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FOREWORD
Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) is a scourge that remains all too common in all societies. But 

SGBV risks are particularly acute in situations of armed conflict and other settings in which humanitarian 

activities are conducted, including in climate-induced emergencies.

There are multiple causes and drivers – gender and social inequality, abuse of power, impunity – which 

manifest themselves differently, depending on the context. This means that responses must also be tailored 

to contexts. 

Drawing on male perceptions and masculinities more strategically, this study aims to inform the ICRC’s 

and wider humanitarian sector’s work with communities to prevent SGBV. Entitled, My father and cows will 

go to court, not me. Male perceptions of sexual violence in South Sudan and the Central African Republic, this study 

has been conducted within affected communities and among young men long exposed to conflict. It centres 

on perceptions of the causes of SGBV and how to prevent it in armed conflict.

This phenomenon has long been studied and huge efforts have gone into seeking to curb sexual violence 

in armed conflict and other situations of violence. Yet, SGBV remains tragically prevalent. Victims and 

survivors face stigma and long-term structural and societal discrimination after suffering life-threatening 

violence. The phenomenon has only worsened as a result of measures taken in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic. It is crucial to involve communities and other key stakeholders in new ways to curb and prevent 

such gendered violence, building on lessons learnt and best practice to date.

This study – conducted in accordance with rigorous ethical research standards – provides novel insights 

and recommendations. These range all the way from breaking the stigma and taboo to engaging men and 

boys more creatively in acknowledging individual accountability, ending impunity and nurturing socio-cul-

tural environments in which the need for accountability and inclusivity are recognized.

Taking an original angle, this study incorporates the views of young men on the drivers of sexual violence, 

concerns about the negative impacts of SGBV and links to cultures of armed violence. It seeks their views 

on what can be done to prevent SGBV at the local level, notably by activating channels among men and boys 

for sharing knowledge and values.

Men, women, and adolescents in the Central African Republic and in South Sudan participated enthusias-

tically in the study, keen to see the issue followed up in their communities. The findings further point to 

ways in which the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, and others, can harness comple-

mentary roles and work jointly to address SGBV.

The findings underscore that, through survivor-centred approaches, we can alleviate victim-blaming atti-

tudes while engaging men and boys as influencers who can exert effective peer pressure to prevent sexual 

violence and generate a culture of accountability. In parallel, the study reaffirms the leading role and 

responsibility of the authorities to prevent and punish SGBV.

Gilles Carbonnier 

Vice President, ICRC
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1 A. Kelly-Hanku et al., “Transgressive women don’t deserve protection: Young men’s narratives of sexual violence 

against women in rural Papua New Guinea”, Culture, Health & Sexuality 18, no. 11, 2016, pp. 1207–1220: https://doi.org

/10.1080/13691058.2016.1182216.

This report presents research conducted between October and December 2020 that explored what men in 

the Central African Republic (CAR) and South Sudan understand by “sexual violence” and how it might 

be prevented. The research was triggered by findings from a study in the highlands of Papua New Guinea, 

where sexual violence is rampant: when probing what young men there understood by “sexual violence”, 

researchers found that some thought the term primarily related to contracting sexually transmitted dis-

eases, while others considered it referred to adultery, oral or anal sex, regardless of whether the acts were 

consensual or not.1 These findings raised questions about whether the ICRC’s sexual violence prevention 

activities – particularly its dialogue with armed forces and armed groups – are adapted to the knowledge 

and perspectives of the audience. To help answer these questions, a qualitative study was launched in two 

countries where the ICRC is assisting survivors of sexual violence, to gauge whether the organization’s 

language and concepts match the perceptions held by men and their broader communities. The study also 

sought views on what could be done to prevent sexual violence.

The study produced several important findings for the ICRC’s work to prevent sexual violence. First, there 

was broad understanding among participants in both countries that sexual violence includes acts of a sex-

ual nature committed against someone by force, without choice. However, for many, the “someone” – the 

possible victims of sexual violence – did not include men, and opinions were mixed on whether a lack of 

consent in marital sexual relations constitutes sexual violence. This latter issue was raised by research 

participants rather than the ICRC, which, under its mandate, concentrates on sexual violence related more 

directly to armed conflict or other situations of violence. But in many ways, the conversations challenged 

the relevance of making a sharp distinction between conflict-related and other forms of sexual violence, 

given that the roots of both lie in conceptions of gender and power socialized within families and com-

munities at a young age. The open and robust nature of the discussions was an important finding in itself: 

there was little of the expected reticence to discussing sexual violence in the community, suggesting that 

we can be more direct in addressing the topic.

Second, research participants had few suggestions on how to stop men from engaging in sexual violence. 

Most placed the onus on women to avoid “inciting it” and on families, community leaders and local and 

international aid organizations to find solutions. As is, sadly, common throughout the world, responsibil-

ity and blame are shifted from the perpetrator to the victim or to other “causes”, such as alcohol and the 

accessibility of guns. It was broadly recognized that perpetrators are not held accountable for their acts, 

either through the poorly resourced legal systems in each country or through shaming within the commu-

nity. More positively, however, study participants expressed a desire for more work on engaging men in 

prevention, with male community leaders willing to learn from strategies employed elsewhere to re-chan-

nel expressions of masculinity away from gender stereotypes that reinforce the power imbalance between 

men and women, and to increase accountability for individual behaviour.

Any attempts to increase individual male responsibility cannot happen in isolation – communities, national 

and international organizations, and the governments in both countries all have a role to play. Survivors, 

their families and wider communities need information and support to recognize sexual violence as a crime 

that should be reported, where it is safe to do so. Simultaneously, legal authorities have a responsibility to 

prosecute and punish perpetrators, while providing – mostly female – survivors and witnesses with a safe 

space in which to testify. At a community level, whether in rural South Sudan or one of Bangui’s urban 

neighbourhoods, the (usually) male leaders, as well as civil society groups, are an essential avenue for 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2016.1182216
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2016.1182216
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promoting and creating shared responsibility and an environment in which sexual violence is not accepted 

or tolerated.

Sexual violence is prohibited by international humanitarian law (IHL) and international human rights law 

(IHRL). It is prohibited at all times – in armed conflict and in peacetime. Domestic laws also typically 

prohibit many forms of sexual violence. The ICRC’s mandate and operations provide unique opportuni-

ties to address sexual violence at all levels of society, from holistic care for survivors of such violence to 

engagement with political and administrative authorities at every level, including members of the armed 

forces and armed groups, police, staff of detention facilities, members of the legal system and, last but not 

least, communities in CAR and South Sudan. The study’s findings inform the ICRC’s operational actions 

and activities to enhance its engagement with men across the age spectrum and with other community 

members on preventing sexual violence.
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MAIN IMPLICATIONS 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The following summary contains suggested implications and recommendations for the work of the ICRC 

and other actors.

1.  Questioning taboos, training staff and making discussions participatory. ICRC staff 

can – and ought to – be more proactive in raising the issue of sexual violence in discussions with author-

ities and communities. The belief that the subject is taboo needs to be questioned, when appropriate, 

in each and every context. Discussions should be as participatory as possible, to understand local views 

about why it occurs and how it can be prevented. Furthermore, discussions should be sustained over time 

and not treated as one-off interventions. Ongoing staff training and awareness of the ICRC’s approach to 

addressing sexual violence and how to talk about it in a survivor-centred way (including sexual violence 

against men and boys) will allow for meaningful and relevant discussions.

2.  Reinforcing individual perpetrator accountability and affirming sexual violence 
as a crime� Perpetrators of sexual violence must be held accountable within the legal system, as 

well as at the community level, where sexual violence ought to be affirmed as a crime and violation of 

social norms. Emphasis should be placed on reinforcing individual responsibility for one’s actions and 

preventing the shifting of responsibility from the perpetrator to the victim. Survivors, for their part, 

need to recognize that incidents of sexual violence should be reported when it is safe to do so and that 

they may require urgent medical and psychosocial support. The ICRC’s strength lies in engaging with 

legal authorities to reinforce the legal framework, and discussions should, depending on the context, 

also focus on appropriate treatment of survivors and witnesses, and referral to care. This requires 

effort at national and local levels, so partnering with legal actors in both countries would extend the 

ICRC’s reach.

3�  Acknowledging how gender inequalities, norms and values can enable sexual 
violence� Discussions and reflections around how certain social and gendered norms and practices 

can enable sexual violence need to be incorporated into the ICRC’s dissemination sessions and training 

for weapon bearers, and into its dealings with traditional and legal authorities. Sessions should explore 

and reflect on the difference between community-identified external drivers of sexual violence (such 

as road conditions, alcohol and drugs) and more deeply rooted gendered norms. As well as reinforcing 

that sexual violence is a crime, discussions should respectfully discuss gender stereotypes, use local 

terminology around sexual violence and allow people – particularly men, as potential perpetrators – 

to reflect on their own values and behaviours, and how these might enable them and those around them 

to perpetrate sexual violence.

4�  Mobilizing men – and their communities – to prevent sexual violence� It is impor-

tant to involve men – including perpetrators – as active members of their communities through 

promoting their contribution to activities that are beneficial to all. Implementing co-designed projects, 

such as community-level cash grants to fund community projects or establishing local Red Cross or 

Red Crescent branches in areas where sexual violence has been identified as a problem, can provide 

a sense of purpose and cohesion, as well as access to information and training. Grants, in particular, 

could enable men to become involved in positive activities where sexual violence is not tolerated and, 

simultaneously, act as role models for others.
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5�  Co-designing community-level prevention activities to address sexual violence 
that are relevant and measurable, regardless of the context� Community participa-

tion is fundamental when designing and conducting prevention activities, to ensure relevance and 

active ownership. Programmes should involve not just men but also women and girls, and should work 

with communities to consider their own needs and resources. The likes of civil society organizations, 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs), National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, neighbourhood 

groups, women’s groups, religious associations and traditional leaders are all useful entry points for 

creating partnerships. Activities aimed at changing behaviour – whether of communities or authori-

ties – need a robust design and subsequent evaluation to ensure any potential impact can be accurately 

measured and evidence-based conclusions drawn.
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Sexual violence is widespread, particularly in armed conflicts and other situations of violence. The rate 

of sexual violence against women and girls is estimated to be three times higher in conflict settings than 

globally, with 21.4% of women and girls in such settings experiencing sexual violence over the course of 

their lifetimes. Statistics like these are unlikely to represent the full extent of the problem, with under-re-

porting of incidents a recognized phenomenon due, in part, to the stigmatization that such violence causes.2

Sexual violence has devastating consequences for victims/survivors,3 their families and wider commu-

nities. Consequences include physical harm – such as death, injury, HIV and other sexually transmitted 

infections – unwanted pregnancy and related health complications, including those linked to abortion. The 

psychosocial and mental-health effects of sexual violence can include trauma, depression, feelings of guilt, 

shame and fear. Sexual violence can affect the survivor’s family and members of the wider community, 

particularly if the act of violence was witnessed by others, which can cause increased tensions and lead to 

a loss of access to informal and formal support structures and networks. The economic impact can also be 

devastating if survivors lose access to livelihoods and means of subsistence.

