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BRIEF 2: UNDERSTANDING THE CAUSES OF
VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
THE CAUSES OF VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
Diﬀerent social and health problems have diﬀerent types of
causes. We need to understand these various causes in
order to develop eﬀec�ve preven�on programmes. For
example, the diagram gives two models of causa�on from
the ﬁeld of public health, which can help us understand the
causes of violence against women (VAW):
• Necessary direct cause: Malaria parasite → Malaria
A mosquito infected with malaria parasites bites you. The
parasite is a direct cause and is necessary for you to get
malaria.
• Mul�ple, overlapping causes → Heart disease
Obesity, hypertension, smoking and ea�ng fa�y foods are
all ‘risk factors’ that increase the probability of a heart
a�ack. But the presence of one factor alone is less likely to
result in heart disease.
As with heart disease, VAW has mul�ple causes. Its
preven�on requires strategies that address mul�ple,
inter-related risk factors and situa�onal triggers.

ABOUT THIS BRIEF
Here, we introduce the mul�ple causes
of VAW and how to analyse these
factors in diﬀerent contexts.
With other briefs in the series, this one
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

MODELS OF CAUSATION
NECESSARY, DIRECT CAUSE
MALARIA PARASITE → MALARIA

MULTIPLE, OVERLAPPING CAUSES:
→ HEART DISEASE

WHY FOCUS ON THE CAUSES?
VAW is caused by mul�ple factors. Gender inequality is a powerful driver of VAW, and various risk
factors and situa�onal triggers make violence more likely. Understanding these mul�ple causes and
how they intersect can help us develop programmes to address them and prevent violence. At the
same �me, there are certain protec�ve factors that can be strengthened to lower the likelihood of
violence occurring.
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CAUSALITY: UNDERSTANDING TERMS
RISK FACTOR = A characteris�c of an individual, se�ng or society that increases the likelihood of violence
occurring.
PROTECTIVE FACTOR = A characteris�c of an individual, se�ng or society that reduces the likelihood of
violence occurring.
SITUATIONAL TRIGGER = An immediate event or circumstance which can precipitate an incident of violence.

RISK FACTORS AT DIFFERENT LEVELS
The socio-ecological model is a useful tool to explore the interac�on between mul�ple factors opera�ng
across and within diﬀerent levels: individual, interpersonal, community and societal.i The model can be used
to analyse how risk factors at diﬀerent levels intersect to increase or decrease the likelihood of violence.
Since diﬀerent types of violence (e.g. IPV, non-partner sexual violence, female genital cu�ng) have dis�nct
risk factors that may vary in diﬀerent se�ngs, a socio-ecological model is most useful when it is tailored to a
speciﬁc type of violence and speciﬁc se�ng. In this brief, we use a socio-ecological model for IPV in
heterosexual rela�onships.
• The wider society comprises the broader environment that either enables or inhibits IPV, including
relevant policy and legisla�ve frameworks and economic and cultural inﬂuences.
• The community level captures the factors in the immediate environment that encourage, condone or
create a local enabling environment for men to perpetrate IPV.
• The interpersonal level comprises factors in rela�onships that increase the risk of IPV. Depending on the
se�ng, this may include factors opera�ng at the level of in�mate partners, a family, and/or a peer or
friendship network. In in�mate partner rela�onships, these risk factors need to be understood alongside a
set of speciﬁc situa�onal triggers that can precipitate an incident of violence.
• At the individual level, risk factors related to individual a�ributes, developmental histories and behaviours
can increase the likelihood of men perpetra�ng violence and women experiencing violence.
The diagram below lists risk factors which have been shown through research in mul�ple se�ngs to increase
the risks of men perpetra�ng IPV and women experiencing IPV. These risk factors can be reframed as
protec�ve factors. For example, social isola�on can increase the likelihood of women experiencing violence
while social support can decrease it. The most salient risk and protec�ve factors may vary in diﬀerent
se�ngs, and there may be addi�onal risk and protec�ve factors in certain se�ngs.

RISK FACTORS FOR INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE
SOCIETAL
• Gender-discriminatory laws / policies
• Other forms of discrimina�on (e.g. racial, religious)
• Collec�vist cultural orienta�on
• Armed conﬂict
• Poli�cal instability
• Corrosive macro-economic forces

SOCIETY
COMMUNITY

INTERPERSONAL
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Male dominance in decision-making
Violence seen as appropriate ‘discipline’
Poor communica�on skills
High rela�onship conﬂict
Lack of trust / emo�onal in�macy
Associa�on with violent and an�social peers
Social isola�on

INDIVIDUAL WOMAN
(risk of experiencing violence)
• Age (young women are at higher risk)
• Depression
• Experiencing violence in childhood
• Witnessing violence in childhood
• A�tudes accep�ng violence / VAW
• Disability
• Low social support

INTERPERSONAL

INDIVIDUAL

Factors that increase or decrease risk
depending on context
• Women’s employment / income genera�on
• Women’s asset ownership
• Women’s access to credit

COMMUNITY
• Rigid norms around expected male
and female roles and behaviours
• Norms condoning male authority
over women and children
• Norms linking men’s honour to
women’s behaviour
• Norms accep�ng VAW
• Norms of family privacy
• Lack of social / legal sanc�on for
VAW
• Local poverty + unemployment
INDIVIDUAL MAN
(risk of perpetra�ng violence)
• Age (young men are at higher risk)
• Depression
• Experiencing violence in childhood
• Witnessing violence in childhood
• A�tudes accep�ng violence / VAW
• Gender inequitable a�tudes
• Low educa�on level
• Psychological dysfunc�on
• Harmul alcohol / substance use
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WHERE DOES GENDER INEQUALITY FIT?
Systemic gender inequality, which exists in nearly all socie�es across the world, is a powerful driver of
men’s violence against women. In most socie�es, men have greater access to power and resources than
women. These gender inequali�es are created and reinforced at every level of the socio-ecological
model, for example, through discriminatory social norms, prac�ces and structures within families,
communi�es and ins�tu�ons.ii

