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The Elusive Peace: Ending 
Sexual Violence during and 
after Conflict
Summary

• The consequences of sexual violence during armed conflict include trauma, social stigma, 
cyclical poverty, health issues, and unwanted pregnancies. Furthermore, the impacts of sexual 
violence during armed conflict last generations, disrupting societies and making peace elusive.

• Recognizing the scale of the problem, the United Nations Security Council in 2008 
adopted Resolution 1820, which condemned sexual violence as a tool of war and offered 
specific actions to address the causes and consequences of wartime sexual violence.

• The implementation of Resolution 1820 has primarily focused on sexual violence 
committed by armed actors, but ten years of programming and research demonstrate clear 
connections between conflict and sexual violence that extend beyond wartime.

• Other forms of sexual violence, including sexual exploitation and abuse, domestic sexual 
violence, and violence targeted at women in politics, are often exacerbated by armed conflict 
and increase insecurity. This report defines this violence as conflict-associated sexual violence.

• Conflict-associated sexual violence contributes to the normalization of violence, 
undermines social cohesion, and worsens structural inequalities.

• The harmful impacts of conflict-associated sexual violence threaten the security of 
women, communities, and states, and disrupt peace processes.

• The United Nations and its member states, civil society organizations, media outlets, 
the private sector, and academia must recognize and address the detrimental impacts of 
conflict-associated sexual violence.

• The policy community must consider conflict-associated sexual violence as both a public 
health and a security concern.

UNITED STATES INSTITUTE OF PEACE www.usip.org
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Introduction
The awarding of the 2018 Nobel Peace Prize to two advocates for survivors of wartime sexual 
violence indicates that the issue of sexual abuse has become prominent on the international 
agenda. As the Nobel winners—Dr. Denis Mukwege of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
and Nadia Murad, a Yazidi Iraqi woman who is a United Nations Goodwill Ambassador for 
the Dignity of Survivors of Human Trafficking—have shown, the effects of conflict-related 
sexual violence do not end when the fighting stops.

Mukwege, a gynecological surgeon who treats rape victims, has indicated that many 
of his patients are assaulted not during active conflict but rather by ex-combatants living 
among civilians.1 Similarly, Murad’s discussion of her trauma as a member of the Yazidi 
ethnic group forced into sexual slavery by the Islamic State demonstrates the painful legacy 
of sexual violence for individuals and communities. Together, they highlight the intersect-
ing forms of sexual violence that are often forgotten in peacebuilding. As reiterated by UN 
Secretary-General António Guterres, “By honoring these defenders of human dignity, this 
prize also recognizes countless victims around the world who have too often been stigma-
tized, hidden and forgotten.”2

The Nobel recognition of Mukwege and Murad is the latest in a long line of actions by the 
international community to respond to the scourge of wartime sexual violence. Sexual vio-
lence in conflict was recognized as a war crime in international legal instruments such as the 
1949 Geneva Conventions, but few gains were made in bringing perpetrators to justice until 
the 1990s, when armed conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda brought increased 
attention to the issue and resulted in the international prosecution and conviction of rape 
as a war crime and a crime against humanity.3

The UN Security Council’s recognition of rape as a tactic of war through the unanimous 
adoption of Resolution 1820 in 2008 was another major achievement.4 It called upon UN 
member states to end sexual violence against women and girls and acknowledged the interna-
tional community’s responsibility to respond to and prevent wartime sexual violence. Although 
Resolution 1820 has led to remarkable progress in addressing sexual violence in conflict, nar-
row interpretations of what constitutes conflict-related sexual violence have limited its scope.

This report distinguishes between two broad categories of sexual violence that are 
aggravated by conflict and that undermine individual, local, national, and international 
security—conflict-related and conflict-associated sexual violence.5 Conflict-related sexual 
violence is committed by armed parties to the conflict, including insurgents, state militias, 
and regular military forces. Conflict-associated sexual violence may occur outside of wartime 
but is worsened by conflict.