Sexual violence has devastating consequences for victims/survivors, 
their families and wider communities.

Sexual violence often goes under-reported for various reasons, including stigmatization, fear of retaliatory 

violence in the home, family or community, and a lack of trust in – and access to – the judicial system. 

Survivors are often unable to obtain medical and psychosocial support, owing to insufficient knowledge of 

available services and challenges accessing them because of prohibitive costs or distance.

In 2013, the ICRC recognized the need to be more proactive in its humanitarian work in identifying and 

addressing sexual violence. It increased its capacity to help survivors through medical and psychosocial 

programmes, and mainstreamed attention to sexual violence across the conflict settings and detention 

facilities in which it works. The ICRC also adopted a “reversed burden of proof” approach, which assumes 

that sexual violence occurs unless proven otherwise. Sexual violence has been systematically integrated 

into the ICRC’s prevention work – predominantly its dialogue with weapon bearers, detaining authorities 

and communities. The ICRC has pledged to understand more clearly why sexual violence occurs in some 

contexts more than others, and what potential perpetrators themselves think might work to prevent it.

This research contributes to this goal. It is an offshoot of a larger study conducted to understand the devel-

opment of norms of restraint within armed forces and armed groups, and that demonstrated the importance 

of understanding local norms that influence behaviour.4 These include individual motivations and oppor-

tunities to perpetrate sexual violence, and the social context that enables or inhibits such behaviour. This 

understanding is crucial for the design of appropriate and effective prevention strategies and to increase 

respect for survivors and groups at risk of sexual violence.

WHY MEN’S PERCEPTIONS OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE?
The bulk of resources allocated to addressing sexual violence is rightly focused on survivors, of whom 

the vast majority are women and girls. This study sought to broaden this focus to male perceptions and 

understanding of sexual violence in South Sudan and CAR for several important reasons. First, the ICRC has 

privileged access to contacts who tend to be men,5 especially those bearing weapons, by virtue of its man-

date to promote adherence to IHL and other legal norms that seek to protect people during armed conflict 

and other violence. The ICRC runs programmes to disseminate IHL and promote its integration into the 

2 M. Murphy, M. Ellsberg & M. Contreras-Urbina, “Nowhere to go: Disclosure and help-seeking behaviors for 

survivors of violence against women and girls in South Sudan”, Confl. Health 14, 6, 12 February 2020. 

3 Throughout this report, the term “survivor” is used unless specifically quoting someone who used the word 

“victim”, or when referring to someone who did not survive the sexual violence experienced.

4 ICRC, The Roots of Restraint in War, ICRC, Geneva, 2018: https://shop.icrc.org/the-roots-of-restraint-in-war-pdf-en.html. 

5 We acknowledge that there are also female weapon bearers, but this study focuses on those who are male.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13031-020-0257-2
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13031-020-0257-2
https://shop.icrc.org/the-roots-of-restraint-in-war-pdf-en.html
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doctrine, procedures, codes of conduct and training regimes of armed forces and groups, and to encourage 

the establishment of sanctions for breaches of the law. Sexual violence violates IHL, human rights law and 

domestic laws. Thus, sexual violence forms part of the ICRC’s repertoire of violations it discusses with 

weapon bearers and those with influence over them. We wanted to gain a better understanding of how men 

viewed sexual violence: was it accepted and tolerated, was it taboo, was it something that could not – or 

should not – be discussed?

Second, in exploring the factors believed to cause sexual violence, including links between gender in-

equalities and perpetration, the ICRC can better understand perpetrator behaviour more generally in the 

communities in which it works, as well as in its activities with weapon bearers. In understanding why 

sexual violence occurs, we also wanted to explore the potential for engaging men in activities aimed at 

reducing sexual violence, by understanding who their role models are. Third, this study wanted to gather 

men’s views on how sexual violence might be prevented, ultimately to strengthen the ICRC’s work on ad-

dressing sexual violence and ensure that it remains meaningful and relevant.

Understanding gender norms and behaviours in relation to violence is not new, and studies from countries 

around the world, including the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the Dominican Republic, Ethiopia 

and Papua New Guinea, have helped shape this research.6 The longitudinal study of men’s views in Papua 

New Guinea, in particular, suggests that crucial first steps in prevention efforts are understanding the per-

ceptions and experiences of men as perpetrators of sexual violence, and testing assumptions around what 

is understood by sexual violence. When probing in interviews about what the participants understood by 

sexual violence, researchers found that some thought the term related to “infection caused by sex”, “adul-

tery” or “how people had sex”. Many of these views are based on a moral framework deeply rooted in the 

holders’ religious upbringing. These findings raised questions about whether the ICRC’s work to prevent 

sexual violence – including its dialogue with armed forces and armed groups, but also affected communities 

– is adapted to the knowledge and perspectives of the audience.

WHY CAR AND SOUTH SUDAN?
The two countries selected for this study – CAR and South Sudan – are priority areas of concern for the ICRC, 

owing to the high prevalence of sexual violence and other forms of gender-based violence (GBV), ongoing 

ICRC prevention and response activities, and the organization’s dedicated human resources for addressing 

sexual violence in both countries. Discussions held with communities during community-based protection 

initiatives have also highlighted sexual violence as a constant threat. CAR and South Sudan have among the 

world’s highest rates of violence against women and girls, but widespread under-reporting and different uses 

of categories and terms make obtaining consistent data on the prevalence of sexual violence challenging.7

Violence, both conflict- and non-conflict-related, are endemic in South Sudan, with the type of violence 

often differing by geographic area and by perpetrator. The UN reports abduction for the purpose of sexual 

slavery as common in certain parts of the country, as well as rape and gang rape.8 Sexual violence occurs 

in clashes related to armed conflict, as well as in violence falling below the threshold of armed conflict, in 

communities and at the household and family level.

6 A. Kelly-Hanku et al., “Transgressive women don’t deserve protection: Young men’s narratives of sexual violence 

against women in rural Papua New Guinea”, Culture, Health & Sexuality 18, no. 11, November 2016, pp. 1207–20: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2016.1182216; P.J. Fleming et al., “Competition and humiliation: How masculine 

norms shape men’s sexual and violent behaviors”, Men and Masculinities 22, no. 2, June 2019, pp. 197–215: https://

doi.org/10.1177/1097184X17715493; and M. Sommer et al., “How gender norms are reinforced through violence 

against adolescent girls in two conflict-affected populations”, Child Abuse & Neglect 79, May 2018, pp. 154–63: 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.02.002.

7 A. Vu, A. Adam, A. Wirtz et al., “The prevalence of sexual violence among female refugees in complex humanitarian 

emergencies: A systematic review and meta-analysis”, PLoS currents, 2014;6: https://www.researchgate.net/

publication/262229579_The_Prevalence_of_Sexual_Violence_among_Female_Refugees_in_Complex_

Humanitarian_Emergencies_a_Systematic_Review_and_Meta-analysis.

8 Ibid.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2016.1182216
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X17715493
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X17715493
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.02.002
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262229579_The_Prevalence_of_Sexual_Violence_among_Female_Refugees_in_Complex_Humanitarian_Emergencies_a_Systematic_Review_and_Meta-analysis
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262229579_The_Prevalence_of_Sexual_Violence_among_Female_Refugees_in_Complex_Humanitarian_Emergencies_a_Systematic_Review_and_Meta-analysis
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262229579_The_Prevalence_of_Sexual_Violence_among_Female_Refugees_in_Complex_Humanitarian_Emergencies_a_Systematic_Review_and_Meta-analysis
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The legal system in South Sudan incorporates articles from international law, the National Forum Justice 

System and traditional custom that prohibit sexual violence. The 2008 Penal Code Act states the age of 

consent for sexual intercourse as 18 years for women and men, and recognizes that both men and women 

can be victims/survivors of sexual violence. Marital rape is not recognized by South Sudanese law, and the 

State criminalizes adultery and “unnatural offences”, which include same-sex conduct.

In recent years, the South Sudanese government has taken steps to reinforce the legal framework to support 

victims of GBV and strengthen the enforcement structure to prosecute sexual violence. The South Sudan 

National Police Service created the Special Protection Unit, a specialist police unit trained to investigate 

and prosecute cases of sexual and gender-based violence. GBV mobile courts were introduced in December 

2020, with the aim of ensuring that survivors are protected from facing perpetrators during trials and that 

court staff are trained in gender sensitivities, experienced in recognizing cases and able to process cases 

more quickly.

In spite of these efforts, survivors continue to face significant barriers to accessing justice, and traditional 

or customary court systems are often the only mechanism for adjudicating incidents of sexual violence at 

the community level.9

The ICRC’s activities to address sexual violence in South Sudan include providing mental-health and 

psychosocial support to victims of violence, including sexual violence, and referring survivors to ICRC-

supported health facilities. The ICRC also conducts training with the police and military on preventing 

and responding to sexual violence; indeed, such dissemination activities are a key part of the ICRC’s work.

As in South Sudan, data from CAR reveal only a fraction of the total incidents of sexual violence, with accu-

rate statistics limited and hard to find. In 2018, Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) provided care to more than 

3,800 survivors of sexual violence (conflict-related violence, domestic violence and other) in CAR, of whom 

3,600 were in Bangui alone. Gender-Based Violence Information Management System (GBVIMS) figures for 

2020 indicate a total of 9,216 cases of GBV in CAR, 2,281 of which were recorded as sexual violence.

CAR continues to endure armed conflict and other violence, despite the signing of a peace agreement 

between the government and 14 armed groups in 2019. Incidents of sexual violence are linked to the con-

flict but can also be generalized and opportunistic as a result of living in an insecure environment with 

high criminality.

Access to medical services for survivors of sexual violence is also reduced in areas affected by armed 

conflict. The security situation limits the movement of humanitarian actors, further reducing essential 

services. Bangui, where the study was conducted, remains extremely volatile, socially and politically, and 

sporadic violence and acts of criminality are widely reported.

A weak and under-resourced justice system means that redress in cases of sexual violence is unlikely. A 

recent report by Human Rights Watch describes how even though rape and sexual assault are punished as 

criminal offences under the Central African Penal Code, no member of an armed group has ever been tried 

for rape during the conflict. In addition, only 11 of the 296 survivors of sexual violence interviewed for the 

report attempted to file a criminal complaint.10 The Joint Unit for Rapid Intervention and Eradication of 

Sexual Violence against Women and Children (abbreviated to UMIRR in French) was created in 2015, with a 

mandate to prevent and respond to sexual violence across the country. UMIRR is supported by the United 

Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in the Central African Republic (MINUSCA) and 

is currently only present in Bangui.

