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Introduction 
 
Gender-sensitive male trainers can act as powerful role models for gender equality, in addition to 
deepening existing gender analysis. Thus, women peace activists need to work together with male allies 
in order to transform cultures of war and violence. In light of this conviction, Women Peacemakers 
Program (WPP) organized a Training of Trainers (ToT) Cycle for male peace builders, consisting of two 
10-days long trainings, during the period 2009/2010. Mr. Christian Ngendahimana, the Executive Director 
of Fountain-ISOKO for Good Governance and Integrated Development (a Burundian based NGO actively 
involved in the advocacy for the improvement of the socio-political and economic environment for the 
women position) was one of the trainees who attended the ToT cycle.  
The WPP Training of Trainers focused on advanced instruction in the theory and practice of gender-
sensitive active non-violence (ANV), the theory of masculinities and its relation to violence, participatory 
and gender-sensitive facilitation, and other relevant topics based on a needs-assessment done prior to 
the ToT. The new approach, initiated by Women Peacemakers Program, was so interesting and 
innovative that all participants took commitments to integrate it in their organizational approaches in 
order to act for just societies in their respective countries.   
 
In December 2012, Fountain-ISOKO, with the financial support of CORDAID, began a community-based 
gender equity and advocacy program entitled Mon Rôle (My Role) to combat gender-based violence 
(GBV) in post-conflict Burundi.  Over a three-year period, 720 participants, 60% women and 40% men 
will partake in group education, gender-based violence prevention advocacy and human and women’s 
rights monitoring activities.  Building from Partnership Between Men and Women to Bring and End to 
Violence Against Women, a Men’s Resources International program manual, My Role utilizes a socio-
ecological framework, gender synchronized strategies and positive masculinities methodologies to 
implicate and empower men to address violence against women and girls.   
 
Founded in 2006 on the principles of equality, integrity and excellence, Fontaine-ISOKO for Good 
Governance and Integrated Development was established by women and men committed to working 
hand in hand in building a just society and bringing positive change to Burundi and the Great Lakes 
region of Africa.  By contributing to Burundian peacebuilding and good governance processes, Fontaine-
ISOKO’s mission is to promote a competitive and entrepreneurial culture for active, nonviolent and 
sustainable development.  CORDAID is a Dutch civil society development organization that aims to create 
fair, diverse and sustainable societies.  Specializing in vulnerable regions and conflict contexts, CORDAID 
emphasizes community-level projects and social entrepreneurship that facilitates collaborative 
development.  Together, Fontaine-ISOKO and CORDAID seek to inspire mutual social change that 
supports nonviolence, community integration and equality. 
 
Gender-Based Violence in Burundi 
 
Gender-based violence in Burundi takes many forms and has been exacerbated by decades of conflict, 
impunity, poverty, displacement and normalized silence around GBV.  Frequency and principal forms of 
GBV in Burundi.  My Role takes place throughout six communes in two provinces chosen because of high 
rates of gender-based violence.  In Ngozi province, Mwumba, Nyamurenza and Busiga communes have 
high rates of violence against women and girls, particularly as these communities border Rwanda and see 
sexual and domestic trafficking of women and girls.  Bubanza, Mpanda and Gihanga communes in 
Bubanza province are rice-producing communities located on the periphery of the capital city, 
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Bujumbura, and see high rates of economic violence against women and girls during harvest season and 
cases of polygamy in which men use household resources to take additional wives, disinheriting the first 
and legal wife.   
 
My Role, Gender and Masculinities 
 
My Role seeks to prevent gender-based violence by transforming gender norms and power relationships.  
Gender refers to women and men, the relations between them, their roles and identities and the 
structural components that create gender differentiated power relationships (Barker et al., 2009; 
Stefanik, 2010).  In theory and in practice, however, gender is frequently used interchangeably with 
women, effectively erasing men’s gender socialization and its effects on violence and health outcomes 
from gender-based violence programming.  This has resulted in “men-generic” and “men-static” policies 
that overlook both the ways in which men benefit very unequally from patriarchy and the fluidity of 
masculinities and resulting potential for transformation (Barker, 2006, p. 11; Flood 2013, p. 2).  Twenty 
years of research on gender socialization has illuminated the ways in which men and women exist within 

power structures that create hierarchies of privilege, power and vulnerability (Barker et al., 2009, p. 11).  
As a consequence of these power relationships, some men may be in positions of both oppressor, 
committing violence against women, and as oppressed, suffering various forms of exclusion and 
domination at the hands of other men (Barker and Ricardo, 2008, p. 9).   
 
Concepts of hegemonic masculinity, dominant “expectations about appropriate behavior, language and 
bodies” created and reinforced through the interconnection of individual agency and social and political 
structures (Harders, 2012, p. 139; Connell, 1995) normalize domination and “ideas that men should take 
risks, endure pain, be tough or stoic, or should have multiple sexual partners…to prove that they are “real 
men”” (Barker and Ricardo, 2008, p. 8).  Thus, gender affects men and women in multiple and 
contextually situated ways, validating violence and reproducing inequitable relationships.  My Role builds 
from these understandings that gender is: 1) socially-constructed; 2) oppressive of women and men and 
3) changeable in order to empower men and women to transform inequitable and violent power 
structures and improve health and human rights outcomes.   
 