Periods of conflict and displacement may intensify existing intimate-partner violence and 
sexual violence and “may also lead to new forms of violence against women,” according to 
the World Health Organization.6 While a broad range of violent acts may be considered, this 
report looks at three types of conflict-associated sexual violence: sexual exploitation and 
abuse, domestic sexual violence, and sexual violence against women in politics. These forms 
of sexual violence are both a consequence and a cause of conflict. On the one hand, conflict 
increases the vulnerability of women and girls, which in turn increases their risk of conflict-
associated sexual violence. On the other, conflict-associated sexual violence disrupts social 
networks, increases familial tensions, and worsens individual insecurity; these processes 
decrease community stability and degrade state security. Thus, conflict-associated sexual 
violence presents a threat not only to individuals and their communities but also to national 
security and international peace.

The views expressed in this report do not necessarily 
reflect the views of the United States Institute of Peace, 

which does not advocate specific policy positions.

To request permission to photocopy or reprint materials,  
email: permissions@usip.org.
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Impact on National and International Security
Sexual violence can undermine peace and amplify the risk of conflict. Increasingly, scholars 
are recognizing the connections between gender inequality, violence against women at 
the individual and community level, and an escalated propensity for conflict. For example, 
Cynthia Cockburn observes that there is a continuum of violence in peacetime and in war. 
Although wartime violence has distinct properties and forms, violence in war, just like 
domestic sexual violence and harassment, reflects underlying social inequalities between 
men and women.7 Similarly, Erik Melander argues that gender equality deeply impacts views 
regarding tolerance and respect for others and conflict resolution.8 A team of scholars led 
by Valerie Hudson argues that poor treatment of women influences all human relations and 
increases aggressive and violent behavior in society; these norms heighten the potential for 
violence among political groups.9 Further, gender inequitable societies may be more likely 
to experience sexual violence both during and outside of conflict.10

Conflict-associated sexual violence reflects gender inequality and gender discrimination 
norms that predispose a society toward violence. Thus, conflict-associated sexual vio-
lence—even when it occurs outside of a wartime setting—should be viewed as a national 
and international security issue. UN measures and initiatives such as Security Council Reso-
lution 1325 and the Sustaining Peace Agenda have recognized the links between women’s 
rights, the elimination of gender-based violence, and peace and security.

Moreover, sexual violence associated with conflict may directly contribute to conflict or 
prevent the resolution of it by disrupting peacebuilding and preventing women’s political 
engagement. For example, sexual exploitation and abuse committed by peacekeepers may 
damage a peacekeeping mission’s effectiveness and undermine the moral authority of the 
UN, as recognized by the UN Security Council in 2016 in Resolution 2272. Violence commit-
ted by individual peacekeepers subverts a local population’s perceived legitimacy of peace-
keeping and peacebuilding missions.11 As a result, a host population may be less willing 
to cooperate with international actors and peacekeepers, which can hamper their ability to 
gather information, perform security patrols, protect civilians from attacks, and fulfill their 
mandate more generally.

Violence against women in politics also contributes to insecurity. Efforts to quell wom-
en’s activism and political participation can be detrimental to peace in the short term and 
in the long run, as women’s participation is a key element of postconflict recovery and of 
the sustainability of healthy democracies. Women’s suffrage and political participation are 
associated with less interstate conflict and civil war and its relapse.12 Women’s participation 
in civil society reduces a state’s use of force and war.13 Further, after conflict, women play 
a key role in conflict resolution and that may be jeopardized if threats of violence prevent 
women’s participation. Peace processes that include women are, according to one study, “35 
percent more likely to last at least fifteen years.”14 Thus, sexual violence threatens not only 
the physical security of individuals and their families but also undermines the peace and 
security of their communities and the state.