9 ICRC, Strategy on Sexual Violence, South Sudan (2018–2022), ICRC, Geneva, 2018 (internal document).

10 H. Margolis and L. Mudge, “They said we are their slaves”: Sexual violence by armed groups in the Central African Republic, 

Human Rights Watch, New York, 2017: https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/car1017_web_1.pdf.

https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/car1017_web_1.pdf
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Outside of Bangui, in the prefecture of Nana Gribizi, where the ICRC’s health programmes are based, 

survivors of violence, including sexual violence, receive mental-health and psychosocial support from 

ICRC-trained counsellors at one hospital, two primary health-care centres and four community centres. 

The information sessions offered to community members aim to prevent the stigmatization of survivors 

and encourage their referral to care. In addition, victims/survivors of sexual violence receiving psychoso-

cial support at ICRC-backed facilities receive food distributions from the Central African Red Cross Society 

and the ICRC. In 2020, a total of 529 post-rape kits was distributed within the crucial 72-hour period, 

while 217 people (including 177 women and 37 children) obtained psychosocial support. In addition to 

directly supporting survivors, the ICRC includes the topic of sexual violence in training sessions with both 

state security forces and non-state armed groups. The ICRC’s Economic Security programme also provides 

conditional cash grants for victims of violence, including sexual violence: in 2020, 25 survivors received 

such assistance.
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The study was conducted in five sites in South Sudan – three in Lakes state and two in Unity state – and in 

Bangui, the capital of CAR, between October and December 2020. Fieldwork was planned for Kaga Bandoro, 

in the north of CAR, but the security situation in December 2020 meant movements outside the capital 

were restricted.

A detailed description of how this research study was set up and carried out is presented in the Annex.

In this research study, we focused on male understanding and perceptions of sexual 
violence, while also recognizing that men’s views do not exist in isolation from the 
context around them� Hence, we also spoke to (male and female) parents, guardians, community 

members from the research sites, people in positions of leadership and authority, and key informants to 

gather their views on men’s behaviour, as well as their strategies for preventing sexual violence. Questions 

were focused, therefore, on men’s behaviour and who effectively influences it.

The sites selected are areas where sexual violence is known to be prevalent, where the ICRC is already work-

ing to address sexual violence, and where there are facilities to which any research participants showing 

signs of distress could be referred. The sites also represent urban and rural areas, and, in South Sudan, 

different geographical locations – including a camp for internally displaced people (IDPs) – in order to 

gather as wide a range of views as possible.

As is typical for a qualitative study of this kind, convenience sampling was used to select participants for 

interviews and focus group discussions, after initial introductions with existing contacts in each country, 

such as members of local NGOs, former members of the military and village leaders. ICRC staff suggested 

key informants and community leaders, who were then asked to refer other potential participants – a pro-

cess known as snowballing.

In Bangui, the ICRC delegation’s prior knowledge and activities helped identify a diverse set of neighbour-

hoods from which to recruit interviewees. After making initial contact with a chef du quartier (community 

leader), the research team spent several days walking around each neighbourhood approaching people and 

inviting them to participate in the study. In South Sudan, a similar approach was used: initial meetings 

were set up with village leaders, who explained the study to members of their community, who then decided 

whether or not to participate.

In South Sudan, the research team conducted 42 individual in-depth interviews and 11 focus group discus-

sions, and in CAR, 39 individual interviews and five focus group discussions were carried out. In total, 170 

people participated in the study.

Category of participant Number of interviews/focus group 
discussions (South Sudan)

Number of interviews/focus group 
discussions (CAR)

Male (aged 15–33) 19 interviews, 4 focus groups 20 interviews, 3 focus groups

Female (aged 15–33) 2 interviews, 4 focus groups 5 interviews, 2 focus groups

Parents/guardians 1 interview, 2 focus groups 2 interviews

Community members (including police, 

court representatives, chiefs, NGOs, 

health-care providers, ex-armed group 

members and civil society)

15 interviews, 1 focus group 6 interviews

Key informants (internal and external) 5 interviews 6 interviews

Total 42 interviews and 11 focus group 

discussions

39 interviews, 5 focus group discussions

Total participants 89 81

Table 1. Number and types of research participants
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Fieldwork was undertaken in South Sudan in collaboration with the Rift Valley Institute, and, in CAR, with 

the University of Bangui.

The study received ethics approval from an ad hoc ethics review board at the ICRC,11 the Ministry 

of Health in South Sudan and the Institut Pasteur in CAR. All participants gave written informed 

consent before the study began, with those aged under 18 giving informed assent, and their parent/

guardian, informed consent.

All researchers held contact information for services relating to sexual violence (including a hotline in South 

Sudan) in case any participants required referral during or after the study. Study participants were asked 

to avoid naming individual survivors or perpetrators or disclosing information during interviews or focus 

group discussions that made them feel uncomfortable or could put them at risk.

LIMITATIONS

The precarious security situation in CAR limited the study sites to the capital, Bangui, which reduced 

not only the number of study participants but also the extent to which findings are representative of 

other areas in the country. Had the security situation permitted access to Kaga Bandoro, where armed 

conflict is ongoing, the responses would likely have been different.

Social desirability bias is always a risk in qualitative studies of this kind, especially when the 

researchers are seen to be associated with the ICRC, as participants may say what they think the 

research team wants to hear. In addition, although care was taken to ensure a common understanding 

among researchers of key words and concepts surrounding sexual violence, there is always the risk 

of varying interpretations when translating from various languages.

11 A permanent ethics review board was set up at the ICRC in January 2021.
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The findings from the data collected in CAR and South Sudan fell into three broad themes: under-

standings of what sexual violence is; its perceived causes (including impunity and accountability, and 

gendered norms and inequalities); and ways to prevent it� Throughout this section, results are presented 

in the words of the individual study participants� While similarities exist between sites and across coun-

tries, findings are context-specific.

WHAT IS SEXUAL VIOLENCE?
Participants in all research sites gave broad definitions of sexual violence, examples of which include sex-

ual relations involving “force”, a “lack of choice” or a “lack of consent or agreement”. Some interviewees 

in South Sudan initially defined sexual violence as gang rape involving multiple perpetrators, and others 

invoked the rape of young girls or children. In CAR, many interviewees – men and women – talked about 

sexual violence that occurred “during the crisis”, as well as more recent incidents of sexual violence in 

their neighbourhoods.

In all research sites, interviewees talked about sexual violence as inevitable, and thus tolerated or accepted 

it as normal. Teenage girls in CAR and South Sudan asked how they could manage it, rather than stop it. 

They talked in a matter-of-fact way, as if rape could – and likely would – eventually happen to them or 

someone they know. Key informants working for local and international organizations in both countries 

described sexual violence as something that is impossible to prevent or eradicate, but which they would 

continue to chip away at slowly, hoping to make some progress in the areas where they work and within 

their organizational mandates.

In both countries, women and girls – not men and boys – were perceived to be the only ones affected. 

Questions about sexual violence against men were avoided or misunderstood by most participants, except 

those working for NGOs or organizations providing services for male survivors. Only research participants 

in South Sudan, including those in an IDP camp, mentioned examples of sexual violence against males, 

including forced nudity, beating of the genitalia and humiliation. In Bangui, in interviews and focus groups 

with male and female community members, most participants said they were unaware that acts of sexual 

violence against men could occur.

In contrast to what many ICRC staff initially assumed, the subject of sexual violence is far from being uni-

versally taboo. Study participants in CAR and South Sudan were open to discussing it, they acknowledged 

that it took place in their communities and, in some cases, they gave detailed descriptions of cases they 

knew about. However, an NGO worker in Bangui stressed that elders find it challenging to talk to younger 

generations about sex and sexual violence, and several groups in South Sudan highlighted the need to sep-

arate men from women before discussions of such a topic could take place.
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WHY DO PEOPLE BELIEVE SEXUAL 
VIOLENCE OCCURS?
When asked what causes sexual violence, participants gave a wide range of answers. Findings highlight 

socio-economic factors, including displacement, poverty and living in a conflict-affected area with limited 

economic prospects; external influences, including guns, alcohol, drugs and access to social media and 

pornography; and a wider, general acceptance of the inevitability of sexual violence and the environment of 

impunity that reinforces it. Permeating all these explanations – although rarely expressly articulated – are 

the deeply-rooted cultural, gendered norms that govern societal relations from an early age.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS
In all study sites in both countries, people described sexual violence as part of a continuum of violence, 

exacerbated by environmental degradation and economic insecurity. Poverty, displacement and a lack of 

education and employment opportunities causes frustration in young men, who lack purpose or have lost 

hope. Men repeatedly talked of “having nothing to do” as a result of their socio-economic circumstances, 

which they then said manifested in the perpetration of violence.

One male focus group participant in Bangui said not having the money or resources to approach or “flirt” 

with a woman can provoke men to force her to have sex instead:

When you don’t have enough money to flirt with a girl, you have to force her! You can have her 

too, if you use force. When you don’t have the [economic] means, it’s better to force her. Poverty 

is also at the heart of it [sexual violence].

Similarly, in South Sudan, male interviewees said that men who did not have adequate cattle or resources 

to marry “legitimately” became perpetrators, arguing that their poor socio-economic status forced them 

to rape.

In Unity state in South Sudan, a particular road was repeatedly mentioned as a “cause” of sexual violence, 

because women walking along it risked being attacked by men hiding in the nearby bush. Lack of transpor-

tation or the means to pay for it left many women with little choice but to walk. Similarly, in Lakes state, 

interviewees cited the distances women have to walk to collect firewood or carry out farming activities as 

causes of sexual violence.

GUNS, ALCOHOL AND DRUGS
In Lakes state in South Sudan, interviewees and focus group participants unanimously stated that the 

circulation of weapons, specifically guns, created an environment of increased fear and tension, gave per-

petrators more power and contributed to the low-level inter-communal violence by aggravating conflicts 

that were previously “fought with spears”. As an interviewee in Bangui also stated: “You can’t do anything 

if someone is armed. You don’t have any power.”

Guns – and violence overall – are one of the main reasons for sexual violence, according to many inter-

viewees, including this man in rural South Sudan:

Armed youths don’t listen and, once they are drunk, they create problems. Life has become 

very difficult. Banning alcohol will reduce the rate of rape, because people will move with a 

clear mind and won’t be influenced by alcohol. Guns make them feel powerful. They make 

them think they can do anything, like raping, looting or fighting, because they have a gun, 

not a spear.

Alcohol (often locally brewed) was repeatedly cited as a cause of sexual violence in all study sites in South 

Sudan, with participants such as this youth leader saying:
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If you drink alcohol, you don’t think wisely, you think wrongly. This forces them to rape girls 

or women, and if they find a girl or a woman walking alone, they will do that. It was the alcohol 

that forced them to do that.

In Bangui, drugs (le chanvre), rather than alcohol, were often cited as a cause of sexual violence. Possibly 

reflecting the more urban context, men and women also stated that social media, pornography and films 

with sexual content are causes of sexual violence in their communities, as young people “copy” what they 

see on their phones and on television.

