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Executive Summary
Feminist analysis and activism have been instrumental in achieving gains in women’s rights,
including action to address violence against women and girls (VAWG). Over the past two decades,
strong local, national and international women’s movements have brought VAWG, including in
armed conflict and natural disasters, into the public domain as a development, public health,
international peace and security and women’s rights issue.
Although the late 1990s and early 2000s witnessed positive developments regarding VAWG,
many of these gains are now under threat. In many countries, we are witnessing the erosion
of women’s human rights to live free from violence and exercise their full and equal rights in
all domains; women’s movements and women’s rights organisations’ efforts to address VAWG
face mounting challenges. Further evidence of this trend is the shrinking space for women’s
movements and women’s rights work across local, national and global contexts. Addressing
these challenges will enable us to regain the momentum and accelerate the transformation
necessary for securing women and girls’ full and equal rights.
This paper examines how pursuing a broad protection agenda eclipses work with and for
women and girls in crises. We argue that by focusing broadly on protection without meaningfully
incorporating analyses of gender and power, protection actors fail to understand and meet the
needs of vulnerable women and girls. This paper seeks to generate discussion about how to
resolve the tension between a broad protection agenda and the specialised attention necessary
to more fully address gender-based violence (GBV) in emergencies.

The Coalition of Feminists for Social Change (COFEM), created in 2017 to reassert a feminist perspective in violence
against women and girls (VAWG) work, is a collective of over 80 activists, academics, and practitioners working
globally to end VAWG. The Feminist Perspectives on Addressing Violence Against Women and Girls Series is a
collection of papers written by COFEM members to articulate concerns and aspirations for the shrinking space for
feminist analysis in VAWG efforts in development and humanitarian settings.

Introduction
Humanitarian protection is defined as “all activities aimed at obtaining full respect for the right of
all individuals, without discrimination, in accordance with the relevant bodies of law.”1 The primary
responsibility to ensure people are protected from harm and that their basic rights are upheld
lies with States. When States are unable or unwilling to meet their responsibilities, humanitarian
actors play an important role in advancing protection of populations affected by emergencies.
This responsibility is reflected and reinforced in the Inter-Agency Standing Committee Principals’
Statement on the Centrality of Protection in Humanitarian Action:
Protection of all persons affected and at risk must inform humanitarian decision-making
and response, including engagement with States and non-State parties to conflict. It must
be central to our preparedness efforts, as part of immediate and life-saving activities, and
throughout the duration of humanitarian response and beyond. In practical terms, this
means identifying who is at risk . . . taking into account the specific vulnerabilities that underlie
these risks, including those experienced by men, women, girls and boys, and groups such as
internally displaced persons, older persons, persons with disabilities . . .”.2

Within the humanitarian architecture, the Global Protection Cluster (GPC) has led the development of guidance and tools on protection programming as well as protection mainstreaming for
all organisations, agencies and entities working in emergencies. The GBV Area of Responsibility
(AoR), which sits within the GPC’s umbrella, operates on the understanding that:
Protection of all persons affected and at risk must inform humanitarian decision-making
and response, During emergencies, systems of protection are weakened and disrupted, and
forced displacement and separation of families and communities place women and girls
at increased risk of multiple forms of GBV. Addressing GBV from the earliest stages of an
emergency is a basic life-saving and protection responsibility.3

Thus, while the protection of all persons is of critical importance in humanitarian action, the GBV
AoR understands its primary responsibilties as identifying and addressing the needs of women
and girls at risk of and affected by GBV and ensuring that GBV is recognised and addressed as
a life-saving priority from the earliest stages of humanitarian action. Increasingly, this focus is
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undermined by a broad protection agenda, whose “inclusive” approach shifts attention away
from the needs of women and girls — to the extent of driving some donors, organisations and
individuals to reframe GBV priorities away from a focus on women and girls. (See COFEM Series
Paper 4 for further discussion of this issue.)

