed detail the physical and mental health 
impacts on WHRDs, both within the different Yemeni governorates and in the diaspora. 
Their accounts also cover the challenges they face in accessing education and employment, 
alongside broader social factors that compound this trauma.

[3] “Gems of Resilience: How Women Craft Hope in War-Torn Yemen,” IOM, Accessed October 15, 2025, https://storyteller.iom.int/stories/
gems-resilience-how-women-craft-hope-war-torn-yemen
[4] “Psychosocial support: a guidebook for human rights defenders,” OMCT- SOS-Torture Network, December 9, 2022, https://www.omct.
org/en/resources/reports/psychosocial-support-a-guidebook-for-human-rights-defenders
[5] Interview with a human rights journalist formerly living in Sana’a who relocated to Aden, November 8, 2025.

https://storyteller.iom.int/stories/gems-resilience-how-women-craft-hope-war-torn-yemen
https://storyteller.iom.int/stories/gems-resilience-how-women-craft-hope-war-torn-yemen
https://www.omct.org/en/resources/reports/psychosocial-support-a-guidebook-for-human-rights-defenders
https://www.omct.org/en/resources/reports/psychosocial-support-a-guidebook-for-human-rights-defenders
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 2. Methodology

The research employed a qualitative design, beginning with a content analysis of academic 
papers and reports, published between 2020 and 2025, that address the challenges faced by 
Yemeni women human rights defenders. By critically examining the methodological limitations 
of existing Yemen-based studies, the research identified gaps in the current data. This insight 
informed the development of a customized in-depth interview tool.

Given the sensitive and high-risk nature of the subject matter, the author utilized snowball 
sampling to choose participants, prioritizing the safety and anonymity of those involved. 
Primary data was collected through Key Informant Interviews with 25 people: 22 women leaders 
and human rights defenders, and three experts in women’s protection (one national and two 
international). The participant pool reflected a broad spectrum of the Yemeni humanitarian 
and advocacy community, including lawyers, civil society leaders, journalists, human rights 
monitors, researchers, and data collectors. To ensure the data’s relevance and depth, inclusion 
criteria were strictly limited to Yemeni nationals aged 18 to 60 who are currently or previously 
engaged in leadership and advocacy roles in Yemen.

The study aimed to capture the perspectives of Yemeni women from diverse geographical 
regions and professional backgrounds. Fifty percent of the interviewees were residents of 
Sana’a, Taiz, Aden, and Hadramawt governorates, and the other half were in the diaspora as 
refugees or temporary residents, with the exception of one dual citizen. Participants were 
divided as follows: 10 women leaders from civil society organizations, five researchers and 
HR monitors, three advocates, three journalists, and one lawyer, with most aged between 35 
and 55, and three aged between 25 and 30. Their experience in the human rights field ranged 
from 3 to 25 years, with 13 having more than 10 years of experience. Six WHRDs withdrew 
from the interviews after providing consent.

 Ethical and safeguarding protocols
The study was based on informed consent, high measures of confidentiality, and privacy. The 
researcher used gender and trauma-sensitive interviewing techniques and offered ways to 
provide psychosocial support in case interviews triggered distress or emotional discomfort 
among participants. The findings presented below ensure that interviewees cannot be identified 
by their location, line of work, or the stories they have told. The researcher prioritized the 
safety of interviewees over the richness and depth of findings.
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 Study limitations:
	● While the qualitative approach allows for rich, contextualized insights into lived 

experiences, the findings cannot be statistically generalized to all Yemeni WHRDs 
or women community leaders. The study aims to illustrate patterns and dynamics 
rather than quantify their prevalence.

	● Although participants were selected to reflect diversity in geography, profession, and 
displacement status, the sample remains small and may not capture the full range of 
experiences. Given that most interviewees were between 35 and 55 years of age, there 
was limited representation of younger women defenders. 

	● Security risks in Yemen constrained access to certain groups of WHRDs, particularly those 
operating in highly restricted areas or under direct threat from de facto authorities or armed 
actors. As a result, the experiences of the most at-risk defenders may be underrepresented.

	● Interviews may have withheld information, minimized details, or framed experiences 
cautiously. Trauma, fear of reprisals, and time elapsed since specific incidents may also 
have affected recall and narrative depth.

Despite these limitations, the study provides ethically grounded, context-specific insights 
into the lived realities of Yemeni WHRDs and offers policy-relevant findings that can inform 
protection, advocacy, and accountability efforts.
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 3. Findings

 3.1 New patterns of violations and their effect
“Houthi forces raided our house in our absence, they searched everything, physically assaulted 
the building’s guard, and went into every room. This caused us a huge problem in terms of 
reputation, since the tactic used against women leaders is to state that their houses are raided 
for engaging in illegal or immoral acts like prostitution and women trafficking.”[6]

Regardless of governorate or age, Yemeni women defenders suffer strikingly similar physical 
and psychological trauma, inflicted by a wide range of actors. These include formal state 
actors and de facto powers, such as the Houthis (Ansar Allah) and the Southern Transitional 
Council (STC), as well as local authorities, armed groups, and influential community figures. 
Online mobs and coordinated troll networks are being increasingly mobilized, playing a 
particularly harmful role.[7]

In recent years, illegal detention and forced disappearance have become some of the 
most alarming violations against WHRDs.[8] The ongoing wave of brutal arrests and 
forced disappearances, especially in areas under Houthi control, targets civil society 
workers and humanitarian workers, both men and women, including UN-affiliated staff.[9][10] 
The targeted arrests and detentions of women leaders, however, are unprecedented in 
Yemen, and cross traditional “red lines” regarding women’s protection.[11] Recent cases, 
including the forced disappearance of academic Ashwaq al-Shameri[12] in Sana’a,[13] and 

[6] Interview with a health rights worker formerly based in Sana’a who relocated to Aden and subsequently to an Arab country, October 
16, 2025. The interviewee specifically referred to the all-female branch of the Houthi security forces called Zaynabbiyat. The unit was 
established in Saa’da over a decade ago and was active during the six conflicts between the Houthis and the Yemeni government from 
2004-2010. The Zaynabbiyat became more prominent after the Houthis’ takeover of Yemen in September 2014. The battalion’s role has 
principally involved gathering intelligence and engaging in logistical support for the Houthis, as well as spreading the group’s ideology. 
See: Doaa Mohammed, “Ansar Allah’s Female Enforcers,” Carnegie Endowment, Apr 15, 2025, https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-
east/diwan/2025/04/ansar-allahs-female-enforcers?lang=en
[7] Rim Mugahed, Bilqees al-Lahbi and Lara Uhlenhaut, “Weaponizing Slander: The Dark Side of Defamation Campaigns Against Yemeni 
Women Leaders,” Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies, April 28, 2026, https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/jan-mar-2026/27026
[8] Rim Mugahed, Bilqees al-Lahbi and Lara Uhlenhaut, “A Year in Patriarchy: Key Setbacks in Yemeni Women’s Rights in 2024,” Sana’a 
Center for Strategic Studies, February 4, 2025, https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/oct-dec-2024/24136
[9] “Yemen: Arbitrary Detention; Forced Disappearance Warring Parties Crack Down on Rights Amid Humanitarian Crisis,” Human 
Rights Watch, February 4, 2026, https://www.hrw.org/news/2026/02/04/yemen-arbitrary-detention-forced-disappearance
[10] “January 2026 Monthly Forecast,” Security Council Report, Accessed February 4, 2026, https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-
forecast/2026-01/yemen-86.php#:~:text=A%2019%20December%20statement%20attributable,by%20the%20Spokesperson%20
condemned%20the
[11] These red lines include: the interrogation of women by male members of formal or informal armed forces without the presence of 
a male relative, companion, or female personnel; raids on homes where women and children are present; the abduction or detention 
of women from private residences or rooms where they live alone; the interrogation of women in hotel rooms; and the questioning of 
women during very late-night or early-morning hours at military checkpoints or in non-public spaces.
[12] Dr. Ashwaq Suleiman Al-Shamiri was reportedly arrested from her home in Sana’a on November 25, 2025, by armed personnel 
without a warrant. Since her arrest, she has allegedly been denied contact with her family and legal counsel, and her whereabouts 
remain undisclosed. 
[13] “Houthi prisons deepen the human rights tragedy in Yemen [AR],” Al-Sharq Al-Awsat, February 3, 2026, https://aawsat.com

