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1 UN report of the Secretary-General on sexual violence in conflict, 2013
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Myth 

Busting 

War 

Rape

War Rape is 
mainly 

committed by 
rogue or rebel 

groups

War rape 
is an 

African 
issue

War rape is 

only 
committed 

against 
women

FALSE:  Perpetrators are 
mostly from state 

armies peacekeeping 
forces, aid workers, and 

civilians.

FALSE:  Men and 
boys are victims of 

sexual violence, 
commonly as part 

of initiation into 
forced combat

FALSE:  See map 
above.  Also 

perpetrators of the 
violence aren’t 

always local agents, 
but aid workers or 

peacekeepers.

Let’s get a few 
common 

misconceptions 
about war rape 

cleared up



Approx. 1000 

women and 

children are 

raped per 

month in DRC2

Rape is being 

used to forcibly 

displace people 

in DRC, Chad, 

Colombia, and 

Syria1

Men and 

boys are 

victims too
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Army)

1945
Germany WW2

(Soviet Army)

1971

200,000

2,000,000

War rape in the 

20th Century3

80% of female personnel in 1971
Bangladeshi 

war of 
Secession

(Pakistani Army)

1992-95
Bosnian War 

(Serbian Army)

1991-2002
Sierra Leone 

Civil War

1994
Rwandan Civil 

War

200,000

50,000

Over 

50,000

500,000

1 UN report of the 
Secretary-General on 
sexual violence in 
conflict, 2013
2 UNICEF reports
3 The Economist
4 New York Daily Times
5 The Invisible War
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80% of female personnel in 

the US military have been 

victims of sexual violence4

1 in 3 women globally will 

be a victim of sexual violence

A female soldier in a 

combat zone is more 

likely to be raped by a 

fellow soldier than killed 

by enemy fire5
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Background

At the July 2014 Global Summit to 

End Sexual Violence in Conflict in 

London, much of the focus was on 

how to document the testimony of 

victims, how to prosecute 

perpetrators, and on the aftermath 

of the violence.

In our session at the summit fringe, 

we wanted to understand and try to 

get ahead of the curve to talk 

about prevention of sexual violence, 

and changing the perception that 

perpetrators have around the 

acceptability of war rape.

• understanding empowerment 

of victims and potential victims

• the role of gender 

inclusion/gender issues training 

to empower protectors and 

support victims

• military personnel :  Protection 

vs Perpetration

• interventions to break patterns 

of violence

Key questions posed to the panel:

• What can be done to change 

perceptions in perpetrators that 

rape will go unpunished – how 

Dr Christine Cheng

Department of War Studies, Kings College UK

Session Chair

The causes of sexual violence can 

be complex, including gender and 

equality issues, cultural identities, 

social norms, and the constructs of 

masculinity.

We looked at issue of sexual 

violence in conflict with a particular 

focus on:

• understanding the environment 

in which these crimes occur 

and the cyclical patterns they 

take on

• what light academic research 

sheds on the degrees of 

perpetrations in conflicts

• who are the key perpetrators 

and how do we get them to 

restrain

rape will go unpunished – how 

do we change their mind-sets?

• How can we change the social 

environment such that it makes 

it more difficult for rape to 

occur?

• What are the key steps to take 

to prevent sexual violence –

what works?  What are the key 

messages for our Heads of State 

and the diplomatic community 

that they can take away and 

act on?

This report serves as a summary of 

the session, and using the solutions 

suggested is a call to action for 

the diplomatic and political 

communities to commit to 

preventing sexual violence in 

conflict.
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Every year, the rates of child rape 

show the issue to be a vast one, with 

around 150 million girls, and around 

70 million boys being raped2.  The 

figures are in fact most likely higher, 

as the rapes can go unreported by 

victims – for fear of stigma, reprisals, 

and feelings of victim shame.

The rates of child rape are worse 

during war because the normal 

protective services and institutions 

that keep children from harm (such 

as health and judiciary systems) start 

to break down in conflict.

sanctuary, become places of 

danger and insecurity.

The emotional and physical damage 

suffered by child victims of war rape 

aren’t just felt in the moments and 

the short term after the crime – they 

have far reaching repercussions 

throughout their lives and effects on 

future generations.

