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Pollcy Statement

Introduction
Gender-based violence (GBV) is a public health and human rights violation. One in three

women experiences physical or sexual violence, while men, intersex, and gender-diverse
people are also affected. Driven by structural inequalities and intersecting vulnerabilities,
GBV has severe, lasting health effects, demanding coordinated, systemic responses.

IFMSA Position

The International Federation of Medical Students' Associations (IFMSA) condemns all
forms of GBV. IFMSA recognises GBV as a critical public health issue and affirms that its
elimination requires intersectional, survivor-centred, and rights-based approaches across
health systems, education, justice, and society at large. As the global voice of medical
students, IFMSA emphasises healthcare professionals' responsibility to prevent, recognise,
and respond to GBV, and commits to advancing education, advocacy, and systemic
change to ensure dignity, safety, and justice for all survivors.

Call to Action
Therefore, IFMSA calls on:

Governments and Policy-Makers to:

e Reform national laws to explicitly criminalise all forms of GBV across all genders,
with enforceable penalties, and survivor protection, support, and access to justice.

e Set time-bound targets to eliminate GBYV, addressing intersecting vulnerabilities,
with clear objectives, responsible authorities, and accountability measures.

e Allocate sustained, ring-fenced, multi-year public funding for GBV prevention,
support and response services, and survivor- and community-led programmes.

e Establish mandatory, multisectoral coordination mechanisms across health, justice,
social services, education and civil society, with defined roles and referral pathways.

e Ensure universal, free, and non-discriminatory access to healthcare, psychosocial
support, legal aid, shelters, and protection services for all survivors.

Law Enforcement and Judicial Authorities to:

e Guarantee timely action in preventing, investigating, prosecuting, and punishing
all forms of GBV, in line with international human rights standards.

e Create multidisciplinary GBV units in police, prosecution, and courts, integrating
mental health professionals, social workers and survivors’ advocates at all stages.

e Safeguard trauma-informed, survivor-centred procedures, including informed
consent, choice, confidentiality, and protection from re-traumatisation.

e Establish independent oversight mechanisms to address misconduct or inaction
by authorities and publish disaggregated data to ensure accountability.

Health Systems and Healthcare Institutions to:

e Mandate trauma-informed, survivor-centred care in all healthcare settings.

e Implement standardised clinical protocols for first-line support, safe enquiry,
documentation, forensic care, referral and safety planning for all forms of GBV.

e Train healthcare workers, through compulsory pre-service education and in-service
training to recognise and respond to GBV using a human rights-based approach.

e Institutionalise clear, confidential, and survivor-consented referral pathways for
anonymous safe transfers between healthcare and relevant protection services..
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Medical Schools and Educational Institutions to:

e Integrate GBV as a core competency in curricula, assessed via examinations and
supervised training, covering prevention, identification, response, and referral.

e Train and hold all teaching staff and clinical supervisors accountable for
trauma-informed, non-discriminatory conduct, with sanctions for misconduct.

e Provide confidential reporting and support procedures for students and staff
experiencing GBV, harassment, or abuse within academic and clinical settings.

e Meet baseline GBV education and safeguarding standards by accreditation and
quality bodies, including curriculum content, staff training, and student protection.

Technology Companies and Digital Platforms to:

e Prevent and address TFGBV by detecting, removing, and limiting non-consensual
intimate content, deepfakes, cyberstalking, doxing, and online harassment.

e Ensure platform design and algorithms do not amplify GBV, misogynistic and
discriminatory content, and conduct regular human-rights impact assessments.

e Cooperate with judicial authorities by preserving evidence, responding to lawful
requests, and enabling cross-border investigations, while respecting due process.

e Be subject to effective and immediate sanctions for non-compliance, including
fines, service restrictions, liability regimes, and public enforcement actions.

International Organisations, United Nations Agencies and Donors to:

e Provide conditional funding and support for compliance with survivor-centred,
trauma-informed, and human-rights standards, with enforceable benchmarks.

e Strengthen global data collection and comparability, using intersectional and
gender-sensitive indicators, including under-reported and emerging forms of GBV.

e Produce actionable guidance, toolkits, and campaigns to enable consistent GBV
prevention, response, and advocacy across countries, and support their adoption
through technical assistance and regular monitoring.

e Independently review GBV commitments and programmes, publicly report gaps,
progress, and non-compliance, and provide follow-up support or corrective action.

Civil Society to:
e Challenge the normalisation of GBV by addressing harmful stereotypes, everyday
language and behaviours that perpetuate misogyny, discrimination, and violence.
e Capacitate and engage communities, especially young people and historically
marginalised groups, to recognise, prevent, and confront GBV in everyday settings.
e Amplify survivors' voices through ethical, consent-based participation in policy and
public discourse, while protecting them from retraumatisation and tokenisation.

IFMSA, National Member Organisations (NMOs) and Medical Students to:

e Commit publicly to zero tolerance for GBV within IFMSA spaces, activities, and
leadership, with transparent reporting mechanismes, investigation, and sanctions.

e Implement annual GBV action plans at NMO and local levels, with clear objectives,
indicators, activities, and reviews, and share outcomes across the Federation.

e Run coordinated advocacy and awareness campaigns that explicitly counter
harmful norms, stereotypes, and the everyday normalisation of violence.

e Create and protect safer spaces in IFMSA events, trainings, and meetings, with
trained focal points and accessible survivor-centred reporting mechanisms.
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Position Paper

Background information

Gender refers to socially constructed roles, norms, expectations, and identities shaped by
cultural, economic, religious, political, and legal systems (1,2). These norms influence
access to resources and participation in family, work, community, and public life (3-5).
Gender identity describes a person’s internal sense of gender, which may or may not align
with sex assigned at birth, while gender expression refers to outward presentation
through behaviour, appearance, and social roles (1,6). Across the life-course, gender norms
and power relations produce unequal exposure to discrimination, control, and
disadvantage (1,7). These structural dynamics underpin gender-based violence (GBV) (8,9).

The United Nations (UN) defines GBV as harmful acts directed at individuals because of
gender and rooted in unequal power relations and harmful norms (10). GBV includes
coercion, threats, harassment, and physical, sexual, psychological, and economic violence
(8,11). It occurs in private, public, institutional, and digital spaces and involves intimate
partners, family members, acquaintances, institutions, and state and non-state actors
(811,12). Although GBV affects all genders, women and girls remain disproportionately
affected due to discrimination and gender hierarchies (10,13). People who do not conform
to dominant gender norms, including sexual and gender minorities, also face higher
exposure to violence, policing, and exclusion from support systems (14-16).

International human rights frameworks recognise GBV as a violation of dignity, bodily
autonomy, equality, and non-discrimination (17-19). States have obligations to prevent
violence, protect survivors, investigate GBYV, ensure access to justice and reparation, and
hold perpetrators accountable (17,18,20). In parallel, the World Health Organization (WHO)
and other public health bodies identify GBV as a major public health concern due to its
wide-ranging health impacts and effects on health systems and population well-being
(21-24). Human rights and public health approaches converge in treating GBV as a
structural issue that demands coordinated legal, educational, healthcare, and societal
responses focused on prevention, survivor support, and accountability (25-28).

Discussion

1. GBV as a Human Rights, Public Health and Structural Issue

1.1. GBV as a Violation of Human Rights

The recognition of GBV as one of the most predominant violations of human rights that
happens every day, everywhere in the world, and prevents women from being active in
their communities, marks a decisive shift in how societies define safety and justice (8).

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)

GBV constitutes a serious form of discrimination that includes practices and behaviours
subordinating women based on gender, as clarified in General Recommendation No. 35.
States that ratify CEDAW carry a zero-tolerance obligation for all forms of GBV. Under the
principle of due diligence, states must prevent and respond to violence committed by
state and non-state actors, including family members and private entities. Omission,
negligence, or tolerance of such violence constitutes a failure to act and triggers state
accountability for failures in prevention, investigation, prosecution, and punishment (29).
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Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and
domestic violence (Istanbul Convention)

Considered as the most comprehensive international legal instrument, its importance lies
in the clear definition of violence against women, and it states clearly that it is a human
rights violation, as indicated in Article 3, paragraph A. and the 4 P's Framework that came
here is a very clear protocol that states can work with to prevent violence, protect victims,
prosecute perpetrators, and adopt integrated policies (30).

