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Introduction
This policy brief draws on the findings, analysis and 
recommendations of research which was carried out 
in Dadaab, Kenya, in 2019-2020 in order to explore 
vulnerability in refugee and host community settings 
in relation to violent extremism (VE). The research was 
commissioned by UN Women, and seeks to understand 
vulnerability of women in the context of being suscep-
tible to radicalisation, recruitment to VE and the ac-
ceptance of VE. Furthermore, it examines the different 
factors of vulnerability, with a focus on the difference 
between the experiences of women on the one hand, 
and those of men on the other. In the study, Dadaab is 
considered as one single area, which encompasses both 
refugee and host communities. This policy brief will 
provide an overview of the context of Dadaab, sum-
marise the research and present both findings as well 
as recommendations for possible programming.

About the Research
UN Women commissioned Dalberg Research to under-
take research into the prevalence and impact of VE and 
terrorism in refugee and host communities in Dadaab, 
with a focus on the gendered impact of extremism and 
Preventing/Countering VE (P/CVE) on women.i The aim 
of the research was to inform practitioners and policy 
makers, including UN Women, with regard to program-
ming. Due to the security situation in Dadaab and the 
sensitive nature of this topic, discussing VE explicitly 
was extremely challenging as it gave rise to concerns 
over safety and the possible closure of the camp in case 
the presence of VE was proven. Therefore, it was decided 
that the research would instead focus on gendered vul-
nerability in the refugee and host community, and on 
the link between vulnerability and violent extremism. 
The research takes a step away from exploring push 
and pull factor in order to understand why people join 
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violent extremist groups, and instead looks into the 
complex and vulnerable conditions in Dadaab from a 
structural, social and individual perspective. The study 
focuses on the experiences of women from their own 
point of view and that of others. A gender lens was 
used throughout, so as to examine the difference of 
gendered experience and vulnerability in a comparative 
fashion.

The research includes 19 focus group discussions 
(FGDs) and 18 key informant interviews (KIIs). Focus 
groups were categorised by gender, age, location and 
time spent in Dadaab. Among the key informants were 
representatives from the UNHCR, the Refugee Affairs 
Secretariat (RAS), the Danish Refugee Council (DRC), the 
Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), Terre des Hommes 
(TDH), the Government of Kenya (GoK), community-
based organisations and the Kenyan police.

Context of Dadaab
Dadaab is a town in Garissa County in Kenya and is the 
site of refugee camps, which are managed by the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The 
refugee camps in Dadaab were established as a direct 
result of civil war, conflict and humanitarian crises in 
Somalia. As of April 2020, the camps were home to 
217,513 refugees and asylum seekers. This is out of a 
total of 494,649 refugees in Kenya coming from Somalia 
(209,306),ii South Sudan, Ethiopia and the Great Lakes 
region.iii The trend over the past five years suggests an 
overall reduction in the number of refugees and asylum 
seekers.

Following the overthrow of Siad Barre’s regime in 1991, 
Somalia’s civil war continued for over a decade and was 
marked by inter-clan conflict whereby no government or 
clan was able to effectively establish power. By 2000, a 
group known as the Islamic Court Union (ICU) had risen 
to power. The ICU governed with Sharia law and created 
a system based on clan alliances where the major clans 
were the main power brokers. In 2006, Ethiopia, which 
had become increasingly nervous about the situation 
in neighbouring Somalia, Somalia with the backing 

of the US. Their aim was dismantling the ICU and to 
back the weak Transitional Federal Government (TFG). 
The ICU declared war against the Ethiopian troops and 
the TFG. The military wing of the ICU, Al Shabaab (AS), 
led the fighting on the ground, framing it as a form 
of defensive, anti-imperialist jihad. Over the years, AS 
grew in strength and was able to govern some areas in 
Southern Somalia. AS eventually declared its allegiance 
to Al-Qaeda in 2009.iv

The situation in Somalia has influenced the situation 
in Northern Kenya politically, economically and so-
cially. Refugees have continued to cross the border from 
Somalia into Kenya since the early 1990s in response to 
conflict, the rise of AS and humanitarian crises such as 
the 2011 East Africa drought.v As of late April 2020, the 
majority of the population in Dadaab was made up of 
women and children. By comparison, the majority of 
refugees in Kenya (including urban refugees and refu-
gees in the camps in Kakuma) are male, though in the 

Figure 1: The layout of the refugee camps in Dadaab. Image © BBC
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18-59 age group there is a greater gender balance. Of 
the adult refugees and asylum seekers, the majority are 
women, but among the minors there is a slight major-
ity of boys. These data indicate that many women aged 
18-59 are living without male partners and, therefore, 
without potential support from these male partners.