Methodology 
 
This document elaborates two aspects of My Role conceptualization and execution.  The first section 
addresses the question ‘Why work with men and boys to address gender-based violence in conflict and post-
conflict sub-Saharan Africa?’  Thus, the first half contextualizes theoretical developments in the field of 
gender equity and social norms change that pertain to men’s needs, roles and potential for improving 
gender based violence outcomes in the sub-Saharan Africa region.  In the second section, we elaborate 
key best practices from the literature and relate them to My Role design.  For both sections, we draw from 
literature and programmatic reviews completed by experts in the field, namely publications from 
Promundo, Sonke Gender Justice Network, World Health Organization, Sexual Violence Research Initiative 
(SVRI), Men Engage Network and International Center for Research on Women (ICRW).  These publications 
utilized desk reviews of relevant literature, consultations with colleague organizations, key informant 
interviews, focus group discussions, case studies and surveys, such as the GEM (Gender Equitable Men) 

“With troubling frequency…gender is used interchangeably with women, conflating 
the two and leaving men as the unmarked, default category – the default human 

against which others are compared and potentially deviate” ” 
(Theidon et al., 2011, p. 12) 
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Scale and IMAGES (International Men and Gender Equality Survey).  Additionally, the team completed a 
review of literature pertaining to men and masculinities, conflict and HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa.   
 
 
 
 

I.  Why work with men and boys to address GBV in conflict and post-
conflict sub-Saharan Africa? 

Masculinities in sub-Saharan Africa  
 
Literature on the construction of masculinities in sub-Saharan Africa indicates several key fields through 
which dominant masculinities are produced, negotiated and re-produced throughout the life course.  For 
the purposes of this review, we borrow Barker and Ricardo’s (2005) elaboration of key factors for gender 
negotiation for young men in sub-Saharan Africa and reinforce their findings with those from more 
recent analyses.   
 
Economic Independence 
 
Achieving a minimal level of economic independence and subsequently starting a family are the primary 
requirements for men in Africa to achieve socially recognized manhood (Barker and Ricardo, 2005, p. 5; 
Lwambo, 2010).  Expectations that men attain employment and income in order to support their own and 
extended families interact with gender ideologies that conceive of men as providers and distinguish 
social status according to differentiation between men and boys.  When men are unable to achieve a 
sufficient income, they are unable to meet these social expectations.  Consequently, Barker and Ricardo 
(p. 6) found that some men “described themselves as being trapped as “youth”” because they could not 
marry, and Colvin et al. (2009, p. 41) found that many men chose not to contribute to the household 
economy if they perceived the little income that they could supply to be insufficient to fulfill the role of 
principal provider.  Because access to land is essential to economic and family success in much of Africa, 
the discord between social expectations and economic realities is exacerbated in contexts of instability 
and high population densities, such as Burundi, where roughly 90% of the population lives on 

Over the last several decades, various international and African bodies have affirmed the necessity of 
involving men in efforts to end gender-based violence (ICRW, 2007, p. 15-16). 
 
 

International commitments include:  
 The 1994 International Conference on 

Population and Development;  
 The Programme of Action of the World 

Summit on Social Development (1995);  
 The twenty-sixth special session of the 

General Assembly on HIV/AIDS (2001);  
 The Beijing Platform for Action (1995);  
 The 48th session of the UN CSW;  
 The 53rd session of the UN CSW 

African commitments include:  
 The African Charter on Human Rights and 

People’s Rights;  
 The Maputo Protocol ratified in 2005; 
 The Southern African development 

Community (SADC) Gender Protocol  
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subsistence agriculture.  Urbanization and socio-economic change also exacerbate barriers to gender 
norm fulfillment.  Silberschmidt (2001) found that development and socioeconomic change negatively 
affect the abilities of both rural and urban men in East Africa to fulfill masculinity expectations, resulting 
in disempowerment and loss of social value and self-esteem.  Unrealistic expectations regarding men’s 
roles as provider thus create gender role and identity tensions that may impel some men to cope by 
withdrawing from family life or by seeking alternative, sometimes violent, means to affirm their gender 
identities. 
 
Intergenerational Tensions 
 
In Africa, “being a “real man” is…about being not-woman, not-girl [and also] not-child” (Barker and 
Ricardo, 2005, p. 21).  Construction of gender-age hierarchies draws force from rights of passage and 
historical infantilization of African manhood during colonialism.  Rites of passage ceremonies serve to 
“set parameters for conflict resolution, male-female relationships, family and community life, and adult 
roles” (ibid, p. 9), while at the same time differentiating between children and adults and between men 
and women and providing access to gender and age-demarcated rights and duties after initiation. 
Consequently, older men hold the majority of social, and sometimes economic, power and often control 
social mobility of younger generations (ibid; Dolan, 2003).  Elder men often control access to land, 
livestock and social status.  In combination with the economic expectations for achieving recognizable 
manhood, elder men’s control of resources often leads to intergenerational conflict in the form of 
competition over young women.  Because younger men are finding it increasingly difficult to meet 
economic expectations concerning courtship and starting a family, older men are courting or marrying 
younger women.  This has effects on both intergenerational and gender dynamics, whereby younger men 
increasingly resent elders and perceive of women as interested in men in order to meet economic 
concerns rather than to build a relationship (Colvin et al., 2009).  Consequently, youth violence and 
rejection of norms that ensure social cohesion in favor of alcohol, multiple casual sexual partners and 
consumerist lifestyles represent alternative forms of manhood that upset traditional hierarchies of 
masculinities and are accessible to young and socio-economically marginalized men (ibid; Barker and 
Ricardo, 2005).   
 