https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/diwan/2025/04/ansar-allahs-female-enforcers?lang=en
https://carnegieendowment.org/middle-east/diwan/2025/04/ansar-allahs-female-enforcers?lang=en
https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/jan-mar-2026/27026
https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/oct-dec-2024/24136
https://www.hrw.org/news/2026/02/04/yemen-arbitrary-detention-forced-disappearance
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2026-01/yemen-86.php#:~:text=A%2019%20December%20statement%20attributable,by%20the%20Spokesperson%20condemned%20the
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2026-01/yemen-86.php#:~:text=A%2019%20December%20statement%20attributable,by%20the%20Spokesperson%20condemned%20the
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2026-01/yemen-86.php#:~:text=A%2019%20December%20statement%20attributable,by%20the%20Spokesperson%20condemned%20the
https://aawsat.com/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A/5236775-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%AC%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%88%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%B9%D9%85%D9%91%D9%82-%D9%85%D8%A3%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%A9-%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D9%86%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%86
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the assassination of civil servant Iftihan Al-Mashhari[14] in Taiz,[15] have led many women 
leaders and activists to believe that “anything can happen, and there being no limits to 
the harm” they may be subject to.[16]

More broadly, the repression of women leaders today extends to confiscation of documents, 
passports, and hours-long interrogation in airports or security checkpoints.[17] These measures 
are not unique to Houthi-controlled areas, but have been reported in southern Yemen, mainly 
in areas formerly controlled by the Southern Transitional Council, and in Taiz, which is 
controlled by the Islah political party-affiliated militias. Interviews highlight a heightened 
level of intimidation that may have not yet been fully documented, such as intimidation of 
WHRDs to serve as informants on their organizations, prolonged detention in checkpoints, 
assassination attempts, and torture.[18] Age does not determine whether women leaders 
experience harassment, stigma, or detention. Additionally, sectors in which WHRDs work, 
such as law, health, education, or humanitarian work, did not alter the nature of the violations 
faced by women human rights defenders.

Threats to women leaders also arise from incitement on public platforms, such as mosques 
and social media, leading to direct threats. These include death threats to WHRDs themselves 
or their relatives.[19] Multiple actors, including some government voices, are increasingly 
utilizing online platforms to propagate narratives that stigmatize WHRDs and encourage a 
sense of “shame” around existing in public spaces. The prevalent approach is to create a hostile 
digital environment for women and girls marked by cyberbullying, harassment, and threats 
of violence.[20] The severity of these incidents is increasing, leading to women’s self-limiting 
behavior and reduced participation, undermining democratic processes and reinforcing 
misogynistic norms.[21]

[14] “Assassination of Iftihan al-Mashhari and Its Implications for Women and the Rule of Law in Yemen,” Peace Track Initiative, 
November 4, 2025, https://peacetrackinitiative.org/en/resources/144
[15] Iftihan al-Mashhari, Director of the Cleaning and Improvement Fund in Taiz, was assassinated on September 18, 2025 in a coordinated 
attack by armed men on motorcycles while performing her duties. 
[16] Interview with a woman journalist and human rights activist in Taiz, October 17, 2025.
[17] Sawsan al-Refaei, “The security implications of using feminist methodologies to study gender-based violence in Yemen,” Frontiers 
in Research Methods and Analytics, November 18, 2024, https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/research-metrics-and-analytics/
articles/10.3389/frma.2024.1333266/full
[18] Interview with a human rights violations monitor in Taiz, September 18, 2025.
[19] Interview with a media and human rights specialist formerly based in Sana’a and currently residing in another Arab country, 
September 11, 2025.
[20] Rim Mugahed, Bilqees al-Lahbi and Lara Uhlenhaut, “Weaponizing Slander: The Dark Side of Defamation Campaigns Against 
Yemeni Women Leaders,” Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies, April 28, 2026, https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/jan-mar-2026/2, 
leading7026 
[21] “Intensification of efforts to eliminate all forms of violence against women and girls: Technology-facilitated violence against women 
and girls,” Report of the Secretary-General (2024), https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2024/10/intensification-
of-efforts-to-eliminate-all-forms-of-violence-against-women-report-of-the-secretary-general-2024

https://peacetrackinitiative.org/en/resources/144
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/research-metrics-and-analytics/articles/10.3389/frma.2024.1333266/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/research-metrics-and-analytics/articles/10.3389/frma.2024.1333266/full
https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/jan-mar-2026/27026
https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/jan-mar-2026/27026
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2024/10/intensification-of-efforts-to-eliminate-all-forms-of-violence-against-women-report-of-the-secretary-general-2024
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2024/10/intensification-of-efforts-to-eliminate-all-forms-of-violence-against-women-report-of-the-secretary-general-2024
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Compounding matters, economic challenges for women leaders have intensified over the past 
five years. Displacement has resulted in the loss of their permanent jobs with the government 
or international organizations. Women leaders in internal displacement or in the diaspora 
thus live in precarious situations. Often, refugee WHRDs do not have residency status[22] and 
are subject to intimidation by either warring party to report them to the country’s security 
forces, where they took refuge. Lack of status and protection has discouraged many WHRDs 
from leaving places where they are threatened, as displacement may put them in a more 
vulnerable situation.[23] Women seeking refuge outside Yemen, whether through legal means 
or not, often become vulnerable to exploitation by those in positions of power from whom 
they seek support or guidance.

Incredibly, some women leaders have also reported instances of harassment and blackmail 
from individuals linked with Yemeni embassies in the countries where they have sought 
refuge.[24] This is further complicated by the prevalent false perception of WHDRs, that they 
don’t have boundaries or are willing to accept any offer that they can receive for funds, 
relationship, or marriage.[25]

Interviewees also expressed alarm at the resurgence of religious-based incitement targeting 
women. Multiple actors, including religious fundamentalists, have expanded their influence 
through coordinated national and transnational alliances, increasingly leveraging digital 
tools.[26] Trolling, and bot-driven amplification in social media targeting women human rights 
defenders and feminist movements may have been adopted from practices in other countries 
where women face similar challenges.[27] Threats have escalated in tone, increasingly inciting 
killing and kidnapping, and framing women leaders as traitors or national security threats. 
Participants emphasized that these dynamics are evident across Yemen, not limited 
to Houthi-controlled areas, and have deeper and more sustained impacts on community 
attitudes than in earlier phases of the conflict. Concerns were raised about the use of artificial 
intelligence to fabricate photos, voice messages, or calls, further increasing vulnerability to 
reputational harm and blackmail.[28]