Consequences of Armed Conflict on Women’s Security 
Armed conflict increases women’s vulnerability to sexual violence. One primary way this 
occurs is through women’s exposure to armed actors. For example, during conflict men 
and boys are likely to be absent from the home fighting in the war, leaving women and 
girls vulnerable to attacks by armed groups.15 As a result, female bodies have symbolized 
battlefields for armed groups and for opportunists who take advantage of war to inflict 
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violence upon vulnerable members of their societies, such as women and girls. Even after 
conflict, ex-combatants may continue to perpetrate sexual violence as a result of learned 
behaviors during the war. Additionally, former combatants often experience higher levels of 
alcohol and drug abuse, unemployment, and tolerance for violent acts, which increase the 
likelihood of sexual violence.16 Further, the population in general, especially ex-combatants, 
may face high levels of mental health problems, such as post-traumatic stress disorder, which 
contribute to sexual violence.17 

Second, conflict may increase conflict-associated sexual violence by disrupting and dam-
aging social networks and altering traditional norms and behaviors. Conflict often weakens 
social support structures and traditional mechanisms of conflict resolution, such as the fam-
ily, village, and religious leaders who would act as arbitrators to prevent sexual violence.18 
Conflict may also displace families, disrupt women’s support networks, and leave women 
without allies. Additionally, exposure to conflict can lead to a greater habituation to violence 
and increase negative conceptions of masculinity and patriarchal structures.19 In postconflict 
settings such as refugee camps, men may feel a loss of power, frustration, and anger as they 
navigate contexts that challenge traditional norms of male superiority; this may result in an 
increase in sexual violence. One such example from a Congolese man in a refugee settlement 
in Uganda illustrates how men use marital rape to reestablish power within their families:

While we were still in Congo, my wife used to respect me and never denied me sex 
at any point. But since we arrived here, because of the strong message of women’s 
emancipation and women’s rights in Uganda, my wife has become big-headed. She 
sometimes denies me sex! Yet she is my wife! And I am entitled to conjugal rights 
from my wife.… Once, she even told me that I had raped her because I forcefully 
had sex with her. How is it possible that someone can rape his wife? [Laughter 
arises from the rest of the group members.]20

Third, the influx of international and humanitarian actors after conflict magnifies the 
risk that vulnerable women and girls will be sexually exploited by powerful actors. Female 
refugees and women who experienced sexual violence during conflict may be particularly at 
risk for further assaults and exploitation. Moreover, international actors may unintentionally 
contribute to sexual violence by using a gender-blind approach to programming. For example, 
a 2016 field study conducted in the Kyaka II refugee settlement in Western Uganda discovered 
that women were forced into survival sex work to earn a living because the refugee settlement 
did not offer adequate support for women to provide for their families.21 

Fourth, the conflict-associated vulnerability experienced by women, and especially ado-
lescent girls, increases their risk of engaging in survival sex, entering forced marriages, and 
being subjected to other forms of sexual exploitation, such as bride kidnapping and human 
trafficking.22

Finally, women often become more politically engaged during conflict as they mobilize 
in peace movements, participate in reconstruction efforts, and engage in civil society. After 
conflict, these women may wish to continue their engagement in politics. But as men seek 
to reestablish their power and build a new status quo, they may turn to using sexual violence 
to coerce women out of politics or civil society activism.

The Continuum of Sexual Violence Related to Conflict
In June 2008, the UN Security Council made a groundbreaking commitment to address 
sexual violence in conflict as an international security concern. Resolution 1820 singles out 
sexual violence as a tactic of war and posits that it “can significantly exacerbate situations 
of armed conflict and may impede the restoration of international peace and security.” The 
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resolution goes on to categorize conflict-related sexual violence—sexual violence perpetrated 
by armed actors, including state security forces, militia, and rebel groups—as a war crime and 
a crime against humanity.23