Problem Analysis
Obscuring rather than revealing the needs of women and girls. In order to facilitate a broad
protection response, UNHCR has developed and is implementing an age, gender and diversity
mainstreaming (AGDM) approach which “seeks to ensure that all persons of concern enjoy their
rights on an equal footing and are able to participate fully in the decisions that affect their lives
and the lives of their family members and communities.”4 Similarly, the International Committee
of the Red Cross launched one of the first frameworks to measure capacities for protection
specialists;5 one of the key actions included is “Putting the affected population, communities and
individuals at the centre of protection activities.”6 Although, theoretically, these broad protection
priorities and approaches seek to ensure attention to the needs of various individuals and groups,
on a practical level, such a broad approach can, at times, obscure the needs of specific subpopulations, such as women and girls.
In addition, humanitarian actors need to balance individual rights and what the community
prioritises for itself (including whose rights the community prioritises) can mean failing to fully
consider the needs and perspectives of women and girls — because they are often the most
invisible and their contributions to their families, communities and broader societies can be
overlooked. Engaging women and girls directly to ensure their voices are heard often requires
additional resources and time, because women and girls are harder to reach. Often, even when
they are reached, the humanitarian community ignores their needs. (See Box 1).
Promotion of gender neutrality. To facilitate an inclusive approach that is the foundation
of broad protection programming, protection guidance and methods may promote “gendersensitive” approaches as ways to analyse and address the differential needs of men, women, girls
and boys.7 Although seemingly innocuous, both the discourse and practice of “gender sensitivity”
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represents a dissociation of “gender” from its articulation of patriarchal power relations. It also
distances gender analysis and mainstreaming from their purpose of addressing the practical and
strategic needs of women and girls, especially their equality and empowerment. In this approach,
gender programming is undertaken not
because a thorough analysis of gender
power imbalances has been completed,
Box 1. In one example from post-earthquake
but because of a simple analysis that what
Nepal, the absence of accountability to, and
one group has, the other must have too.
dialogue with, women and girls in affected
Important discussions about gender
justice and male privilege can get lost
in acronyms such as “WGBM” (women,
girls, boys and men). This trend contrasts
the recommendations in the GBV AoR
Core Competency Framework, which
requires that anyone who works on GBV in
emergencies “believes in gender equality
and applies, promotes and integrates
gender
analysis
into
humanitarian
8
programming” as central, underscoring
the importance of understanding and
committing space to listen to and address
how the safety, rights and welfare of women
and girls is informed by the gender-based
discrimination they experience.

populations meant that even though women
and girls requested repeatedly in multisectoral assessments that menstrual hygiene
be prioritised, they did not receive sufficient
sanitary supplies. In Nepal, women and girls
are put at risk of sexual violence by the harmful
practice of chhaupadi, where girls are forced to
live outside of the house while menstruating.
Girls who slept elsewhere while menstruating
were more than twice as likely to report they
had been raped since the earthquake than
other girls. Discussions with the broader
“community” did not highlight this issue
because women and girls’ needs were not
identified as priority by decision makers – both
in the local community and the international
humanitarian community. Failing to account for
gender-based power imbalances in designing
and implementing humanitarian programming
means that women and girls remain at
risk and/or without safe and appropriate
response services in the short- term, and that
opportunities to lay the groundwork for longerterm prevention work are lost.

The dangers of an “inclusive”
perspective. The emergence of genderneutral language within humanitarian
discourse and practice has also
contributed to some actors delinking
the violence perpetrated against women
and girls from their struggles for equality
and rights. The misunderstanding that
men and boys experience violence for
the same reasons as women and girls, and require the same response for care, betrays our
understanding that violence against women and girls is caused by the gender-subordinate
positions girls and women occupy in societies the world over. It has led to scenarios in which
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men and boys are simply added to existing GBV policies, frameworks and programs originally
developed to address women and girls’ rights and needs. (See COFEM Series Paper 2 for
further discussion.) As one GBV expert explains:
The idea that men and boys can simply be added to policies, documents and frameworks
that aim to address VAWG is simplistic and problematic. It does not help build knowledge
or understanding of the causes and consequences of sexualised and gendered violence
against men and boys in conflict and disaster-affected settings, nor does it contribute to the
development of good practice in responding to violence, which requires evidence-based and
theory-driven frameworks. Although there may be similarities between different forms of
gendered and sexualised violence experienced by men and women, they are not the same.
The causes, dynamics and outcomes of violence against women are different from those of
violence against men.9

This misunderstanding within protection programming becomes visible when, for example,
women and girls’ safe spaces are not respected. These safe spaces are an integral component
of survivor-centred approaches that do not require disclosure to receive services, while also
providing confidential opportunities for survivors to seek further support.10 (See Box 2.) Mixedgender youth or community centres may serve certain purposes yet do not address this need.
In discussions with women and girls accessing these spaces, they have shared the risks they
face when speaking up and out, and report how they are silenced in mixed spaces. This points
to the need for specialised protection actors to design and develop targeted programming
to address the needs of men and boys in humanitarian response. Although there has been
research on child protection and women’s protection, there has not been as much evidence
around the specific causes, determinants and outcomes of violence directed at males, nor how
best how to reach or support them. Although GBV services do support services for males (e.g.
Clinical Management of Rape trainings to health actors on how to provide care and support to
both female and male survivors), simply replicating GBV services designed for women and girls
will not necessarily ensure that men and boys will seek treatment or receive appropriate care
and support.
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Implications
Broad protection approaches fail to
meet the immediate needs of women
and girls. When broad protection
approaches support undifferentiated
investigation of all people’s needs, i.e.
using protection assessments to ascertain
whether, instead of how, women and
girls constitute an “at risk” group, these
approaches can fail to identify and
address women and girls’ limited access
to resources, rights, and remedies. This
can delay crucial start-up funding for GBV
programming, leaving women and girls
without support or services. In one of many
examples, in the 2013 Typhoon Haiyan in
the Philippines, Refugees International
found that the humanitarian response
“failed to fully incorporate gender and
GBV dimensions in the early stages of the
response, which affected each cluster’s
ability to effectively assist its target
populations.”12