Impacts of sexual violence are felt 

much more strongly by children as 

they are still developing in their 

minds and bodies, and those 

children who suffer sexual violence in 

Breaking the cycle of 

violence

Anita Tiessen

Deputy Exec Director

UNICEF

UNICEF currently report widespread 

child rape occurring in Central 

African Republic, South Sudan, 

Somalia, and Democratic Republic 

of Congo (DRC).  In DRC, more than 

1000 rapes are reported per month, 

and it’s estimated 36 women and 

girls are raped per day.  The special 

representative for sexual violence in 

conflict on a visit to the DRC last 

year, found children as young as 6 

months old being victims of rape by 

armed groups.  

The violence is not only committed 

on what we’d perceive as the ‘front 

lines’ of conflict, it’s occurring to the 

children in their daily lives: to and 

from school, in schools, in their own 

homes, or while collecting water or 

firewood - meaning places that 

should be safe or would be places of 

children who suffer sexual violence in 

childhood are more likely to go on to 

commit sexual violence themselves, 

they have reduced chances of 

education, and fewer livelihood 

opportunities thus tend to live poorer 

lives as adults.

Children who suffer sexual violence 

become trapped in a cycle of 

violence, poverty, and deprivation.  

Rape affects the brain development 

and cognitive capability in children –

in much the same way it’s 

recognised that malnutrition has a 

detrimental impact on a child 

development and their future, street 

violence, and sexual violence is 

proven to have a similar effect on a 

child.

8
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Impacts of child rape

Physical:  lifelong 

incontinence, infertility, STD 

infections, destruction of 

genital tissue, vaginal fistula

Mental:  depression, mental 

blankness, lower cognitive 

ability, addictive 
behaviours.

9



Breaking the cycle of violence

Without the right treatment and 

rehabilitation, children are severely 

impacted by war rape and are 

stopped from reaching their full 

potential, as it has physical, 

emotional and mental 

consequences:

Physical: lifelong incontinence, 

infertility, std infections, destruction 

of genital tissue

Mental: long lasting multi-layered 

effects including:  depression, 

mental blankness, addictive 

behaviours.  Globally, 10% of all 

mental health issues in women can 

be accounted to sexual violence 

[source].

Sexual violence escalates in war, 

and continues to pervade post 

conflict zones.  UNICEF figures for 

Liberia show that 90% of children 

experienced sexual violence, with 

65% of rape survivors being under 16 

years of age, and this continues to 

be a reality now, i.e. after the war 

has officially stopped, the sexual 

violence continues.
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Executive Director of 
UNICEF talks about 
building societies for 
future resilience by:

• Empowering children
• Taking action against 

sexual violence
• Helping children 

protect themselves 
through increased 
awareness of their  
rights
Physical and social 

Victim Support
Access to health 

care

Empowering 

victims

Trauma support

Lowering risk
Physical / social 

environment

Building protective 

institutions

A key future preventative action is to 

provide survivor support now, and to 

build resilience in children post 

violence.  

Evidence shows us that with the right 

support, children can turn their lives 

around, and break out of the cycles 

of violence, poverty and deprivation 

– not just as passive actors, but with 

a remarkable capacity to recover.

• Physical and social 
environments that put 
them at risk

• Working with 
communities to 
change Social norms 
around gender 
dynamics

• Working to build 
protective institutions 
nationally for 
education, health 
and justice.

Protecting Self

Increased awareness of rights

Understanding risk and how 

to protect themselves

Changing social norms 

around gender
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In academic literature there’s little 

consensus on the causes of sexual 

violence, and thus the elements of 

restraint on sexual violence.  Two key 

areas of research give us the most 

information on the subject:

• Feminist research

• Conflict research

Each type of research offers differing 

theories on the causes of sexual 

violence:

Summary of Feminist research 

perspectives:

Sri Lanka there is relatively low 

degrees of sexual violence.

The widespread and systematic rape 

of 50,000 women in Bosnia is well 

known, but men were also raped 

and victimised.  

