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WINNET Armenia – Network of  Women 
Resource Centers, Armenia

A journey about social entrepreneurship – 
for international exchange and networking

       The project idea
• An international meeting place for women about 
gender equality, sustainability, empowerment and social 
inclusion

• High light good examples and role models of the work 
of social enterprises that are working with recycling, 
textile and handicraft

• The meeting place will contribute to exchange of
experience, development of new ideas, establish contacts 
and build a network for the participants from all countries



Financial growth is of  course important. But what really counts for Goris 
Women’s Development Resource Center in Armenia is the human growth. 
To see how the participating women change as they become more 
independent and empowered is the real reward for Ruzanna Torozyan and 
Anna Aleksanyan.

“We have so many success stories”, says Anna Aleksanyan and tells 
about a woman whose alcoholic and abusive husband forbid her to take 
part in the workshop arranged by Goris Handmade. Today he supports his 
wife and also helps the social enterprise when needed.

The woman is, like many others who are engaged in Goris Handmade, 
living in small village in the mountains. Many women have small children 
and no possibility to work outside the home. Through the resource centre 
they get training in how to crochet small animal toys, like sheep, 
crocodiles or monkeys and stuff  them. It is a delicate work. A sheep takes 
four hours to make and consists of  four parts that in the end are 
crocheted together with a very small crochet hook. The animals, 5-6 
centimetres long, are all tested so that they fulfi l Western security rules 
for toys. Today there are 65 animal models and the artisans always think 
of  new ones. Pinterest and other sites are popular for inspiration.

Handicrafting wool as a way to gender equality in Armenia

GORIS CROCHET 
Production of  small crocheted animals
• Makes small crocheted animals (currently 65 different animals) 
• Works with about 120 women artisans in the region 
• Conducts trainings to bring in more women artisans to meet 

production demands and sustain growth 
• Works with partners for increased access to markets 
• Testing of  products for relevant certifi cates is ongoing, this is to 

legally export items to the EU and North America 

Production of animal toys.

Crocheted sheep toys and yarn.

WINNET Armenia – 
Network of  Women Resource Centers, Armenia



Important income for families
The income is divided 80-20 between the artisans and the resource 
centre. The women are paid per animal and even though they don’t make 
a fortune this is a way to earn more money than through a job with 
minimal wage. For the families this money is important, sometimes the 
main income. The 20 per cent is used for development of  the resource 
centres, now nine in three regions.

To make women more visible
It all began in 2007 when OSCE, Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe, started a project to support sustainable economic 
development and democracy. A report had showed that women were 
practically invisible in politics and decision making. One suggestion was 
to start resource centres after the Swedish model.

Ruzanna Torozyan, today the chair person of  WINNET Armenia, has first-
hand experience of  how women were treated in politics:
“I worked as an official in the municipality and saw how women, children 
and elderly were constantly ignored. It upset me so much that I decided 
to become a politician myself.”

Ruzanna Torozyan, the chair person of WINNET Armenia shows some of the products that are produced.

WINNET Armenia
WINNET Armenia serves the community in pursuit of  a better 
future for every member.

The vision
To empower women in Armenia and in Eastern Partnership 
countries through the creation and development of  women’s 
resource centres at community, national and regional level.

The mission
To strengthen women’s role in socio-economic and political 
spheres and promote their participation in public policy reform 
processes for sustainable equal growth.

Activity aspects
• Political involvement 
• Economic development 
• Social activism and support

A RESOURCE CENTRE is a place where women can gather to use 
their knowledge and competence and represent women’s interests 
in regional and local development work.

Social Entrepreneurship is used as an instrument for local econo-
mic growth and financial sustainability of  WRCs.

”Together we are stronger, we are enhancing economic growth in 
Armenia through Social Entrepreneurship.”



Plans changed to increase profit
The plan to just sell the yarn changed since the profit turned out to be too 
small. Therefore the next step started, the process of  turning the yarn 
into products. New workshops for fabric weaving and carpet making took 
place.

In a small village close to Goris in the southern part of  the country an old 
shoe factory from the Soviet times was found, empty and abandoned.

“The place was right on the tourist route to a big attraction which 
meant that a lot of  people passed the factory. We renovated and turned 
500 square meters in the building to a tourist attraction”, says Anna 
Aleksanyan one of  the founders of  the organisation. Spinning the yarn.