Convention of Belém do Para

The Convention defines violence against women as any gender-based act that causes
death or physical, sexual, or psychological harm or suffering, in public or private settings. It
recognises all such acts as forms of GBV and affirms women’s right to live free from
violence in all spaces. As the first international treaty dedicated to violence against
women, it aims to prevent violence, punish perpetrators, and eradicate all forms of abuse
by recognising GBV as a human rights violation and an offence against human dignity (31).

It encourages states to implement laws and public policies to address GBV, modify social
and cultural patterns that support violence, and ensure access to justice for women. It
covers all forms of violence, including physical, sexual, psychological, among other,
whether occurring in the family, the community, or through acts or omissions by state
agents, including situations of state acquiescence (31).

1.2. GBV as a Public Health Emergency

As GBV prevalence rises, it increasingly constitutes a public health emergency, with
outcomes comparable to a medical crisis, including death, disability, and healthcare costs
(32). The WHO multi-country study on women's health and domestic violence identifies
violence against women as a serious human rights violation and major public health issue,
underscoring the widespread and severe impact of intimate partner violence (IPV) (32).

The study drew on interviews with over 24,000 women aged 15-49 across 15 sites in 10
countries. The proportion of women who reported experiencing physical and/or sexual
violence by an intimate partner at some point in their lives varied widely ranging from
around 15% to over 70%. In several settings, between one-quarter and one-half of women
reported such violence, and in some countries more than half did so. Reports of IPV in the
past 12 months also showed wide variation, reaching over 50% in some sites. Across almost
all countries included in the study, women were more likely to experience violence from
an intimate partner than from any other perpetrator. These findings confirm the
widespread nature of GBV and its serious implications for women's health, reinforcing its
significance as a major public health issue (32).

Healthcare providers should be held accountable as GBV is a public health issue that has
effects on health, whether physically or mentally. Their role is to address this issue, as they
are most likely the first entity point for GBV survivors turn to, and, in some cases, the only
one. Thereby, they should prioritise a survivor-centred medical response and facilitate
timely referral to appropriate support, including social support systems, mental health
care, legal assistance, and safe accommmodation.
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The effectiveness of the healthcare sector in addressing GBV depends on timely,
survivor-centred medical responses. Healthcare professional preparedness plays a key role
in ensuring care is appropriate, rapid, and psychologically safe. Clear decision-making
algorithms help guide sensitive engagement, support accurate trauma assessment, and
identify high-risk situations. By institutionalising protocols and tools, healthcare systems
can shift from reactive care to proactive protection and prevention (22).

Beyond individual health outcomes, the financial burden of GBV is substantial. Data on
healthcare costs remain critical for national planning and advocacy. For instance, research
in the European Union shows that GBV generates annual costs of approximately €225
billion, including physical and mental healthcare, lost economic output, and justice
services, with the healthcare sector bearing a significant share of this burden(33).

1.3. Power, Inequality and Gender Norms

1.3.1. Patriarchy and Misogyny

Patriarchy refers to a social structure in which men hold primary power over women and
other genders. It operates across family life and institutions, assigning men roles as
breadwinners and decision-makers while positioning women in caregiving and emotional
labour roles. Although often framed as benign, these divisions create unequal power
dynamics within households and institutions that contribute to GBV (34).

The family, as the most intimate and primary unit of socialisation, is often where
patriarchal roles are first established. Within this private space, violence can manifest in
various forms: domestic violence, emotional abuse, and sexual violence (34).

Patriarchy legitimises male authority within the home, often expecting women to be
subservient or obedient to male figures. Beliefs in male superiority can frame women and
children as property, enabling perpetrators to justify violence. In this context, patriarchy
facilitates GBV by creating power imbalances in which violence operates as a “disciplinary
tool” to enforce male dominance and punish defiance of gender hierarchies (34).

Misogyny functions as a systemic mechanism of patriarchy, penalising challenges to male
dominance. It operates not as individual prejudice but as collective social policing that
devalues women and gender-diverse people, often casting them as the cause of social or
domestic conflict. Research indicates that this dehumanisation significantly lowers the
threshold for aggression, as it legitimises physical, psychological, and sexual harassment
as a means of maintaining a superior-inferior hierarchy (35).

Nonetheless, gender norms do not operate in isolation. Socioeconomic factors often
compound the risk of GBV. An intersectional lens shows how economic dependence,
limited access to education, and geographical or cultural isolation intensify inequality.
When patriarchal norms intersect with financial dependence, survivors may become
trapped in abusive environments. In settings marked by institutional racism or
xenophobia, historically marginalised women face compounded harm through exclusion
from legal and social protection. This convergence of barriers turns individual gender
norms into a broader landscape of structural violence violence (36).
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1.3.2. Transphobia

Trans persons are particularly vulnerable to human rights violations when their name and
sex details in official documents do not match their gender identity or expression. Today,
however, the vast majority of trans and gender-diverse persons in the world do not have
access to gender recognition by the state. That scenario creates a legal vacuum and a
climate that perpetuates stigma, discrimination, and social exclusion against them (37).

At the root of violence and discrimination lies the intent to punish based on preconceived
notions of what a victim’s gender identity should be, grounded in a binary understanding
of male and female, or masculine and feminine. These acts manifest deeply entrenched
stigma, prejudice, and irrational hatred, and constitute a form of GBV driven by
punishment of those seen as defying gender norms (37).

1.3.3. Social Acceptance and Normalisation of Violence

Gender inequality results in rigid and differently valued role allocations among men and
women, limited access and control over resources and benefits, lack of access to basic
services such as education, health and information, low representation in formal
decision-making positions and limited participation in decision-making at the community
and family level, and low levels of involvement in highly paid economic activities (38).
Gender inequality, and the normalisation and belief that violence against women and girls
is acceptable, is a root cause of GBV (39).

Other factors also include: poverty (when families are pushed into poverty, harmful
practices like child marriages increase), conflict/war (crises increase the frequency and
severity of GBV), displacement, alcohol and substance abuse and inconsistent income (39).

1.4. Structural Determinants of GBV and Global Patterns

Global evidence links higher levels of GBV to structural determinants such as poverty, low
educational attainment, insecure employment, harmful gender norms, weak social
protection, and exposure to armed conflict and displacement (21,40). Large multi-country
analyses show elevated prevalence in countries with lower incomes, wider gender gaps in
schooling and labour participation, weaker legal protection, and limited state capacity to
prevent, investigate, and prosecute violence (41). In crisis settings, a 2014 meta-analysis
found that 21.4% of refugee or displaced women face sexual violence, though actual levels
are likely higher due to low disclosure, insecurity, and sampling limitations (42).

Recent global estimates indicate that approximatelly 840 million women aged 15 years
and older have experienced partner or sexual violence at least once in their lives, and
about 316 million report such violence in the previous 12 months (43). Global data indicate
that over 30% of women in parts of Africa, the Eastern Mediterranean Region (EMR) and
South-East Asia experience intimate partner or non-partner sexual violence in their
lifetime, compared to 20% in the Western Pacific, 22% in many high-income countries and
Europe and 25% in the Americas (21). Nevertheless, WHO and other agencies stress that
GBV prevalence figures are minimum estimates, since reporting gaps, safety concerns,
limited survey coverage, and differences in definitions and recall periods push official
numbers below the true burden (44,45).
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2. Typologies of Gender-Based Violence

2.1. Interpersonal and Domestic Violence

Definitions

Interpersonal violence is the intentional use of power, actual or threatened, against
oneself, another person or against a group or community, that can or will result in physical
injury, psychological harm, maldevelopment or death (46).

Domestic violence, also known as IPV, is defined by the WHO as behaviour within an
intimate relationship that causes physical, sexual and psychological harm via acts of
physical or psychological abuse, sexual coercion, or controlling behaviours, whether those
acts are perpetrated by current or former partners/significant others (47).

Types of IPV:
e Physical violence: acts like slapping, choking or burning.
e Sexual violence: coercive acts, including spousal rape.
e Psychological violence: fear and control tactics (e.g. intimidation, forced isolation).
e Economic violence: maintaining total control over financial resources, withholding
access to money, and/or forbidding attendance at school or employment (8).

Impact and Prevalence
In 2023, WHO, the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF), the UN Women, the UN Economic and

Social Council (ECOSOC) and the UN Population Fund (UNFPA) reported that 25.8% of
partnered women aged 15-49 and 24.7% of partnered women aged 15 and older had
experienced physical and/or sexual violence from a current or former husband or male
intimate partner at least once in their lifetime. This represents 682 million partnered
women aged 15 years and older being subjected to physical and/or sexual IPV (44).