Feminist research acknowledges the 

evidence of widespread 

victimisation of men in conflict too, 

and explains it to be part of a 

shaming exercise around 

feminisation of men in conflict.

Summary of Conflict research 

What does academic 

research tell us?

Dr Jana Krause

Dept of War Studies

Kings College, UK

• Social inequality and lack of 

economic and political 

participation is a key reason they 

are victimised.

• All women are at risk of rape, as all 

men would rape women if they 

had the opportunity to do so.

• The reasons for rape during 

conflict are the same as those 

committed by men during peace 

time i.e. misogyny, male 

domination and female 

objectification.

• Women are raped to shame male 

relatives within the context of 

religious group identities.

The feminist research however 

doesn’t account for the varying 

degrees of sexual violence in certain 

conflicts, and the empirical variation 

of rape rates in different armed 

conflicts for examples in civil war in 

Summary of Conflict research 

perspectives:

• The degree of rape and sexual 

violence varies by different armed 

conflicts for example in the Israel-

Palestine conflict, and during the 

Sri Lankan civil war, there were 

relatively low rape and sexual 

violence statistics, highlighting that 

restraint can be exercised during 

conflict and we can learn from 

these conflict ethics.

• Recruitment patterns – in some 

conflicts armed groups forcibly 

abduct combatants to fight with 

their forces, usually targeting 

children, and will use gang rape 

as a means of initialising them into 

the pattern of violence, and 

socialising them into the fighting 

unit.
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Measures to prevent sexual 
violence in conflict 

need to be context specific
– it requires depth of knowledge of the 
organisation of armed groups, and the 

dynamics of the violence on the ground.

End impunity for war rape 
– international prosecution for sexual violence 

as war crimes.

Preventative measures 

informed by academic 

research:

• Group dynamics with civilians –

rebel/insurgent groups tend to 

avoid sexual violence so as not to 

alienate the civilian structures 

they rely on for food, 

infrastructure access, supplies and 

intelligence.  Evidence shows that 

sexual violence is more likely to be 

perpetrated by state forces, 

which is why international 

pressure is so vital in shaming 

states against sexual war crimes.

• Leadership ideology – often rape 

is tolerated by military leaders 

because the cost of rape is so low 

– there is no international 

Interrupt peer group dynamics that 
encourage violence 

– working with armed group leaders to change 
socially accepted norms around sexual 

violence, and negotiating the benefits of 
civilian security for rebel armed groups.

Importance of timing of education 
programmes 

– analysing the patterns of how sexual violence 
in perpetrated at various points in the conflict 
means education interventions early on have 

more promising results around subsequent 
restraint.

Build capability for reporting and 
monitoring processes 

– which supports judiciary processes and 
research – more training on gathering 

evidence, witness accounts, victim reports.

– there is no international 

punishment for it, or pressure to 

stop.  If that ideology were to 

change, the dynamics of the 

violence would also change and 

more restraint could be exercised, 

raising the importance of conflict 

ethics – i.e. not harming civilians 

as part of a code of conduct.

However, in all war rape statistics, 

there is seriously widespread under 

reporting of the issue, not only due 

to fear of victims, but also the fact 

many victims are killed after being 

raped, so we must reflect on stats 

being under representative.  

Despite, this issue of unreliable stats, 

there are clear patterns of variation 

in escalation of sexual violence that 

can help us understand how we 

can prevent and restrain rape.
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Theresa has been in Cambodia 

since 2012 collecting testimonies of 

survivors of sexual violence during 

the genocide of 1975-1979, where 

over a quarter of the population 

died [can we verify?] under the 

Khmer Rouge regime, and was 

deemed one of the biggest set of 

atrocities in human history.

Oral history is vital in post conflict 

zones, particularly with future 

generations, to educate and help 

change perceptions of acceptability 

of war rape.

themselves in complete control over 

women and girls, and gang raped 

women and girls with impunity.

The gang rapes were conducted 

usually as a form of collective 

punishment against resistance, and 

also if you were deemed to be the 

enemy and were due for execution, 

it was likely you’d be raped first.  