[22] Interview with a former local UN staff member who later relocated abroad, September 20, 2025.
[23] Interview with a woman leader working in peacebuilding for an international organization in southern Yemen, September 20, 2025.
[24] Interview with a diaspora-based political analyst and advocate, September 29, 2025.
[25] Interview with a woman human rights activist in Sana’a, October 23, 2025.
[26] Interview with a researcher, author, and advocate for women’s and youth rights, formerly based in Sana’a and currently relocated to 
an Arab country, September 13, 2025. 
[27] Lily Hay Newman, “Instagram Slow to Tackle Bots Targeting Iranian Women’s Groups,” July 19, 2022, Wired, https://www.wired.com/
story/iran-women-groups-instagram-bot-battle/
[28] Bashar al-Aqab, “Electronic Blackmail in Yemen: A Digital Weapon Exploiting State Fragility,” Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies, 
April 24, 2026, https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/jan-mar-2026/27002

https://sanaacenter.org/the-yemen-review/jan-mar-2026/27002
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It is important to note that these attacks are both individual and institutional in nature. 
Recent years have shown an uptick in attacks on civil society organizations that cater to 
women or offer protection services. From forcibly seizing offices and the shelters of women’s 
civil society organizations,[29] to undermining funding relationships,[30] the infrastructure 
supporting women leaders is rapidly deteriorating.

 3.2 Physical, mental, and social impacts
 3.2.1 The Hidden Physical Costs of Humanitarian Work

“I was told by doctors that my chronic joint pain and swelling were a result of my work 
in highly insecure and risky conditions. I have undergone three surgeries to deal with the 
impacts of stress.”[31]

The physical health impacts of humanitarian work on women leaders were examined during the 
interviews, with a focus on harm or changes to their physical well-being. No reports of extreme 
physical harm—such as severe beatings, injuries, sexual assault, or other severe violence—were 
disclosed. Although a number of interviewees experienced detentions for various periods of 
time, detention-related physical injuries were not reported. When alluding to acts of “violence” 
or “torture,” these were not spelled out specifically when detention experiences are recalled.

This could suggest that interviewees were reluctant to share sensitive details, particularly 
regarding physical assault. It could also indicate that women were to some degree protected 
from the severe physical torture reported by men in detention, where some prisoners reported 
reaching a point of “wishing to die.”[32] A number of interviewees recounted stories of relatives, 
such as brothers, fathers, or nephews, being detained, and some of these accounts involved 
instances of physical harm.

Interviewees reported physical ailments that they related to the nature of their work. In 
most cases, these conditions have been diagnosed clinically. Diabetes, unstable blood sugar, 
irregular blood pressure, and hypertension are common physical chronic conditions that 
WHRDs attribute to chronic stress.

[29] “Yemen Events of 2024,” Human Rights Watch, World Report Yemen 2025, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2025/country-
chapters/yemen#49dda6
[30] “In Their Own Words: How to Make Funding and Partnerships Work for Women’s Organizations Delivering Gender-Based Violence 
Services in Yemen,”International Rescue Committee, July 20, 2025, https://www.rescue.org/report/their-own-words-how-make-funding-
and-partnerships-work-womens-organizations-delivering-1
[31] Interview with a Yemeni woman leader working in peacebuilding in southern Yemen, September 20, 2025.
[32] “I wish to die: The suffering endured by prisoners set free from the Houthi prisons in Yemen,” Euro-Med Human Rights Monitor, 
January 10, 2021, https://euromedmonitor.org/en/article/4092/%E2%80%9CI-wished-to-die%E2%80%9D:--New-report-documenting-
the-suffering-of-prisoners-in-Houthi-prisons

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2025/country-chapters/yemen#49dda6
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2025/country-chapters/yemen#49dda6
https://www.rescue.org/report/their-own-words-how-make-funding-and-partnerships-work-womens-organizations-delivering-1
https://www.rescue.org/report/their-own-words-how-make-funding-and-partnerships-work-womens-organizations-delivering-1
https://euromedmonitor.org/en/article/4092/%E2%80%9CI-wished-to-die%E2%80%9D:--New-report-documenting-the-suffering-of-prisoners-in-Houthi-prisons
https://euromedmonitor.org/en/article/4092/%E2%80%9CI-wished-to-die%E2%80%9D:--New-report-documenting-the-suffering-of-prisoners-in-Houthi-prisons
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Eating disorders were reported by all interviewees. They described an unhealthy relationship 
with food, which manifested itself in anorexia or binge eating. These conditions resulted in 
high cholesterol, irritable bowel syndrome, and various vitamin deficiencies, specifically iron 
deficiency. Half of the interviewees reported conditions related to low immunity[33] such as 
frequent skin and respiratory infections, and autoimmune diseases. These chronic conditions 
were also attributed to bad coping mechanisms,[34] like smoking, irregular sleep, and negligence 
of serious health related symptoms.

One-third of interviewees reported back pain, muscular pain, sciatica, and generalized body 
aches. Interviews revealed that these conditions are prevalent due to long hours of work, long 
hours of travel by car, and chronic fear or stress. Other common physical conditions include 
issues with the jaw and teeth, grayness and loss of hair, and loss of vision.[35]

 3.2.2 Chronic Stress, Overwork, and Psychological Exhaustion 

“I just keep grinding through the physical and mental pain. My duty is not to let my family 
and other women see me fall.”[36]

Irregular and disturbed sleep was a commonly reported condition. Interviewees elaborated 
that in the past 3-5 years, as threats and risks increased on human rights and humanitarian 
workers in various areas in Yemen, they have “forgotten what good sleep is.”[37]

Insomnia, night terrors, and nightmares were common among all interviewees. A woman in 
Sana’a stated, “I go to sleep prepared for something bad to happen. Air strikes, missiles, and 
home raids by security forces. On many nights, I sleep fully dressed so that if I am taken from 
home, or die, I would be decent.”[38]

Many WHRDs reported overthinking, overcalculating, and having flashbacks from past and 
present traumatic incidents. As a specialist on women human rights defenders protection 
stated, “In my line of work, I deal directly with many cases of women human rights defenders 
who are living in fear and insecurity. These stories go with me to bed every night. I keep 
thinking of what would happen to the women I was not able to help.”[39]Another stated, “I am 

[33] Interview with a political analyst and advocate relocated abroad, September 29, 2025.
[34] Interview with a researcher, author, and advocate for women’s and youth rights, formerly based in Sana’a and currently relocated to 
an Arab country, September 13, 2025. 
[35] Interview with a political analyst and advocate relocated abroad, September 29, 2025. 
[36] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
[37] Ibid.
[38] Interview with a former women human rights activist and current humanitarian worker in Sana’a, September 13, 2025.
[39] Interview with a woman human rights defender and protection specialist, September 19, 2025.
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addicted to sleeping pills. Everyone knows that I do not sleep like normal people do.”[40] Panic 
attacks and neural breakdowns were also reported.

Pain and lack of energy and sleep do not, however, slow down WHRDs. This explains why 
burnout-related conditions, such as chronic fatigue, are the second-most common condition 
reported. WHRDs have become toxically attached to work. Long hours of work without resting 
have paradoxically made them less  productive in their jobs. “It is a big effort to wake up from 
bed every day.” When asked about the number of hours worked per day, the responses ranged 
from 10 to 16 hours. “During work trips, I work more than 18 hours a day.”[41]

The majority of respondents stated that they are reluctant to take medical leave, fearing they 
will lose their job or compensation. Some stated that they would be reluctant to say no to 
tasks beyond their mandate or challenge workload.[42]

 3.2.3 The Enduring Effects of Trauma and PTSD

“Any news of an assassination or disappearance triggers a reaction that takes weeks to go 
away.”[43]

All interviewees expressed high levels of mental distress. The majority of them attributed 
distress from fear of being detained, targeted, attacked, or harassed. These fears are compounded 
by the recognition that there is no protection mechanism in place for them, be it a law, a law-
enforcing entity, or even Yemeni traditions that typically protected them.[44] “Warring parties 
do not recognize tribal laws that protect women anymore,” said one interviewee.[45] Several 
described being easily triggered and displayed clear signs and symptoms of post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD),[46] including negative thoughts about self, other people, or the world, 
ongoing negative emotions of fear, blame, guilt, anger, or shame, and memory loss.