Conflict-related sexual violence manifests in various forms, including rape, sexual torture 
and mutilation, sexual slavery, forced prostitution and abortion, sterilization, forced marriage 
and pregnancies, and human trafficking that involves sexual violence and exploitation.24 
Conflict-related sexual violence can be committed by armed actors on battlefields, inside 
homes, in refugee settings, at markets, or in places where individuals are particularly vulner-
able, such as firewood collection spaces, water access routes, or farmlands. Both men and 
women perpetrate and are victims of conflict-related sexual violence.25 The motivations 
range from individual/personal to a bonding strategy to enhance unit cohesion to strategic 
uses to achieve conflict aims, such as during genocide and ethnic cleansing.26

Recognizing the detrimental impact of conflict-related sexual violence on peace and 
security, Resolution 1820 calls for UN bodies and member states to prevent such violence, 
supply assistance to victims, remove amnesty for perpetrators, and to build infrastructure 
to mitigate and address sexual violence in conflict. This provided international actors with 
unprecedented legitimacy and motivation to address sexual violence committed by actors 
of the conflict. However, policy innovations, programming, and scholarship conducted 
in the ten years since the adoption of Resolution 1820 demonstrate that a more holistic 
understanding of the connections between sexual violence and conflict is needed to achieve 
lasting peace and security.

Classic explanations of conflict-related sexual violence do not account for the full spec-
trum of sexual violence.27 Thus, it is necessary to consider an additional category of sexual 
violence that is not directly related to armed conflict but is exacerbated by it. Three types 
of conflict-associated sexual violence are discussed below.

Sexual Exploitation and Abuse
Sexual exploitation and abuse occurs when a person uses his or her authority or position 

of power to obtain sexual favors from a beneficiary or vulnerable person. Sexual exploitation 
and abuse (SEA) is mostly committed by nonconflict actors.28 Armed conflict exacerbates 
SEA as humanitarian and security actors inundate postconflict settings, which increases 
power differentials between the vulnerable local community and these actors. This situa-
tion is worsened by collapsed economies, weak judicial systems, corrupt and ineffective law 
enforcement agencies, and weak or nonexistent rule of law.

Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to SEA by peacekeepers, humanitarian aid 
workers, and civilian personnel.29 A 2012 survey found that 44 percent of female respon-
dents in Monrovia, Liberia, engaged in transactional sex with UN peacekeepers.30 Between 
2005 and 2017, there were almost two thousand reports of SEA by UN peacekeepers and 
other personnel.31 In 2015, UN peacekeepers from South Africa in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo were accused of SEA. (South Africa had the highest record of sexual exploitation 
and abuse cases of all troop-contributing countries participating in UN missions from 2008 
to 2013.)32 Moreover, in 2018, it was reported that a number of Liberian students were raped 
by a staff member at More Than Me, a charitable organization that provided free education 
to vulnerable girls, especially those who had previously engaged in transactional sex for 
food, jobs, and other essential commodities and services.33

Domestic Sexual Violence
Domestic sexual violence is committed by a family member or domestic partner. While 
some forms of domestic violence are not sexual, domestic violence is often sexualized and 

This content downloaded from 52.1.9.30 on Tue, 02 Jun 2020 21:37:26 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



6 USIP.ORG • SPECIAL REPORT 437

can include rape, assault, and sexual threats. While domestic violence is often overlooked 
in postconflict reconstruction and peacebuilding, conflict exacerbates economic, personal, 
social, and familial tensions that can contribute to domestic sexual violence. After conflict, 
men often face high levels of unemployment, mental health disorders, a feeling of vulner-
ability, and a loss of power and control. This can lead men to channel their frustrations into 
domestic sexual violence, such as raping their wives or girlfriends to reassert their power 
within the home. This is especially pertinent with ex-combatants.