Overall, 13.7% of partnered women aged 15-49 years and 11.4% of partnered women aged
15 years and older have experienced physical and/ or sexual IPV at some point within the
past 12 months. This represents at least 316 million partnered women aged 15 years and
older being subjected to recent physical and/or sexual IPV (44).

: : : f It : .
IPV starts early: 23.3% partnered adolescent girls aged 15-19 years suffered physical and/or
sexual violence from an intimate partner at least once in their lifetime. IPV also affects
older women: 20.5% of partnered women aged 65 and older report lifetime physical
and/or sexual violence by a current or former husband or male intimate partner. Violence
forms specific to older women frequently remain underreported due to survey gaps, while
age-related vulnerabilities, such as physical frailty and economic dependence, tend to be
compounded by “data invisibility” linked to age cut-offs at 49 years (44).

Strategically, this exclusion obscures long-term abuse cycles and sidelines older women in
advocacy and resource allocation. Violence in later life often combines IPV and elder
abuse, including medical neglect and financial exploitation. strengthening data collection
for this cohort is essential to ensure that geriatric care and social services are equipped to
identify and respond to trauma in older populations (44).
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2.2. Sexual Violence, Exploitation and Trafficking
Definitions
WHO defines sexual violence as “any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, or other
act directed against a person’s sexuality using coercion, by any person regardless of their
relationship to the victim, in any setting” (21). It includes rape, defined as non-consensual
vaginal, anal or oral penetration of a sexual nature of the body of another person with any
bodily part or object. Consent must be given voluntarily as the result of the person’s free
will, as assessed in the context of the surrounding circumstances (48).

Causing another person to engage in non-consensual acts of a sexual nature with a third
person is also considered rape. Consent refers to voluntary agreement as the result of a
person’s free will. When the victim is a child below the age defined in national law as the
age of consent, any sexual intercourse with them constitutes rape (48).

Sexual exploitation involves the actual or attempted abuse of vulnerability, power
imbalance, or trust for sexual purposes, including profiting financially, socially, or politically
from another person. It includes exchanging sex for money, employment, goods, or
services, regardless of the legal status of sex work. Sexual exploitation also covers coerced
or demanded sex through threats, blackmail, or the withholding of goods or services (49).

Human trafficking is the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of
people through force, fraud or deception, intending to exploit them for profit. The
traffickers often use violence or fraudulent employment agencies, and fake promises of
education and job opportunities to trick and coerce their victims (50).

Impact and Prevalence
As of 2023, 8.4% of women aged 15-49 and 8.2% of women aged 15 and older had

experienced non-partner sexual violence at least once in their lifetime. In the past 12
months, an estimated 2.7% of women aged 15-49 and 2.4% of women aged 15 and older
experienced such violence globally. Although these figures may appear low, they
understate the seriousness of non-partner sexual violence, as stigma and the risks of
disclosure likely lead to substantial underreporting (44).

Age-disaggregated global estimates show that lifetime non-partner sexual violence
against women remains high across all age groups, varying by only 2-3 percentage points.
Prevalence ranges from 8.9% among women aged 20-29 and 8.4% among girls aged 15-19
to 6.1% among women aged 60-64 and 6.0% among those aged 65 and older (44).

In 2022, over 70% of trafficking convictions involved sexual exploitation, a trend reaffirmed
by limited 2023 data, where most convictions also related to sexual exploitation. Detected
victims of sexual exploitation increased by 41% compared to 2020, surpassing
pre-pandemic levels after a marked decline during COVID-19. Women and girls remain
disproportionately affected, accounting for over 90% of detected victims (64% women,
28% girls). Victims are often deceived with promises of well-paid work and later coerced
into sexual acts. In 2022, authorities detected 74,785 trafficking victims, including 38%
children (22% girls, 16% boys) and 62% adults (39% women, 23% men) (51).
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2.3. Harmful Traditional and Cultural Practices as GBYV, including FGM

2.3.1. Female Genital Mutilation (FGM)

Types and Definition

FGM includes all procedures involving partial or complete removal of the female genitals
with no medical or health benefits (52). It has four major types:

e Type 1. This involves the partial or total removal of the clitoral glans (the external
and visible part of the clitoris, which is a sensitive part of the female genitals) and
the prepuce/clitoral hood (the fold of skin surrounding the clitoral glans).

e Type 2: This includes the partial or total removal of the clitoral glans and the labia
minora (the inner folds of the vulva), with or without the removal of the labia
majora (the outer folds of skin of the vulva), with three subtypes.

o Type 2a: Removal of only the labia minora.

o Type 2b: Partial or complete removal of the clitoral glans and labia minora.

o Type 2c: Partial or complete removal of the clitoral glans, labia minora, and
labia majora.

e Type 3: Also known as infibulation, this involves narrowing the vaginal opening by
creating a covering seal. The seal is formed by cutting and repositioning the labia
minora or labia majora, sometimes through stitching, with or without removal of
the clitoral prepuce/clitoral hood and glans, with two subtypes:

o 3a: Removal and repositioning of the labia minora, with or without excision
of the clitoris.

o 3b: Removal and repositioning of the labia majora, with or without excision
of the clitoris.

e Type 4: This includes all other non-medical harmful procedures to the female
genitalia, including pricking, piercing, incising, scraping, and cauterisation (53).

Prevalence

FGM is primarily performed on girls during infancy and adolescence, though it also affects
some adult women. The practice occurs mainly in 30 African countries and parts of Asia
and the EMR, but international migration has made FGM a global issue. An estimated 230
million girls and women alive today have undergone FGM (52).

2.3.2. Intersex Genital Mutilation

Intersex describes people whose biological sex characteristics do not conform to socially
or medically defined male or female categories. An estimated 1.7% of the population is
intersex. Additionally, the term intersex does not only refer to internal and external
genitalia but also to chromosomes, hormone levels, and other characteristics (54).

Unethical genital modification includes non-consensual or medically unnecessary
procedures that violate bodily autonomy and human rights, such as FGM, forced
“normalising” surgeries on intersex infants, and coercive cosmetic procedures. Health and
human rights bodies, including WHO and UNICEF, recognise these practices as violations
of health, security, and physical integrity due to long-term harm. Ethical frameworks
require deferring permanent modification of primary sexual characteristics until informed
consent is possible, except in cases of immediate medical necessity (54).
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Standard practices associated with IGM include procedures such as “masculinising” and
“feminising” surgeries, corrective genital surgeries, sterilisation procedures, hormone
imposition, forced genital examinations, vaginal dilations, medical exhibitions, human
experimentation, and withholding of necessary healthcare (54).

2.3.4. Forced Marriages

Forced marriage involves entering a marriage without full and free consent, through
physical or emotional coercion. It affects people across ethnicities, cultures, nationalities,
religions, genders, and ages. Due to its hidden nature, forced marriage remains
underreported, and its true scale likely exceeds reported figures. The International Labour
Office (ILO) recognises forced marriage as a form of modern slavery (55).

2.3.5. Child, Early and Forced Marriages (CEFM)

CEFM is a harmful gender-based practice and a serious a human rights violation that
disproportionately affects girls and women. It includes marriages involving a person under
18 or entered without full, free, and informed consent. Rooted in gender inequality, CEFM
undermines girls’ and adolescents’ health, education, and bodily autonomy and often
perpetuates cycles of violence and poverty (56).

Any marriage involving one or both parties under 18 is considered forced. Data show that
88% of survivors are women and girls, and 37% were under 18 at the time of marriage (55).
International human rights frameworks, including the Convention on the Rights of the
Child and CEDAW, require states to prohibit harmful practices and ensure marriage is
consensual and entered at the legal age of 18. In humanitarian settings, weakened
protection systems increase the risk of CEFM, leading the Office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and the Human Rights Council to urge
states to prioritise protection, dignity, and access to justice for affected girls (56).

2.3.6. Honour-Based Violence (HBV)

HBV refers to physical, psychological, economic, or sexual violence committed by family or
community members and justified by a perceived “loss of honour”. Although it can affect
anyone, HBV disproportionately targets women, girls, and other stigmatised or historically
marginalised groups (57). Justifications for HBV often include perceived extramarital
relationships, being LGBTQIA+, or refusing harmful practices such as forced marriage or
FGM/C. However, interpretations of “honour” vary widely, making consistent motives
impossible to define (58). HBV takes many forms, including physical assault, psychological
pressure, threats, public humiliation, forced abandonment abroad, marital captivity, and,
in extreme cases, honour Killings (58).