A common PTSD symptom reported was overreaction and hypervigilance. “When a small 
problem happens at work, or when an approval of an activity is rejected by the local government, 
I immediately catastrophize.”[47] Common mental health disorders include anxiety, panic 
attacks, and depression. Most are clinically diagnosed, but some are self-diagnosed.

[40] Interview with a human rights violations monitor in Taiz, September 18, 2025.
[41] Interview with a diaspora-based Yemeni political researcher and analyst on women human rights violations, September 13, 2025.
[42] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
[43] Interview with a former woman detainee in Yemen, September 29, 2025.
[44] Interview with a researcher, author, and advocate for women’s and youth rights, formerly based in Sana’a and currently residing in 
an Arab country, September 13, 2025. 
[45] Interview with woman journalist and human rights activist in Taiz, October 17,2025.
[46] Interview with a political analyst and advocate in the Yemeni diaspora, September 8, 2025.
[47] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
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Many WHRDs have faced traumatic situations where they had to shut down their emotions 
in order to function. A women’s rights defender from Aden recalled her involvement in the 
removal of dead bodies and the delivery of the deceased to their families during active conflict 
in Yemen in 2015. She described how the Houthis’ military advance into southern Yemen in 
2015 escalated into urban warfare, characterized by heavy shelling, sniper fire, and street-by-
street clashes. Civilians became trapped in their homes as essential services collapsed.[48] “I 
took a 6-hour trip with a dead body with me in the same car; they were killed by a sniper.”[49]

Another described her experience as a mediator, working with warring parties to facilitate 
the transport of bodies to their families. “I spent days on end in the morgue. I still remember 
the reaction of every family receiving the body of their loved one. I used to cry a lot, but now, 
I feel my feelings are frozen.”[50] Another recalled the time she was reporting the number of 
bodies in her city, while her family was under siege. “I was doing my work, knowing that my 
family could be reported among the bodies.”[51]

Examples of extreme traumatic experiences include threats and intimidation resulting 
from working alongside security or political figures, or armed militia. A researcher who was 
collecting data on secret prisons in southern Yemen stated that her work changed her life. “I 
cannot unsee what I saw, or unhear what I heard.[52] Another working on peacebuilding said 
she was threatened by Al-Qaeda itself and that social media pages were designed to threaten 
her.[53] “Because I received so many death threats,” said another human rights worker from Taiz, 
“I am afraid that someone is going to plan bombs under my car. I check under my car every 
morning before I drive, and I prevent my children from using the vehicle.”[54] This proximity 
to high-risk environments has led to behaviors of “paranoia” and “self-doubt.”

In addition, many women defenders worked directly with victims subjected to human rights 
violations, including prisoners and survivors of torture and unlawful detention. “I spent months 
interviewing women detained illegally for 3-4 years without clear accusations or trials. The 
stories they told me affected my well-being in a way I was not able to address,” said a protection 
officer from Aden.[55] Even those living in diaspora have reported equally debilitating impacts 

[48] “Yemen: Houthi Artillery Kills Dozens in Aden,” Human Rights Watch, July 29,2015, Yemen: Houthi Artillery Kills Dozens in 
Aden,https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/07/29/yemen-houthi-artillery-kills-dozens-aden
[49] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader, September 8, 2025.
[50] Interview with a human rights lawyer and mediator, November 23, 2025.
[51] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
[52] Interview with a diaspora-based political analyst and advocate, September 29, 2025.
[53] Interview with a Yemeni woman leader working in peacebuilding in southern Yemen, September 20,2025.
[54] Interview with a human rights violations monitor in Taiz, September 8, 2025.
[55] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025. 
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due to their close relationship to the victims: “I go through a mental health crisis after I finish 
carrying out interviews with survivors as part of gender-based violence research.”[56]

Many of the participants faced additional pressure to create their own safety plans without 
external support. “I have to lie to everyone where I work, I also lie about where my relatives 
work because everyone who works with an international organization is at risk.”[57] They are 
also under pressure of potentially subjecting their loved ones to harm because of the work they 
do. “I feel guilty that my child may be kidnapped or harmed in any way because of my work.”[58]

Interviewees described a sense of helplessness, which sometimes developed into clinical 
depression. “Knowing that anyone can drag you from your home and give you packaged 
accusations makes our whole lives unpredictable. No risk assessment or mitigation is possible.”[59] 
The feeling of helplessness is worsened “by the sarcasm and underestimation of our struggles, 
even from duty bearers like the government and UN officials.”[60]

Survivor’s guilt, meanwhile, is a mental and emotional challenge faced by many women in the 
diaspora. This guilt arises from leaving loved ones behind for their own safety. Some WHRDs 
also feel guilty about disengagement from human rights and advocacy work for safety reasons. 
“I am still ashamed that I chose to close my organization and flee, even if there was a danger 
to my life.”[61] Ironically, there are some who feel guilty for not leaving Yemen and leaving 
their jobs. The huge outflux of women leaders from Yemen abroad has caused pressure on 
those who decided to stay to find a way to seek asylum or immigrate. This has also impacted 
the sense of solidarity among WHRDs and the depth of the human rights movement. “I face 
mental pressure because my comrades have left.”[62] Interviews showed that suicide ideation 
is not that uncommon among women leaders. “No one talks about it, but it is there.”[63]

[56] Interview with a diaspora-based Yemeni researcher on GBV, October 12, 2025.
[57] Interview with a diaspora-based political analyst and advocate, September 29, 2025
[58] Interview with a diaspora-based gender and political researcher, October 12, 2025. 
[59] Interview with a human rights violations monitor in Taiz, September 8, 2025.
[60] Interview with a diaspora-based Yemeni political researcher and analyst on women of human rights violations, September 13, 2025.
[61] Interview with a human rights violations monitor in Taiz, September 8, 2025.
[62] Interview with a researcher, author, and advocate for women’s and youth rights, formerly based in Sana’a and currently relocated to 
an Arab country, September 13, 2025. 
[63] Interview with a human rights youth activist formerly resident of Hudaydah who relocated to Aden, September 29, 2025.
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 3.2.4 Stigma, Withdrawal, and Family Consequences

“I do not want to add to the burden of my family. I never share anything about my worries 
and fears.”[64]

Many WHRDs are viewed as “saviors” by Yemeni women seeking help with divorce, job loss, 
homelessness, and legal issues. They are also approached by communities facing food insecurity 
and in need of local peacebuilding efforts. “I receive daily requests to document violations and 
to support financially. My phone does not stop ringing.”[65] The immense pressure and rising 
expectations have led WHRDs to gradually withdraw from societal leadership roles. Social 
isolation is mainly driven by loss of trust and safety concerns.