Family and Gender Construction 
 
The family is one of the main sites at which gender roles and power structures are constructed and 
enacted throughout the life course, and male dominance of household finances and decision-making is 
“one of the strongest predictors of high levels of violence against women” (Flood, 2011, p. 359; Heise 
1998; Heise 2006).  Inequalities in decision-making and division of labor are profoundly gendered at the 
household level, with women globally spending “three to four times the time that men spend in caring for 
children and other domestic activities” (Stern et al., 2009, p. 8) and men acting as primary decision-
makers, even for activities such as women’s family planning and girls’ education (Sonke, 2012, p. 45).  
Research in northern Uganda found that gender norms that oppose strong and authoritative men to weak 
and untrustworthy women result in expectations that “real” men control their wives (Greig et al., 2007, p. 
10).  For example, the institution of marriage, beginning with the payment of bridewealth, creates male-
female relationships in which women are positioned as untrustworthy outsiders who are subordinate to 
husbands who must manage their wives as household assets (Dolan, 2003, p. 4).  In South Africa, 
researchers asked what it means to be a man, and “both men and women almost always focused their 
attention on the family unit and on the often frustrated quest for social reproduction” (Colvin et al., 2009, 
p. 38).  They found that gendered and cultural expectations interact with “economic marginalization, 
alcohol abuse, childhood physical and sexual abuse, labour migration…and popular culture” (ibid, p. 47) 
to discourage or disable fathers’ participation in childcare activities.  While gender roles that position 
childcare as women’s responsibility act to relieve men of participation, gender ideologies also conceive of 
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men as incompetent to undertake childcare activities (ibid, p. 39).  Gender norms thus interact with 
socio-economic structures in order to simultaneously bestow women with greater responsibility for 
domestic labor, grant men greater decision-making rights and disempower men from engaging gender 
equitable childcare practices (Lwambo, 2010).   

Masculinities and Gender-based Violence 
 
 
Gender-based violence (GBV) is any type of physical, emotional or psychological harm inflicted on a 
person on the basis of one’s gender (Stefanik, 2010).  Globally, women are the overwhelming majority of 
victims of GBV, particularly sexual violence, and men are overwhelmingly the perpetrators (Bott et al., 
2005).  Nonetheless, women, men, children and communities all experience negative effects of gender-
based violence, and men are disproportionately vulnerable to physical violence and occupational hazards 
(Doyal, 2000).  Each form of GBV is a manifestation of gender hierarchies and power structures (Barker 
and Ricardo, 2008, p. 20) that interact with “social difference and social location…shap[ing] women’s and 
men’s understandings of, experiences of, and involvements in violence” (Flood, 2013, p. 4).  In Africa, 
gender norms thus intersect with one’s economic situation, intergenerational dynamics and social 
mobility, one’s position relating to urbanization and social change and one’s childhood and adulthood 
family norms and experiences, in addition to other social positions relating to class, race, ethnicity and 
sexuality to produce differential access and vulnerabilities to violence.   
 
Sexuality and Manhood 
 
In their review of men and masculinities in sub-Saharan Africa, Barker and Ricardo (2005) identify key 
aspects of men’s sexuality that are conducive to or legitimate violence against women, including 
association of sexual experience with manhood (p. 16), sexuality as performance rather than expression 
of intimacy (ibid; Colvin et al., 2009, p. 53), sexuality as conquest and affirmation of fertility (p. 17; ICRW, 
2007, p. 7) and sexual control as an extension of male authority or a form of discipline (p. 22; Wood and 
Jewkes, 2001).    These gender and cultural understandings of sexuality variously affect manifestations of 
violence. Conceptualization of sex as conquest legitimizes polygamy and exacerbates the unequal power 
dynamics within the practice that conceive of men and women as having different reproductive, sexual 
and economic rights within intimate relationships.  Norms of male dominance of decision-making 
interact with expectations of male aggression, sexual entitlement and conceptions of sex as performance 
in order to validate the use physical and sexual violence as means to ‘discipline’ women and children and 
(re)establish male control within the household.  The negative effects of male sexuality as aggressive and 
performative are evident in Colvin et al.’s (2009, p. 18) reflection that “often [men who use violence] are 
afraid that they will be viewed [by their wives or peers] as less than a “real” man if they apologize, 
compromise or share power.”   
 
Socio-Economic Context, Social Change and Social Status 
 
Construction and fulfillment of gender role and identity expectations are contextually-situated, and 
conditions of instability and socio-economic change that alters men’s and women’s gender roles can 
destabilize or reaffirm gender norms.  Though research on the effects of economics on men’s sexual 
behaviors is limited, several studies in East and South Africa suggest that economic insecurity can disrupt 
men’s gender role fulfillment and lead them to seek alternative means to attain male social status.  For 
example, Wood and Jewkes (2001; cited in Barker and Ricardo, 2009, p. 19) note that young men who 
lack economic and recreational opportunities sought sexual relations as a socially-validated way to gain 
respect and status.  In Kenya and Tanzania, Silberschmidt (2001, p. 667) found that the connection 
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between men’s “identity, self-confidence and social value” and his sexuality enables extra-marital sexual 
relations and “sexual control over women” as “compensate[ion] for the loss of social roles and social 
value” experienced through women’s displacement of men as primary providers.   
 