Worldwide, between 20 and 30 percent of women experience domestic violence, which 
results in numerous harmful, long-lasting effects, such as familial dysfunction and com-
munity insecurity.34 It is an especially pressing concern for women in postconflict societies. 
In Liberia, women exposed to violence during the civil war (1989–2003) were up to twice 
as likely to face domestic violence.35 Similarly, refugee women along the Thai-Myanmar 
border who experienced violence or victimization during the conflict in Myanmar were 
almost six times more likely to experience domestic violence.36 Further, domestic violence 
may increase distrust in the government if it is perceived that the government is failing to 
adequately protect women and girls. For example, women who believe law enforcement will 
not seriously address their domestic violence complaints may see the police as ineffective 
or as their adversaries and often turn to unofficial dispute mechanisms instead.37 Lack of 
trust in government may undermine postconflict peacebuilding and increase the chances of 
renewed conflict.38

Sexual Violence Directed at Politically Engaged Women
Sexual violence also has been directed at politically engaged women or against activists 
in civil society. These acts may occur during conflict or in postconflict periods as women 
engage in peacebuilding or in human rights advocacy. They also occur in periods of civil 
unrest, such as cases of sexual violence perpetrated against women voters or advocates 
during elections. Sexual violence against women in elections has the potential to suppress 
women’s political participation—which is a key ingredient in promoting peaceful societies.

A range of violence including harassment, sexual assaults, and rape may be used against 
politically engaged women to discourage their political participation or in retaliation for 
their activism. A study of women legislators around the world found that more than 40 
percent of women politicians have received threats of death, rape, beatings, or abduction, 
and more than 20 percent said they have experienced sexual violence.39 Perpetrators also 
have targeted the families of political and civil society leaders. In many places, women are 
still not seen as equal partners in decision making, and their rise to power may be met with 
violent backlash. Women who defend human rights are at more risk for sexual violence than 
their male counterparts.40

In many postconflict environments, women are actively engaged in peace and democracy 
building. Yet women’s activism may be met with backlash as conflict actors vie for power, 
or as men attempt to reassert traditional gender roles during a period of major political and 
social change. For example, in the Balkans, women’s rights advocates and activists faced 
backlash because of the persistence of patriarchal norms and attitudes.41 In Colombia, 
women who assert land rights and advocate for victims of conflict (including survivors of 
sexual assault) have been raped and intimidated. Their families also have been targets of 
assault, harassment, and rape.42 Although the postconflict stages of reconciliation and 
constitution building may provide windows of opportunity for women’s leadership, these 
periods can also be times in which groups reassert traditional gender roles or seek to dimin-
ish women’s activism as part of a power struggle.
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Because the scope of Resolution 1820 is limited to conflict-related sexual violence, its 
current implementation often treats conflict-related sexual violence and other types of 
sexual violence as mutually exclusive. Thus, conflict-associated sexual violence is primarily 
the responsibility of UN member states, as it occurs both during and outside of wartime. 
However, many member states do not view protracted conflict-associated sexual violence as 
a priority, especially not as a security priority. This limits the potential of Resolution 1820 
to address other manifestations of sexual violence that go beyond wartime.

The conflict-related and conflict-associated sexual violence framework recognizes that 
violence, especially sexual violence, does not exist within a vacuum. Sexual violence does 
not begin and end with war. Therefore, considering sexual violence that occurs outside of 
the traditional scope of war separately from conflict-related sexual violence is insufficient, 
potentially harmful, and ineffective.

Gaps in Addressing Conflict-Associated Sexual Violence
There are several key challenges to addressing conflict-associated sexual violence: insuf-
ficient understanding of its impact on peacebuilding, failure to equate it to conflict-related 
sexual violence, and problems with assigning responsibility to address sexual violence to 
specific actors. Additionally, the potential role of the media, private-sector companies, and 
academic research has been underutilized. Addressing the full continuum of sexual violence 
requires an approach that targets the insufficient prioritization, narrow definitions and 
conceptualizations, limited intervention techniques, and a lack of accountability.

