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BRIEF 1: WHAT IS PREVENTION OF VIOLENCE
AGAINST WOMEN?
Gender-Based Violence (GBV) refers to violence directed against
someone because of their sex or because their gender iden�ty or
expression does not follow socio-cultural norms. Most GBV is
perpetrated by men against women, girls and gender minori�es.
Violence against women (VAW), a type of GBVi, includes a range of
abuses through the life cycle from sex selec�ve abor�on and forced
marriage to domes�c violence and ‘honour’ killings. Abuse by an
in�mate partner — in�mate partner violence (IPV) — is the most
common type of VAW.
Preven�ng VAW can mean stopping violence before it starts, or
reducing the frequency and severity of new episodes where it has
previously occurred. This is diﬀerent from response, which is about
providing support and services to survivors of violence. Response
services are cri�cal, but we cannot reduce today’s high levels of
violence by suppor�ng one survivor at a �me. To prevent violence
against women and girls, we must address the underlying causes of
the violence.
While VAW is rooted in gender inequali�es and unequal power
rela�ons between men and women in patriarchal systems, there
is no single cause of violence, nor is there a single pathway to
perpetra�on. Therefore, preven�ng violence requires interven�ons
to reduce the mul�ple risk factors and triggers of VAW. (See Brief 2.)

DEFINITION OF VAWii
Violence against
women is any act of
gender-based
violence that results
in, or is likely to result
in, physical, sexual or
psychological harm or
suﬀering to women,
including threats of
such acts, coercion or
arbitrary depriva�on
of liberty, whether
occurring in public or
in private life.

A FEW COMMON
CHILD SEXUAL
ABUSE

More than
200 million girls
and women alive
today have been cut
in 31 countries
where the practice is
concentrated.v

About 120 million
girls under the age of 20
experienced forced sexual
contact at some point in
their lives. An analysis of
24 countries showed that
child sexual abuse ranged
8–31% for girls and
3–17% for boys.iii

FEMALE GENITAL
MUTILATION /
CUTTING

ABOUT THIS BRIEF
This brief introduces VAW
preven�on and looks at the
diﬀerences between preven�on and
response programmes.
With other briefs in the series, it is
designed to support prac��oners,
ac�vists and policy makers to
develop preven�on programmes
and ini�a�ves to prevent VAW using
a feminist-inspired approach.
BRIEF 1: What is preven�on of

violence against women?

BRIEF 2: Understanding the

causes of violence against
women

BRIEF 3: Violence against women

preven�on programmes

BRIEF 4: Designing a preven�on

programme

TYPES OF VIOLENCE
KILLINGS IN
THE NAME OF
HONOUR

A total of 1,957
honour killing
events occurred
in Pakistan from
2004 to 2007.vi

INTIMATE
PARTNER
VIOLENCE

Globally, 30%
of women have
experienced physical
and/or sexual
violence by their
intimate partner in
their lifetime.vii

SEXUAL
VIOLENCE

Every year at least
12 million girls are
married before they reach
the age of 18. Levels of
child marriage are highest
in sub-Saharan Africa
(35%) and South Asia
(~30%).iv

Globally, 7% of
women have been
sexually assaulted by
someone other than an
intimate partner in
their lifetime, although
data is lacking in some
regions.vii

FORCED / EARLY
MARRIAGE

Adapted from: Michau, Kemitare and Horn (2014) A Call to Ac�on on Violence Against Womenviii
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PREVENTION APPROACHESvix
In public health, historically, approaches have been
categorised as primary, secondary or tertiary
preven�on (also called response) depending on
the �ming of the interven�on. Primary prevention
aims to stop violence before it starts; secondary
prevention aims to detect violence early and
prevent the recurrence of violence; and tertiary
prevention, or response, works to meet the
immediate needs of survivors to limit the impacts
of violence.
A more recent categorisa�on, based on the group
being targeted by the interven�on, dis�nguishes
between universal prevention programmes, selective prevention programmes and response
programmes:
• Universal preven�on programmes are directed at
an en�re popula�on, community or group
regardless of whether par�cipants experienced or
used violence or their individual / family risk status.

• Selec�ve preven�on programmes are directed at
speciﬁc groups or individuals considered to be at
higher risk (e.g. families under stress and/or with
mental health and substance use problems) or
individuals or families already experiencing
violence.
• Response programmes oﬀer services to address
the short- or long-term needs of VAW survivors,
and work to strengthen ins�tu�onal capaci�es to
provide more relevant and �mely services and
accountability.