2.3.7. Virginity Testing

Virginity testing, also known as hymen examination or “two-finger” tests, is a harmful
practice with no scientific or medical validity and constitutes a serious human rights
violation against women and girls. Rooted in discriminatory gender norms, it aims to
control female sexuality and enforce patriarchal ideals of purity. In 2018, a UN Joint
Statement confirmed that these examinations lack clinical value and cause significant
physical and mental harm, including re-traumatisation and social stigmatisation (56).
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There is no scientific evidence supporting hymen examinations as a proxy for sexual
history. The hymen varies widely in shape, thickness, and elasticity and may be absent
from birth or altered by non-sexual activities. The “two-finger test” is likewise medically
invalid, as it cannot determine vaginal laxity or prior sexual activity. Consequently, these
procedures function as symbolic tools of control, provide no clinical information, and
perpetuate the myth that virginity is a measurable biological trait (56).

2.4. Femicide and Gender-Related Killings

2.4.1. Femicide

Definition

Femicide (or feminicide) is the intentional killing of women or girls for gender-related
reasons. It stems from discrimination, unequal power relations, gender stereotypes, and
harmful norms. Femicide represents the most extreme form of violence against women
and girls and lies on a continuum that includes IPV, sexual violence, harmful practices, and
trafficking across public and private settings (59).

Frequency and Impact
Every 10 minutes, a woman or girl is killed by a partner or close relative, around 140 deaths

per day (60). Although reporting has expanded over the past two decades, the number of
countries providing data on killings by intimate partners or family members peaked at 75
in 2020 and fell by half by 2023 (61). Only a small number of countries currently report
femicide outside the domestic sphere in line with the UN Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC) and UN Women statistical framework (61). In 2023, an estimated 85,000 women
and girls were intentionally killed worldwide, with intimate partners or family members
responsible for 60% of cases, a proportion that remained unchanged in 2024 (62).

Considering the differences in victim-perpetrator dynamics between the two types of
femicide, targeted prevention policies are needed to tackle these specific forms of GBV
within the domestic sphere. Criminologists and academics studied widely the context in
which IPV can escalate into a killing and identified many risk factors, such as a history of
violence between the perpetrator and the victim, previous threats and an actual or
pending separation being identified (61).

2.4.2. Killings of Trans and Gender-Diverse People

According to the Yogyakarta Principles, gender identity refers to each person’s deeply felt
and individual experience of gender, which may or may not align with sex assigned at
birth. It includes a person's sense of their body, including voluntary changes to
appearance or function through medical, surgical, or other means, as well as expressions
of gender such as dress, speech, and mannerisms (63,64).

The term “gender-diverse” refers to individuals whose gender identity or expression does
not conform to socially defined gender norms within a given context and time. This
includes people who identify outside the male-female binary and those whose gender
expression challenges conventional expectations. The term “trans” is more specific and
describes individuals whose gender identity differs from the sex assigned to them at birth,
regardless of whether they pursue social, legal, or medical gender affirmation (37,65).
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Human Rights Watch reports that accurately capturing data on the number of trans
people murdered is a challenging task. In many contexts, legal and systemic obstacles
prevent trans people from obtaining identification documents that reflect their gender
identity, leading to records that reflect their sex assigned at birth. Reports of violence
against trans people are often met with inadequate responses or a failure to investigate by
authorities, resulting in official statistics that undercount the true extent of the issue (66).

Between 1 October 2024 and 30 September 2025, 281 trans and gender-diverse people
were reported murdered. Since 2009, Transgender Europe's monitoring has recorded
5322 murders worldwide. Sex workers remain the most targeted occupational group,
accounting for 34% of cases. Murders of activists and movement leaders increased to 14%,
up from 9% in 2024 and 6% in 2023. As in previous years, 90% of reported murders were
femicides, involving trans women or transfeminine people (67).

3. Technology-Facilitated and Emerging Forms of GBV
3.1. Technology-Facilitated GBV (TFGBV)

Definition

TFGBYV refers to any act of violence committed, assisted, aggravated, or amplified through
information and communication technologies or other digital tools, resulting in or likely to
result in physical, sexual, psychological, social, political, or economic harm, or rights
violations (68,69). This violence has evolved from basic harassment such as SMS abuse in
the mid-2010s to automated forms, including the creation of fake sexual images using
artificial intelligence (Al) (69). Digital technologies now allow violence to reach safe spaces,
including the home, as abusers are no longer constrained by distance or time (70).

Tvpologies and Forms of Violence
TFGBV is a range of overlapping behaviours that evolve alongside digital tools (71,72).

While methods vary, they share a unified objective: to harm, control, or silence victims
based on their gender (69,71). The following are the primary types of TFGBV:
a. Im nd Vi -B A

e Non-consensual distribution of intimate images: the sharing of sexual or
nude images without consent, by ex-partners, hackers, or covert recording,
leading to public humiliation and social or professional isolation (71).

e Sextortion: a coercive tactic where abusers threaten to release intimate
images to extort sexual acts, additional content, or money. Financial
sextortion increasingly targets children, with most reported victims under
16, underscoring the need for age-specific digital protections (73).

e Synthetic media and deepfakes: generative Al (GenAl) has automated
sexual abuse, allowing perpetrators to overlay people's faces onto explicit
content without existing physical contact (74).

b. Harassment and Threats:

e Cyber-harassment and coordinated attacks: persistent, repetitive intrusion
designed to instill fear (72). In political contexts, this escalates into
“mobbing” or “dogpiling”, organised campaigns that pose as spontaneous
movements to amplify hate, silence victims, and damage reputations (73).
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e Hate speech and intersectionality: online abuse intensifies for people with
intersecting marginalised identities, particularly racial minorities and
LGBTQIA+ youth, who face higher victimisation. Attacks often combine
racism, homophobia, and misogyny to dehumanise targets and exclude
them from digital spaces (71,75).

e Violent threats and the “chilling effect”. direct threats of rape or death
represent the most severe form of abuse and produce a strong chilling
effect, driving self-censorship, changes in daily routines, or relocation.
Perceived online impunity deepens harm, while digital incitement
increasingly precedes offline physical violence (73).

c. Surveillance and Intrusion:

e Cyberstalking: the use of technology to monitor and harass victims without
physical proximity, including message bombardment and online tracking
to create a sense of constant control (72).

e Digital gaslighting and coercive control: abusers manipulate smart devices,
spyware, and GPS tracking to undermine victims psychologically, restrict
mobility, and enforce isolation in abusive contexts (75).

e Hacking and doxing: hacking involves unauthorised access to private data
enabling abuse (e.g. sextortion). Doxing exposes identifying information,
escalating digital abuse into real-world harassment and safety risks (73).

d. Misinformation:
e Gendered disinformation: it uses sexualised lies and misogynistic narratives
to discredit female leaders and journalists. These campaigns target
character rather than professional merit to undermine legitimacy (71).
e Impersonation: Abusers create profiles to post offensive content or solicit
sexual material, damaging reputations and digital identity (71).

Prevalence

Measuring TFGBV remains challenging due to inconsistent definitions, but global
prevalence estimates range from 16% to 58%. Despite underreporting, 38% of women
report suffering from online violence (76). Studies show that 17.6% of people have had
sexual images taken without consent, 8.8% have had them shared, and 7.2% have been
threatened with distribution (77). Prevalence is higher among high-risk groups, including
female journalists (73%) and young people (58%) (76). Perpetration rates are notable, with
12% admitting to sharing intimate content without consent and 8.9% to taking images
without permission, a trend that intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic (76,77).

3.2. Al-Enabled and Digital Abuse

Democratisation and Automation of Harm

The integration of GenAl marks a turning point in digital violence, transforming its scale
and accessibility (78). This shift is characterised by the “democratisation of harm”, as
technical barriers to cybercrime have been drastically reduced through a process of
“deskilling” or technological de-professionalisation. Consequently, perpetrators lacking
expertise can generate malicious content simply by drafting instructions or prompts (78).
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In this context, the illicit “Crime-as-a-Service” (CaaS) model has emerged, where Al tools
designed for abuse can be rented in underground forums. These systems introduce
unprecedented automation, enabling the deployment of bots that can create fake
accounts en masse, bypass security measures, and sustain coordinated harassment
campaigns. This scales the attack's scope and intensifies the psychological and
reputational damage to the victim (78).