Understanding Vulnerability
Vulnerability is seen to be a multi-faceted situation for 
an individual which is connected to their environment, 
socio-economic status and opportunities, their history 
and identity, and their physical and mental well-being. 
The diagram below, although not exhaustive, serves as 
a visualisation of these factors. Each factor is intercon-
nected with the surrounding environment and the 
pre-existing factors relevant to an individual’s or a 
group’s existence, including the relationship between 
different groups. These factors then either expose an 
individual to, or protect them from being preyed upon 

by different actors seeking to use vulnerability to their 
advantage. The vulnerabilities specific to the refugee 
community in Dadaab are as follows: an individual’s 
personal trajectory which led them to come to Dadaab; 
daily life in Dadaab and the experience of numerous 
stressors based on identity factors such as age, gender, 
marital status, etc.; conflicts and their resolution and 
an individuals’ susceptibility to influences from exter-
nal actors, e.g. religious leaders and information from 
social media. For the host community, vulnerability can 
be viewed along similar lines, excluding personal tra-
jectory leading to life in Dadaab. Risk of radicalisation 
and recruitment can also occur if there is little resilience 
against or protection from ideological influence in the 
surrounding community in the face of promises of 
a brighter future offered by violent extremists. The 
findings take into account individual lives and social 
structures as well as the structural conditions identified 
in the data to analyse the nature of vulnerability and 
the potential risk of radicalisation.
 

Figure 2: Diagram showing key factors influencing vulnerability to VE based on the research findings.
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Findings
Having specific discussions about VE with respondents 
during the research was challenging as it was evidently 
an extremely sensitive topic that few were comfortable 
talking about. However, indirectly, many interviewees 
mentioned that recruitment is taking place and is 
something that feels omnipresent in the camp. It ap-
pears as if everybody (both men and women) is aware 
it is taking place, but no one knows specific details or 
is comfortable talking exchanging views about it out 
of fear that either Al Shabaab or the Kenyan govern-
ment might suspect them as having links or reporting 
to either side. As such, the research was not able to 
explore specific recruitment tactics or narratives used 
by violent extremists in detail. Instead, it focuses on 
the vulnerabilities which may be exploited by violent 
extremists in this context. These vulnerabilities were 
split into five core areas: (1) personal trajectories lead-
ing to life in Dadaab; (2) daily life; (3) conflicts and 
security; (4) susceptibility to influence from others and 
(5) experiencing vulnerability based on gender.

Many components of everyday life and indeed the 
perception of life in the camp vary depending on age 
and gender dynamics. Women in particular are experi-
encing a complex web of factors contributing to their 
overall level of vulnerability. The research identified the 
following areas of vulnerability:

•	 Women are moving around less freely partly be-
cause of fear of violence, including sexual violence, 
and partly because of social responsibilities and 
expectations;

•	 Women are seen to be more focused on domestic 
life and caring for those in the family who need 
extra support, such as elders, children and the 
chronically ill;

•	 Women’s education is often not a priority for the 
family and when there are additional stressors, 
the girl child or young woman will be the first to 
be taken out of school to focus on domestic needs. 
If the financial situation does not allow for it, girls 
will not enrol in education in the first place. 

The literature reviewed for this research highlights 
some important points relating to the experience of 
women in relation to VE.vi In particular, women are 
often presented as the victims of terrorism, involun-
tary recruited and working as nurturers for violent 
extremists. In 2017, UN Women Kenya commissioned 
the Institute for Security Studies to carry out research 
into how women in Kenya are involved in VE and what 
impact this has on their lives. Although limited in 
sample size due to various restrictions, the data from 
this study indicate that it is imperative to shift away 
from the narrative of women “simply as the victims 
of violent extremism.”vii The research presented in this 
brief contributes to understanding women’s experi-
ences and in particular their experiences in Dadaab 
by focusing on vulnerability as opposed to examining 
push and pull factors leading to VE. Vulnerability does 
not just increase victimisation but might also fuel 
willing participation. This more nuanced approach is 
the result of the sensitive nature of the research and 
the precarious security situation in Dadaab. It allows 
for a richer understanding of individual’s lives which 
can contribute to the development of P/CVE theory of 
change in refugee settings to inform programming.