In 2013, UN research6 looked at 6 

different countries in Asia Pac where 

the respondents were all 

perpetrators of sexual violence, the 

findings highlighted that gang rape 

was 50% more common in 

The Power of Oral History 

to Change the Future

Theresa de Langis

The Women's International 

League for Peace and Freedom 

Recently, the Khmer Rouge have 

claimed that rape was not an 

element of their war crime at their 

recent war crimes tribunal, which is 

why it’s vital to expose the stories of 

the survivors and seek justice for 

them.

The testimonies have proven great 

results with not only attention being 

paid at the tribunal now to gender 

based violence, but also in showing 

how culture plays a big part in 

identity, and particularly gender 

identity within a given time, place, 

and context.

Patterns found throughout oral 

testimonies

Majority of perpetrators were boys 

under 16, recruited by forces, who 

were ill supervised, and found 

was 50% more common in 

Cambodia than in any other country 

in the region – at a time when the 

gang rapes in India caused public 

and media outrage.  

The report also highlighted that 

perpetrators were very young 

(usually under 15-17 yrs old), and 

motives were very distinct.  Motives 

were not for pleasure or fun, but 

mostly for punishment, for a sense of 

power, and that all of the 

respondents had a sense of 

entitlement of power over the victim, 

therefore not requiring consent of 

their victims.

What the orals histories, and the UN 

report findings collectively tell us, is 

that the impunity of sexual violence 

in conflict has replicable

15
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consequences, where the ideology 

of gang rape for punishment and 

control becomes an element of the 

culture of future generations.  

A culture where the control and 

power over women becomes part 

of the cultural identity of young men 

and violence is recognised as an 

initiation or rite of passage to 

masculinity.

When asked what their message 

would be to the summit, the rape 

survivors in Cambodia unanimously 

said:said:

‘We need to end war – we are the 

slaves of war and we are the 

collateral damage of it’.

The Cambodian conflict ended

over 30 years ago, however the

pattern of violence continues.

Key to breaking the pattern is to

change the cultural constructs of

what constitutes masculinity in the

region, which has been warped

through child abuse, use of child

combatants, and widespread gang

rape during the conflict.
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There is great power in 

breaking the silence 
around war rape, and 

educating future 
generations in post conflict 

zones of the wide ranging 

impacts of sexual violence, 

and the longevity of the 

consequences of rape, to 

try to break the replication 

of the pattern of violence 
in generations to come.  

17
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There are 3 main perpetrators of 

sexual violence in conflict:

• Military personnel / Peacekeeping 

forces – state forces, other armed 

groups, peace keeping units, and 

other organisations working on 

stabilising the conflict zones

• Humanitarian/Aid workers - A 

UNHCR 2002 study in West Africa 

highlighted a high level of abuse 

of children by humanitarian 

workers, so the work that 

humanitarian organisations do to 

help victims, must also the address 

deployment training around Child

Protection & Preventing Sexual 

Violence, and supporting in the 

development and delivery of in 

theatre training too.

A key focus is to provide support to 

those personnel involved in 

training/re-training national armies 

post conflict or recovery – to help 

embed child protection and 

prevention of sexual violence in the 

ethos of the new forces.  Not as 

mere after thought, but really to 

embed it as part of military culture.

Practical measures to get 

perpetrators to restrain

Christine McCormick

Child Protection Adviser

Save the Children

help victims, must also the address 

the issues of perpetration within 

the development community.

• Civilians – Save the Children finds 

that a large proportion of 

perpetrators of sexual violence in 

conflict tend to be civilians.

Save the Children programmes 

currently focus on solutions by type 

of perpetrator.  

It’s important to classify perpetrators 

as the interventions required for 

each type may vary.  

Key preventative initiatives by type 

of perpetrator:

Military personnel / Peacekeeping 

forces – we are working with UNDPO, 

Humanitarian / Aid Workers – Out of 

the work being done so far by Save 

the Children to prevent child abuse 

and war rape, it’s been vital to work 

with humanitarian groups to 

establish:

• Clear codes of conduct – being 

clear about what is and isn’t 

acceptable

• Feedback mechanisms to capture 

issues and communicate 

resolution

• Recognising in-house issues and 

establishing awareness of issues in 

the organisation, and establishing 

a policy of zero tolerance for 

perpetrators.