“The visitors can watch the whole process and also buy souvenirs in the 
gift shop. We did more than sell things, we sold a story. It has been quite 
successful.”

The pandemic gave time to think
Of course everything came to a halt during the pandemic but WINNET 
Armenia has used the time to plan for the future. Are new products 
needed? What is needed in order to keep the balance between 
traditional patterns and modern design? How is expansion possible? Can 
new resource centres start in other regions? For the founders the break 
was not all bad. WINNET Armenia managed to keep the production in 
homes going, like crocheting the toys, and tried to increase on line-
selling. Now the plan is to move on and open up again.

During one of  the webinars in this project a discussion about looms came 
up. Looms are expensive and hard to find in Armenia. In Sweden the 
situation is the opposite. Many want to get rid of  their old looms – they 
sell them cheap or give them away. Would it be possible to transport 
looms from Sweden to Armenia?

“That would be so fantastic”, says Anna Aleksanyan. “We could grow so 
much and that would mean the world of  difference for the women.”

120 women found jobs 
Since the social enterprises started eight years ago 120 women have 
found jobs and income. And personal growth.

“Our mission is not only financial independence but also to strengthen 
women’s role in the social and political spheres and promote their 
participation in the processes of  public policies as well as reform for 
sustainable equal growth”, says Ruzanna Torozyan.

A whole new industry
Armenia is still far from a gender equal country but WINNET Armenia has 
had an impact. Through the resource centres a whole new wool industry 
has grown. Traditionally the wool has not been used for industrial 
production but over the past years the resource centres have 
implemented a handicraft chain that goes from start to finish.

“The original plan was to just take care of  the wool and turn it into yarn. 
That itself  is quite a complex process that starts with washing the dirty 
and greasy wool. We arranged washing workshops for that. Next step 
was carding and spinning, also processes that needed training”, Ruzanna 
Torozyan explains.

Natural wool is not just gray as many think. It can have many colours, the 
Armenian sheep deliver seven colours that could be mixed to 12 nuances 
from black to brown and beige.

The Armenian sheep deliver seven colours.



Weaving is an important part of the production. But looms are hard to find  in Armenia. 

Activities of  the Handicraft groups

• Organizing the groups into economic units 
• Trainings, based on specific product groups: Crochet, 

ceramics, carpet weaving, embroidery/sewing 
• Meetings with outside consultants/experts 
• Exchange of  ideas between the various groups 
• Increase the access to markets 

Trainings, Coaching, Master classes and Consultations delivered 
by local and international Experts is including but not limited to
• Wool Processing 
• Woolen yarn spinning 
• Rug and Carpet Making 
• Fabric Weaving 
• Marketing, Branding 
• Product Design and Promotion 
• Yarn dying 

Vocational training for women in prison
Armenia has endured a hard history and experienced several wars in 
recent times. The last armed conflict took place 2020 and resulted in 
deaths, sorrow and refugees. Their needs are met through the resource 
centres. WINNET Armenia also works in the country’s prison for women 
where they offer vocational training.

“During the time in prison they can get a new profession so that they 
can start a new life when they get out. There is a lot of  prejudice against 
women in prison”, says Anna Aleksanyan.

Today WINNET Armenia consists of  nine resource centres in five 
regions, from north to south. Every resource centre is an independent 
organization and all are members of  WINNET Armenia.

WINNET Armenia sounds like a hundred per cent success story. What 
about mistakes?

Anna Aleksanyan laughs:
“We have many lessons learned. When we started we didn’t consider the 
business related factors because our own background is from social and 
civil society organizations. We wanted to donate all income for social 
issues or charities. Now we understand that we can’t do that if  we want 
to reach more women and have a larger impact on society.”

A crisis is a good place for development
“Every challenge has a component for development. In fact, a crisis is a 
good place for that. You think very hard on how to get out of  the difficult 
situation. Our main focus is to help as many women as possible, this is 
our driving force. And the reward is to see the changes in the faces of  
women, in their eyes.”

“We work to bring women into decision making level and encourage our 
women to make presentations, participate in local markets or run for 
elections. One of  our board members is deputy mayor in Goris, another 
member is a parliamentarian. We encourage women to voice their issues, 
to join forces and find solutions for women’s issues.”