First, facing limited resources, humanitarian crises, and contentious warring factions, 
governments and international actors often prioritize appeasing the warring parties and 
reestablishing government control. Conflict-associated sexual violence is perceived as a 
secondary concern.43 This is a potentially disastrous oversight in prioritization during the 
peacebuilding process.

Second, this is exacerbated by the lack of attention paid to conflict-associated sexual 
violence in Resolution 1820, which only emphasized conflict-related sexual violence as a 
security issue, resulting in a new hierarchy of sexual violence within postconflict peacebuild-
ing policy.44 Conflict-related sexual violence often takes priority over conflict-associated 
sexual violence when sexual violence interventions are created.

Third, the UN argues that it is the responsibility of member states to address conflict-
associated sexual violence since it does not fall within the purview of Resolution 1820. Yet 
states may lack political will, defend cultural or traditional practices, or lack the funding 
to address such violence.45 The structural inequalities that lead to sexual violence beyond 
conflict are often deeply embedded within society and thus are difficult to change. Further, 
programs targeted at conflict-associated sexual violence are costly and can result in back-
lash. Harmful practices continue because of authorities’ reluctance to punish perpetrators 
and the inability of states to fully protect the rights of women and girls.46

The UN view of conflict-associated sexual violence as a state responsibility is particularly 
problematic in the context of peacekeeping. The UN has not accepted legal responsibility 
for sexual exploitation and abuse in its peacekeeping missions, maintaining that it is the 
responsibility of individuals and troop-contributing countries.47 Instead, sexual exploitation 
and abuse continues to be addressed as a problem of individual noncompliance with rules 
and procedures rather than a systematic problem arising from power imbalances. The UN’s 
exclusive focus on individual and member-state responsibility makes it difficult for victims 
to obtain justice and redress.
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Fourth, insufficient media coverage of conflict-associated sexual violence contributes to 
its neglect by policymakers. Media coverage has increased attention to sexual exploitation 
and abuse perpetrated by UN peacekeepers and aid workers and even pushed agencies to 
hold perpetrators accountable. Nonstate actors have also worked with media outlets to tell 
stories of those affected by sexual violence. For example, Women Under Siege, a project of 
the Women’s Media Center, has done exemplary work to draw attention to the problems of 
wartime sexual violence and to examples of conflict-associated sexual violence.48 However, 
many cases of conflict-associated sexual violence remain undocumented in the media, and the 
media itself sometimes perpetuates “rape culture” attitudes that condone such violence.49

Fifth, private-sector actors knowingly or unknowingly contribute to sexual exploita-
tion and abuse both within business entities and in communities where they operate. And 
although the role of the private sector in peacebuilding is frequently underestimated, it has 
the resources to include diverse groups of women in postconflict development.

Finally, although academics are among the best equipped to investigate sexual violence 
against women and girls in conflict and postconflict settings, which is hard to monitor because 
of the sensitivity of the issue, there is a dearth of literature or data on conflict-associated 
sexual violence. Robust studies are limited and baseline data on conflict-associated sexual 
violence are insufficient.50 There is a lack of research on effective interventions to decrease 
sexual violence.

Conclusion and Recommendations
UN Security Council Resolution 1820 provides a framework for the international community 
to consider how sexual violence in conflict impacts civilian populations—women in particu-
lar. Ten years after the adoption of Resolution 1820, the task is to expand the framework 
established in the resolution and include sexual violence associated with conflict in all its 
forms, even long after the conflict is officially considered finished. The long-term effects of 
this conflict-associated violence create obstacles to sustainable peace in the postconflict 
setting. Recognizing the continuum of harm and vulnerability in sexual violence during and 
after conflict is essential to realizing the aspirations of Resolution 1820 and making them 
sustainable. These efforts are critical not only for survivors of sexual violence but also for 
lasting peace around the world.

The following actions can help better address all forms of sexual violence related to or 
associated with conflict.