Patterns of social withdrawal include isolation from colleagues and even close family. With 
growing mistrust, they are unable to share their emotions or feelings of distress. This has led 
to loss of social connections, friendships, and local ties. Many talked of avoiding media and 
public speaking events: “I do not want my name to be on social media, or to be photographed. 
I do not want to be a public target.”[66]

“Neighborhoods in Sana’a reject families that include a worker with international organizations 
unless they are publicly affiliated with Houthis.” De-facto state officials spread rumors about 
women workers as being affiliated with “prostitution and women trafficking networks.”[67] A 
woman researcher described the current period in the North as being “the dirtiest for women 
leaders” in Yemen’s history. “I have lived in Sana’a all my life, and I have never witnessed women 
being recruited as informants on their friends, family, and neighbors.”[68] Regular salaries and 
frequent travel are viewed as privileges afforded by women human rights defenders. In some 
cases, these benefits are perceived as “price paid for their loyalty to external parties.”[69] This 
viewpoint can lead the community to view their protection concerns as, at best, ungrounded 
and, at worst, exaggerated. Interviewees described the intense scrutiny they face as debilitating.

Stigma and defamation have also led to family separations. One woman reported separation from 
her children to ensure their safety.[70] Mothers reported that their children face societal stigma 
and isolation and are frequently bullied because of their jobs. “I asked my young daughter to 

[64] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
[65] Ibid.
[66] Ibid.
[67] Interview with a woman journalist and human rights activist in Taiz, October 17, 2025.
[68] Interview with a former women human rights activist, and current humanitarian worker in Sana’a, September 13, 2025.
[69] Interview with a woman journalist and human rights activist in Taiz, October 17, 2025.
[70] Interview with a human rights violations monitor in Taiz, September 8, 2025.
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keep a low profile and not to be visible on any social media platform.”[71] Children are also 
impacted by travel limitations, security checks, and questioning when their parent is known.

WHRDs living in the diaspora, meanwhile, find it difficult to integrate into their new 
communities. “I am trapped in my laptop. I don’t go out or see the world, and it is very hard to 
integrate into this new community because I am on my laptop most of the time.”[72]Although 
physically safe, WHRDs in the diaspora avoid engaging in activism or freely expressing their 
political opinions, even when conditions are permissible, driven not only by advocacy fatigue 
but also by residual fear. Such fear is not unfounded, as evidenced by stories shared by women 
in the diaspora. “I was reported by unknown persons to the security affairs in the country I 
am a refugee in. I was interrogated, and my residency was going to be jeopardized.”[73] Some 
reported cutting off contact with their families to avoid exposing them to risk. This further 
isolates them. “I have not talked to my family in Sana’a in years, I have information their 
numbers are surveilled.”[74]

 3.2.5 Educational and Financial Burdens

“My work with the international organization is on contract. I have no medical insurance, 
and when I fall sick, there is no medical support.”[75]

Long hours of work and health problems prevent WHRDs from pursuing higher education. 
As the main breadwinners of their families, they are unable to devote time to education, even 
when scholarships are available. More than 10 interviewees expressed that due to memory 
lapses, concentration problems, mental overload, and other issues, it is impossible for them to 
approach additional learning. This applies to higher education, training programs, and other 
learning opportunities.

For those in diaspora, their work as defenders often forms a barrier to obtaining Yemeni 
government-funded or bilaterally-supported scholarships because their relationship with 
embassies is, in the words of one interviewee, “not the best.”[76] A former Yemeni student in 
the diaspora said, “because of my work in human rights as a researcher, I was threatened 
by my embassy to have my scholarship discontinued, although it was fully funded by the 
hosting country.”[77]

[71] Ibid.
[72] Interview with a Yemeni human rights legal specialist living in the diaspora, September 18, 2025.
[73] Interview with a media human rights specialist formerly residing in Sana’a, now relocated to an Arab country, September 11, 2025.
[74] Interview with a diaspora-based political analyst and advocate, September 29, 2025.
[75] Interview with a former women human rights activist, and current humanitarian worker in Sana’a, September 13, 2025.
[76] Interview with a former student currently living in the diaspora and working as a humanitarian professional for an international 
organization; original interview conducted on a different topic, June 23, 2023. 
[77] Ibid.
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More than half of the interviewees are current or past employees of international or local 
organizations. A civil society leader and protection officer in Aden stated that the livelihoods 
of WHRDs are increasingly at risk, “our organization may close any time, I can be detained any 
time, and funding of the organization is not guaranteed. I wake up every morning wondering 
if my job is still there.”[78]

Despite these challenges, all women interviewed remain deeply committed to their work, 
viewing it as their life’s purpose. When funding becomes scarce, they pay out of pocket 
to get the projects going. “Donors do not cover all the informal costs of getting approvals, 
licenses, permits, and other items.”[79] Donor funding also does not cover costs of required male 
companions (mahram) during travel, the cost of local guides in insecure areas, or additional 
security needed to move from one governorate or district to another.[80]

The jobs of WHRDs who work in government or in the diaspora are also at risk. Institutional 
discrimination and workplace retaliation are expected when they start expressing their political 
opinions. “I learned to keep quiet and not share my opinions in public or in my workplace, 
and I write most of the time anonymously. I know I may lose my job.”[81] Many WHRDs in 
the diaspora reported that their income is not sufficient to cover their own costs while also 
supporting their families in Yemen. “I have to do another part-time job, which is not relevant 
to my specialization, to be able to help my extended family.”[82]

Women leaders who have been displaced to other countries while still managing their 
organizations in Yemen face a “triple” economic burden. They must support their families 
living with them in the diaspora, provide for their families who remain in Yemen, and ensure 
the financial stability of their organization’s employees.[83] When asked about a plan B in case 
international, human rights, and women’s organizations completely withdraw from Yemen, 
WHRDs stated that they would struggle to find alternative sources of income in Yemen.

Trapped in a vicious cycle, the health issues and social isolation mentioned above have 
diminished WHRDs capacity to develop transferable skills and to launch a business as a 
sustainable income source. “We do not have enough savings or connections to start a business 
compared to men,” said a human rights activist in Aden.[84]

[78] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
[79] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
[80] Interview with a former women human rights activist and current humanitarian worker in Sana’a, September 13, 2025.
[81] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
[82] Interview with a media human rights specialist from Sana’a who relocated to another Arab country, September 11, 2025.
[83] Interview with a researcher, author, and advocate for women’s and youth rights, formerly based in Sana’a and currently relocated to 
an Arab country, September 13, 2025. 
[84] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
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Increasingly, women defenders are losing jobs due to the closure of civil society organizations 
for lack of funding for gender mandated organizations or forced closure by de facto authorities. 
Others lose income as a result of fleeing Yemen, further heightening the urgency of developing 
a contingency plan. One interviewee explained, “I tried to invest my savings in a business, 
but I was too busy with my work to give it enough time, energy, and attention. My business 
eventually failed.”[85] Economic limitations also take a direct toll on health. Many reported not 
being able to treat their health conditions because they have no health insurance and avoid 
taking leave or mental health breaks because doing so would interrupt their pay.[86] WHRDs 
living in diaspora have sometimes lost chunks of their savings trying to address the impacts 
of their work on their physical or mental health.[87]

 3.3. Limits of Protection: Who cares when everyone 
doesn’t?
“UN agencies failed to protect their staff, and failed to hold human rights violators accountable 
to keep their operations going.”[88]

The collective Yemeni women’s movement has called for the participation of women in 
mediation, peacebuilding, and conflict resolution.[89] However, WHRDs lack the protection they 
need. “I do important mediation work with very influential army and government officials, 
but my organization is not doing enough to protect me at all times.”[90] WHRDs continue to 
be in vulnerable positions “because of the people they knew and the information they have 
access to.”[91]