IMPUNITY, VICTIM-BLAMING AND LACK OF ACCOUNTABILITY
In both countries, interviewees and focus group participants perceived systematic impunity as a cause of 

the high prevalence of sexual violence and highlighted how a lack of accountability and punishment of 

perpetrators at community level has led to a culture of blaming victims and survivors.

It was argued that impunity stems both from poorly functioning legal systems and an absence of condem-

nation. In CAR, the justice system was described as extremely weak and under-resourced, especially outside 

Bangui. Perpetrators are reportedly not prosecuted or avoid time in prison by paying bribes, especially if 

they are in positions of power. In South Sudan, interviewees expressed similar opinions and claimed that 

a lack of resources and training for the police poses major challenges to identifying and punishing perpe-

trators, especially outside of Juba.

Dual justice systems, particularly in the rural areas where the study took place, mean that compensation 

payments, whether for rape or other crimes, are based on the customary system, in which fines are handed 

down by a local court. A lack of individual responsibility for incidents of sexual violence is apparent, as fines 

or compensation in the form of cattle are often paid by the family rather than the individual perpetrator. 

As one male interviewee in South Sudan explained:12

Blame for sexual violence is also placed on (female) survivors and their families, again limiting individual 

perpetrator accountability and shifting responsibility elsewhere. These views – such as the examples below 

from a focus group discussion in the PK5 neighbourhood of Bangui – are from men, but they are also inter-

nalized and expressed by women.

The behaviour of some girls pushes people into acting that way. Some girls are very arrogant 

and that leads me to ‘brutalize’ them. It’s the behaviour of girls that often makes people behave 

that way, carry out that violence and, sometimes, it’s the behaviour of the parents that makes 

people carry out that violence, too.

If you think about the behaviour of each girl, and the clothes she wears, sometimes she dresses 

up in a way which is so attractive that a man can’t approach her, so he is obliged to rape her to 

benefit [from having sex with her]...

Such views were echoed in a female-only focus group discussion in Bangui, in which participants spoke 

animatedly about how women’s behaviour, clothing and the influence of social media are causes of 

sexual violence.

12 While this did not emerge in the interviews conducted in Bangui, it is nevertheless a common phenomenon in CAR 

also and may have been more apparent had data been collected in Kaga Bandoro, as originally planned.

My father and cows will go to the court of justice, not me.
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In both countries, sexual violence is described as shameful, humiliating and ostracizing for the survivor 

(and their family and community), but not – for the most part – for the perpetrator. Many found the idea 

that a perpetrator would feel shame surprising and, instead, stressed how some men are proud of their 

actions. The associated stigma prevents survivors from reporting sexual violence or from seeking medical, 

legal or psychosocial support and services. In Nuer, the term ngaa ngaa was used to mean a woman was 

“spoiled” if she had experienced rape.

DEEPLY ENTRENCHED GENDER NORMS AND INEQUALITIES
Gender inequalities and the role of gendered norms in understanding and preventing sexual violence lay 

under the surface of every discussion, even if they were not always directly mentioned.

Women were viewed as and talked about as “commodities”, with little power or agency to say no to sex, 

within or outside of a relationship or marriage. The role and position of women and girls in both societies 

and how they are perceived, as well as how power imbalances contribute to sexual violence, were all high-

lighted. This was summed up by a key informant, who described how “men put women on a pedestal and 

worship them like flowers. At face value, they talk about norms and practices that show women deserve 

respect, but women are seen as worthless. Women are a commodity.”

Male and female participants argued that some acts of sexual violence are an expression of frustration. 

Exerting power and control over a woman through rape is seen as a way for men to make themselves feel 

powerful in a context with limited education or employment prospects or hope for the future. Sexual vio-

lence is also believed to be linked to men feeling unable to fulfil their societal responsibilities to provide for 

their household or, in South Sudan, pay bridewealth.

Acts of sexual violence are also used as a form of revenge during conflict between individuals, families or 

communities, when men have been “unsuccessful” in initiating a relationship with a girl or young woman, 

or were unable to afford to marry. Men who know “how to talk to women”, or who are married or engaged 

to be married, were described as not “needing” to rape. As one South Sudanese woman said:

Some boys know how to approach women but there are those who don’t. The ones who don’t 

know how to approach women are the ones who end up raping them. When a boy realises 

that a girl doesn’t like him, he is more likely to rape her. When love is involved, men won’t 

rape, punish or gossip, but if there is no love, a man is free to talk to his friends or rape a 

young woman.

There is little respect for the agency of women within sexual relationships, with men describing their own 

“need” to have sex, especially if the woman is considered to be “desirable” and they (the men) are unable 

to “control” themselves. According to a member of a South Sudanese NGO:

Men have desires and need to act on their urges, and if they don’t have a girlfriend who they 

can do it with legitimately, they may rape a woman.

Men are believed to perpetrate sexual violence because they enjoy it, and because sex is seen as something 

to which they are entitled. Acts of sexual violence were also described as a tool to humiliate women for 

revenge or rejection, as this example, from a male interviewee in South Sudan, demonstrates:

The reason these young men like rape is that they make those women and girls feel shame and 

they talk about them when they are passing around them and when they get drunk. They also 

enjoy having sex with them, and then they run away after raping them.
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VIEWS ON PREVENTING SEXUAL VIOLENCE
Our findings show that while many research participants see the need for and are willing to be involved 

in prevention activities, most don’t see or have no practical ideas or examples of how their own individual 

actions or involvement could have an impact. Rather than viewing the prevention of sexual violence as 

linked to individual behaviour, the onus for dealing with it is placed primarily on government authorities, 

NGOs and international organizations, alongside elder, male, community authority figures.

Key informants are well versed and involved in addressing sexual violence through a range of activities, 

including peacebuilding, awareness-raising sessions with weapon bearers, decreasing stigmatization, pro-

viding medical and psychosocial support, and improving referral pathways to services. Their solutions focus 

on poverty reduction, the justice system and changing the behaviour of perpetrators.

Most community-level suggestions for prevention in CAR and South Sudan focus on responding to exter-

nal drivers, rather than influencing the behaviour of male perpetrators or considering the impact of gender 

inequalities. Community solutions are framed in terms of reducing women’s exposure to risk and removing 

tangible, external influences, such as alcohol, drugs and weapons, rather than – for example – finding ways 

in which men could influence changes in overall male attitudes through mentorship or dialogue between 

influential figures and younger men. Men, in particular, focus on responses to wider structural issues, such 

as poverty, disarmament and unemployment, linked to their desire to feel productive through work or study.

Practical community-level suggestions focus on the provision of group information sessions, training in 

sexual-violence awareness and the dissemination of information and resources – all of which needs to occur 

at times when men are able to congregate intergenerationally, and not only during the day, when many men 

are not available. Some participants suggested that, in addition to targeting men, such sessions should focus 

on getting women to change their behaviour – for example, by “teaching” them not to walk in certain areas 

at night or not to wear certain clothes. Young men also requested employment and education opportunities, 

which would give them a sense of purpose and alleviate the feeling of “having nothing to do”. 

During a focus group discussion in Lakes state, a group of 15-year-old girls, when asked how 

sexual violence could be prevented, requested underwear and “skintights” (jeans or trousers). They 

explained that wearing tight clothes would make it harder for a man to rape them, as he would have 

to remove an additional layer of clothing, which would also give the girls more time to run away.

All participants were asked who they thought could act as role models and sources of influence for men and 

could therefore possibly assist in future prevention activities. Interviewees in South Sudan referred to tra-

ditional authorities – in all cases, male – who are influential and well-respected. These include payam and 

boma administrators, cattle camp leaders, community court chiefs and village chiefs. There is strong respect 

for hierarchy, meaning that all recommendations made about engaging men in the prevention of sexual 

violence are “top down”. Potential positive role models and sources of influence in CAR include civil society 

actors, NGO staff and community representatives, and, as was mentioned in interviews with ex-members of 

an armed group, peers. While religious leaders were not expressly suggested as role models, they are clearly 

respected as community leaders in all contexts and could therefore be potential entry points for engagement.

Male relatives, including fathers and elder brothers, were considered to be sources of influence, with 

women having a limited role in disciplining their sons when men are absent. There is agreement in CAR 

and South Sudan that parents’ ability to influence and “control” their children’s behaviour has declined. 

An interviewee from CAR believed this to be even worse in cases of orphans or boys who had joined armed 

groups, as they have no parental figures. Another interviewee in South Sudan described how parents fear 

their own children’s behaviour and can no longer control them.
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Many of the findings from this study echo results from similar studies over the last few decades, demon-

strating the persistence of the causes of sexual violence despite the resources and attention paid to them� 

Action needs to be taken at both the collective and individual levels to prevent the frequency and severity 

of cases of sexual violence from increasing in the future. This section reflects on the findings presented 

above and considers their links to other, related literature�

THINKING ABOUT IMPUNITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY
First, this study and many others highlight the impunity of perpetrators from prosecution at a national 

level as a major causal factor. Throughout this report we have emphasized how the justice systems in CAR 

and South Sudan remain under-resourced and fragile, despite targeted efforts to increase punishments and 

prosecutions. As authors from the Institut Francophone pour la Justice et la Démocratie in CAR point out, 

transitional justice in such a fragile setting would be difficult enough in peacetime, let alone in a period of 

reconstruction.13

This national-level impunity combined with a lack of individual accountability for sexual violence – and 

a lack of recognition of the need for accountability – leads to a high level of stigmatization, making it dif-

ficult for survivors to report sexual violence and, subsequently, access essential medical and psychosocial 

services. The South Sudanese man whose words form the title of this report told us expressly that indi-

vidual perpetrators can escape punishment: rather than the individual being held responsible for an act of 

violence, his family – or even his cattle, through the payment of fines – are. Findings also showed a clear 

acceptance and tolerance for sexual violence in the communities and neighbourhoods where the study took 

place. This acceptance at the local level is reinforced by a weak justice system and must be challenged.

UNDERSTANDING AND DEFINING
Second, if we return to our original study objective of finding out how men understand and perceive 

sexual violence, we can see that while there were clear limitations to overall understanding of sexual vio-

lence among participants, definitions and perceptions of the meaning of sexual violence did not differ to 

the extent they did in the previously cited study from the highlands of Papua New Guinea. Community-

level participants in both CAR and South Sudan understand the fundamentals of what sexual violence is, 

even if, for some, initial definitions focused on extreme, “visible” examples. One clear area of misun-

derstanding that should be addressed is the belief expressed that sexual violence against men and boys 

does not – or could not – exist, despite being an issue of serious humanitarian concern in conflict and 

non-conflict areas.14

The perceived causes of sexual violence, as described in detail in the results presented above, range from 

widespread impunity, external influences, gendered norms and inequalities, and the behaviour of survivors. 