As with economic development and the corresponding changes to social structures, socio-political 
developments resulting from globalization and international aid sometimes destabilize gender power 
systems and create backlash from men who as they lose certain powers and privileges.   Though alcohol 
abuse and unemployment were major factors cited to explain men’s use of violence against wives or 
girlfriends, respondents in South Africa argued “that “women today” do not listen to or respect their male 
partners” and attributed this change to the influence of human rights discourses (Colvin et al., 2009, p. 
55).  Silberschmidt (2001) also found similar resentment over the government’s role in advocating 
human rights and thereby altering gender power dynamics.  These cases illustrate that local gender 
structures are interacting with macro-level socio-economic changes and international discourses in ways 
that may simultaneously empower women, increase their labor burden, displace men from socially-
recognized gender roles and increase men’s use of violence as a way to reaffirm masculine identity and 
social status.  
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Masculinities, HIV and Reproductive Health 
 
 
The impacts of gender norms on HIV and reproductive health outcomes are one of the most well 
documented areas of research on masculinities globally.  HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa reflects the 
global feminization of the epidemic, with women composing more than 75 percent of HIV positive people 
between the ages of 15 and 24 in the region (UNAIDS, 2004; Barker and Ricardo, 2009, p. 37).  Gender 
norms and experiences of violence intersect to create adverse health outcomes for women, children and 
men.  For example, GBV is documented to produce numerous health problems for women, ranging from 
death to physical injury, chronic pain, gastrointestinal disorders, post-traumatic stress, depression, 
anxiety, low self-esteem, miscarriage, low birth-rate and increased risk-taking behaviors (Bott et al., 
2005, p. 12).  Children who experience or witness physical or sexual abuse of their mothers have higher 
risk for emotional disorders and behavior problems and for perpetrating intimate partner violence as 
adults, and one study in Nicaragua found that children who witnessed violence against their mothers 
were six times more likely to die before the age of five (Bott et al., 2005, p. 12).  Men also 
disproportionately suffer from risk-taking behaviors, occupational hazards, substance abuse, shortened 
life expectancy due to traffic accidents, as victims of violent crime and low health- and help-seeking 
behaviors (ICRW, 2007; Barker and Ricardo, 2005; Doyal, 2000).  Thus, gender norms differently affect 
men, women and children, creating specific vulnerabilities to violence and health problems.   
 
Gender Norms and Health Behaviors 
 
Involving men and boys in efforts to change gender power structures is key to improving HIV and 
reproductive health outcomes, particularly as gender structures often attribute men with control over 
decision-making processes and allocation of resources and encourage 
their engagement in sexual and other risk-taking behaviors (Barker and 
Ricardo, 2005, 37).  Gender norms are one of the most predictive factors 
for sexual behavior (Gupta, 2003), and evaluation of group education 
programs has shown that it is possible to positively affect men’s behavior 
and HIV/STI risk outcomes through changing inequitable gender norms 
(Pulerwitz et al., 2006, p. 3).  Such norms, such as the equation of 
“masculinity with sexual conquest…contribute to what research suggests 
is one of the most significant factors driving the spread of HIV across sub-
Saharan Africa – multiple concurrent sexual partnerships” (ICRW, 2007, 
p. 7). Unequal power distribution within relationships and gender 
ideologies also often mean that women struggle to successfully refuse sex or negotiate condom use 
(Jewkes et al. 2009, p. 6), partially because women who initiate condom use are often seen as 
“promiscuous” (Childhope, 1997; Barker and Ricardo, 2005, p 40).  This is particularly problematic as 
gender role norms simultaneously dictate that reproductive health is a ‘female issue,’ and masculinity 
ideologies emphasize fertility, discouraging men’s willingness to use contraceptives (Greene, 2004; 
Barker and Ricardo, 2005).  In combination with gender norms that associate help-seeking with 
femininity and risk-taking with masculinity, these gender constructions increase men and women’s 
vulnerabilities to HIV infection and reproductive health complications and stress the importance of 
involving men in prevention efforts.   

“Society rewards 
aggressive, sexually 

promiscuous men just as it 
rewards submissive 

women.  This has greatly 
contributed to the spread 

of HIV/AIDS”  
Ugandan man interviewed in  

(Greig et al., 2007, p. 28) 
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Masculinities, Conflict and Post-Conflict 
 
Conflict and masculinities often interact in mutually constructive ways, with particular, often hegemonic, 
masculinities facilitating military responses to conflict and conflict situations simultaneously militarizing 
dominant masculinities and disabling alternatives.   
 
Masculinities and Men’s Involvement in Conflict 
 
War and conflict disrupt social, political and economic structures that provide different possible avenues 
to socially accepted forms of manhood and reinforce violence and domination as important methods of 
attaining social status and power.  Thus, by creating contexts of instability in which marriage, economic 
stability, nonviolent political participation and educational attainment are increasingly unattainable, yet 
no less desirable, conflict produces a “heterogeneity of experience” while concurrently homogenizing 
expectations (Dolan, 2003, p. 15-16).   Ultimately, men are unable to fulfill provider and protector roles 
using nonviolent avenues that are available during peacetime (Sonke, 2013; Stefanik, 2010).  Closure of 
space for alternative masculinities and the discord between gender expectations and lived experiences 
result in either the “conflation of masculinity with the use of violence and weaponry” (Theidon et al., 
2011, p. 16) or in men’s “eroded sense of manhood” (Sideris, 2000 as cited in Bouta, Frerks and Bannon, 
2005; Barker and Pawlak, 2011; Sonke 2013, p. 10).   
 
Barker and Ricardo (2005) describe the ways in which political actors and those with a stake in 
perpetuating conflict manipulate rites of passage and intergenerational tensions in order to encourage 
men’s participation in state and non-state violence.  For example, socialization of boys and men as 
warrior-protectors, particularly through rites of passage ceremonies, has enabled indoctrination of young 
men seeking to affirm their status as adults and gain attendant political, social and economic rights (p. 26; 
Stavros et al., 2000).  Such indoctrination becomes increasingly feasible when young men are 
disenchanted with ineffective and corrupt political regimes and humiliated due to failure to attain 
“normative” masculinity. In these situations, participation in violence serves as an alternative and 
attainable way to meet gendered expectations to dominate others (Dolan, 2003).   
 