Violent extremist organisations are innovative and 
agile in the way in which they use and disseminate 
information, create narratives and offer incentives 
to support their ideology. They are not operating in a 
vacuum but are in fact part of a complex ecosystem 
connected to bias, misinformation, desperation, de-
sire for belonging to a group and so forth. Following 
on from this, it has been argued that refugee settings 
are ripe environments for radicalisation and the ac-
ceptance of violence.viii The present research supports 
this argument by establishing a plethora of different 
vulnerabilities people are subjected to, and by iden-
tifying the potential openings for violent extremists 
and their narratives within this web of vulnerability. In 
summary, the key vulnerabilities of women and men 
in Dadaab which can be exploited by violent extrem-
ists are as follows:
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Life in Dadaab

• Physical setup and layout of the camps: Generally, 
living in Dadaab is extremely difficult given its natural 
terrain and remoteness. Depending on where one lives 
exactly, Dadaab can either expose one to (further) 
risk or protect one from harm. Different locations are 
considered more or less dangerous by different groups. 
Men consider all locations to be equally safe, while 
women consider some locations to be more dangerous 
as they pose higher risks than others. For women there 
is, overall, a higher risk of violence, including sexual 
violence. Furthermore, porous borders with nearby 
Somalia as well as in and around the camp enable illicit 
activities to flourish in Dadaab, including the smug-
gling of goods. Violent extremists can use both these 
factors to their advantage, as they prey on individuals 
in unsafe locations and move weapons and individuals 
across permeable borders. Women living in areas con-
sidered to be particularly dangerous (e.g. Bulabagati) 
are likely to be especially vulnerable if gangs or violent 
extremists are seeking to take advantage of locations 
which are less protected. 

• Economic opportunities and support systems: 
Livelihood and income generation is a concern for all 
in Dadaab, regardless of gender. People are highly 
dependent on relief aid and support systems in the 
form of family, clan, neighbours and religious support 
structures. Individuals who are alone and without 
support networks, such as those socially outcasted as a 
result of divorce, or, for example, a disability, might ex-
perience a sense of abandonment and despair. People 
in search of a sense of belonging and a way out of 
such dire situations may resort to alternative support 
networks, like those offered by violent extremist groups 
who disseminate powerful narratives based on ‘us’ and 
‘them’. For their part, women – especially divorced 
women representing single-headed households – who 
still have the responsibility to support their children 
and families, may struggle to find the means to do so 
because they are socially outcast and/or restricted to 
work due to social pressure; this scenario can make 
women particularly vulnerable.  

• Refugee and host community relations: There is a 
strong and positive perception of each other among all 
respondents from both the host and refugee commu-
nity, is a resilience factor with regard to VE. This could 
mean that the communities easily stand together and 
oppose violent ideologies as well as share informa-
tion more freely. On the other hand, perceiving the 
relationship as being strong could perhaps mean that 
trust is easily assumed and misused by individuals with 
intentions that could compromise the security of the 
area. Tensions between refugee and host communities 
can offer an opportunity to violent extremists to seed 
nefarious narratives and create divisions. Generally 
speaking, violent extremist groups like Al Shabaab are 
pragmatic and use people’s vulnerabilities and griev-
ances to their advantage.