Deepfakes and Synthetic Sexual Violence
Deepfakes and synthetic media represent the most advanced form of Al-facilitated visual

violence. Using deep learning, audiovisual content is manipulated with high realism
through face-replacement techniques that simulate non-existent acts (74,79). TThis
enables abusers to violate a victim'’s sexual integrity without their involvement, producing
fabricated scenarios with serious real-world consequences (74).

This technology is strongly gendered. Around 98% of deepfakes are pornographic, and
99% target women. Digital undressing apps exacerbate this issue by using |A to generate
nudity from everyday photos. Victims lose total control over their sexual representation
and face permanent humiliation due to the verisimilitude of the content (74).

The same technologies also enable the creation of child sexual abuse material. Generative
Al can produce realistic abuse imagery by fabricating non-existent children or sexualising
real minors through “hybridisation”. The Internet Watch Foundation identified over 20,000
Al-generated images on a single dark web forum, nearly 3,000 of which depicted child
sexual abuse. Their realism complicates victim identification and legal prosecution (80).

3.3. Digital Spaces as Extensions of Offline Violence

The Continuum of Violence

TFGBV is not an isolated phenomenon, but rather an integral part of a “continuum” of
abuse transcending physical and digital spaces. This perspective challenges the outdated
distinction between the virtual and real worlds. As technology becomes more prevalent in
daily life, perpetrators exploit digital tools to exert coercive control, blurring the lines
between online platforms and face-to-face aggression (72).

Significantly, the absence of physical contact does not reduce harm. The European Court
of Human Rights has recognised that online violence violates psychological integrity and
the right to private life (79). Perceived digital impunity often empowers abusers, and
online harassment usually precedes physical violence, forcing victims to alter their
routines and restricting their freedom of movement in the physical world (73).

The impact of TFGBV is devastating even without physical escalation, as the permanence
and 24/7 nature of digital abuse leave survivors with no safe space to recover. This “digital
haunting” causes severe psychological harm, including PTSD and chronic anxiety, driven
by the ongoing threat of content resurfacing. TFGBV also produces “digital silencing”,
forcing survivors into self-censorship or withdrawal from professional and social online
spaces. This exclusion removes victims from public discourse and the digital economy,
reinforcing systemic inequality without physical violence (73,79).
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From Digital Harassment to Physical Aggression

The “spillover effect” describes how technology-facilitated violence can transcend the
screen and manifest as direct physical harm. Empirical evidence suggests that online
abuse frequently precedes severe domestic violence and sexual assault (72,73). For
example, perpetrators use digital blackmail to force victims into unwanted sexual
encounters, turning virtual control into physical violation (72).

This transition occurs through tactics such as doxing and GPS tracking, which strip victims
of geographical anonymity. By exposing home or work addresses, abusers invite
third-party harassment into the victim’s physical life (73). This generates severe restrictions
on freedom of movement; facing credible threats, victims are forced to resign from
employment or relocate to stay safe (73). In this way, digital violence operates as forced
displacement, pushing women out of online discourse and public life (73).

3.4. Accountability Gaps in Digital Governance

The Failure of Self-Regulation and Corporate Impunity

Current digital governance relies on self-regulation, which has failed to prevent human
rights abuses. This model has created an “architecture of impunity”, marked by legal
asymmetry: corporations hold binding rights under trade treaties, while their human
rights duties remain voluntary under Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) frameworks. In
practice, CSR often functions as a public relations tool, allowing companies to signal
compliance while prioritising economic interests over user safety (81,82).

The limits of voluntary compliance are evident even in traditional sectors such as the
media, where ethical codes falter when they clash with the commmercial logic of attention
(83).In the Big Tech ecosystem, this accountability gap widens through legal frameworks
that grant platforms immunity for hosted content (73). The lack of liability enables
phenomena such as CaaS, allowing automated abuse to flourish without legal
consequences for facilitators(78). Voluntary standards such as the UN Guiding Principles
show limited capacity to shift existing power dynamics. In contrast, binding legal
frameworks centre fundamental rights over corporate interests (81,82).

A persistent challenge in digital governance lies in the legal lag between rapid
technological change and legislation (84). While tools for abuse gain anonymity and
automation, legal frameworks stay static. Justice systems often force new harms, such as
deepfakes or doxing, into outdated pre-digital categories (e.g. telephone harassment). As
a result, laws protect data systems over individuals, leaving gaps where TFGBV appears as
ambiguous behaviour rather than a defined crime (85).

Jurisdictional fragmentation weakens digital regulation. The internet operates across
borders, but law enforcement remains bound by national sovereignty (78,84). Inconsistent
international definitions create safe havens, as conduct criminalised in one country may
qualify as protected speech in another (86). Existing instruments, including the Budapest
Convention on Cybercrime, prioritise technical offences over human rights, leaving
women exposed to transnational attacks without effective legal recourse (78,85).
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4. Intersectionality and Populations at Increased Risk
4.1. Women and Girls Across Contexts
As mentioned previously, one-third of women experience physical or sexual violence from
age 15 onwards, although this remains an estimate (87,88). Exposure to GBV varies by
socioeconomic status, geography, and crisis settings such as humanitarian or public
health emergencies (88,89). Data from 25 sub-Saharan African countries show prevalence
levels approaching 50%, ranging from 10.76% in Comoros to over 60% in Sierra Leone (90).
Poverty and income inequality also increase the risk of abuse (91). In fact, women from
poorer wealth strata face higher odds of IPV than those in wealthier ones (91-93). In
addition, rural residence worsens exposure to GBV, alongside reduced access to protection
and support services compared with urban areas (94-96).

GBV escalates during humanitarian settings and forced displacement due to weakened
protection and healthcare systems (97-99). Médecins Sans Frontieres data from 2019 to
2024 show that 96.5% of sexual violence survivors in humanitarian contexts were women
over 20 years old (100). Women aged 20-49 experience IPV more frequently, while those
over 50 face higher levels of non-partner sexual violence (100). In crisis, adolescent girls
(10-19 years) also endure high levels of violence, with around 40% experiencing IPV and up
to 26.5% non-partner sexual violence (89). Displacement amplifies risks during transit and
while living in makeshift shelters (101,102). Performing daily tasks like collecting water,
seeking food, or using restrooms puts women and girls at greater risk of assault (103-105).

Factors contributing to gender-based violence Additional factors in humanitarian settings

« Discriminatory laws and practices

« Impunity by decision makers

« Deprioritisation of the issue of violence against women
and girls

+ Armed conflict and political violence

+ Restricted movement

« Weakened (or absence of) legal structures
« Increasingly rigid gender roles

Societal

« Too little political will to implement law and policy « Little funding
« Male entitlement . + Weakening of educational, health, religious, and
+ Dominant forms of masculinity Community other institutions

« Acceptance of violence as a conflict resolution mechanism

« Explicit community support of violence against women
and girls
« Inequitable gender norms and practices

Relational

« Displacement
« Increased insecurity
« Increased communal mistrust of institutions

« Health, law, and security services not responsive + Reduced social supports

« Religious and cultural justification
+ Low socioeconomic status
« Isolation

+ Loss of aloved one

« Separation from family

+ Loss of livelihood

« Increased prevalence of child marriage

« Insecure living space (eg, tent)

« Conflict-related changes in family structure and level
of functioning

« Stigma, shame, and silence

« Marital conflict

+ Male decision making in family
« Male control of wealth in family

Individual

« Witnessing conflict related violence

« Increased risk-seeking behaviour

« Exacerbated mental health concerns

+ Changed coping strategies

« Reduced access to normal means of support

« Submissive femininity and dominant masculinity
« Men’s use of violence against women and girls

« Experiencing abuse as a child

« Witnessing abuse as a child

« Alcohol use

« Disability

« Attitudinal acceptance of violence

Figure 1. Social determinants of GBV in humanitarian contexts (89).

Women and girls face sustained exposure to GBV in their daily lives due to unequal power
dynamics (106-109). In and around schools, global estimates indicate that over 115 million
children and adolescents suffer abuse yearly (110,111), leading to absenteeism and early
school dropout (112,113). Studies indicate that each additional year of formal schooling is
associated with a reduction of 2-4 percentage points in women's risk of experiencing IPV,
although effect sizes vary by context and type of violence (114,115). In the labour market,
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informal jobs (e.g. agricultural and domestic) expose female workers to greater threats
(1MeN7). These sectors employ more than 60% of women globally (112,113) and often have
little or no labour protection, leaving many economically dependent (118,119). At the
community level, leadership is usually male-dominated, and rigid gender norms keep
normalising this type of violence, particularly in rural or under-resourced areas (119-121).