The shifting of responsibility and blame for sexual violence through “victim blaming” is observed not just 

in CAR and South Sudan but elsewhere, with women’s clothing, actions and even the influence of their 

parents all under close scrutiny in countries around the world.

13 J-P. Massias and M. Besse, “Sexual violence persists in CAR without justice, but what form of justice is needed?”, 

JusticeInfo.net, 29 November 2019.

14 All Survivors Project, “I Don’t Know Who Can Help.” Men and Boys Facing Sexual Violence in Central African Republic, 

Williams Institute, Los Angeles, 2018: https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ASP-Central-African-

Republic.pdf. See also P. Schulz, “Displacement from gendered personhood: Sexual violence and masculinities in 

northern Uganda”, International Affairs, Volume 94, Issue 5, September 2018, pp. 1101–1119 and “Addressing sexual 

violence against men, boys, and LGBTIQ+ persons in humanitarian settings: A field-friendly guidance note by 

sector”, ReliefWeb, February 2021: https://reliefweb.int/report/world/addressing-sexual-violence-against-men-

boys-and-lgbtiq-persons-humanitarian-settings, accessed 3 May 2021. See also S. Sivakumaran, “Sexual violence 

against men in armed conflict”, European Journal of International Law 18, no. 2 (1 April 2007), pp. 253–276: https://

doi.org/10.1093/ejil/chm013.

https://www.justiceinfo.net/en/43074-sexual-violence-persists-in-car-without-justice-but-what-form-of-justice-is-needed.html
https://www.justiceinfo.net/en/43074-sexual-violence-persists-in-car-without-justice-but-what-form-of-justice-is-needed.html
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ASP-Central-African-Republic.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ASP-Central-African-Republic.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/addressing-sexual-violence-against-men-boys-and-lgbtiq-persons-humanitarian-settings
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/addressing-sexual-violence-against-men-boys-and-lgbtiq-persons-humanitarian-settings
https://doi.org/10.1093/ejil/chm013
https://doi.org/10.1093/ejil/chm013
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EXPLORING “CAUSES” IN RELATION TO GENDER
We can turn to the literature to explore these suggested causes and the potential motivations of male per-

petrators, particularly weapon bearers, in more detail. In a recent research study conducted in the DRC, 

soldiers’ reasons for perpetrating violence echoed those presented above: men are influenced by militaris-

tic or political goals, desire and existing gender norms that discriminate against women. Socio-economic 

circumstances and the impact of displacement, conflict and disruption of traditional roles have also been 

well-documented elsewhere.15

Time and again, social constructs of gender relations and “frustrated masculinities” are invoked as “causes” 

of sexual violence by men, women and key informants, exacerbated by external factors, such as access to 

guns, drugs and alcohol. There remains, however, a stark disconnect between many of the perceived causes 

cited by participants and the overt recognition of harmful gender inequalities and social norms by key 

informants and in the literature. It is these deeply rooted norms that have created harmful social and tra-

ditional practices that enable sexual violence to occur, even if they are not always recognized.16

The relationship between gender and male perpetration of sexual violence, as also explored in Fleming’s 

research among men in the Dominican Republic, can be partially explained by men expressing their feel-

ings of frustration and “anxiety” when unable to fulfil their expected masculine roles.17 Sexual violence 

becomes a way of – as also described by our study participants – asserting and configuring masculinities 

and exerting control over women to avoid public – and private – humiliation. Feelings of powerlessness 

and the subsequent violent behaviours intensify when living in insecure, under-resourced conflict settings 

where weapons circulate freely, such as South Sudan, where inter-communal violence is constant, or CAR, 

where security is lacking and opportunistic crime is widespread. The provision of alternatives to men to 

avoid this frustration will be explored in more detail below.

The deep societal basis of these gender inequalities in countries where sexual violence is rife renders it 

difficult for humanitarian aid organizations to tackle, as they are generally cautious about the backlash that 

might ensue and increasingly sensitive to accusations of neo-colonialism. Humanitarians generally seek 

to maintain positive relations with authorities in order to retain access to deliver life-saving aid, and they 

often shy away from addressing controversial issues, especially those that require a deep understanding 

of the context and issues in question. Overt policies aimed at addressing entrenched gender norms and 

empowering women have faced backlash in Afghanistan and South Sudan in the past, sometimes in the 

form of violent reinforcement of gender roles.18 Nevertheless, there are several areas in which humanitar-

ian organizations like the ICRC can work on other causes, while incrementally addressing some of these 

gender inequalities.

15 M. Eriksson Baaz and M. Stern, “Why do soldiers rape? Masculinity, violence, and sexuality in the armed 

forces in the Congo (DRC)”, International Studies Quarterly 53, no. 2 (June 2009), pp. 495–518: https://doi.

org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2009.00543.x.

16 ICRC, Strategy on Sexual Violence (2018–2022), ICRC, Geneva, 2018 (internal document).

17 P.J. Fleming et al., “Competition and humiliation: How masculine norms shape men’s sexual and violent behaviors”, 

Men and Masculinities 22, no. 2, June 2019, pp. 197–215: https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X17715493

18 See A. Ludeke, “The commodification of women and girls in South Sudan”, LSE blogpost, 4 April, 2019.

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2009.00543.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2009.00543.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X17715493
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2019/04/04/the-commodification-of-women-and-girls-in-south-sudan/
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CONSIDERING DIFFERENT TYPES OF VIOLENCE
Much of the violence described by research participants is carried out by intimate partners and members of 

women’s own or neighbouring communities, yet the perpetration of sexual violence by weapon bearers in 

the ICRC’s priority areas of South Sudan19 and CAR20 remains pervasive. For example, Monitoring, Analysis 

and Reporting Arrangements (MARA) figures from CAR show that 172 incidents of conflict-related sexual 

violence were reported in 2020. This pattern – in which sexual violence occurs both in peacetime and during 

conflict – has been observed elsewhere.21 A population-based survey carried out in three locations in South 

Sudan showed that despite the catastrophic levels of non-partner sexual assault suffered by South Sudanese 

women, the greatest risk of physical and sexual violence was actually posed by their intimate partners, as 

violent behaviour is observed and then internalized.22

As Olsson et al. also demonstrate, sexual violence by combatants – or former combatants – may continue 

after a conflict’s supposed end. Perpetration of sexual violence is thus both directly and indirectly linked to 

conflict, with the legacy of violence meaning it becomes normalized within communities, with no end to 

the cycle. Regardless of the type of violence, the consequences for and needs of the survivors, their families 

and their communities are devastating.23 Gendered norms and subsequent harmful behaviours that develop 

during early socialization need to be understood and targeted, therefore, regardless of the type of perpe-

trator or type of sexual violence.

Distinctions between types of perpetrator have an impact on the ICRC’s work and demonstrate the need 

to partner with other actors, such as National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, which have expertise 

in addressing sexual violence through a gender lens and have a wider mandate and greater reach within 

communities. In accordance with its own humanitarian mandate, the ICRC seeks to “respond to the needs 

of victims/survivors of violence, including sexual violence and to prevent sexual violence particularly where 

it is connected to armed conflicts and other situations of violence (OSV)”. The ICRC’s Strategy on Sexual 

Violence states that “regardless of the connection with the armed conflict/OSV, the issue of sexual violence, 

like any other violation, should be systematically included in dissemination activities with actors of influ-

ence, as a preventive measure”. 

This study shows the importance of working with the ICRC’s key actors of influence, such as 

authorities and parties to the conflict, but also of influencing wider community perspectives.

19 In 2019, UNMISS recorded a total of 224 cases of conflict-related sexual violence affecting 133 women, 66 girls, 

19 men and 6 boys. Attributed perpetrators were: South Sudan People’s Defence Forces (37%); pro-Riek Machar 

Sudan People’s Liberation Army in Opposition (15%); General Ochan Puot’s forces allied to the South Sudan People’s 

Defence Forces (12%), with the remainder of perpetrators identified as members of the South Sudan National Police 

Service, National Salvation Front, community-based militias and unidentified armed men. See UN, Conflict-related 

sexual violence: Report of the United Nations Secretary-General (S/2020/487UN), UN, New York, 2020.

20 Figures from MINUSCA (2018) and MSF (2019) report cases of sexual violence committed by armed groups. It should 

be noted that ICRC figures do not mention to which armed group perpetrators may belong.

21 M. Sommer et al., “How gender norms are reinforced through violence against adolescent girls in two conflict-

affected populations”, Child Abuse & Neglect 79 (May 2018), pp. 154–163: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.02.002.

22 M. Ellsberg et al., “No safe place: Prevalence and correlates of violence against conflict-affected women and girls in 

South Sudan”, PLOS ONE 15, no. 10 (12 October 2020), e0237965: https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0237965.

23 L. Olsson et al., “Peacekeeping prevention: Strengthening efforts to preempt conflict-related sexual violence”, 

International Peacekeeping 27, no. 4 (7 August 2020), pp. 517–585: https://doi.org/10.1080/13533312.2020.1782752.

https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/report/conflict-related-sexual-violence-report-of-the-united-nations-secretary-general/2019-SG-Report.pdf
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/report/conflict-related-sexual-violence-report-of-the-united-nations-secretary-general/2019-SG-Report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0237965
https://doi.org/10.1080/13533312.2020.1782752
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PREVENTING SEXUAL VIOLENCE 
AND LEARNING FROM OTHERS
The humanitarian community has made great strides in endeavouring to listen more to the perspectives 

and needs of conflict-affected populations, and studies such as those cited earlier have highlighted the 

need to engage with potential perpetrators for their suggestions of prevention activities. While partici-

pants in this study did not offer clear ideas or suggestions for prevention activities, this lack of practical 

proposals is a useful finding in itself. It suggests that, alongside increasing responsibility for perpetration, 

there is also a need for more accountability and collaboration in identifying and implementing preventive 

solutions. Depending on a participant’s individual experiences, there are myriad perceived reasons for and 

preferred responses to sexual violence. Many of the requested responses are a clear expression of the urgent 

humanitarian needs – from road access to access to education and employment, to enhanced security after 

dark – that participants observe in their daily lives or through their work. Suggested responses ranged 

from peacebuilding to income generation, preventing the sale of alcohol and, at a collective level, targeting 

and working with state and non-state armed groups, international and national actors, among others, to 

prevent sexual violence from occurring.

Alongside increasing responsibility for perpetration, there is also a 
need for more accountability and collaboration in identifying and 

implementing preventive solutions.

Creating this sense of responsibility shifts the emphasis back to individual perpetrator behaviour, while 

simultaneously recognizing the role that international organizations, governments and traditional leader-

ship have to play.