Conflict and Justice

• Women are the victims of crime and conflict: Conflicts 
of all sorts are common occurrences in Dadaab. Inter- 
and intrafamily conflicts and inter-clan conflicts mostly 
revolve around resources (particularly land, water and 
livestock) and they often lead to gender-based violence, 
including sexual violence and abuse. All of these types 
of conflict have a direct and disproportionate impact 
on women and children. Therefore, having access to 
reliable and inclusive conflict resolution and justice 
mechanisms is an important stabilising factor for 
vulnerable communities. In Dadaab, obtaining justice 
is a complex matter and proves particularly difficult for 
women who lack access to justice and have no or little 
knowledge of their rights and gender-sensitive avenues 
to seek support. There is persistent gender blindness to 
female suffering, lack of accountability for perpetrators 
and so forth. Previous studies by other organisations 
such as the International Crisis Group (2019) have 
concluded that in Al Shabaab-controlled territories, 
women experience a sense of protection both physi-
cally and legally.ix The perception of Al Shabaab offering 
safety and justice poses a risk for the women in Dadaab 
that they might turn to Al Shabaab to access justice for 
injustices and crimes perpetrated against them.  
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• Government counterterrorism: Counterterrorism 
operations can be harsh in Dadaab and round ups, mass 
arrests and curfews are often implemented. These 
actions affect the whole community (both refugees 
and hosts) and both men and women. Women are not 
engaged in counterterrorism efforts as these are seen 
as matters only men should be involved in. Accordingly, 
their voices remain silent, even though counterterror-
ism interventions – be they restrictions of movement, 
violations of human rights or arrests – have a significant 
impact on them. The approach to managing terrorism 
contributes to a sentiment of not belonging in the 
refugee community and to an experience of not being 
treated fairly and equally. Al Shabaab can manipula-
tively use such sentiments in recruitment narratives. 

• Gender based violence: Although men are also at risk 
of sexual violence, the focus in the report is on the risk 
of violence against women and girls, whether inside of 
the home or outside. Throughout the research, women 
talked about their fear of sexual abuse, robbery and 
violence as well as areas where they feel less safe. 
Women often do not know how to report a crime and 
even if they do, they are unsure about whether or not 
this will grant them any protection. The stigma as-
sociated with being a victim of gender-based violence 
can be particularly grievous, as it could leave women 
exposed even more, see them being shunned from the 
community and lead to diminished access to support 
networks. All these factors render some individuals 
highly vulnerable and the realisation of being without 
support makes them all but immune to violent extrem-
ist recruitment narratives. Hence, it is vital to invest 
and create safe spaces in order to provide support to 
women and victims of GBV.

External Influence

• Religious influence: It has been argued that when 
there is a lack of a public discussion about religious 
issues, a moral ecology permitting more extreme views 
can gain ground.x In Dadaab, it appears as if there is 
limited discussion within religious congregations, if any 
discussion at all. This might be contributing to violent 

extremist thoughts and ideas being able to gain hold. 
Female religious leaders such as madrasa teachers play 
a role in the religious education of women in the camps. 

• Influence via social media: Social media are regarded 
as an important factor for social life in Dadaab. In this 
respect, there are, however, intergenerational tensions 
as the older generation does not understand or feels 
comfortable using social media. This makes the older 
generation feel powerless when it comes to influenc-
ing the online behaviour of youths, who are generally 
fervent users of these digital platforms. Furthermore, 
violent extremists are likely to use social media to gen-
erate influence and solicit support for their ideologies. 
Notably, the problems of desperate youths who are in 
a state of extreme vulnerability, are exacerbated by ex-
tremists who are trying to gain an advantage over them 
by digital means. Young people in particular are being 
manipulated via social media in the following ways:

- Violent extremist messages and propaganda are 
consumed with little critical analysis;

- Women are lured into sharing intimate content, 
which is then used to extort sexual favours and 
threaten exposure;

- Women become involved in arranged marriages 
and potentially become AS brides without realising 
it; 

- Both women and men are encouraged to make 
‘desperate journeys’ to Libya in order to then cross 
into Europe in search of a better life.

• Social pressure to get married: For women more so 
than for men, any hopes for the future are pinned on 
leaving Dadaab through marriage. From a societal point 
of view, there is a great deal of expectation and pres-
sure to get married. As more conservative viewpoints 
limit the capacity of women to independently earn an 
income and support themselves, marriage is effectively 
the only way to survive. This vulnerability can and is 
indeed exploited by violent extremists offering a route 
out via marriage. 
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Recommendations
The recommendations propose actions to reduce the 
vulnerability of women and therewith reduce the risk 
of an individual being susceptible to VE in its different 
forms. This could include anything from being influ-
enced by propaganda to the risk of recruitment and en-
gaging in violence. These recommendations are specific 
to Dadaab, but can be considered in similar contexts.
 