4.2. Men, Boys and Masculinities

GBV does not affect only women and girls, as men and boys also suffer from IPV, sexual
violence, and sexual exploitation (122-124). A global systematic review and meta-analysis
found that 20% of men reported physical violence, 44% psychological violence, and 7%
sexual violence (125). In conflict, sexual violence against men occurs in prisons, camps, and
battle fronts, although relief teams rarely record these events (123,126-128). Narrow gender
frameworks focused on female survivors and limited reporting tools contribute to these
gaps (125,129). Programmes tend to classify male survivors as “exceptions” or classify them
under other categories rather than recognising that they belong among affected groups
(122,128,130). Ultimately, available statistics underestimate the scale of violence, suggesting
that GBV against men and boys is rare, despite evidence to the contrary (123,124,129).

Some forms of violence affecting men and boys persist through practices that society
tends to accept or fails to question (122,125). Harm frequently begins early in life, as global
estimates indicate that 410-530 million boys and men experienced sexual violence during
childhood (131). Besides, practices that involve irreversible physical alteration in childhood
raise concerns around consent and bodily integrity (132). Removing part or all of the
foreskin of the penis (i.e. male circumcision) affects roughly a third of men worldwide and
is generally performed on infants or young children who cannot give informed consent
(133-135). Despite claims of tradition, religion, or medical benefit, circumcision remains
largely absent from GBV prevention or safeguarding policies (133,135,136).

Social stigma shapes how men and boys experience and respond to GBV (122,137,138).
Norms of masculinity tend to emphasise strength, control, and emotional restraint, which
discourages male victims from disclosure and makes victimhood seem incompatible with
being male (124,139-141). They worry about shame and ridicule, especially when it involves
sexual abuse or IPV (129,142,143). Some communities view violence against men as a sign
of weakness or loss of status, which shifts blame onto the survivor (140,143,144). Survivors
also agonise over being labelled as homosexual or deviant, especially where same-sex
relations are criminalised or highly stigmatised (145-147). Social pressures also reinforce
silence, delay reporting, and allow violence to continue without intervention (142,148,149).

Harmful gender expectations and rigid models of masculinity affect mental health in men
and boys (150,151). Pressures that discourage emotional expression and help-seeking
contribute to suicide mortality rates that are two to four times higher among males than
females in many settings and reflect unmet mental health needs (150,152,153). Exposure to
violence, increases the risk of depression, anxiety, and stress-related symptoms, including
among male survivors of abuse (154,155). These impacts underline the need to address
masculinities and mental health as part of comprehensive GBV prevention and response,
while recognising that restrictive gender norms harm people of all genders (156-158).
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Structural and institutional barriers limit male survivors' access to protection, support, and
medical care (142,159). Many GBV services centre on women and girls, leaving men and
boys without clear pathways to appropriate assistance (159-161). Some national laws define
rape or sexual abuse in ways that assume only females can be victims (124,162,163). In
contrast, others rely on acts involving penetration, leaving many types of harm done to
males legally invisible (163-165). Limited training among frontline professionals reduces
recognition of male victimisation, leading to missed cases, inappropriate referrals, or
outright dismissal (166-169). Male survivors also disclose fear of not being believed, privacy
breaches, and hostile or mocking reactions from authorities (143,170-172).

4.3. LGBTQIA+ and Intersex Populations

LGBTQIA+ people experience GBV at higher rates than cisgender heterosexual people
(173-175). In Canada, LGBTQIA+ adults are more than twice as likely as non-LGBTQIA+
adults to report GBV during their lifetime from age 15 (175). Meanwhile, in the United
States, data availabe in the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS)
indicate high rates of IPV among sexual minorities, with lifetime IPV reported by around
61% of bisexual women, 44% of lesbian women, 37% of bisexual men and 26% of gay men,
compared with 35% of heterosexual women and 29% of heterosexual men (176,177).

Transgender individuals carry a particularly high burden of GBV (177,178). A review of
studies from the United States reported prevalence estimates ranging from 7% to 89%
across trans populations (177). The same review recorded a total of 165 murders of trans
persons from 2008 to 2016 (177). In Canada, 59% of trans and 37% of non-binary people
report at least one episode of sexual or physical harassment (179). Campus-based studies
in Latin America also reveal high levels of violence (180). In Ecuadorian universities, 44% of
LGBTQIA+ students assigned female at birth and 47.9% of those assigned male at birth
had experienced non-partner GBV since enrolment (180).

Laws shape the conditions in which GBV occurs (175,181,182). As of 2024, at least 67
countries criminalise consensual same-sex relations between adults, exposing LGBTQIA+
people to arrest, extortion and abuse by state officials and civilians (174). Weak legal
safeguards and policing enable hate-motivated violence (183-185). Trans people face extra
barriers when states deny legal gender recognition or restrict gender-affirming identity
documents, limiting access to healthcare, reporting mechanisms and protection (186-189).
Intersex children continue to undergo medically unnecessary, non-consensual surgeries
(190-192). Humanitarian contexts also expose LGBTQIA+ and intersex people to threats,
harassment, and assaultin shelters, detention centres, and checkpoints (129,182,193).

Despite these risks, LGBTQIA+ and intersex survivors still struggle to access support and
justice (15). University-based research in North America shows that queer and trans
students with intersecting identities have encountered misgendering, disbelief, and
limited staff training on LGBTQIA+ issues (194). Analysis of an anonymous online hotline in
the United States found that LGBTQIA+ survivors of sexual assault frequently worried
about being outed, losing social support, or facing discrimination from helpers (195). Many
survivors end up relying on informal networks which can offer some support but rarely
provide full protection, legal solutions, or healthcare (196-199).
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4.4. Intersecting Vulnerabilities

When gender overlaps with race, ethnicity, migration status, disability, or poverty, the
danger of GBV grows for many (200-202). Racialised and Indigenous women globally bear
a higher risk of IPV, sexual violence and femicide than non-racialised and non-Indigenous
populations (203-205). In North America, Black women have lower confidence in police,
more scepticism, and poorer legal follow-up after GBV (206,207). In Europe, Roma women
meet discriminatory barriers when looking for help, while being disbelieved and actively
overlooked by institutions (208,209). Similarly, disabled people are 3-4 times more likely to
suffer sexual or physical assault compared with non-disabled people(210,211). Around 40%
of disabled women report abuse in population-based studies, and many identify carers,
family members or health staff as perpetrators, complicating the reporting (212,213).

A lack of secure housing or income increases exposure to GBV (91). Homeless girls and
women face sexual coercion, IPV, and transactional sex (214-216). Poverty can also push
people into informal or criminalised jobs, where violence escalates (217). Sex workers
describe rape, physical assault and extortion by clients, police and third parties, with
lifetime prevalence between 45-75% (218-221). Many avoid formal services due to fear of
arrest, stigma or data disclosure (219,222,223). Material precarity combined with factors like
racism, xenophobia, ableism, and cisheteronormativity, intensifies harm and limits access
to protection for historically marginalised groups (200,224). As a result, many survivors
remain excluded from statistics and unsupported by existing systems (202,216,225).

5. Health Systems, Trauma-Informed Care and Survivor Support
5.1. Health Consequences of GBV

GBV has wide-ranging health consequences beyond immediate physical harm. Survivors
often experience lasting physical, mental, sexual, and psychological effects that persisting
long after the violence has ended. They accumulate over time and impair quality of life,
functioning, and access to education, employment, and healthcare (44).

Physical Injury, Chronic lliness

The physical health consequences of GBV range from acute injuries to chronic health
conditions. Immediate injuries include bruises, fractures, and burns. Meanwhile, repeated
or cumulative injury, as well as ongoing exposure to violence, can lead to chronic
problems and disability (226). Chronic health issues include gynaecological conditions (e.g.
sexually transmitted infections, vaginal bleeding, infections) dyspareunia, chronic pelvic
pain, and urinary-tract infections (226). Partner-related physical violence can cause
traumatic brain injury, leading to lasting impairments in memory, learning, and cognitive
flexibility (227). Survivors also face higher risks of cardiovascular disease, gastrointestinal
disorders, chronic pain syndromes (e.g. fiboromyalgia), and autoimmune conditions (228).