Approaches to preventing sexual violence in other settings provide useful examples for the ICRC strat-

egies for addressing sexual violence and for working with and engaging potential perpetrators through 

understanding their motivations and attempting to change their behaviour. The range of strategies and 

approaches incorporated in sexual violence programmes is wide and context-dependent (with specific 

distinctions made between high-income and low-income settings, for example) but as Jewkes et al. demon-

strate, the most successful interventions focus on transforming gendered power imbalances to foster more 

equitable and respectful relationships within families and communities. The principle of rejecting and 

challenging – rather than accepting – sexual violence is crucial to such transformation.24 While the review 

by Ellsburg et al. points to limited concrete evidence for the preventive effect of interventions aimed at 

perpetrators, elements that have been shown to work include group education and directly working with 

boys and men to raise awareness of and question harmful social norms.25

Programmes in countries including Brazil and South Africa have adopted creative ways of engaging male 

youth and their female peers in GBV and HIV prevention activities (where there are many overlaps in 

approach) to transform harmful social norms at individual, community and civil-society levels. Examples 

include the use of a football-based curriculum to talk about risk reduction and the development of pos-

itive masculinities, and training men as peer educators to share their own experiences of – and regrets 

about – perpetration, with the goal of preventing others from doing the same.26 Much emphasis is placed 

24 R. Jewkes et al., Effective Design and Implementation Elements in Interventions to Prevent Violence against Women 

and Girls, What Works to Prevent Violence Against Women and Girls, Global Programme Synthesis Product 

Series, South African Medical Research Council, Pretoria, 2020: https://www.whatworks.co.za/documents/

publications/377-effective-design-and-implementation-briefweb25-02-20/file.

25 M. Ellsberg et al., “Prevention of violence against women and girls: What does the evidence say?”, The Lancet 385, 

no. 9977 (18 April 2015), pp. 1555–1566: https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)61703-7.

26 PREVENTION+, Men and Women Ending Gender-based Violence: Prevention+ Final Narrative Report 2016–2020 and Annual 

Report 2020, Sonke Gender Justice, The Netherlands: https://genderjustice.org.za/publication/prevention-final-

narrative-report-and-annual-report-2020/, accessed 31 May 2021. See also https://grassrootsoccer.org/hiv/ and 

https://promundoglobal.org/.

https://www.whatworks.co.za/documents/publications/377-effective-design-and-implementation-briefweb25-02-20/file
https://www.whatworks.co.za/documents/publications/377-effective-design-and-implementation-briefweb25-02-20/file
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)61703-7
https://genderjustice.org.za/publication/prevention-final-narrative-report-and-annual-report-2020/
https://genderjustice.org.za/publication/prevention-final-narrative-report-and-annual-report-2020/
https://grassrootsoccer.org/hiv/
https://promundoglobal.org/
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on working with teenage boys, to target them before they become perpetrators.27 In another example, from 

Liberia, a combination of one-time unconditional cash grants of $200 and cognitive behaviour therapy 

(CBT) was provided to young men considered to be at “high risk” of violence and criminality. Results 

showed how CBT reduced criminal behaviour and improved self-control and self-image among the partic-

ipants, with results greater for men who received both CBT and cash grants.28

Many of the aforementioned examples point to working with men to create peer networks and train pos-

itive male role models who then influence others to reject sexual violence as a norm. In other settings, 

informal peer groups, sports clubs, youth groups and survivor networks have been a starting point for 

influencing group behaviour and for programmes creating male “allies” or “activists”, as have religious 

and educational institutions.

Many participants in our study said only men in the community have any authority, with women discussed 

as “commodities”, which does not bode well for representation of women’s views on sexual violence and 

how it can be prevented. Oosterom notes that even when women gain more agency in South Sudan when 

men are away fighting, they are again excluded from decision-making and returned to “traditional roles” 

once the men come back.29

As noted above, participants in our study offered few suggestions of alternative peer influences outside of 

already-known male sources of leadership and authority, such as those highlighted in South Sudan in the 

Roots of Restraint in War study, which revealed how spiritual leaders play an important role in influencing 

men’s behaviour. With the exception of those received from a very animated and vocal basketball team 

encountered during a morning of data collection in Bangui, suggestions of role models outside of the family 

and local authority figures were limited. Traditional hierarchies and already established local associations 

cannot be ignored and they are useful entry points to initiating enhanced dialogue on sexual violence and, 

if required, designing interventions.

Several studies conducted in the DRC, including research by Baaz and Stern, and Bitenga, provide use-

ful examples of interventions in a conflict setting.30 Evidence suggests that a concerted effort to combat 

impunity among the state armed forces (FARDC) had positive results. Approaches included convicting sen-

ior elements of the FARDC; signed undertakings by commanders to prevent and address sexual violence; 

convictions of members of the state security forces; and the provision of training on legal obligations. In 

addition to highlighting punishment for state armed forces, non-state actors who committed violations 

were sentenced.

Other suggestions from the DRC include formalized training before joining the army and improved liv-

ing conditions for weapon bearers. Key areas of engagement identified include punishment of soldiers 

and commanders, fighting against impunity, judicial reform and the establishment of functioning justice 

27 R. Knight, “Preventing rape: What the research tells us”, keynote presentation at the 2011 Massachusetts Adolescent 

Sex Offender Coalition (MASOC)/Massachusetts Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers (MATSA) Conference 

held from 11 to 13 April, 2011: https://masoc.net/images/ConferenceDownloads/2011-knight-keynote.pdf

28 IPA, The Impact of Cognitive Behavior Therapy and Cash Transfers on High-Risk Young Men in Liberia, IPA, 

Washington, 2012: https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-cognitive-behavior-therapy-and-cash-transfers- 

high-risk-young-men-liberia.

29 M.A. Oosterom, “It May Approach as Quickly as a Bushfire”: Gendered Violence and 

Insecurity in South Sudan, IDS, Brighton, 2014: https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/

it-may-approach-as-quickly-as-a-bushfire-gendered-violence-and-insecurity-in-south-sudan/.

30 M. Eriksson Baaz and M. Stern, “Why do soldiers rape? Masculinity, violence, and sexuality in the armed forces 

in the Congo (DRC)”, International Studies Quarterly 53, no. 2 (June 2009), pp. 495–518: https://doi.org/10.1111/

j.1468-2478.2009.00543.x; and A. Bitenga Alexandre, K. Moke Mutondo , J. Bazilashe Balegamire, A. Emile and 

D. Mukwege, “Motivations for sexual violence in armed conflicts: Voices from combatants in eastern Democratic 

Republic of Congo”, Medicine, Conflict and Survival 27, no.1 (January 2021), pp. 15–33: https://doi.org/10.1080/1362369

9.2021.1882365

https://masoc.net/images/ConferenceDownloads/2011-knight-keynote.pdf
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-cognitive-behavior-therapy-and-cash-transfers-high-risk-young-men-liberia
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-cognitive-behavior-therapy-and-cash-transfers-high-risk-young-men-liberia
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/it-may-approach-as-quickly-as-a-bushfire-gendered-violence-and-insecurity-in-south-sudan/
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/it-may-approach-as-quickly-as-a-bushfire-gendered-violence-and-insecurity-in-south-sudan/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2009.00543.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2009.00543.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13623699.2021.1882365
https://doi.org/10.1080/13623699.2021.1882365
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institutions and prisons.31 Just like the unemployed men interviewed in our study, many soldiers linked 

delays in receiving their salaries with frustration and anxiety about being unable to conform to the mas-

culine norms prescribed to them of establishing and economically providing for a family, which, in turn, 

leads to violent forms of expression.32

The ICRC is not alone in facing constraints in and opportunities for addressing sexual violence in 

complex settings like CAR and South Sudan. Partnerships with others – as discussed in more detail 

below – help build on the strengths and expertise of organizations with different mandates. The ICRC 

has a privileged position in terms of its direct access to weapon bearers and communities affected 

by sexual violence, and findings from this study reinforce the need for continued engagement with 

potential perpetrators within authorities and communities.

Overall, our findings suggest the need to focus attention on individual responsibility for sexual violence 

by working with men, boys and those around them, while also endeavouring to strengthen national-level 

justice systems. Recognizing the role gender inequalities play in the perpetration of sexual violence and 

respectfully confronting it with men and their communities are important first steps. Practical suggestions 

of how the ICRC can incorporate and act on these findings are made in the recommendations section.

31 L. Olsson et al., “Peacekeeping prevention: Strengthening efforts to preempt conflict-related sexual 

violence”, International Peacekeeping 27, no. 4 (7 August 2020): https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/

epub/10.1080/13533312.2020.1782752?needAccess=true, accessed 6 October 2021.

32 Ibid.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/epub/10.1080/13533312.2020.1782752?needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/epub/10.1080/13533312.2020.1782752?needAccess=true
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The findings presented above have important implications for the ICRC’s work on sexual violence, as 

well as the work of other actors engaged in activities to address sexual violence in South Sudan, CAR 

and elsewhere. The recommendations presented below are country-specific when required and other-

wise more general, with relevance beyond the ICRC for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement and the wider humanitarian community�

TALKING ABOUT SEXUAL VIOLENCE
A key part of preventing sexual violence is raising awareness – in relevant and targeted ways, among myr-

iad audiences – of the definitions, underlying causes and behaviours relating to gender inequalities that 

contribute to sexual violence. To influence the behaviour of male perpetrators, we first have to build their 

awareness that their behaviour – not anyone else’s – is to blame. This also requires staff to be trained and 

comfortable engaging on the subject in a survivor-centred way.

Ensure more extensive and context-specific engagement with key ICRC contacts 

(parties to conflict, police, military, detaining authorities, legal actors), affected populations and people and 

communities with a high prevalence of sexual violence, to allow time for reflection and discussion. Going 

beyond a one-off interaction and holding multiple discussions with the same group of people over a period 

of weeks and months builds trust and facilitates discussions on what does, ultimately, remain a sensitive 

subject. Measuring the impact of a change in approach and collecting qualitative data on experiences would 

help evaluate the effectiveness of this approach.

Make ICRC dissemination sessions and training for weapon bearers on sexual vio-
lence more participatory� The content of sessions should be tailored to the context and the audience, 

and include explanations of and reflection on the differences between community-identified drivers of 

sexual violence and deeply-rooted gender norms. Discussions should build on the toolkit developed for 

engaging state armed forces in the prevention of sexual violence,33 in addition to affirming that sexual 

violence is a crime. They should also respectfully address and question gender stereotypes, use local ter-

minology around sexual violence and allow people to reflect on their own values and views. Role plays and 

participatory scenarios should be incorporated into training (such as pre-deployment training for soldiers), 

as already occurs in CAR, to create an environment conducive to debate and reflection.

Highlight that sexual violence can occur against men and boys� Ensuring that dissemi-

nation sessions continue to include information about the occurrence of sexual violence against men and 

boys, and how to recognize it can contribute to shifting attitudes among weapon bearers and community 

members. Such discussions need to be carried out by people who are trained, confident to answer questions 

about the subject and comfortable doing so.