Many expressed deep disappointment in the international systems that had, for years, provided 
a moral framework for their work. They described the United Nations agencies and peace-
sponsored governments as committing to gender equality through “words, not actions.”[92] The 
lack of protection systems in place for human rights defenders and civil society leaders led 
this generation to lose complete trust in those systems. One noted that some human rights 
defenders endure torture and pay a high physical price. “I ask myself, was their work in support 
of international standards worth it?”[93]

[85] Interview with Yemeni WHRD protection specialist living in the diaspora, September 20, 2025.
[86] Interview with Yemeni human rights legal specialist living in the diaspora, September 21, 2025.
[87] Interview with a diaspora-based political analyst and advocate, October 2025.
[88] Interview with former local UN staff, relocated abroad, September 20, 2025.
[89] Maha Awadh and Nuria Shuja’adeen, “Women in Conflict Resolution and Peacebuilding in Yemen,” Nahj Consulting, Yemen: UN 
Women, January 2019, https://yemen.un.org/en/15853-women-conflict-resolution-and-peacebuilding-yemen
[90] Interview with a Yemeni woman leader working in peacebuilding in southern Yemen, September 20, 2025.
[91] Ibid
[92] Interview with a diaspora-based political analyst and advocate, September 29, 2025.
[93] Interview with a diaspora-based researcher on governance, and civil society affairs, November 10, 2025.
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Families remain the primary support system that WHRDs rely on. The majority stressed the 
positive role of their immediate families in supporting them through physical and mental 
distress. “I would not have been able to do any of the work I have done without my family. 
In my field trips, my male family members drive the car, check safety, and even take notes 
voluntarily during meetings.”[94] This support also extends from neighbors, co-workers, and 
friends. Stories were shared around neighbors who continue to check on them daily, warn 
them of danger, and provide a sense of safety.[95]

Interviewees from Houthi-controlled areas, including in Sana’a, however, report a strong and 
growing stigma from local communities against women’s leadership and a general perception 
that they “cause trouble” wherever they go.[96] In Hudaydah, Taiz, and Aden, women who lead 
humanitarian, mediation, and legal aid work reported a wider circle of support from their 
local communities. “My district rose for me and stood by me in real life and on social media 
when they tried to defame me online.”[97]

Detention and imprisonment have long been documented as reasons for social stigma and 
isolation.[98] However, the severity and audacity of recent violations against Yemeni women 
in the north may have changed this perspective. One former detainee recounted, “After I was 
released from detention, I found many messages of support. I was also touched by the efforts 
to support my release online and on the ground. It had a short-term effect, then I suffered the 
long-term impacts of what happened after I decided to leave Yemen.”[99] 

Over time, however, participants noted this support erodes in the face of a consistent ideologically 
driven defamation campaign against women workers. The former detainee explained how 
she “lost much of the solidarity I got when I was detained,” as more people became doubtful 
or afraid to make contact.[100]

Several interviewees reported receiving limited support from male colleagues. Some indicated 
that interactions with their male counterparts had a negative psychological impact,[101] with 
some noting that male colleagues working in the civil and human rights space were often 
behind practices of discrimination, marginalization, underestimation, and even sexual 

[94] Interview with a diaspora-based Yemeni media correspondent, October 31, 2025.
[95] Interview with former worker in an international organization in Sana’a, relocated to an Arab country, October 10, 2025.
[96] Interview with a former women human rights activist and current humanitarian worker in Sana’a, September 13, 2025.
[97] Interview with a human rights youth activist formerly residing in Hudaydah who relocated to Aden, September 29, 2025.
[98] Interview with human rights lawyer and mediator in Taiz, November 23, 2025.
[99] Interview with former woman detainee in Yemen, September 29, 2025.
[100] Ibid.
[101] Interview with a Yemeni expert on gender-based violence in Yemen, December 8, 2025.
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harassment. One interviewee mentioned, “I have heard stories of male colleagues who report 
women leaders and provide details of their personal information.”[102] A protection specialist 
added that when male public figures stand in solidarity with WHRDs in public, they usually 
are impacted by the same smear campaigns, which may be a reason why some have refrained 
from doing so lately.[103]

WHRDs raised concerns about solidarity among local organizations. “Local civil society 
is polarized, is hungry for resources, and is intimidated,” remarked one civil society leader, 
noting that “it is hard to request or expect support from those who go through the same 
suffering you go through.”[104] Some WHRDs see that the majority of civil actors are affiliated 
to various degrees with conflicting armed parties. “We cannot rely on them to defend us or 
make a change.”[105]

 3.4. Neglect of a mental health crisis
“International actors do not even speak about what we go through with the world. It is 
uncomfortable, but it is the elephant in the room.”[106]

Across interviews, women defenders noted that national and international organizations, 
by and large, deprioritize psychosocial support and protection in their work in Yemen. 
Interviewees commonly share that medical insurance is available only to a limited group of 
women employed by international organizations. Moreover, not all insurance programs cover 
mental health expenses; those working for or leading civil society organizations, as well as 
independent consultants, typically are not covered by medical insurance.

Survivors of detention or violence face numerous challenges in accessing specialized mental 
health support. “Services are more readily available for WHRDs from other Arab countries, but 
opportunities for Yemen are scarce,”[107] stated a woman protection officer. “The donor support 
for this area is scarce. I prioritize my clients before my own psychosocial support.”

While some interviewees regard opportunities to travel for conferences, training, or meetings 
abroad as a form of mental health support, others see it as a stressful experience. “These 
mental breaks, if we may call them so, include long hours of meetings with other victims, 
[102] Interview with a Yemeni woman leader working in peacebuilding and for an international organization in southern Yemen, 
September 20, 2025.
[103] Interview with a diaspora-based former women protection specialist, October 5, 2025.
[104] Interview with a civil society leader from Aden, October 4, 2025.
[105] Interview with a woman journalist and human rights activist in Taiz, October 17, 2025.
[106] Interview with an international expert in women rights in Yemen, December 4, 2025.
[107] Interview with a diaspora-based former women protection specialist, October 5, 2025.
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speaking about the same issues we want to take a break from. Many of these conversations 
are also triggering and lead to more mental health issues. The meetings have packed agendas, 
as funding agencies would like to make the most out of these trips.”[108]

Several organizations have offered psychosocial support sessions,[109] individually and in 
groups. The group sessions were not thought helpful by some.“These sessions were stressful. 
In a group, I was expected to become vulnerable. I already had issues with trust, so I did not 
participate.”[110] Although group sessions were usually facilitated by professional psychosocial 
supporters, the approaches used in these sessions were not always trauma-informed.[111] The 
group sessions were short, lasting one to three hours, serving as annexes to large conferences 
or regional meetings. They usually included roundtables where participants shared their 
stories, while confidentiality and privacy were not strictly protected.