PTSD, Depression, Suicidality

GBV has major mental health consequences, which often co-occur. Post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) is common, with prevalence among survivors ranging from 31% to 84.4%.
Core symptoms include intrusive memories, hypervigilance, avoidance of people or places,
and emotional numbing, leading to significant impairment in daily functioning (229,230).
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Depression is a frequent consequence of GBV, marked by persistent sadness, loss of
interest, sleep disturbance, fatigue, feelings of worthlessness, and impaired concentration.
Suicidality often co-occurs and represents one of the most severe mental health impacts
of GBV, driven by cumulative physical violence and psychological abuse that foster
hopelessness and suicidal behaviour. Clinical assessment and safety planning are central
to the care of survivors with suicidal ideation (231).

5.2. Trauma-Informed and Survivor-Centred Care
Trauma-informed care recognises how healthcare providers can engage with individuals
who have experienced trauma, including GBV. It aims to (232):

e Understand the effects of trauma and paths for healing.

e Identify signs and symptoms of trauma in patients, families, and staff.

e Apply trauma knowledge to policies, procedures, and practices.

e Prevent traumatising individuals in any aspect.

Safety, Choice, Dignity, Confidentiality
Trauma-informed care relies on six key principles (233):

1. Safety: prioritising physical, emotional, and psychological safety.

2. Trust and transparency: building trust through clear communication and
consistent processes and practices.

Peer support: fostering mutual support to promote validation, hope, and healing.
Collaboration: emphasising partnership and shared power in the healing process.
Empowerment, voice, and choice: centring survivor agency and decision-making.
Humility and responsiveness: respecting cultural, religious, and gender contexts to
reduce bias and retraumatisation.

oA W

Survivor-centred care centres survivors' rights and needs in all interventions. It minimises
harm and supports autonomy. It follows four principles (234):

1. Confidentiality: protecting survivor information to build trust and promote safety.

2. Safety: ensuring that survivors are protected from further harm.

3. Respect: providing care without judgement, respecting the survivor's dignity.

4. Non-discrimination: offering equal support and care to all survivors.

Re-traumatisation occurs when a present event or situation reminds a survivor of past
trauma that can trigger the same emotional or physical reaction as the past traumatic
event (235). Healthcare providers can unintentionally cause re-traumatisation, particularly
in contexts where medical practitioners or institutions have previously contributed to
harm. Specific clinical practices increase this risk, including invasive procedures without
any clear explanation or informed consent, poor communication, and limited survivor
involvement in decision-making. These practices reinforce power imbalances for GBV
survivors, triggering fear and loss of control linked to past trauma (236).

Given the widespread nature of trauma, trauma-informed care is crucial for ensuring safe,
respectful, and effective healthcare. By prioritising survivors’ autonomy, safety, and dignity,
these approaches support recovery and reduce the risk of re-traumatisation (237).
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5.3. Barriers to Access and Justice

Despite high rates and serious health consequences of GBV, survivors encounter obstacles
to obtaining healthcare, support services, and justice. Awareness of these barriers is
important for developing effective health interventions and advocacy strategies (238).

Stigma

Stigma remains a persistent barrier to addressing GBV. Social stigma surrounding GBV
leads to feelings of shame, fear of judgment, and victim-blaming, shifting responsibility
from perpetrators to survivors. Internalised stigma can further discourage help-seeking
when survivors absorb these narratives. As discussed earlier, stigma operates differently
across populations, including women, men, and LGBTQIA+ survivors, and intersects with
gender norms, discrimination, and criminalisation. In communities where GBV is
normalised or framed as a private matter, survivors face pressure to remain silent, which
reinforces under-reporting and limits institutional response (239,240).

Cultural and Social Barriers

In communities where the patriarchy is prominent, they tend to position men as
dominant and women as lesser, which tends to normalise GBV and discourage survivors
from seeking help.. Violence is frequently framed as a private family matter or a man'’s
right, and women who seek support may face shaming and social isolation. These
expectations are reinforced by both men and women, including female relatives who
pressure survivors to accept abuse. In some religious contexts, opposition to divorce and
selective interpretations of religious texts justify violence or promote reconciliation, with
leaders advising prayer, submission, or endurance rather than protection (239-241).

Fear

Fear is a significant barrier to help-seeking, preventing survivors from disclosing abuse or
leaving violent situations. Many fear retaliation or escalation of violence if they seek
support. Prior experiences of dismissal by healthcare providers, police, or family members
deepen fear of disbelief. This disproportionately affects marginalised survivors, including
racial and ethnic minorities, persons with disabilities, and LGBTQIA+ individuals, who
report low trust in authorities and service providers. Survivors also fear engaging with
formal systems such as criminal justice, child welfare, immigration, and healthcare
services. Concerns about loss of autonomy and decisions made without informed consent
deter many from seeking support, even when services are available (239,242).

E ic Barri
Economic factors create obstacles to accessing services and leaving abusive situations.
Many survivors depend economically on perpetrators, who may control all financial
resources, prevent survivors from working, or sabotage employment. The UNFPA Pakistan
study found that 82% of survivors reported economic barriers that prevent them from
accessing services, with many stating they lacked money for transportation, legal fees, or
to support themselves and their children if they left abusive situations. Even in countries
with some public services, survivors may face prohibitive costs. In many contexts, survivors
must pay for police reports, medical certificates, court filing fees, and legal representation
costs that are far from reachable for survivors living in poverty (45,243).
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Legal Obstacles
Legal systems intended to protect survivors often become barriers. Lengthy procedures

and high resource demands exclude many survivors, while inadequate or discriminatory
laws, weak penalties, poor enforcement, and corruption sustain impunity. Marginalised
groups, including women, LGBTQIA+ individuals, and migrants, face disproportionate
impact through both discriminatory legislation and biased legal practices (45,242,244).

IMmpunity

Systemic barriers, especially judicial ones, create a cycle of impunity in which perpetrators
face few to no consequences. Low prosecution rates mean that when violence is reported,
perpetrators are rarely held accountable. Weak penalties, suspended sentences, and
lenient treatment of perpetrators send messages to underestimate the severity of GBV.

Factors that contribute to impunity:

1. Police failures: refusing complaints, failing to investigate or arrest despite evidence,
losing evidence, and discouraging survivors from pursuing cases.

2. Prosecutorial failures: declining prosecution despite evidence, failing to
communicate with survivors, inadequate trial preparation, and accepting plea
bargains to lesser charges.

3. Judicial failures: case dismissals, minimal sentences, excessive adjournments, and
survivor-blaming remarks.

4. Systemic corruption: bribery, political interference, and preferential treatment of
privileged perpetrators.

5. Lack of accountability: no consequences for official inaction, weak case oversight,
and absence of survivor feedback or support mechanisms

These ongoing barriers undermine access to healthcare services and justice for GBV
survivors. Addressing them requires awareness, capacity, and change across individual,
institutional, societal, and legal levels (244,245).

Under-reporting

Under-reporting remains widespread, distorting GBV prevalence estimates. Globally, only
around 40% of women who experience violence seek any form of help, and fewer than
10% report to the police (45). This concealment creates a self-reinforcing cycle in which
GBV appears less prevalent, weakening funding, political will, and service provision, while
masking the true scale of the problem.

Reasons for under-reporting:

Stigma, shame, and fear of disbelief

Fear of retaliation from perpetrators

Lack of awareness of available services

Distrust of authorities and prior negative system experiences
Normalisation of violence

Economic dependence on perpetrators

Concerns about children and custody

Immigration-related fears
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5.4. Role of Healthcare Professionals and Students

Healthcare Professionals and Students play a significant role in providing care for survivors
of GBV. Healthcare providers are often the first point of contact for survivors; it is crucial to
provide first-line support, identify causes, and facilitate care. However, training gaps and
barriers limit healthcare providers’ responses to GBV (246).

First-line Support
The WHO's guideline emphasises that healthcare providers should be able to provide

first-line support by following LIVES (246):

1. Listen with empathy and without judgment, allowing the survivor to speak freely
and at their own pace, in private and without pressure.

2. Inquire about needs and concerns in a non-intrusive way.

3. Validate the survivor's experience by demonstrating understanding, believing the
survivor, and affirming that the violence was wrong.

4. Enhance safety with a plan that outlines immediate steps and ongoing strategies.

5. Support survivors by helping them access information, services, and social support.

Ethical Responsibility
An ethical approach to GBV is more than just clinical examinations. Understanding the

ethics of health equity, human rights, and social justice is fundamental knowledge for
providing comprehensive care and advocating for GBV survivors (247,248).

Beneficence and Non-maleficence

Healthcare providers must offer compassionate, appropriate, professional, competent, and
evidence-based care today. Providers have an ethical duty to understand and address the
multiple health impacts of GBV within clinical practice (247,248).