Men’s Multiple Experiences of Conflict 
 
While militarization of society draws on and increases violent forms of masculinity, it is neither all 
encompassing nor solely beneficial to men.  Men’s experiences of and responses to conflict are diverse, 
and their roles and identifications change throughout conflict and post-conflict periods (Barker and 
Ricardo, 2005).  In every conflict, men are victims and perpetrators of violence and are also involved in 
resisting pressures to take up arms or to provide other forms of military support (ibid; Sonke, 2012).  
Conflict and militarization produce hierarchies of masculinities in which a minority of men attain 
dominant masculinity, wield power over others and achieve the ability to meet their basic needs (Dolan, 
2003).  For the majority of men who are non-combatants, however, conflict is often profoundly 
disempowering.  They suffer the collapse of infrastructures and vulnerability to violence, and inability to 
provide for or protect their loved ones leads to shame and humiliation (Stern et al., 2009, p. 38), and 
refusal to participate in violence sometimes leads to ostracism and exposure to violence perpetrated by 
militarized men (Alison, 2007, p. 80).  In post-conflict periods, many combatants lose the status and 
privileges that they had during active conflict and return to situations of displacement, poverty, limited 
economic or educational opportunities or vulnerability to physical and sexual violence.  Thus, 
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masculinities during conflict and post-conflict are plural and contextual, with some forms facilitating use 
of violence against women and other men and others enabling resistance to militarization (though 
research on these alternative forms is scarce).   
 
Sexual and Gender-Based Violence in Conflict Contexts 
 
Often during conflict, gender-based violence that existed pre-conflict becomes more visible and more 
extreme (Sonke, 2013, p. 10).  Sexual victimization of both women and men during conflict is often 
performative and serves the function of objectifying, feminizing and denigrating the victim whilst 
reaffirming the power and masculinity of the perpetrator (Alison, 2007; Dolan, 2003, Baaz and Stern, 
2009).  When conflicts are fought along ethnic lines, sexual violence also serves to symbolically denigrate, 
violate or exterminate the ethnic group of the victim, as was the case during forced impregnation of 
Muslim women and male-to-male rape in the Balkans and the rape of between 250,000 and 500,000 
women and girls in Rwanda (Alison, 2007).  “During conflict, harmful gender norms,” such as 

conceptualizations of men’s sexuality as uncontrollable and sex 
as transactional, ideas of male sexual entitlement and 
expectations for men’s dominance in intimate relationships, 
“give social permission for some men to commit extreme forms 
of violence against women and girls” (Sonke, 2013, p. 9).  For 
example, young Somali refugees in Kenya stated that they would 
use sexual violence against women in order to have sexual 
relations since their economic and social circumstances 
prevented them from marrying and gaining access to sexual 
rights through the position of husband (Barker and Ricardo, 
2005, p. 32).   Studies in northern Uganda also indicate that 
sexual and domestic violence may increase during post-conflict 

periods, particularly where women’s ‘empowerment’ through improved economic and social rights 
displaces men as providers (Stefanik, 2007; Dolan, 2003).  These finding fit with the pattern noted in 
many societies whereby women lose ground gained during conflict periods as traditional gender roles 
and relationships quickly return during post-conflict, partially because a return to tradition signals the 
arrival of peace and ‘normalcy,’ and partially because of men’s difficulty with creating new and socially-
validated roles (Moser and Clark, 2001).   
 
These findings indicate the importance of involving men and transformation of masculinities GBV 
programming in conflict and post-conflict contexts.  Men are the primary perpetrators of violence 
generally and GBV particularly because gender power structures position violence as available, 
acceptable, beneficial and sometimes necessary for some men.  Men, women, children and society suffer 
from the consequences of harmful gender norms, such as high rates of violent victimization, increased 
vulnerability to HIV and other health issues and psychological problems resulting from trauma and 
unattainable social expectations (Jewkes et al., 2009; Barker and Ricardo, 2005; Sonke, 2013).  However, 
rather than biological or deterministic, men’s relationship to violence is socially constructed and can 
therefore be changed.  
 
 

A soldier, if he has no possibilities, no 
money so that he can go the normal 

way…if he has nothing in his pocket…he 
will take her by force.  He will take a 

woman by force.  Physically, men have 
needs.  He cannot go a long time 

without being with a woman.  It is very 
difficult to stop him… 

Male Lt. Colonel in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo interviewed in  

(Baaz and Stern, 2009, p. 509) 
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II.  Promising Practices and My Role Theory of Change 
 

Promising Program Design Approaches  
 
Address all levels of the socio-ecological model 
 
The socio-ecological model seeks to synergistically engage stakeholders on the four major levels at which 
norms are reinforced and change occurs.  By creating distinct, yet complimentary interventions that 
target change within individuals, relationships, communities and society, socio-ecological frameworks 
create supportive environments that interact to fortify the messages and efforts happening at each level.  
All of the evaluations included in this review reiterate the importance of multi-sectorial approaches to 
changing gender norms and behaviors, and successfully evaluated programs, such as Promundo’s 
Program H and South Africa’s Soul City illustrate the impact of utilizing group education, community 
mobilization and multi-media campaigns in creating durable and scalable change in inequitable gender 
relationships and practices.   
 
My Role employs the socio-ecological model to create a supportive environment for the normalization of 
human rights and women’s rights discourses and gender-equitable behavior changes within individuals, 
advocacy networks and communities. 
          