United Nations 
The UN has acknowledged the importance of holistic and localized approaches to creating 
strong communities and sustainable peace in recent resolutions (1325, 1820, 1960, and 2282). 
However, sexual violence against women before, during, and after conflict undermines wom-
en’s participation in development and peace, which limits comprehensive, locally informed 
policymaking. To build lasting peace, the UN and its agencies should address the root causes 
of conflicts, including gender inequality. There is a continued need across UN actions for 
gender-sensitive programming and initiatives that consider the varied needs and roles of 
men and women in peace and development processes. Such programs would help uncover the 
links between conflict-related and conflict-associated sexual violence, thus improving the 
effectiveness of policy innovations and programming.51 Also, it is not enough that the core 
concerns of the Sustaining Peace Agenda include the demand to address structural inequali-
ties—the UN should formally recognize the continuum between conflict-related and conflict-
associated sexual violence as a crime against women and girls that does not end with war.
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UN Member States
UN member states not only have the legal authority but also the responsibility to address sexual 
violence. Member states should work to end impunity and to prevent sexual exploitation and 
abuse, domestic sexual violence, and sexual violence against politically engaged women. This 
can be achieved through updating and enacting national laws and policies, such as adopting 
national action plans, strengthening existing institutions’ capacities to ensure functional coor-
dination and oversight mechanisms, and enhancing response services such as justice systems, 
health centers, and security centers to provide effective, multisectoral support to all survivors.

Examples from Latin America show promise in combatting violence—including sexual 
harassment and sexual violence—against women in politics and civil society. Innovative 
efforts include risk mitigation measures in Colombia, a ground-breaking national law in 
Bolivia that criminalizes violence against women leaders, and integration of the issue into 
a national action plan against gender-based violence in Peru.52 Government ownership and 
political commitment are imperative to address violence against women in conflicts and to 
protect them when armed violence does occur.

Civil Society Organizations
The involvement of inclusive civil society organizations and women’s movements is essential 
for reducing sexual violence. These organizations may be more independent of the politics 
in peacebuilding. They also have the capacity to increase social cohesion and involve prac-
titioners. To facilitate peacebuilding, these groups should promote the idea that sexual 
violence is not merely a local public health concern but is also a problem that threatens 
national peace and security. Programs targeted at engaging men and boys in preventing 
and responding to gender-based violence are especially crucial to reducing the liklihood of 
backlash against women. Working with local faith-based leaders and informal institutions in 
postconflict settings is important as well because of their large community influence. Thus, 
they can be used as change agents in addressing patriarchal norms and attitudes, countering 
traditional views of gender roles, and combatting sexual and gender-based violence.

The Media
Media coverage can emphasize the work of peacebuilders and, simultaneously, uncover cases 
of abuse. They can also raise awareness about the risks of sexual violence, discuss protection, 
and expose perpetrators.53 Reputable media outlets can empower survivors and share stories 
of recovery and resilience to reduce gendered stereotypes that perpetuate violence, while 
also highlighting program implementation and informing the public about the challenges of 
ending sexual violence in the home and in public spaces. For example, the July 2018 broad-
cast of Frontline’s investigation into sex abuse committed by UN peacekeepers has already 
provoked action-oriented discourse among stakeholders, with involved countries and agen-
cies taking measures to end impunity.54 Government and civil society partnerships with tra-
ditional and emerging media outlets can promote programs that bolster prevention efforts.55

The Private Sector
Companies and businesses in the private sector should enforce antidiscrimination regulations 
and protect women employees and vendors from sexual violence. These entities should pro-
mote inclusivity in their operations and products by creating grants and other empowerment 
programs for women. Private-sector investment in postconflict programs that include women 
can help peacebuilding efforts.
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Academia
Improved data collection on sexual violence leads to better informed policymaking and pro-
gramming that can change attitudes and behaviors. Scholars should engage in policy-relevant 
research and share their findings with practitioners.56 To ensure the data collected are reliable, 
scholars should work closely with field practitioners who can enhance evidence-based research.
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