Box 2. UNHCR’s 2003 GBV guidance notes
that a fundamental aspect of VAWG is its root
in power imbalances and structural inequality
between men and women.11 This is a core
reason why best practices include separate
spaces for women and girls where they can
move and speak freely. Nevertheless, in the 2016
refugee response in Greece, during a regional
workshop on GBV, an international NGO’s
protection officers were observed arguing with
local women’s organisations that men should
receive the same services as women in the
same spaces. These staff argued that because
there were women’s safe spaces and men also
experienced violence, it was “unfair” that men
did not have any services to support them. The
local women’s organisations pointed out that
the only way to effectively reach women was
by creating women-only spaces, which would
be severely compromised or even rendered
useless by inviting men into them. Men and boys’
need for services can be addressed without
minimising the space and attention necessary to
safely address women and girls’ needs.

After a decade of hard-won progress,
humanitarian response actors risk
losing sight of women and girls’
priorities. Failing to engage women
and girls about their concerns limits
humanitarian capacity to understand what their protection priorities are.13 Often protection
agendas highlight the concern of conflict-related sexual violence, yet when GBV actors conduct
assessments with women and girls, those consulted point consistently to the violence they
experience from men known to them, often within their own homes and communities. In some
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instances when GBV actors have advocated for attention and funding to intimate partner violence
as a priority protection concern,14 protection actors have argued that this is a “cultural issue,”
implying that it is inevitable and does not deserve attention from the international protection
community.15 In other instances, protection approaches may employ gender-blind data collection,
which means that women and girls do not get asked about their priorities. We cannot truly claim
to protect women and girls if we fail to listen to and address their priorities.
Reducing the already limited space and resources devoted to women and girls. A
protection agenda that promotes the inclusion of all forms of interpersonal violence under the
GBV umbrella, regardless of whether they are “based on socially ascribed (i.e. gender) differences
between males and females”, undermines the tools and frameworks developed to make visible
and support women and girls’ practical and strategic needs.16 These new approaches are not in
line with what GBV experts consider good practice, nor are they in line with landmark institutional
commitments from donors and others through initiatives such as the Call to Action.17 Promoting
a generalist discourse also risks diverting funding from programming that focuses specifically on
women and girls. (See COFEM Series Paper 4 for further discussion of this issue.)
Failure to support transformative social change. Conflict and natural disasters can open
space to transform gender-based power relations and address the increased VAWG they give rise
to. Analysing power and gender imbalances on an ongoing basis is key to ensuring that we do not
unintentionally contribute to gender inequality, a root cause of GBV. For those who lack a feminist
understanding of gender and the goals of gender mainstreaming, it is easy to see how targeted
initiatives that focus on women and girls may be mistakenly seen as discriminatory against men
and boys. And yet, the reality is that gender-neutral language and gender inclusive approaches
are other ways that broad protection approaches reinforce gender inequality by obscuring the
different and specific needs of women and girls. Such gender-neutral responses are not aimed at
challenging the prevailing male-centred paradigm and, in the process, lose their transformative
power and their ability to challenge gender inequality on structural and institutional levels.18 Such
de-politicisation also risks defining women and girls mostly as victims, and less as agents of
change, keeping unequal power within dominant gender relations intact.
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Recommendations
Rather than promoting competing or even opposing agendas, the principles of complementarity
and coordination among various actors should be the key principles to ensure that vulnerable
populations are understood and have their specific needs addressed. As such, we recommend
the following:
• The international community should recognise how a broad protection agenda reduces
the limited space and resources allocated to women and girls. A protection agenda that
is gender neutral is not aligned with good practice and will further restrict the already limited
space for women and girls. It undermines the tools and frameworks developed to make visible
and further women and girls’ practical and strategic needs. All actors should champion targeted
approaches to address the rights and needs of women and girls as aligned with relevant IASC
gender policy and the broader UN mandate on Women, Peace and Security.
• Protection practitioners should become familiar with and utilise field-tested tools
to identify and meet the specific needs of women and girls. Identifying these risks and
needs can also promote information gathering about, and programming for, other protection
concerns specific to different populations.
• Protection practitioners should engage GBV experts in every phase and work with
these experts on funding decisions, programme design and monitoring and evaluation.
Ensuring that human resources incorporate the GBV AoR Core Competency Framework will
help to ensure that GBV-related interventions reflect an understanding of the gender dynamics
and hierarchies in diverse communities, and a commitment to listening to and ensuring the
meaningful participation of women and girls in humanitarian assistance and protection efforts
affecting them.
• Protection actors should seek to solidify alliances, partnerships and common objectives
with those working to address VAWG in crisis settings. Analysis of power and gender
imbalances should happen on an on-going basis to ensure all efforts – whether undertaken
by donors, (I)NGOs, UN agencies, international organisations and/or State actors – avoid
contributing unintentionally to gender inequality.
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needs of women and girls”, Feminist Perspectives on Addressing Violence Against Women and
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