*Adapted from ‘Partenariat entre Hommes et Femmes  
Pour Mettre Fin à la Violence Faite aux Femmes,’ Men’s Resources 

At the individual level, My Role uses group 
education workshops to: 

 Build knowledge and capacity of men and 
women concerning human rights and 
women’s rights  

 Enable personal reflection on inequitable 
beliefs and behaviors 

 Capacitate strategic analysis for positive 
change 

 
At the relationship level, My Role uses role models 
and advocacy networks to: 

 Facilitate cross-gender partnership 
 Create personal accountability structures 

 
At the community level, My Role uses round table 
discussions, advocacy and monitoring networks 
and mobile video projections to: 

 Ensure integration of women’s priorities 
into community development projects 

 Facilitate analysis of and networking for 
human and women’s rights community 
monitoring systems 

 Strengthen accountability and participatory 
problem-solving concerning community-
level GBV 

 

At the society level, My Role uses radio 
programming to: 

 Normalize human rights and 
women’s rights paradigms 

 Stress the prevalence of GBV at the 
community level  

 Legitimate My Role initiatives to 
address GBV 

 Reinforce men’s and women’s 
potential to have a positive impact 
by changing gender inequitable 
beliefs and behaviors  

Advocate for  
social change 

 
 
 

          Testify at the 
          Community level 

 
 
 

         Serve as role model 
         For friends and family 

 
 
 
Individual change 

Socio-ecological 
Model 
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International 

 
Target role models and gatekeepers 
 
Many GBV prevention programs target specific ‘at risk’ groups, such as returned combatants, and 
overlook social structures that enable or inhibit change.  Colvin et al. (2009) stress the importance of 
recognizing local power structures, involving people with respect and influence and capitalizing on 
personal relationships within communities.  Given the post-conflict setting, potential for inter-
generational tension and the impacts of globalization and socio-economic change, involving men of 
different ages, backgrounds and positions in society in efforts to take responsibility for positively 
affecting community development may also have important unifying effects.   
 
Taking into account the importance of social influence and the need for social cohesion, My Role employs 
community partners in each commune to identify men who: 
 

a) Hold positions of influence within the community and/or 
b) Are known to perpetrate different forms of gender-based violence  

 
Thus, each cohort of approximately 30 participants (18 cohorts in all) consists of men of different 
ethnicities and religions ranging from early twenties to early sixties.  Participants include farmers, 
merchants and former rebel or military combatants as well as people with greater social influence, such 
as teachers, locally elected administrators, non-governmental organization employees, police officers and 
bashingantahe, locally elected men of integrity who are responsible for community-level conciliation and 
dispute resolution.  This method of participant identification ensures that My Role implicates a cross-
section of each community while targeting both those who have the greatest need for non-violent 
conceptions of manhood and the skills to change as well as those best socially-positioned to legitimate 
and encourage normative shifts.   
 
Involve men and women separately and together in partnership  
 
Gender synchronized programming builds off of the understanding that gender norms affect and are 
reproduced by everyone in the community and are upheld in relationship (Greene and Levack, 2010, p. 5) 
by engaging men and women, boys and girls.  Some approaches work with both genders together; some 
work in parallel and others work sequentially, but all approaches emphasize that men and women’s 
gender realities are created in relationship and that programming with men, when done well, 
compliments, rather than competes with, women’s initiatives.  Program H, Stepping Stones, Soul City and 
Sonke Gender Justice are all gender equity programs that begin by working with men and boys in 
challenging harmful gender constructs and constructively incorporate women and girls in order to 
strengthen work done with men and boys.   

 
My Role fits clearly within gender 
synchronized programming by working with 
men and women cyclically together and with 
men separately in order to create 
partnerships and relationships that ensure 
accountability as well as to provide safe 
spaces for critical reflection and personal 
change.  Each distinct project is carefully 
designed to compliment and reinforce the 
learning and development inspired through 

Activities that target men: 
 Positive masculinity, gender competence and 

nonviolence workshops 
 
Activities that target men and women together: 

 Resolution 1325, GBV, human rights and women’s 
rights abuse monitoring and prevention workshops  

 Round tables on the integration of women’s 
priorities in community development plans  

 Mobile video documentary on Ubuntu values and 
social justice 

 Community alert system on GBV 
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the other components so as not to create conflicting priorities or expectations. 

Promising Approaches for engaging men and boys for gender transformation 
 
Examine Gender in terms of Power and Advocacy  
 
The reviews included in this analysis stressed the importance of programming that challenges power 
inequalities and the structural determinants of gender ideologies and behavior (IGWG, 2010; Sonke, 
2013; Colvin et al., 2009/ Barker et al., 2005; Greene and Levack, 2010; Stern et al., 2009; WHO, 2007).  
Such programs that address power disparities go beyond gender awareness and seek to change the 
underlying power structures and inequitable relationships in order to transform the social structures that 
generate and reproduce inequalities.  As such, these programs are gender transformative.   
 
In practical terms, gender transformative programs often employ rights-based and advocacy approaches 
in order to confront harmful distribution of resources, rights and duties in various socio-political 
domains (ICRW, 2007; Sonke, 2013; Colvin et al., 2009).  Using a rights-based approach compliments the 
work of women’s organizations, facilitates partnership and challenges assumptions that GBV 
programming is based solely on women’s needs.  Building on gender based violence as a violation of 
human rights and women’s rights and engage men in practicable strategies to support equitable power 
relationships and improve GBV outcomes within their communities. 
 