19



Civilians - Involving national 

ministers in the solutions helps to 

embed the child protection and 

anti-rape messages in judiciary 

systems, and the local and national 

culture,  which then helps support 

national and international legislation 

to criminalise such violence in 

conflict, and end the impunity with 

which the perpetrators act and the 

change the social norms that guide 

them.

In order to really realise the benefits 

of the initiatives outlined above, it’s 

imperative to get political imperative to get political 

commitment (not just support) to 

ending the impunity for perpetrators.

We need political commitment to:

• develop policies to combat the 

issues

• ensure that the policies are 

implemented

• Ensure resources (both technical 

and financial) are made 

available to ensure the benefits of 

the policy delivery are realised.

20



In 2002, UNHCR reported8

more than 40 agencies and 

organisations and nearly 70 

individuals were mentioned 
in various testimonies from 

children regarding sexual 

exploitation by 

humanitarian agencies, 

NGOs and peace-keeping 

forces in Guinea, Liberia 

and Sierra Leone.

Recent reports Recent reports 

of survival sex 

have been 

reported in Haiti, 

Philippines, Syria, 

Afghanistan, 

and Somalia.

Of all reported 

cases in DRC, 62% 

are perpetrated by 

the state armed 

forces, 41% are 

against minors, and 

6% are against 

men7

21
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There are three major considerations 

that are important in trying to curb 

the levels of sexual violence in 

conflict:

• Consistent training programmes 

for military personnel

• Embedding gender perspectives 

in policies, planning and 

implementation of mission 

elements

• Changing social norms around 

gender based violence

Consistent training programmes for 

Therefore, we need to provide 

adequate training to deployed 

personnel to make sure they are 

appropriately equipped to avoid 

sexual abuse and know how to 

respond to it when/if it occurs. This 

will set a good example and provide 

a more secure and trusting 

environment for individuals living in 

conflict zones and will help prevent 

sexual violence. 

It’s worth noting, the importance 

here of implementing the existing 

instruments, such as UN resolution 

Shifting Global Attitudes -

The importance of Gender 

Perspectives

Vibeke Brask Thomsen

Founder /Director

Gender Hopes

Consistent training programmes for 

peace keeping personnel

Those who are meant to protect 

should do no harm.  

It is essential to look at how we 

create education and training 

programs to ensure that our police, 

military and peacekeepers behave 

in an appropriate manner and that 

no sexual abuse or use of prostitutes 

is performed by them.  

It’s very important that abuses are 

not tolerated in any way at any level 

of military hierarchy, and that military 

leaders and senior personnel ensure 

that when abuse occurs, justice is 

done so that victims and the wider 

community can see it (i.e. justice 

proceedings must not take place in 

the home country of the 

perpetrator).

and CEDAW. 

In this case, UNSCR 2106 calls on the 

SG to:

“ensure comprehensive gender 

training of all relevant 

peacekeeping and civilian 

personnel”

Around military training, key 

practical steps to prevent sexual 

violence are:

Gender Training: Ensure appropriate 

gender and cultural training of the 

deployed personnel, prior to 

deployment (DCAF has developed 

an appropriate toolkit for this). The 

training must also include 

information about the prohibition of 

using sex workers. This can be done 

as part of the pre-deployment 

training (over a period of 1 day); 

22



Training at all levels: Ensure that 

such training is conducted (or at 

least coordinated) at an 

organisational level (UN, NATO, 

EU…) and not a national level. Some 

countries such as Denmark or 

Sweden provide extensive gender 

and cultural training before 

deployment, while some UN 

countries do not (India, 

Bangladesh…). This is often due to a 

lack of funding, time or resources 

(and certainly a lack of awareness 

and interest in the issue as well).

Funded training implementation: For 

this reason, ensure that adequate 

funding is provided to member 

states so that they can receive 

adequate training.

Justice/Prosecution: In sexual 

violence is perpetrated, ensure that 

deployed personnel do not have 

impunity - and that they are 

prosecuted in a way that the victim 

can see justice is being done. 

Prosecution must also happen in a 

timely manner. 