SITUATIONAL TRIGGERS OF INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE
Recent research on IPV in heterosexual rela�onships has iden�ﬁed situa�onal triggers — immediate events
or circumstances that can cause conﬂict in a rela�onship and precipitate an episode of violence — such as
excessive drinking, jealousy and disagreements about household spending. Some of these situa�onal triggers
relate to instances where a woman or man fails to meet certain gendered expecta�ons. For example, a man
may beat a woman as a form of “discipline” for some perceived domes�c infrac�on such as failure to prepare
a meal or to care for the children “properly”. Likewise, conﬂict can arise if a man does not bring home
suﬃcient money for the household, thus failing to meet gendered expecta�ons of men as providers. Feelings
of shame, inadequacy or anger can prompt men to respond violently, especially if they feel their authority or
masculinity is somehow threatened.

TRIGGERS

SOCIETY
COMMUNITY
INTERPERSONAL
RELATIONSHIP
MALE
PARTNER

CONFLICT
ARENA

FEMALE
PARTNER

IPV

• (Perceived) failures to meet gendered
expecta�ons
• Women’s disobedience / challenge to male
authority
• Reac�on to women working / earning income
• Men’s failure to provide economically
• Women’s perceived inadequacy in domes�c
sphere
• Refusal of sex, especially in marriage
• Behaviours perceived to threaten family honour
• Accusa�ons of inﬁdelity
• Disagreements over money or resources
• Arguments over alcohol or substance use
• Discord around children’s care or behaviour
• Intoxica�on
• Other stressors/shocks

AN INTERSECTIONAL APPROACH
When understanding the causes of VAW, it is important to iden�fy the ways in which gender inequality
intersects with other sources of oppression and discrimina�on, power and privilege. These intersec�ons
can increase the risk, severity and/or frequency of experiencing violence for speciﬁc women.
An intersec�onal approach analyses how women’s experiences of violence are shaped by their race,
ethnicity, class, sexuality, age, (dis)ability and geographic loca�on as well as legacies of slavery,
colonisa�on and ethnic conﬂict.iii, iv This approach is essen�al to ensure that preven�on ini�a�ves are
tailored to women’s diverse needs and do not compound exclusion.

APPROACHES TO ADDRESS DIFFERENT FACTORS
Violence preven�on programmes can address underlying gender inequali�es, risk factors and situa�onal
triggers either individually or iniI combina�on across the diﬀerent levels of the socio-ecological model. To
understand which factors are most relevant in a speciﬁc context, it is important to read exis�ng studies,
commission research or build on your own learning on the causes of violence in this speciﬁc se�ng. The table
overleaf gives some examples of approaches to address speciﬁc factors at diﬀerent levels. Individual
programmes need to priori�se the most relevant factors and develop a clear theory of change for their
approach. (See Brief 4).
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PARTICIPANTS

SUGGESTED PREVENTION FOCUS

SOCIETAL LEVEL

•
•
•
•

WITHIN COMMUNITIES

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Challenge norms that sustain violence and jus�fy gender inequality
Promote ﬂexible roles and gender norms for women and men
Reduce s�gma and increase support for vic�ms of violence
Support legal and community sanc�ons against violence
Facilitate women’s access to employment and the public sphere
Develop local interven�ons to tackle poverty and depriva�on
Promote local collec�ve ac�vism against violence

INTERPERSONAL
(WITHIN HOUSEHOLDS)

•
•
•
•
•

Reduce harsh punishment
Reduce exposure to violence in the family
Teach posi�ve, nonviolent strategies for disciplining children
Challenge gender inequality and gendered division of labour in the household
Improve livelihoods to reduce poverty, depriva�on and unemployment

INTIMATE PARTNERS

• Catalyse reﬂec�on on inequitable gender roles, responsibili�es and en�tlements
• Enhance communica�on skills between partners
• Build capacity in conﬂict resolu�on, shared decision making and managing
ﬁnances
• Foster sexual in�macy, including full consent
• Encourage shared responsibility for childcare and domes�c labour
• Promote empathy and deep listening

WOMEN

• Improve mental health and address unresolved trauma and depression
• Challenge harmful a�tudes and beliefs around gender and violence
• Cul�vate cri�cal reﬂec�on skills, asser�veness, leadership, self-eﬃcacy and other
capabili�es
• Promote social and economic empowerment

MEN

•
•
•
•
•

Promote posi�ve social movements against violence
Amend laws and policies that discriminate against women
Widely publicise laws that prohibit VAW
Guarantee women’s equal access to employment, wages, poli�cal par�cipa�on,
access to credit and ownership of property
• Increase budgets for healthcare and educa�on for women and children
• Address poverty and malnutri�on through na�onal social protec�on programmes

Reduce harmful alcohol use
Improve mental health and address unresolved trauma and depression
Challenge harmful a�tudes and beliefs around gender and violence
Improve communica�on and emo�onal regula�on skills
Strengthen livelihood op�ons

WHAT’S NEXT?
Brief 3 introduces diﬀerent types of interven�on programmes, who they target, how they work and
speciﬁc examples of successful programmes.
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