One-on-one sessions proved to be more effective, especially if these sessions were trauma-
informed and provided with sufficient confidentiality measures. Victims noted that it is a 
challenge when psychosocial supporters are international because they know little about the 
Yemeni context. International support provided was valued when it was very specialized. “ I 
only started responding to psychosocial support when an expert in supporting past-detainees 
was assigned to me. They understood my story and helped me navigate ways to address the 
trauma.”[112]

Another barrier facing Yemeni WHRDs is the unclear definition of who is a woman human 
rights defender. “Some women get a lot of support in terms of relocation, financial support, 
because they have good international connections and are considered elite, while others do 
not, and they are at more risk.”[113] Need for support that is tailored to the lived experience of 
WHRDs. For example, general or basic psychosocial support may not be helpful for WHRDs 
who have survived detention or torture. Many of them face great barriers to accessing legal 
support when they have been exploited.[114]

[108] Interview with a civil society leader in Aden, October 4, 2025.
[109] Psycho-social support to women Human Rights Defenders, Elbarlament, Accessed November 2025, https://elbarlament.org/psycho-
social-support-to-women-human-rights-defenders/
[110] Interview with a diaspora-based former women protection specialist, October 5, 2025.
[111] “Trauma-Informed Care: A Guide for Civil Society,” Justice 4 Yemen Pact, June 19, 2024, https://justice4yemenpact.org/articles/
trauma-informed-care-a-guide-for-civil-society/ 
[112] Interview with a former woman detainee, September 29, 2025.
[113] Interview with a human rights youth activist formerly residing in Hudaydah who relocated to Aden, September 29, 2025.
[114] Ibid

https://elbarlament.org/psycho-social-support-to-women-human-rights-defenders/
https://elbarlament.org/psycho-social-support-to-women-human-rights-defenders/
https://justice4yemenpact.org/articles/trauma-informed-care-a-guide-for-civil-society/
https://justice4yemenpact.org/articles/trauma-informed-care-a-guide-for-civil-society/
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When asked about coping strategies, interviewees stressed that they mostly used negative 
coping mechanisms. These include overwork, social media overconsumption, and news 
addiction. It is ironic that although WHRDs in the majority reported overworking as a coping 
mechanism to deal with mental and psychological stress, at the same time, they reported 
social avoidance[115] and withdrawal. This means that they are available for connection when 
it is only around work.[116] Several interviewees explained that their character has changed 
over time, and although they were known to be extroverted, they now feel uncomfortable 
connecting outside the boundaries of their identity as WHRDs. A few mentioned positive 
hobbies they developed to mentally de-stress, including walking, reading, and gardening, but 
these were mainly individuals residing outside Yemen.

[115] Interview with a media human rights specialist formerly residing in Sana’a who relocated to an Arab country, September 11, 2025.
[116] Interview with a human rights lawyer and mediator in Taiz, November 23, 2025.
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 4. Implications for the Women’s Rights Movement

“I was asked by my detainers to do and say things that resulted in me living with long-term 
impacts that cannot be reversed [...] I now feel shattered.”[117]

Evidence shows that WHRDs are among the most powerful drivers of gender equality.[118] From 
grassroots organizing to global advocacy, their efforts—alongside feminist, youth, indigenous, 
and human rights movements—have been pivotal in securing protections against violence 
and advancing women’s rights worldwide. Reduced participation, burnout, attrition, and the 
gradual withdrawal of experienced women leaders from public spaces have, and will continue 
to, affect the collective women’s movement in Yemen and women’s role in the public sphere 
more broadly. Many women human rights defenders have reported a significant erosion of 
trust, not only in institutions but also in the people around them. As a result, many of these 
defenders may choose to withdraw completely from their roles as leaders and advocates in 
the near future.

This internal fragmentation has been reflected in the Yemeni women’s movement and in its 
ability to continue collective action or sustain leadership roles. As women leaders continue 
to face threats and actual terrors, they will choose their safety over their public roles. “My 
pervasive fear stems from repeated warnings such as ‘we will get you,’ and this emotionally 
exhausts me.”[119]

In addition to short-term impacts, stories highlighted a long-term cost. One researcher 
explained that even after changing her area of work, her name remained associated with 
women’s rights advocacy, resulting in continued harassment.[120]

Another factor influencing how WHRDs view their future in this field is what they described 
as “a widening gap between how their work is perceived internationally and how it is treated 
locally.” While some international organizations recognize WHRDs through awards,[121] this 
external validation does not translate into meaningful protection on the ground. Many 
WHRDs reported withdrawing from social media and traditional media platforms altogether, 
rendering their work increasingly invisible over time.

This invisibility is compounded by frustration over narrative control. Several participants 

[117] Interview with a former woman detainee in Yemen, September 29, 2025.
[118] Htun, Mala, and S. Laurel Weldon, “The Civic Origins of Progressive Policy Change: Combating Violence against Women in Global 
Perspective, 1975–2005,” American Political Science Review 106, no. 3 (2012), pp. 548–569. 
[119] Interview with a diaspora-based political analyst and advocate, September 29, 2025.
[120] Interview with a former women human rights activist and current humanitarian worker in Sana’a, September 13, 2025.
[121] “Secretary of State’s 2025 International Women of Courage Award Recipients Announced,” US Mision to Yemen, March 31, 2025, 
https://ye.usembassy.gov/secretary-of-states-2025-international-women-of-courage-award-recipients-announced/

https://ye.usembassy.gov/secretary-of-states-2025-international-women-of-courage-award-recipients-announced/
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expressed that “their stories are hijacked”[122] when international or externally based national 
organizations tell accounts that are not representative of lived realities or that dilute gender-
specific harms by subsuming them under generalized violations affecting the Yemeni population.

Many described deep depression and a sense of futility, feeling that their work leads nowhere 
amid repeated setbacks for women and the absence of a viable future for family members 
left behind in Yemen. Such pressures significantly impair decision-making and leadership 
capacity, and discourage the younger generation from working in the public realm in general 
and in human rights specifically.[123][124]

Participants questioned the sustainability of their engagement during interviews. Only a 
small number indicated an intention to continue this work in the long term, and just two 
of the twenty-five interviewed expressed hope of continuing to work in this field. Even in 
relatively more stable governorates, WHRDs remain reluctant to persist, citing the absence 
of accountability for crimes against women. “If the perpetrators are not held accountable, I 
would be unwilling to continue working in such an insecure environment.”[125]

Internal fragmentation within the women’s movement further heightens vulnerability. As one 
participant reflected, “we don’t celebrate each other, we don’t have male allies, we marginalize 
ourselves.”[126] Generational gaps are widening as experienced WHRDs withdraw, disrupting 
knowledge transfer and mentorship. Many no longer feel able to coach or advise younger 
women and instead encourage them to leave the field altogether, prioritizing personal and 
family well-being over continued activism.

Attrition, burnout, reduced participation, and widening generational gaps, as experienced 
by WHRDs, lead to their withdrawal and to the breaking of mentorship chains. Without 
accountable protection and sustained support, the system effectively converts the cumulative 
harms of violations into a long-term contraction of women’s civic space.

“If you prioritize your community and do not align with a conflicting party, you are considered 
a threat. If you serve one of the conflict parties and enjoy its protection, you are labeled corrupt. 
You will be targeted either way.”[127] 

[122] Interview with a diaspora-based political analyst and advocate, September 29, 2025.
[123] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
[124] Interview with a diaspora-based former women protection specialist, October 5, 2025.
[125] Interview with a researcher, author and advocate for women and youth rights formerly residing in Sana’a who relocated to an Arab 
country, September 13, 2025.
[126] Ibid. 
[127] Interview with a women’s rights protection leader in Aden, September 8, 2025.
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 5. Conclusion: Policy and Structural Failures

The findings point to a protection architecture that is functionally absent for WHRDs. Across 
interviews, fear is linked to the absence of credible accountability and law enforcement 
measures to protect them. The perceived collapse of “red lines,” including former tribal or 
social constraints against targeting women, signals a governance and accountability vacuum 
in which armed actors, local authorities, and community powerholders operate with near-
total impunity.

Protection programming should explicitly recognize women as key witnesses to the conflict. 
As human rights defenders, mediators, humanitarian workers, and grassroots peacebuilders, 
they carry both institutional and communal memory of human rights atrocities in Yemen. 
Yet today, WHRD protection is not integral to programming, whether human rights-based 
or not. It is not central to program design, contracting, and operational decision-making, 
whether inside Yemen or abroad.