ICRC staff, regardless of their role, need to be trained to talk about sexual violence. 
Access to training and briefings on sexual violence should systematically be provided to staff working in 

contexts undertaking activities to address sexual violence, and debriefing sessions should be systemati-

cally promoted. Ongoing investment in building the capacity of existing and new ICRC staff will increase 

knowledge of sexual violence, ensure that everyone is equipped with an understanding of referral pathways, 

resources and services, and is aware of the ICRC’s approach to sexual violence and the type of terminology 

used. Using a “bystander approach”, similar to that used to deliver training on the ICRC’s Code of Conduct, 

could help raise awareness and ensure a participatory, reflective discussion.

33 ICRC and the Norwegian Red Cross, “Engaging with state armed forces to prevent sexual violence” (toolkit), ICRC, 

Geneva, 2019: https://shop.icrc.org/engaging-with-state-armed-forces-to-prevent-sexual-violence-a-toolkit-

for-icrc-staff-on-how-to-engage-state-armed-forces-in-dialogue-on-preventing-sexual-violence-in-armed-

conflict-pdf-en.html.

https://shop.icrc.org/engaging-with-state-armed-forces-to-prevent-sexual-violence-a-toolkit-for-icrc-staff-on-how-to-engage-state-armed-forces-in-dialogue-on-preventing-sexual-violence-in-armed-conflict-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/engaging-with-state-armed-forces-to-prevent-sexual-violence-a-toolkit-for-icrc-staff-on-how-to-engage-state-armed-forces-in-dialogue-on-preventing-sexual-violence-in-armed-conflict-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/engaging-with-state-armed-forces-to-prevent-sexual-violence-a-toolkit-for-icrc-staff-on-how-to-engage-state-armed-forces-in-dialogue-on-preventing-sexual-violence-in-armed-conflict-pdf-en.html
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CREATIVELY ENGAGING MEN AND BOYS, 
AND INVOLVING WOMEN AND GIRLS 
IN PREVENTING SEXUAL VIOLENCE
As the above results and discussion have shown, there are myriad ways of working with men and boys – and 

women and girls – to address sexual violence. Below are several suggestions of entry points for doing so.

Use context-specific engagement approaches and topics directly suggested by men 
as entry points for conversations� One suggestion that men offered was telling potential perpe-

trators to “imagine it was your sister or mother” as a way of encouraging them to reflect on their own 

behaviour. This might also be a way of emphasizing more generally the humanity and equality of women. 

Use creative approaches that build on routine activities – for example, ICRC cattle vaccination programmes, 

first-aid training or seed distribution – so that sexual violence becomes part of a wider conversation.

Talk about men’s sexual health, particularly the risk of HIV infection, as another 
way of introducing the topic� COVID-19 was discussed by the Addressing Sexual Violence team 

during dissemination sessions on sexual violence in DRC. Potential partners for such an approach are the 

National Societies in CAR and South Sudan, which are already providing community awareness-raising 

sessions on HIV/AIDS, and MSF, which provides voluntary counselling and testing. Fleming et al., following 

their work with men in the Dominican Republic, suggest that testing for HIV is also a way for men to show 

their “strength” and be positive role models for others.34

Develop community-level stigma-awareness workshops aimed at women and girls and 

men and boys to make sexual violence more recognizable as a crime and to dispel myths that victims/sur-

vivors are to blame. Sessions need to increase understanding of individual perpetrator responsibility and 

shame. Reducing stigmatization will lead to increased reporting and improve access to services. Any such 

intervention aimed at changing behaviour lends itself to a robust trial design and subsequent evaluation, 

so that its impact can be accurately measured.35

Create new and work with existing networks of community-level volunteers, who 
can provide information about sexual violence and assist with referrals to medical, 
psychosocial, legal and economic support for survivors� Such volunteers could, with ade-

quate training and supervision support, include survivors who are willing to share their own experiences. 

Volunteers could also support families who have rejected victims of sexual violence in welcoming them 

back. Examples from other contexts include setting up community counsellor programmes or, as in Papua 

New Guinea, hosting a group “weeping” at the house of the victim/survivor, in addition to offering group 

emotional or economic support. Contexts where sexual violence against men and boys has been noted as a 

specific concern could benefit from male-led volunteer support networks.

Existing women’s organizations, including female-headed religious organizations and civil society organ-

izations in Bangui, and midwife and Traditional Birth Attendant networks in South Sudan, are useful 

starting points, as is working with existing survivor networks, such as the Mouvement des survivantes in 

Bangui, which was launched in 2018.

34 Fleming et al., “Competition and humiliation: How masculine norms shape men’s sexual and violent behaviors”, 

Men and Masculinities 22, no. 2, June 2019, pp. 197–215: https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X17715493.

35 IPA, The Impact of Cognitive Behavior Therapy and Cash Transfers on High-Risk Young Men in Liberia, IPA, 

Washington, 2012: https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-cognitive-behavior-therapy-and-cash-transfers- 

high-risk-young-men-liberia.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X17715493
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-cognitive-behavior-therapy-and-cash-transfers-high-risk-young-men-liberia
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/impact-cognitive-behavior-therapy-and-cash-transfers-high-risk-young-men-liberia
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MEANINGFUL CONSULTATIONS 
AND MOBILIZING COMMUNITIES
Many of the suggestions from participants in this study focused on building peaceful and safer societies. 

Therefore, any tools or interventions for addressing sexual violence need to be meaningfully co-designed 

with communities to ensure their relevance. As demonstrated by the ICRC’s community-based protection 

approach and the findings of this study, the recognition of sexual violence and the willingness to discuss it 

form a solid basis on which to design and implement programmes.

Work with well-respected figures of authority and existing community structures, 
and ensure an inter-generational approach to information-sharing� In Bangui, contacts 

should initially be made through informal neighbourhood networks (sometimes based on religion) and 

grassroots organizations, whereas in rural areas, a more formal approach of gathering traditional author-

ities and elders together for discussions needs to be taken.

Enable men to get involved and give them a sense of purpose through community 
mobilization� Engaging men in volunteering activities with National Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies 

or NGOs could enable them to become active members of their societies and, in turn, become positive role 

models for others. This could also help alleviate the feelings of frustration and “having nothing to do” linked 

with unemployment and a lack of economic prospects, which were suggested as reasons for the perpetration 

of violence. Existing networks, such as civil society and religious organizations, and women’s associations 

in Bangui, are a useful starting point for creating such projects, as are male participants in the study who 

expressed a desire to learn more about preventing sexual violence and participate in future activities. Other 

suggestions include the establishment of local “neighbourhood watch” networks in response to requests to 

create a safer community overall, and concentrating on small-scale, neighbourhood-focused interventions.

Create community cohesion and build economic resilience through community 
grants or revolving funds� Community grants would enable a community to engage in a project, 

such as the rehabilitation of a school or health post, or create a community asset. In the case of the latter, 

communities could receive a grant that they could then distribute to individual households within the com-

munity on a revolving basis. Such grants could simultaneously provide livelihoods while engaging men in 

community-building opportunities that give them a sense of purpose.

The ICRC and other actors should continue to collaborate with National Societies 
or NGOs and build on their existing expertise in addressing issues of SGBV and domestic violence. 

The advantage of doing so is a wider community reach in CAR and South Sudan. Creating the means for 

enhanced collaboration and sharing of expertise (for example, through the establishment – by the ICRC and 

the South Sudan Red Cross, working in partnership – of a reference group to review any new programmes to 

address sexual violence) would be beneficial and enable men to be recognized as having a role in preventing 

sexual violence. The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies’ Youth as Agents of 

Behavioural Change (YABC) initiative promotes a culture of non-violence and peace (CNV+P) and seeks to 

empower individuals to take up an ethical leadership role in their community, by triggering a process of 

self-transformation among participants that results in positive and lasting changes of mindsets, attitudes 

and behaviours.36

36 See here for more information.

https://volunteeringredcross.org/en/recurso/y-a-b-c-youth-as-agents-of-behavioural-change/
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ACCOUNTABILITY AND PUNISHMENT 
OF PERPETRATORS
Potential perpetrators need to be held accountable for the physical, psychosocial and socio-economic con-

sequences of sexual violence experienced by individual survivors, their families and their communities. 

Survivors need assistance to recognize that sexual violence is a crime that should be reported when safe to 

do so and that requires medical and psychosocial support.

Improve communities’ recognition of sexual violence and affirm it as a crime. This 

needs to begin at an early age and include discussions with teenagers as well as male elders, who have a 

role to play in justice systems in Unity and Lakes states. Research participants in Bangui and in South Sudan 

suggested working with groups of men and women separately first, before then bringing them together for 

further discussions.

Provide training to actors in the judicial system and engage traditional authorities 
and local justice processes beyond capital cities. This should include improving the legal 

framework, as relevant to the context;37 discussions on mandatory reporting and how it is interpreted; and 

appropriate treatment and questioning of survivors and witnesses, to create an environment more condu-

cive to reporting of incidents of sexual violence by survivors. Work with traditional local justice processes 

and engage with traditional authorities about the role of gendered inequalities in sexual violence and stress 

the importance of referral to care. Partnering with, encouraging or mobilizing other actors, including civil 

society groups, is likely to be key and would enable a wider reach.

37 ICRC, “Domestic implementation of international humanitarian law prohibiting sexual violence: A checklist for 

states and the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement”, ICRC, Geneva, 2020: https://www.icrc.org/en/

document/checklist-domestic-implementation-international-humanitarian-law-prohibiting-sexual

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/checklist-domestic-implementation-international-humanitarian-law-prohibiting-sexual
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/checklist-domestic-implementation-international-humanitarian-law-prohibiting-sexual
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ANNEX: A PRACTICAL GUIDE 
TO CONDUCTING A RESEARCH 
STUDY AT THE ICRC
This annex discusses practical points to consider when designing and conducting a qualitative research 

study such as this one on male perceptions of sexual violence carried out in CAR and South Sudan. It 

covers study preparation, data collection and analysis, and the dissemination and implementation of 

research findings.

STUDY PREPARATION
DEVELOPING A STUDY PROPOSAL
 • Timely and thorough consultation during study development will ensure the research objectives are 

relevant and facilitate the uptake of findings.

 • Local referral mechanisms should be in place when conducting research on sexual violence.

During the development of the research protocol and data collection tools for this study on sexual violence, 

consultation with ICRC colleagues ensured that the research objectives were relevant and meaningful, and 

that the study would be feasible to implement within the proposed sites. Consultations took place with the 

Addressing Sexual Violence teams at ICRC headquarters, and in CAR and South Sudan; the ICRC delegations 

and subdelegations in both countries; and ICRC staff members from other units, including Prevention and 

Economic Security. Lengthy discussions took place with the delegations and subdelegations to identify 

research sites that were operationally relevant, safe to access and had facilities for providing referrals to 

appropriate services for participants in the study, if required.

IDENTIFYING A RESEARCH PARTNER
 • Consultation with delegations and in-country experts helps identify experienced research partners.

 • Research partners should understand the local context, language(s) and research topic.

We worked with experienced research partners in CAR and South Sudan, who were identified in consulta-

tion with the delegations. Involving local experts with linguistic, methodological and thematic knowledge 

improved the quality and relevance of the study, and made it easier to organize, plan and implement.