Civilian Awareness: Civilians must 

also be aware of their rights (for 

example: knowing that refusing to 

engage in “survival sex” will not 

prevent them from receiving food). 

Posters, educational programs can 

be offered. 

23



Breaking the cycle of violence

Embedding gender perspectives in 

policies, planning and 

implementation of mission elements

The importance of the UNSCRs is also 

relevant for the story I would like to 

tell you now.

UNSCR 2106, for example:

“recognizes the distinct role of 

gender advisors in ensuring that 

gender perspectives are 

mainstreamed in policies, planning 

and implementation by all mission 

elements”

To illustrate the importance of 

embedding gender perspectives 

into all mission elements, we relate a into all mission elements, we relate a 

story that formed part of gender 

training for military personnel in 

Europe:

A few years ago, the gender advisor 

in the EU mission in Afghanistan was 

visiting the construction of a bridge 

outside the capital.

The gender advisor visits the bridge, 

while the construction workers were 

thinking: what does a gender 

advisor have to do with building a 

bridge?

24



She asks a few questions:

Who will use that bridge? 

– everybody

Can women use that bridge? 

– yes

Are women allowed to drive in this 

country? 

– no 

So how will they cross the bridge? 

– they will walk

They were building a four-lane 

motorway, with no pedestrian 

walkway so how could women (with 

their children, there elderly and 

where perpetrators have less 

"opportunities" to attack.

We also see here that when the 

specific needs and challenges 

faced by women, men, boys and 

girls are not taken into account from 

the very start, we already lay the 

groundwork for a less secure 

environment where sexual violence 

can occur. 

Therefore the specific needs of 

women, men, boys and girls must be 

taken into account at every level of 

policy planning and making to lay 

the groundwork for a safer 

environment for all.

their children, there elderly and 

cattle) possibly cross this road safely?

Would they have to get into 

someone’s car? Would they choose 

not to cross? Would they face the 

risk to get run over?

By not including a gender 

perspective within a wider cultural 

context, the specific needs of a 

certain group were not taken into 

account, and women, who were left 

to walk by the side of road, became 

more vulnerable.

As per this story, and in terms of 

preventing sexual violence, we need 

to create an environment where 

perpetrating sexual violence 

becomes more difficult, where 

victims face less situational risks, 

Changing social norms around 

gender based violence

We all need to work on perceptions 

of domestic violence, rape and 

other forms of gender based 

violence in order to challenge the 

perception of perpetrators that 

sexual violence in conflict is 

acceptable. 

For this, it’s vital to combat gender 

stereotypes from early childhood 

because there is a need to 

challenge the perpetual beliefs 

about “the right” to women’s 

bodies, about the right to say no, 

about the place of women in 

society.  

25



26



Breaking the cycle of violence

Sickening attacks on women and 

girls are a daily occurrence around 

the world, and not just in conflict-

zones. 

High profile gender based violence 

cases have occurred from US 

colleges, to Indian cities, from the 

rise in the trade of sex trafficking in 

Europe, to the Great Lakes region in 

the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

from school girls abused over social 

media in the Europe and USA, to the 

use of rape as a tool to displace 

entire communities in Colombia –

the world over, women are 

objectified, oppressed, and 

exploited with the use of sexual 

violence.violence.

At Gender Hopes, we are working 

for a profound change in mentality, 

not only in places of conflict, but in 

peace zones, and our own cultures 

in the West also, so that women are 

no longer worth slightly less, and that 

their bodies are no longer their 

battlegrounds.

We call on our political leaders to 

galvanize action to shift global 

attitudes towards women.
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There are two major elements in 

helping military personnel choose to 

protect people in their care and 

help prevent sexual violence, as 

opposed to perpetrating abuses 

against them:

• High behavioural code of 

conduct – based on enforcing the 

10 conduct rules of the UN 

• Training & Education Programmes 

– making it integral to the mission

High behavioural Code of Conduct:

Using the 10 conduct rules of the UN 

showing the local population what 

standard of conduct will and will not 

be acceptable from them.

Training & Education Programmes:

It’s essential to equip military 

personnel with the tactics, 

techniques, procedures, and skills in 

order to help prevent sexual 

violence from occurring, and to 

support them in how to tackle the 

issues when sexual violence does 

occur.  

