Gender-based violence
Gender-based violence through an international development lens
What is gender-based violence?
Gender-based violence (GBV) refers to any harmful act perpetrated against someone because of their
gender. This can include harmful acts of a physical, emotional, psychological and economic nature.
GBV can be committed both in public private. GBV is rooted in gender inequality and is experienced
overwhelmingly by girls and women. It is a fundamental violation of human rights and a major public
health problem.
Manifestations of GBV can include but are not limited to:
• coercion and manipulation;
• intimate partner violence;
• sexual violence and rape;
• female genital mutilation (FGM);
• so-called “honour killings”;
• child marriage;
• slavery.
GBV can be considered an umbrella term that encompasses other categories of violence or
exploitation suffered because of one’s gender. Some specific terms worth defining include:
• Intimate partner violence is behaviour by an intimate partner or ex-partner that causes
physical, sexual or psychological harm, including physical aggression, sexual coercion,
psychological abuse and controlling behaviours 1.
• Domestic violence is similar to intimate partner violence. It encompasses physical, sexual,
emotional, economic or psychological abuse within the household. Whereas intimate partner
violence occurs between those in an intimate relationship, domestic violence victims can
include anyone living within the same household, including children.
• Sexual violence is any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, or other act directed against
a person’s sexuality using coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim,
in any setting. This includes rape1.

1

(World Health Organisation, 2021)

The scope of the problem
Longitudinal population-level surveys provide the most accurate insight into the scope of the problem
of GBV. According to the United Nations (UN), 18% of ever-partnered women between the ages of 1549 experienced physical or sexual violence from an intimate partner in the previous 12 months2. This
data was obtained from surveys conducted between 2005-2017 in 106 countries.
The World Health Organisation (WHO) found that worldwide, 30% of women have suffered physical
and/or sexual violence from an intimate partner, or sexual violence from a non-partner throughout
their lifetime3. This data was obtained from prevalence surveys conducted between 2000-2018 across
161 countries.
GBV is a problem that affects all countries, cultures and societies around the world. The WHO
attempted one of the first cross-regional studies of the prevalence of intimate partner violence, the
results of which are visualised below4.
Table 1: Lifetime prevalence of physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence among everpartnered women, separated by WHO region4
Low-, middle- or highincome regions
Low- and middle-income
regions

High-income regions
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WHO region
Africa
Americas
Eastern Mediterannean

36.6
29.8
37.0

Europe
South-East Asia
Western Pacific
High-income regions

25.4
37.7
24.6
23.2

(United Nations, 2020a)
(World Health Organisation, 2018)
4 (World Health Organisation, 2013)
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Figure 1: Lifetime prevalence of physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence among everpartnered women, separated by WHO region4
Source: (World Health Organisation, 2013)

Gender-based violence in the pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic is anticipated to exacerbate existing gender inequalities, including an
alarming increase in cases of GBV as well as the proportion of girls and women who suffer from GBV1.
Although precise data has yet to be gathered, early indications support this prediction. Emerging data
from crisis support centres and emergency hotlines suggests that intimate partner violence in
particular has and will continue to increase during the pandemic.
Emerging international data includes the following:
• France experienced a 30% increase in domestic violence reports since the March lockdown 5.
• The Kenyan National GBV Toll-Free Hotline experienced a 36% increase in calls during 2020
compared to 20196
• In Argentina, following the March lockdown, domestic violence reports increased by 25%5.
• In Australia, a survey conducted by the Australia Institute of Criminology revealed that from
March-May 2020, 4.6% of all women, and 8.8% of women in cohabiting relationships
experienced physical or sexual violence7.
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1.5% of all women, and 2.9% of women in co-habiting relationships experienced
physical or sexual violence for the first time7.
Of those women who had experienced intimate partner violence prior to the March
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survey, 53.1% reported that the violence had increased in severity, 33.1% that there
was no change in the severity of the violence, and 13.9% reported that the violence
had lessened in severity7.
It is important to bear in mind when reading data about official reporting of incidences of intimate
partner violence that less than 40 per cent of women who experience violence seek help or report the
crime2.
It is a disturbing phenomenon that in times of large-scale crisis, GBV tends to increase 8. For example,
during the 2013-2016 Ebola outbreak in West Africa, exploitation and sexual violence inflicted against
girls and women increased5. Increased prevalence of GBV is a well-documented trend during events
of mass-displacement1. The causes of GBV during times of crisis are complex and multi-layered. One
common analysis is that the economic strain inflicted upon communities during crises manifests itself
as a strain on personal relationships.
Paying particular attention to the way the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted personal relationships,
mandatory household confinement, manifested through lockdowns, social distancing and curfews,
has artificially forced many women into close contact with their abusers2,5,7.
Additional reasons for the increase in GBV during the COVID-19 pandemic include:
• The household is a place of heightened tensions between intimate partners and is traditionally
a site where women enjoy fewer freedoms than their male counterparts. The household is
the most likely location of intimate partner violence;
• Women are more likely to have their phones monitored by abusive partners in the household,
thus preventing them from reporting abuse. A survey conducted between 2016-2018 revealed
that mobile phone ownership among women is 6.8 percentage points lower than for men2.
• Health services designed to respond to GBV, including domestic violence hotlines, rape
support centres, and psychosocial support, have had their resources diverted towards health
service providers dealing directly with the COVID-19 virus3.

Gender inequality in the pandemic
The devastating impacts of gender inequality exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic will be felt on
more fronts than just GBV. The pandemic is anticipated to erode marginal gains in the past decade in
the arenas of education, health, economic equality and political representation.
Figure 2: The 17 United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals9
Source: (United Nations, 2020)
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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were established in 2015, by the United Nations (UN) to
provide “...a blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the future.”
UN Member States have committed to achieving the goals by 2030.
SDG 5 Gender Equality posits several goals to combat the array of inequalities that girls and women

experience in areas such as health, education access and GBV.

For more information on the Sustainable Development Goals please visit:
<https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/>
For a 2020 progress report on the Sustainable Development Goals please visit:
<https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2020/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2020.pdf>
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