My Role uses critical analysis and advocacy to involve men in transforming gender power structures.  
Educational activities on human rights and Resolution 1325 establish that it is a universal right to live 
free from violence.  By examining cultural conceptions of masculinity and the ways in which they 
legitimize men’s use of physical, sexual, psychological and economic violence against women and girls 
and providing space for personal reflection on the state of GBV in their own lives, My Role enables men to 
begin to dismantle cultural and psychological structures that uphold gender inequality and replace them 
with health- and equity-supportive possibilities.  Building on changes in individual ideologies, My Role 
then creates partnerships with women and engages men in community-level projects to monitor and 
address GBV and rights abuses within the community.  The formation of such networks and the inclusion 
of individuals in positions of influence ultimately seeks to create an ideological and structural challenge 
to normalized inequalities.   
 
Examine the ‘Costs and Consequences’ of Harmful Gender Norms for Men and Boys 
 
In order for men to meaningfully and durably invest in addressing gender inequities, it is fundamental 
that they conceive of doing so as being in their own interest.  Successful programs illustrate how men and 
boys are harmed by inequitable gender norms and how they benefit from change (Barker and Ricardo, 
2008; Greene and Levack, 2010; Stern et al., 2009).  Many GBV prevention programs focus exclusively on 
women’s and girls experiences of violence.  While prioritizing women’s victimization is appropriate given 
that the majority of victims are women and that women’s disempowerment presents a significant barrier 
to changing GBV outcomes, these programs also often unintentionally reinforce social norms that teach 
men that it is permissible and beneficial to accept gender-based violence and conceal the ways in which 
men themselves are harmed.  Ultimately, meaningful change of inequitable structures depends on 
examining all sides of gender relationships.  Programs that successfully involve men build on rights-
based approaches, emphasize that men, too, have the right to be free from violent and oppressive gender 
constructions (Stern et al., 2009, p. 14) and stress that men’s work to change gender structures is not 
purely service for women and the community but has practical consequences in their own lives.  
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My Role uses six main strategies to challenges 
assumptions that GBV is a women’s issue, build 
male buy-in and support transformation of men’s 
gender identifications and practices:   

These activities aid participants in recognizing 
violence in their own lives, in identifying the 
structures that normalize it and in conceiving of 
inequitable and harmful gender structures as 
oppressive of men as well as of women, children and communities. 
 
Create Safe Spaces for men to discuss openly 
 
Due to simplistic conceptualizations of GBV in which gender means women and female victims are 
opposed to male perpetrators, men’s experiences with GBV education or activism may be characterized 
by suspicion and shame.  Consequently, creating spaces that are safe for men to share their experiences, 
ask questions and discuss openly is key to enabling men to let go of defensiveness and take ownership 
(Michael Flood, cited in Sonke, 2012, p. 31).  Creating safe spaces for gender dialogue includes identifying 
and “leverage[ing]” current male spaces as well as creating new ones (Colvin et al., 2009, p. 91).   
 
Throughout the positive masculinities workshops, My Role aims to provide safe spaces for dialogue: 
 

 During the masculinities workshops, all of the 
participants are men, encouraging open discussion 
about violent practices and beliefs 

 Consideration for physical security, protection of 
confidentiality and neutrality of location in space 
selection 

 Each workshop begins with a participatory 
elaboration of the code of conduct and the 
nomination of a group member to monitor time 
and provide support 

 
 
 

 

 Critical analysis of socio-cultural 
constructions of ‘real men’ as oppression 

 Elaboration of positive masculinities as 
an emancipatory alternative 

 Case study of the forms and impacts of 
GBV on the entire family 

 Small-group skits illustrating how men, 
women and children suffer as a 
consequence of GBV 

 Individual testimony of men’s 
realizations and experiences of how they 
and their families have suffered from 
GBV 

 Community-based action plans for both 
men and women as partners to promote 
gender equity 

 

 
 
*Participants fill the ‘Man in the Box’ with examples of 
proverbs and cultural values that oppress men and 
normalize violence against women and girls.    
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Build on positive identifications and affirmations  
 
Numerous project evaluations have demonstrated the effectiveness of engaging men in gender change by 
using affirmative messages and positive conceptualizations of manhood and men’s roles in addressing 
GBV (Sonke, 2012, p. 55).  Barker and Ricardo suggest that it is fundamental to counter dichotomous and 
debasing representations of men and gender inequity and to “build empathy for women and girls rather 

than utilize guilt or shame” (2008, p. 
38).   These positive approaches 
compliment efforts to demonstrate 
that changing gender norms is in 
men’s best interest by affirming that 
doing so is not only necessary or 
beneficial, but also possible and 
inspiring.  Positive messaging also 
practically builds energy and 
inspiration to begin the difficult 
work of confronting harmful social 
norms and structures.  In light of 
men’s frequent displacement from 
socially validated gender roles, 
“creating a positive sense of identity 
and belonging” may also be key to 
preventing backlash and to creating 
male buy-in (Barker and Ricardo, 
2005, p. 49).   
 
One of the first activities during My 

Role is to critically analyze cultural practices and proverbs that form a standard negative masculinity and 
to conceptualize an alternative form of masculinity that is supportive of egalitarian relationships, 
emotional honesty, personal and interpersonal health, integrity and nonviolence. Throughout My Role, 
positive affirmations are incorporated into activities and messages, and the last day ends with personal 
testimonies, confirmations of men’s capacities and roles and attestations of men’s commitment to work 
to end gender-based violence at the relationship, community and society levels.   
 