Like in other countries,[128] WHRDs need support that, above all, incorporates responsiveness to 
gender, but that is also sensitive to elements such as ethnicity, age, disability, or displacement. 
Lack of awareness among employers of WHRDs inside Yemen or abroad leads to the 
overlooking of standards for reasonable workloads, psychosocial risk mitigation, and safe 
reporting channels. International organizations that recruit women leaders on long- or short-
term contracts, or partner with women civil society workers, have no duty to protect them 
from harm.

There is also a clear mismatch between available psychosocial support and the realities of 
trauma impacting WHRDs. Programs offered are based on Western models that have not been 
developed through sustained engagement with Yemeni WHRDs. More tailored and context-
specific support in diverse methods is needed — programs that integrate conflict and gender 
sensitivity and address specific needs, such as post-detention support.

Another policy gap concerns digital safety and the evolving nature of attacks. WHRDs report 
limited technical knowledge, limited pro bono support, and no reliable institutional pathway 
to obtain rapid cybersecurity assistance. This gap is not only technical; it directly fuels the 
risk of blackmail, stigma, and constraints on public participation, including withdrawal from 
social media and public speaking.

[128] “Recommendations for the Protection of Women Human Rights Defenders South Sudan,” Cordaid, Accessed December 14, 2025, 
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/toolkit-for-the-protection-of-women-human-rights-defenders-south-sudan/

https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/toolkit-for-the-protection-of-women-human-rights-defenders-south-sudan/
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Linked to the above is the permissive environment for defamation, faith-based incitement, 
and gendered stigma that frames WHRDs as traitors, immoral, or linked to prostitution or 
trafficking. The findings indicate that incitement is no longer marginal; it is amplified through 
mosques, social media ecosystems, and organized campaigns, with downstream effects 
that include community hostility, physical attacks by civilians, bullying of children, and 
landlord or neighborhood exclusion. The policy gap is the lack of coordinated mechanisms 
to monitor, document, and respond to incitement and defamation, as well as to protective 
social interventions that reduce stigma and prevent retaliation against families.

Finally, a critical gap relates to unequal access to protection and assistance, driven by unclear 
definitions and informal gatekeeping over who is “recognized” as a WHRD. Participants describe 
disparities where some women with stronger international connections receive relocation 
or support, while others at high risk receive little response. This unevenness weakens trust, 
fuels fragmentation, and contributes to perceptions that international recognition does not 
translate into ground-level protection. It also undermines collective action because women 
cannot reliably predict whether disclosure will result in support or increased vulnerability.

Ultimately, both the government and international actors have to revisit their frameworks. 
They need to urgently identify what can be done and what cannot be done in Yemen, while 
also recognizing how current frameworks subject WHRDS and women in general to risk. If 
the total erosion of women’s presence in civic space is to be avoided it is essential to be more 
inclusive, plan bottom-up, allocate more funds to protection, and to understand protection 
by WHRDs, and to determine where resources are and how they can access them.
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 6. Recommendations

These recommendations were consolidated from interviewee inputs when asked about how 
they can be supported:

Recommendations for Services and Supports

	● Strengthen Government Accountability: As a duty-bearer, the Yemeni government 
must prioritize and accelerate investigations into violence against WHRDs, holding itself 
accountable for failing to enforce protective measures for women leaders in public roles 
and human rights work. 

	● Accountability Through Mediation: Warring parties and armed actors should be pressed 
through mediation and international engagement to adopt explicit codes of conduct 
committing to non-targeting of women civilians and WHRDs and to ending gendered 
abuses that fuel stigma and community violence.

	● Address Immediate Protection Needs: International and national organizations should 
treat the protection of Yemeni women leaders as urgent, implementing time-sensitive 
interventions such as safe temporary relocation, emergency cash for transport and housing, 
short-term family support, and confidential case management to prevent re-traumatization 

	● Criminalize Harassment and Threats: Government actors and de facto authorities should 
establish clear and enforceable procedures to prohibit and sanction digital and offline 
harassment, confiscation of documents, illegal detention, and movement restrictions 
targeting WHRDs, and ensure independent investigations into threats, attacks, and killings.

	● Ensure Digital Safety: Digital safety should be treated as frontline protection through 
funded cybersecurity support that addresses account compromise, surveillance risks, 
fabricated media, and blackmail, paired with psychosocial support to address shame, fear, 
and social withdrawal.

	● Provide Adequate Mental Health Support: UN agencies and the Ministry of Human 
Rights should dedicate resources for mental health awareness among WHRDs to 
normalize help-seeking behaviors, and supply mental health services through hotlines 
and other accessible psychosocial services that meet diverse and trauma-specific needs.
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Policy and Programmatic Recommendations

	● Instill Security Measures When Contracting Women Leaders: Donors and international 
organizations must transition from ad-hoc assistance to systemic, long-term security 
integration for women civil leaders, researchers, journalists, and data collectors. Funding 
should not merely cover the outputs of their work but must proactively subsidize the 
personal and professional risks inherent to their roles. These programs can be based in 
more stable governorates, such as Aden and Marib, to support women across Yemen and 
be held regularly in the diaspora.

	● Recognize Women Human Rights Defenders: These also include women working for 
NGOs, labor rights, land rights, cultural rights, sexual and reproductive health rights, 
collective rights, and grassroots movements.

	● Prioritize At-Risk Women: Focus on women survivors of detention or torture and those 
facing imminent threats when considering relocation or asylum applications.

	● Align with Global Protocols: All programming needs must be accompanied by advocacy 
with international organizations that provide protection services to prioritize Yemeni 
WHRDs, as is the case with WHRDs from other regions and countries.

	● Institutionalize Duty of Care: UN agencies should implement safeguarding frameworks, 
confidential reporting channels, and emergency protocols to address threats and abuse, 
including detention, raids, and smear campaigns. This includes ensuring equal access to 
healthcare and recognizing the cumulative harm from denied protection, psychosocial 
support, and legal aid.

	● Address the Core Bottlenecks in Protection: Protection systems must reflect contract 
insecurity, funding volatility, and burnout, including workload management practices 
that allow WHRDs to take medical leave without consequences and treat protection as 
a collective responsibility.

	● Provide Flexible Funding For Protection Support in Yemen: Funding must be flexible 
enough to cover the real costs of safe work in Yemen, including secure mobility, safe 
housing, accompaniment, and rapid response. Relocation programs should also provide 
recovery and reintegration assistance to ensure continuity of movement. 

	● Mobilize Male Allyship: Strategies should mobilize credible male influencers, sheiks, opinion 
leaders, and human rights advocates to publicly counter threats, faith-based incitement, 
and stigma, and to participate in community-based and online protection networks.
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	● Support Documentation of the Women’s Movement: Documenting the women’s movement 
is crucial to raise awareness of the roles of women human rights defenders (WHRDs), 
counter stigma, highlight role models, and strengthen protection and solidarity at the 
community level.

	● Ensure Movement Sustainability: For the women’s movement to be sustainable, there 
must be investments in WHRD networks, solidarity groups, intergenerational mentorship, 
and safe coordination spaces. It is also important to expand women’s inclusion in track-
three diplomacy and mediation processes, with concrete safety guarantees in place.

	● Prioritize Data Collection on Violations: Donors and national research centers should 
prioritize collecting data on human rights violations, particularly emerging and escalating 
forms targeting women human rights defenders and their organizations.
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