PREVENTING VIOLENCE AGAINST
WOMEN IS POSSIBLE
Rigorous evidence shows that VAW is
preventable and greater gender equality can be
achieved. Several evidence-based preven�on
strategies have shown substan�al reduc�on in
the levels of VAW a�er only a few years of
implementa�on. (See Brief 3).
Evidence also shows that well-designed
programmes can target individuals at higher risk
of VAW and address intersec�ons between
violence against children (VAC) and VAW,
helping to break the intergenera�onal cycle of
abuse.x See Brief 4 for guidance on designing a
preven�on programme.
Universal, selec�ve and response ini�a�ves
complement one another. As universal preven�on
targets the whole popula�on, it inevitably reaches
those who are already experiencing or perpetra�ng
violence, or who are at increased risk. It can
therefore enhance selec�ve and response
programmes by helping to reduce recurrent
violence and transforming structures, norms and
prac�ces that enable violence.xi
All levels of interven�on across the preven�on-toresponse con�nuum are important for a
comprehensive systems approach adapted to the
local context.

THE PREVENTION TO RESPONSE CONTINUUMxii
UNIVERSAL
• WORK TO REDUCE VIOLENCE AT A COMMUNITY /
PREVENTION
WHOLE-OF-POPULATION LEVEL
SELECTIVE
PREVENTION

• WORK WITH HIGHER-RISK FAMILIES
OR GROUPS TO INTERVENE EARLY
TO STOP VIOLENCE FROM ESCALATING
• ADDRESS NEEDS OF SURVIVORS

RESPONSE

• REFORM INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSES
(POLICE, HEALTH, ETC.)
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IS IT UNIVERSAL, SELECTIVE OR RESPONSE?
The table below gives examples of diﬀerent programmes which fall within the categories of universal
prevention, selective prevention and response programmes.

PROGRAMME

UNIVERSAL / SELECTIVE / RESPONSE ?

Working with parents at a school to provide
them with informa�on on posi�ve discipline.

UNIVERSAL — this approach works with all parents
without iden�fying speciﬁc parents who may be using
corporal punishment against their children.

Conduc�ng a community radio programme
that provides informa�on and conducts
discussions on reducing VAW.

UNIVERSAL — the informa�on is being shared with
the en�re community without focusing its messaging
on a par�cular group within that community that may
be at higher risk of VAW.

Providing counselling services to survivors of
violence.

RESPONSE — Counselling services are being oﬀered to
someone who experienced violence.

Conduc�ng a school-based programme with
adolescents on healthy rela�onships.

UNIVERSAL — if the programme is available to all
adolescents in the speciﬁc grade(s).
SELECTIVE — if the sessions are speciﬁcally tailored to
adolescents who are at higher risk of experiencing or
using violence.

Reviewing government GBV crisis centre
protocols to help improve delivery of services.

RESPONSE — improving delivery of GBV services.

Conduc�ng a group discussion with men who
have a history of perpetra�ng IPV to help them
reﬂect on the causes of violence and learn how
to prevent it from happening again.

SELECTIVE — this involves working with a speciﬁc
group of men who have perpetrated IPV and
therefore require a focused approach to prevent the
reoccurrence of violence.

A FEMINIST-INSPIRED APPROACH TO PREVENTING VAW
If violence preven�on programmes are to have a sustained and powerful impact on women’s lives, they
need to keep women at the centre. Feminism is a collec�on of social movements globally that advocate for
the fundamental equality of people of all genders, and is a useful framework for violence preven�on work.
For the Preven�on Collabora�ve, a feminist approach to designing and implemen�ng programmes to
prevent VAW:
• Ensures that violence preven�on programmes are accountable to women ﬁrst and foremost, respec�ng
their fundamental rights to physical, mental and emo�onal wellbeing and suppor�ng women to make
their own choices and decisions about their lives. This includes ensuring that survivors and women at risk
have access to informa�on, support services and resources, and can express their issues and take ac�on
concerning their safety and wellbeing.
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• Entails working in partnership with local women’s organisa�ons across the world that have worked to
improve resources, legisla�on and services to prevent and respond to VAW. This may include learning
from their experiences, eleva�ng their voices and prac�ces, and partnering to provide ﬁnancial and other
resources to strengthen their work.
• Means a commitment to addressing the unequal rela�ons of power between men and women that drive
VAW. The Preven�on Collabora�ve focuses primarily on violence in the home because this is where rates
of VAW are most prevalent globally.
• Recognises that women’s experiences of violence are shaped by their race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, age,
(dis)ability, geographic loca�on, etc. as well as legacies of slavery, colonial violence, ethnic conﬂict, genocide, state na�onalism and neoliberal globalisa�on.xiii

WHAT’S NEXT?
Brief 2 explains risk factors and triggers for VAW perpetra�on as well as protec�ve factors that reduce
the risk of VAW. It focuses on how a preven�on programme can address these factors across individual,
rela�onal, community and societal levels.
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