1. Recommendations relating to strategic selection of 
beneficiaries. 
Key stakeholders this recommendation is aimed for: 
NGOs and UN agencies operating in the camps

•	 Beneficiary selection should focus on those who 
have influence over others and those who are 
considered particularly vulnerable to external 
influence. Specific activities within the community 
should thus be aimed at creating resilience to VE by 
bolstering those who can influence others, while 
protecting the most vulnerable who could be at 
risk of being influenced.

2. Recommendations relating to reducing overall 
levels of vulnerability. 
Key stakeholders: NGOs and UN Agencies operating in 
the camps

•	 Continue to provide physical safe spaces in the 
camps for vulnerable women. 

•	 Provide psychosocial well-being support, including 
opportunities to talk to counsellors.

•	 Support income generation and skills development 
interventions for women and other vulnerable groups.

•	 Establish women’s groups and cooperatives for 
greater social and financial resilience.

3. Recommendations relating to conflict and justice, 
including gender-based violence. 
Key stakeholders: security actors, development partners 
and civil society 

•	 Improve relations between security providers and 
the community, so that avenues for seeking justice 
are clear and gender sensitive.

•	 Support initiatives that enhance trust between 
security officials and the refugee community (in-
cluding women) through dialogue, collaboration 
and information sharing. 

•	 Enhance knowledge about the roles and responsi-
bilities of the police to improve reporting, with a 
focus on particularly vulnerable women.

•	 Increase the number of desks staffed by women 
trained in gender-based concerns at police stations 
to enable women to report safely.

4. Recommendations relating to specific P/CVE 
programming. 
Key stakeholders: National Counter Terrorism 
Centre (NCTC), Garissa County Government, County 
Engagement Forum (CEF), development partners and 
civil society, including women’s organisations

•	 Build the P/CVE capacity of the police and secu-
rity actors in Dadaab and the surrounding areas by 
providing specific training on the threat of VE and 
gender dynamics related to VE.

•	 Develop a P/CVE local action plan specifically for 
Dadaab that is aligned with the Garissa County 
Action Plan on CVE. Include women in the develop-
ment and implementation of the plan.

•	 Use the local action plan to improve knowledge 
and awareness of VE and improve collaboration be-
tween state and non-state actors, including wom-
en’s organisations/networks to address threats 
and acknowledge the experiences of women.

•	 Carry out further research into the possible role 
and influence of women in the religious sphere, to 
understand how they can support P/CVE activities 
in general.
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Figure 3: Diagram showing more vulnerable groups and more 
empowered groups to target for different activities.

5. Recommendations relating to support of P/
CVE through peacebuilding interventions that are 
inclusive.
Key stakeholders: Peace Committees, County 
Government, County Engagement Forum (CEF) and civil 
society, including women & youth organisations and 
development partners 

•	 Support peacebuilding interventions/programmes 
as means of addressing VE and support efforts to 
prevent and counter VE narratives.

•	 Deliberately engage women and the youth (both 
young men and young women) in advancing peace 
and cohesion by supporting women and youth-led 
organisations.

6. Recommendations relating to influential elements 
such as religion, social pressure and social media. 
Key stakeholders: UN Women, international organisa-
tions, County Engagement Forum (CEF) and civil society

•	 Find and/or create safe spaces to talk about gen-
der related challenges in the community, so that 
female voices can have a platform and be heard.

•	 Support the discussion of gender related problems 
in the religious sphere, in order to strengthen the 
religious sphere as a support network and reduce 
gender blindness.

•	 Provide resources to support solutions for chal-
lenges which are raised during discussions, so that 
grievances are addressed and supported.

•	 Provide support to both male and female religious 
leaders who have experience in handling sensitive 
conversations.

•	 Carry out further research into the role of women 
in the religious sphere. Such a study would be 
extremely sensitive in nature and should include 
uchtis from other parts of the country to facilitate 
conversation.

•	 Support youth through training on critical thinking 
skills to enhance information literacy, on how to 
identify propaganda, on how to manage social me-
dia, on how to protect oneself online and so forth.

•	 Engage traditional (religious) leaders – both male 
and female – in the promotion of cohesion, co-
existence and gender equality as well as in social 
media practices, with a focus on VE counternarra-
tives that appeal to young people. 
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