The research partners had knowledge of the subject of sexual violence and of the study locations (specific 

states in South Sudan and neighbourhoods in Bangui), skills in data collection and analysis, and relevant 

language expertise for translation and transcription purposes.

Researchers were recruited remotely from the University of Bangui and the Rift Valley Institute several 

months before data collection began. In South Sudan, the research needed to be conducted in different lan-

guages, so we administered a practical written text, involving translation and transcription of a short audio 

recording in the respective languages, to assess the skills of potential candidates. It was also important for 

this study that researchers were comfortable discussing issues relating to sexual violence.
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OBTAINING ICRC AND IN-COUNTRY ETHICS APPROVAL
 • Obtaining ethics approval helps mitigate risks to the research participants, researchers and 

institutions involved.

 • In-country ethics approval is encouraged but identifying a recognized review body can be challenging.

Submitting research proposals for review by an experienced ethics board or committee helps ensure that 

the benefits of the research outweigh the risks and that satisfactory mitigation measures are put in place 

to address any risk identified.

The ICRC did not have a permanent ethics review board when the study started, so an ad hoc internal 

committee was created to review the proposal. 38 The committee included ICRC staff with expertise in law, 

addressing sexual violence and research, and knowledge of the proposed country contexts. The commit-

tee reviewed the study and gave feedback, which was then incorporated into the proposal. The study also 

received ethics approval from Institut Pasteur in CAR and the Ministry of Health in South Sudan.

Ideally, ethics approval – particularly in-country – should be sought; indeed, it is increasingly a prerequi-

site for publication in peer-reviewed journals. Obtaining approval from an institution in the country where 

fieldwork is being conducted provides researchers with an additional degree of acceptance and legitimacy, 

and guarantees that the study is being carried out in line with local ethical frameworks and guidelines.

Identifying a local, in-country body able to review this study proposal was challenging, particularly as 

it had to be done remotely. Initial strategies for identifying potential review bodies included: studying 

peer-reviewed journal articles about similar research from CAR and South Sudan to identify who the 

approval body was; asking personal contacts for the names of boards or committees they had used in their 

own research; asking ICRC colleagues with academic networks who had partnered with local research bodies 

in the past; and online searches. Obtaining advice from experienced researchers on the pros and cons of 

different review bodies is useful, because, in some contexts, boards may act as “gatekeepers” to monitor 

the research and its participants, charge extremely high fees or insist on the employment of additional 

research-team members.

It is also important to consider how often a board meets; whether it can review a study from a researcher 

external to its host institution; the potential cost of submission; and whether the study falls within the 

expertise of the board members. Some committees will only review medical research or clinical trials, for 

example, whereas others may focus on one discipline or topic. In CAR, members of the ICRC’s Addressing 

Sexual Violence team and delegation visited the chair of the Institut Pasteur ethics review board in person 

to learn more about the process prior to the review. This was preferable to relying on email, particularly in a 

context where internet access remains expensive and unstable. In CAR, the research proposal was presented 

to the committee by members of the research team during a face-to-face meeting, whereas in South Sudan, 

printed and bound documents were submitted for review by the members.

38 A permanent ICRC ethics review board was established in January 2021.
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IMPLEMENTATION
DELEGATION SUPPORT
 • Delegation and subdelegation support are invaluable when designing and conducting a study.

 • ICRC staff’s understanding and knowledge of the contexts is beneficial during data collection.

Field visits were supported by myriad people, including drivers, field-team leaders, members of the 

Addressing Sexual Violence team and, in one site, a mechanic, who fixed the vehicle required to reach 

remote areas. The presence of ICRC staff who had prior relationships with key contacts also facilitated 

introductions and eased our acceptance by the study communities. These staff could answer any questions 

raised by research participants or members of the wider community that could not be answered by the 

external researchers, and address any protection issues or queries about the general work of the ICRC.

TRAINING THE RESEARCH TEAM
 • Training the research team on research procedures, ethics and implementation improves data quality.

 • Training should be participatory and include practical exercises and “real-life” scenarios.

Training the research team before the research study began ensured a unified understanding of the study 

objectives, implementation plan and individual roles and responsibilities. The training in both sites was 

participatory and included an overview of: the research study and objectives; informed consent procedures 

and ethics; data collection procedures; data storage and protection; and key terminology relating to sexual 

violence. We also incorporated an overview of the ICRC and the organization’s activities in each country for 

the external partners, and provided security guidelines. Role plays were included for research-team mem-

bers to practise introducing themselves and the study; familiarize themselves with the informed consent 

process and documentation; and practise conducting interviews and focus group discussions.

The training included a group discussion about cultural sensitivities, in which team members shared 

thoughts and experiences about what is or is not culturally appropriate to discuss in their own culture. 

Examples included weight, cattle, money and religion, or asking someone how many children they have. 

This activity showed that people’s definitions of sensitive differ across contexts and that it is possible to 

talk about these topics in an appropriate and respectful way when conducting research.

RECRUITMENT AND SELECTION OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS
 • The practical limitations of participant selection and recruitment can compromise a well-designed and 

methodologically sound sampling strategy.

 • Involving key contacts promotes acceptance and eases access but can also create a sampling bias.

At each fieldwork site, participant recruitment followed a methodologically sound and pre-determined 

sampling strategy within the limits imposed by security restrictions.

In South Sudan, we created lists of key contacts with the relevant subdelegations. These key contacts acted 

as gatekeepers, who helped us recruit specific groups of people (e.g. adults with male children, teenage 

boys) in their own communities by explaining to them why we were there and inviting them to meet us. 

In Bangui, we identified key contacts in neighbourhoods where the delegation worked and met them to 

explain the study and ask for permission to conduct the research. Over a period of several days, we walked 

around various neighbourhoods approaching people in the street or in public areas, such as sports grounds 

and outside informal shops, ascertaining whether they met the sampling criteria and then asking them if 

they would like to participate.

Key contacts were not directly involved in selecting participants in either location, but they did help with 

initial introductions and explanations. We made sure they understood the selection criteria and why we 

could not include everybody in the study. We explained to participants and the community the difference 

between the research study and the ICRC’s routine work, in order to prevent confusion or conflicts of 



ANNEX: A PRACTICAL gUIDE TO CONDUCTINg A RESEARCH STUDy AT THE ICRC 43

interest. While it would have been easier to rely solely on interviews conducted with existing key contacts, 

this would have introduced bias and called our sampling framework into question.

Finding a quiet and private space to carry out interviews or focus group discussions was challenging, and 

access to suitable spaces (a community hall, a shaded area under trees and an empty church) was planned 

with key contacts in advance. As interviews and focus group discussions were audio-recorded for later 

transcription, finding an environment with minimal noise was crucial to avoid losing data.

REIMBURSEMENTS AND REFRESHMENTS
 • Reimbursements or compensation should be in line with routine activities and not an undue incentive 

to participation.

Depending on the context in which a study takes place, it may be necessary to compensate study partic-

ipants for their time, reimburse their travel costs, or offer refreshments to express appreciation for their 

participation. Reimbursements or compensation might not be appropriate in all settings, however, and 

should not constitute an incentive to participating in the study.

Refreshments in CAR and South Sudan matched those provided in routine project activities, to avoid inflat-

ing future expectations or adversely influencing research participants. Refreshments consisted of water 

or soft drinks and small snacks, which were distributed during the data collection. Where possible, we 

ordered refreshments well in advance of the planned research activities, to minimize procurement delays 

– particularly in rural areas, where transportation was difficult – and ensured that we had more than we 

needed, in case the numbers of focus group participants exceeded those foreseen or included extras, such 

as children accompanying their mothers.

TEAM DEBRIEFINGS
 • Debriefings allow for immediate improvements in study implementation.

 • Daily debriefings can provide emotional support to research-team members during intense periods 

of fieldwork.

Daily debriefings were held with the research teams during the data collection periods in the different study 

sites. In South Sudan, where the research team was larger, debriefings helped develop the team dynamic, 

troubleshoot problems and improve the quality of the data collection. Upon returning to the hotel each day, 

each team member gave their personal “highlight of the day” and suggestion for something they thought 

could have been done better. This meant practical changes could be made immediately, such as alterations 

in the scope and phrasing of questions, more efficient paperwork management or the timing of refresh-

ments. We also discussed findings from that day’s interviews or focus groups, areas to probe in more detail, 

and issues that were unexpected or unclear. The debriefings gave the research-team members the space to 

talk about any interviews that were particularly distressing or emotional. In CAR, debriefings were more ad 

hoc and focused on planning for the following day.

DATA ANALYSIS
 • Thorough transcription and translation of interviews and focus group discussions is key for qualitative 

data analysis.

 • When large amounts of qualitative data are involved, they are best analysed using dedicated software 

rather than manually.

While the data collection phase of research can be labour-intensive, particularly when working in unstable 

contexts, where plans may have to be amended at short notice, so, too, is data analysis. Data analysis for 

this study began with the lengthy process of transcription and translation of all interview and focus group 

discussion audio recordings from four different languages into English or French by the research part-

ners in CAR and South Sudan. Each transcript had to be reviewed and any omissions or errors addressed 

before being finalized. Each transcript was then coded using NVivo software, which is beneficial when 

working with large amounts of data, as in this study. The coded transcripts and research themes that were 
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subsequently developed form the basis of the main findings section of the report. The report itself was then 

drafted and circulated to specialists and peers for comments. Reports that are purely produced by the ICRC 

are translated and processed through the ICRC’s Language and Publications unit.

DISSEMINATION AND IMPLEMENTATION 
OF FINDINGS
 • Plans for the dissemination and implementation of findings should be incorporated into the study 

design and budget.

 • Sharing the study’s findings with research participants enhances its participatory nature.

Dissemination can take many different forms, depending on the audience, including distribution of the 

report to key stakeholders; publication of findings in an academic journal; conference presentations; com-

munity meetings and consultation sessions; and other creative methods, such as plays, radio programmes 

or illustrated pamphlets. In the case of this study, in addition to the published and translated report, its 

findings will be disseminated in the two countries via a range of events involving different stakeholders, 

including community members from the research sites. Discussing findings with research participants is an 

important part of any study, to promote a participatory process. Locating research participants, however, 

is not always easy – for example, one group from this study has been displaced since the study was carried 

out. Returning to participating communities also has budgetary implications, which need to be factored in 

when designing studies of this nature.

Implementing the study’s findings is not necessarily the responsibility of researchers, but follow-up is 

important to ensure the findings permeate into operations and are of benefit. Involving important stake-

holders in study conceptualization and design promotes buy-in that will help with dissemination and 

implementation. In CAR and South Sudan, the ICRC’s Addressing Sexual Violence teams, as focal points on 

this issue for the delegations, will incorporate relevant findings into their work.
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law and championing universal humanitarian principles. As the reference on international humanitarian 
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