Autonomy

Respecting survivors' right to make their own decisions, even when providers might prefer
different choices, is vital for ethical GBV care. Autonomy is critical in GBV care, as violence
is involved with the removal of agency and control from survivors (248).

Justice

Equity requires reducing disparities in care quality, promoting culturally responsive
practice, and challenging discrimination. Recognising the disproportionate impact of GBV
on historically marginalised groups is central to tackling its structural determinants (249).

Human Rights

A human rights approach to GBV recognises violence as a serious violation of dignity and
rights. Survivors have the right to healthcare, protection from further harm, access to
justice, and meaningful participation in decisions affecting their lives (249).

Training Gaps
Despite the role of healthcare professionals in addressing GBYV, persistent gaps exist in

training, knowledge, and systemic support. A 2023 systematic review found that GBV
training is often absent from medical curricula and, when present, is usually brief (250).
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Quan’utative data demonstrated that up to 70% of healthcare providers report feeling
inadequately trained to manage GBV, with many unable to identify non-physical signs of
abuse. This “knowledge-action gap” is stark: while 90% of professionals recognise GBV as a
health priority, less than 15% consistently implement validated screening protocols or
trauma-informed algorithms in their daily practice (255). To bridge these gaps, advocacy
efforts must mandate the integration of established frameworks, such as the WHO
Curriculum Guide for Health Care Students and the RESPECT women framework, into all
global medical curricula (250).

Lack of knowledge and skills
Studies reveal that many healthcare providers (250):

e Cannot identify signs, symptoms and associated health conditions of GBV.

e Lack understanding of trauma-informed care principles and how to apply them in
screening and physical examinations.

Are unfamiliar with available resources and support services.

Have limited knowledge of legal and ethical obligations, including mandatory
reporting requirements.

Show poor understanding of the dynamics of abusive relationships.

Experience discomfort asking direct questions about violence and disclosures.
Have inadequate skills in safety assessment and planning.

Use poor documentation practices that fail to support survivors’ legal needs.

Victim blaming and demographic variations in attitude
Providers who lack an understanding of GBV may blame survivors for the violence they

experience. This belief is a common misunderstanding of the effects of abuse and the
barriers survivors face. Those with more traditional gender role views have shown more
harmful beliefs about GBV (250).

Funding instability and insufficient multisectoral coordination
GBV programmes frequently rely on short-term, project-based funding rather than

long-term service delivery or programmes within health systems, resulting in service
discontinuity and a lack of ability to build a lasting presence. GBV needs an organised
response across health, legal, social service, and other sectors. The mechanisms for this
coordination are often weak or absent (250).

5. F . : bili | IEMSA's Rol
6.1. Primary Prevention and Norm Change

Primary prevention seeks to stop GBV before it happens by shifting the social conditions
that allow violence to happen (251,252). Evidence from multiple regions shows that
prevention programmes that target attitudes, behaviours, and norms can significantly
reduce GBV, especially when they start early and continue over time (26).

As previously mentioned, education plays a central role in GBV prevention (253,254).
School-based initiatives addressing gender equality, consent, and respectful relationships
reduce acceptance of dating and sexual violence and improve bystander responses
among adolescents (255,256). An example is the Resilience, Rights and Respectful
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Rela‘uonships (RRRR) programme in Australia, revealing a decrease in sexual harassment
and controlling behaviours and improved understanding of consent and gender equality
(257-259). In the United States, the Safe Dates programme achieved reductions in physical
and sexual dating violence among adolescents (260). Longitudinal evaluations showed
that these effects persisted for up to four years after programme completion (261-263).

At the same time, community-based approaches also show strong results. Programmes
such as the Good School Toolkit and SASA! (Start, Awareness, Support, Action), developed
by Raising Voices in Uganda, works with schools, families, and commmunity leaders to shift
beliefs related to power and violence (264). A trial of SASA! reported a 52% reduction in
women's experience of physical IPV in intervention communities (265,266). Similarly, the
MAISHA programme reduced IPV among women participating in microfinance groups by
integrating gender-norm discussions into economic empowerment activities (267-269).

Engaging men and boys strengthens primary prevention (270). Effective programmes
challenge harmful ideas about masculinity and promote non-violent, equitable
behaviours (271,272). They improve attitudes towards women, reduce support for violence,
and lower intentions to use violence (271,273,274). Interventions for adolescent boys also
report reductions in risky behaviours associated with later perpetration (271,274,275). Thus,
preventing GBV requires the active involvement of all genders, not only women and girls.

Evidence across settings is clear: fighting norms that excuse violence, reinforce unequal
power, and silence survivors reduces GBV (270,276). Without proper investment in social
change, legal and health responses remain reactive and address harm only after it occurs.

6.2. Crisis Settings and Compounding Risks

Emergencies, including disease outbreaks and armed conflict, intensify GBV and drive
increases in intimate partner violence, adolescent pregnancy, and sexual exploitation
(277). During crises, movement restrictions and emergency health priorities limit access to
protection, shelters, counselling, and justice, while fear of insecurity or contagion further
isolates survivors with their abusers (278).

The humanitarian crisis in Sudan illustrates this surge, with the population at risk of GBV
tripling in under two years to an estimated 12.1 million people, driven in part by economic
collapse and the loss of women'’s livelihoods (279). In the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, conflict and poverty have forced women and girls to engage in prostitution to get
through their day-to-day life, which has made them at risk of sexual violence. Sexual
assault is being used as a weapon of war (280).

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed a global “shadow pandemic” of GBV linked to restrictive
public health measures. During lockdowns, reports of domestic violence rose by 30% to
over 300% in countries including China, France, and South Africa, with similar surges in
Nigeria (56%) and Mongolia (278,281-283). Domestic isolation increased the risk of physical
and sexual abuse, including incestuous rape. Adolescents faced severe impacts, as
teenage pregnancies tripled in Kenya and Kakuma refugee camps, exposing major
protection gaps during crises (281,282,284).
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6.3. Role of IFMSA and Medical Students

Role of IFMSA

IFMSA catalyses the professional development of future healthcare workers by addressing
gaps in medical education through structured capacity-building initiatives. By delivering
training in prevention and survivor-centred support, IFMSA equips medical students to
act as agents of change, translating human rights frameworks into local action (285).

Specialised training programmes, such as TSRHRT (Training Sexual and Reproductive
Health and Rights Trainers), GENDER (Gender Equity in Navigating Disruption,
Empowerment and Response Workshop), and V2V (Violence to Victory), equip medical
students with practical tools and ethical guidance to deliver evidence-based, sustainable
GBYV interventions. These programmes are supported by standardised training materials
and activity manuals that enable NMOs to implement and manage GBV initiatives
effectively. Regular needs assessments and evaluation tools ensure relevance by tracking
GBV trends and refining activities to address identified gaps.

IFMSA also strengthens the global response to GBV by promoting and facilitating
strategic alliances and inter-sectoral collaborations. Through partnerships with UN
agencies, NGOs, and diverse healthcare cadres, the Federation fosters knowledge-sharing
and robust referral pathways for survivors. Engagement with external experts, including
legal consultants, social workers, and psychologists, enables medical students to
understand the multidisciplinary nature of survivor support (286). These efforts are
reinforced through high-impact national and international advocacy campaigns, such as
the annual 16 Days of Activism against GBV, which amplify awareness, shift societal
perceptions, and foster empowerment within the medical community (285).

Role of Medical Students

Medical students occupy a unique position as both learners and future practitioners,
contributing to GBV response through rigorous clinical preparation and proactive
advocacy. By facilitating workshops, simulations, and observational learning, students
bridge the gap between theoretical ethics and practical clinical skills, specifically
regarding trauma-informed screening and forensic documentation (286). By conducting
primary research (e.g. literature reviews, data analysis), students create the evidence base
needed to inform better practices and advance medical education (287).

Beyond the clinical setting, medical students function as vital links to the community,
leveraging both digital campaigns and in-person workshops to raise public awareness and
improve local recognition of GBV symptoms (288). This community engagement is
underpinned by a multidisciplinary approach in which students collaborate with
psychologists, social workers, and NGOs to develop more cohesive referral pathways and
support networks (285). Crucially, students act as internal stakeholders within academic
institutions, advocating for the mandatory inclusion of GBV competencies in medical
curricula. By engaging with faculty and policymakers, they ensure that the next
generation of the healthcare workforce is systematically equipped with the knowledge
and empathy required to address the complexities of GBV (285).
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