Respond to resistance 
 
Gender norms are constructed and upheld throughout multiple social, political and economic domains, 
often producing multi-dimensional resistance to men’s and women’s attempts to practice non-hegemonic 
forms of gender identities (Greene and Levack, 2010).  Men may initially resist changing their ideas of 
masculinity and gendered roles and identities because of the disempowerment that can accompany 
gender role changes (Sonke, 2012).  It is therefore important to anticipate and respond to such resistance 
and to use affirmative messages discussed above to counter negative assumptions about gender change 
as a loss of privilege and status.  Often, after participants have themselves shifted their understandings of 
gender and equity, they face resistance upon returning to everyday life.  Consequently, successful 
programs take into account the risks of stigmatization and the social barriers to gender norms change 
that participants encounter upon re-entry into their communities (ibid).   
 

My Role positive convictions about men  
 
1. Men are naturally good and are created to love their wives and 

children; they naturally have emotions, such as those of love and 
fear; 

2. Men are socialized to be real men, but in a negative light; men are 
socialized to commit gender-based violence; 

3. Men experience the consequences of gender-based violence, 
which are compounded by violence and disempowerment 
suffered during the way; 

4. Being a ‘real man’ provides privileges as well as constraints and 
worries 

5. Men commit violence in order to protect themselves; they are 
taught to fear domination and to fulfill the protector role; 

6. Men have a fundamental role to play in combatting gender-based 
violence; 

7. Men are capable of acting together to address gender-based 
violence. 
 

*Adapted from ‘Partenariat entre Hommes et Femmes  
Pour Mettre Fin à la Violence Faite aux Femmes,’ Men’s Resources 

International 
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Throughout various stages of the masculinities workshops, My Role facilitators explicitly address re-entry 
challenges and provide space for participants to express their fears.  During the last day, in tandem with 
elaborating strategies for addressing GBV, giving personal testimonies and reinforcing positive 
masculinities, facilitators and participants discuss various barriers to men’s work in ending violence 
against women.  Each discussion is culturally and contextually specific to the needs and challenges of the 
particular region and cohort and aims to prepare participants for the challenges in staying faithful to 
their gender equitable changes when they return to their communities.  Additionally, men are connected 
with women partners working to end GBV with whom they implement community-level projects under a 
GBV monitoring and prevention network.  This engagement of the community and other allies aids in 
reinforcing the positive changes developed during workshops and helps minimize the force of resistance 
from peer groups and other community members.   

 

Men’s obstacles in the fight against gender-based violence 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*Adapted from ‘Partenariat entre Hommes et Femmes  
Pour Mettre Fin à la Violence Faite aux Femmes,’ Men’s Resources International 

 
 

 

 Fear of interfering in something 
that is considered ‘a private matter’ 

 Other men’s anger and disapproval 
 Anger with oneself  
 Anger with other men  
 Fear of amplifying questions linked to GBV 
 Feelings of guilt or shame 

 

 Lack of role models     
 Lack of strategies 
 Lack of social support, or ‘not fitting in’ 
 Fear of seeming ‘effeminate’ 
 Fear of seeming too sensitive 
 Fear of losing privileges  
 Fear of being perceived as weak 
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Obstacles to men’s engagement 
 

Men’s fear and defensive behavior 
 
 
 
 
 

Despair and lack of faith 
in men 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*Adapted from ‘Partenariat entre Hommes et Femmes  
Pour Mettre Fin à la Violence Faite aux Femmes,’ Men’s Resources International 

 

Protection of 
privileges 

Lack of 
emotional 

support 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Local, regional 
and 
international 
partners 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Research and 
best practices 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Funding 

Workshop on 
Resolution 1325, 
advocacy, human 
rights and 
women’s rights 

Workshops on 
prevention and 
reduction of gender 
based violence 
against women and 
girls 

180 women and men 
(30 from each 
commune including 18 
women from each 
commune), identified 
based on their 
participation in conflict 
resolution and local 
leadership 

Workshop on 
building networks 
and monitoring of 
citizens’ and 
women’s rights  

180 men and 
boys (30 from 
each commune), 
identified based 
on known severity 
of GBV 
perpetration or 
position of 
influence 

180 women and men 
are trained in 
Resolution 1325, 
advocacy, human 
rights and women’s 
rights 
 

Inputs Outputs 
   Activities                            Participation 

Outcomes 
Short                                            Medium                                  Long 

Video forums on 
Ubuntu values and 
women-men 
partnership 
success stories in 
building just 
communities 

Workshop on 
positive 
masculinities, gender 
and active 
nonviolence Participants advocate 

for the integration of 
their needs and 
priorities in 
develovements 
plansand policies 

900 women and 
men prioritized their 
needs and priorities  

180 men and boys 
are trained in 
Positive masculinity, 
gender and active 
non violence 

6 Early Warning 
Systems are 
operational  

Participants are 
engaged as women 
allies against GBV  

Participants are 
involved in fact -based 
advocacy process for 
gender equity at the 
local and communal 
levels 

 
Community 
mechanisms to 
prevent GBV are 
operational and 
GBV decrease 
considerably 
 

Town Hall on 
women’s and girls’ 
needs, priorities 
and integration in 
community 
development 
projects 

Provincial Forum 
on Community 
GBV Early Warning 
Systems  

900 women and 
men community 
members 
throughout Ngozi 
and Bubanza 
provinces  

40,000 community 
members 
throughout Ngozi 
and Bubanza 
provinces 

40.000 community 
members discuss on 
the GBV Early 
Warning Systems 
functioning and 
advantages 

My Role Logic Model 



 