Essential training pre-deployment 

Ensuring military 

personnel choose 

Protection vs Perpetration

Lt Col. Philip Osment

PSOTC

Ministry of Defence

Using the 10 conduct rules of the UN 

to create high behavioural codes of 

conduct, ensures that protective 

behaviours, ethical behaviours, 

humanitarian behaviours are integral 

to the mission.  

This can establish key benefits for the 

mission at hand including:

Maintaining operation effectiveness 

– if all behaviours are consistently 

high in standard, success of the 

mission is more likely

Fostering trust in the local population 

– essential to the success of all 

missions is the cooperation of 

support of local civilians, military, 

and security personnel

Setting out declaration of intent –

Essential training pre-deployment 

and in theatre is required to:

• Help personnel create a hostile 

environment for perpetrators of 

sexual violence, from national 

military, to militia groups, to peace 

keepers.   

• To give troops the confidence to 

use force to prevent sexual 

violence, be it military, or legal –

and that there is nowhere to hide 

from the penalties once they have 

committed such acts of violence.

• Ensure high codes of conduct 

assist in the media, public 

education, and wider strategic 

context of the mission

28



• Ensure the longer term military 

operations are supported in 

creating a sustainable, secure 

and stable environment.  Without 

such a stable environment, the 

NGOs and specialist agencies 

cannot effectively rebuild 

communities, support victims of 

rape, provide essential health and 

education services, and re-

integrate child combatants and 

other demographic groups of 

people back into society.

• Support the disarmament, 

demobilisation, and demobilisation, and 

reintegration/reconciliation 

programmes for former 

combatants to re-enter civilian 

society.
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Sexual violence in conflict does not 

happen in a vacuum.  It happens in 

a context in which someone with 

authority (whether earned or 

imposed) condones, encourages, or 

allows that behaviour, or abdicates 

their responsibility to prevent it.  

Understanding this is critical to 

interrupting and stopping sexual 

violence in conflict.  

Cure Violence is an international 

NGO that uses a health approach to 

interrupting and stopping the spread 

of violence.   Its work has been 

spread of sexual violence in conflict, 

with model being replicated in Iraq, 

and Syria.

Interrupting transmission

To detect and interrupt sexual 

violence in conflict, there is a need 

to analyse the situation to identify:

• who is setting the norm and 

expectations in group (Leaders)

• who the key influencers are 

(Influencers)

• who is committing the violence 

(Transmitters)

• who can access the people 

Treating patterns of violence

like curing medical epidemics

Jason Featherstone

Adviser

Cure Violence

of violence.   Its work has been 

proven effective through three 

external evaluations.  

Treating violence as a 

learned/acquired behaviour means 

that it can be prevented.  Its 

approach is heavily informed by 

both neuroscience, behavioural 

science, and epidemic control and 

contains three components:

Interrupting transmission - detecting 

and interrupting conflicts

Treat the highest potential 

transmitters - Identifying and treating 

the highest risk individuals

Changing social norms – Changing 

attitudes in local cultures and society 

that accept the violence.

This same approach can be 

adapted to interrupt and stop the 

• who can access the people 

above and help 

influence/change behaviours 

(Credible Messengers)

Identify those Leaders who are well 

known and well respected by the 

key Influencers, and those who share 

the goal of preventing sexual 

violence in conflict.  

Through behavioural re-training, 

getting Leaders to use their power 

with the key Influencers to change 

the norms and expectations of their 

followers (Transmitters) is essential to 

interrupt the pattern of violence.  

This involves in-depth analysis and 

working with local partners to 

understand who the key leaders and 

influencers are, but it is possible to do 

and could be a critical element to 

reducing these behaviours.  
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Cure Violence Approach9

Violence 
Interruption

ID high risk perpetrators 

& conduct Outreach 

programme

Violence mediations / 

Interventions

Hospital Interventions

Groups/meetings with 

high risk transmitters

Participants 

gain access 

to education, 

training, & 

employment

Participants 

learn non 

violent 

conflict 

resolution skills

Participants 

embrace non 

violent goals 

and values

Violence 

declines

Safer Communities

Cure Violence Approach:

Interrupting transmission -

detecting and interrupting 

conflicts

Treat the highest potential 

transmitters - Identifying and 
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Participants avoid 

conflict situations

Participants apply non 

violent approaches to 

conflict resolution

Changing 
Social 
Norms

Communities 

gain self 

efficacy to 

reduce 

violence

Community 

motivated to 

reduce acts 

of violence

Community 

active in anti-

violence 

efforts

Community Outreach / 

focus groups

Public messaging & 

education campaigns

Community relations 

(faith based, political 

leaders)

Violence De-

normalised

Safer Communities transmitters - Identifying and 

treating the highest risk 

individuals

Changing social norms –

Changing attitudes in local 

cultures and society that 

accept the violence.
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Shift in attitudes 

around acceptability 

of violence
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Breaking the cycle of violence

It’s essential to use credible 

messengers to reach the people 

committing the violence to get 

them to not to, by instigating a 

change in their behaviour.  Selection 

of the appropriate credible 

messengers is critical to the success 

of this element of the model.  

Treat the highest potential 

transmitters

Analysis of the particular conflict 

situation is required to understand 

what criteria makes someone more 

susceptible to perpetrate sexual 

violence in a specific environment, 

and then to identify which 

individuals are at highest risk of 

committing violence (based on the 

criteria).  

Once the individuals have been 

identified, credible messengers 

would be assigned to work with 

them to change their thinking 

regarding the acceptability of 

committing the sexual violence. 

Changing Social Norms

Cure Violence also works on 

challenging the overall social norms 

in the community that is 

experiencing the violence.  This 

would involve working with local 

community leaders and 

organizations, politicians and 

prominent families, to discuss the 

issues of sexual violence with a view 

to challenging the environment that
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has enabled the violence to 

continue.  

It includes speaking out publicly 

against sexual violence in conflict, 

and establishing new social norms 

and expectations within the 

community as a whole to make the 

violence less acceptable and send 

a clear message of zero tolerance.  

Making the community environment 

less acceptable of the crimes, 

makes the community more resilient 

to this type of violence and to any 

spread of other types of violence 

too.  

All of the above elements could be 

incorporated into existing incorporated into existing 

programmes or initiatives being 

delivered by NGOs, agencies, and 

military personnel in conflict zones.  

If the Cure Violence model is 

understood and its elements fully 

incorporated into NGO 

programmes, sexual violence in 

conflict can be substantially and 

measurably reduced and eventually 

eliminated. 
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Summary

As our various report contributors 

have highlighted, it’s possible to 

work towards a goal of significantly 

reducing levels of sexual violence 

and gender based violence in 

conflict.  

Common emerging themes include:

• High codes of conduct for military 

personnel and humanitarian 

workers

• Consistent training on gender 

issues, preventing sexual violence, 

and supporting victims of it.

• Recognising the replicable 

behaviours and cycles of violence 

and how we have to break the 

patterns

• We consistently have poor or 

unreliable statistic for reporting 

and monitoring and need to 

address this issue

Each of our panels suggestions are 

such that they can be turned into 

pragmatic and implementable 

solutions.  These programmes of 

works could with the right political 

commitment, support, and funding 

• Interrupting cycles of violence 

through education, mediation 

and support

• Changing cultural and social 

norms around acceptability of 

violence

• Ending impunity for perpetrators

• Improved victim support 

• Including gender considerations in 

planning and implementation of 

military and humanitarian missions 

helping to change environments 

and communities to make it 

harder for perpetrators to commit 

the abuses

commitment, support, and funding 

make a demonstrable difference in 

preventing sexual violence in 

conflict.

We ask that you consider our report, 

and commit to taking action to 

prevent sexual violence in conflict.

#TIMETOACT
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When asked what their 

message would be to the 

summit, the rape survivors in 

Cambodia unanimously said:

‘We need to end war – we are 

the slaves of war and we are 

the collateral damage of it’.the collateral damage of it’.
~ Rape Survivors in Cambodia

We ask that you consider our 

report, and commit to taking 

action to prevent sexual 

violence in conflict.

#TIMETOACT
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