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Know Violence in Childhood: a brief introduction

• Time-limited global learning initiative, established to:

• Take stock of what we know about violence in childhood and how it can be prevented, based 
on the best available evidence

• Create an integrative framework that  brings together a vast and often fragmented field

• Build the case for prevention of violence as an ethical obligation that is also necessary for 
sustainable human development. 

• Commission background papers by experts from a range of relevant disciplines to review 
state of available evidence as well as synthesise key lessons in Learning Groups –
• Homes and Families

• Schools

• Communities and Public Spaces



About Know Violence 

Know Violence builds on three central premises:

1. Violence is preventable. Strategies for prevention can help build better lives for 
boys and girls – optimising their well-being and their development to adulthood.

2. Sound evidence and effective communication should inform policy and 
programme strategies — which will help global, regional and national policy-makers 
focus attention on this major international issue and take effective action.

3. Countries can learn from each other — exchanging knowledge across national 
boundaries and transferring experience between different contexts.



Unprecedented opportunity
• International Datasets tell us more than we have ever known about violence in childhood

• Demographic and Health Surveys, Global School-based Student Health Surveys, Health Behaviour in School-age 
Children surveys

• Violence against Children Surveys
• Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey modules

• Age and gender dimensions – violence in childhood

• We know much more than before on forms, people, places and behaviours that underpin the 
experience of violence

• We also know that it is never fine – all violence has consequences; there is no ‘acceptable level’, and 
there are high social and economic costs 

- Life course consequences
- Intergenerational consequences

• The SDGs bring it all together – an opportunity to shift knowledge into action



Overcoming fragmentation is important

• Regional – 95% of programme evaluation studies relate to 12% of the global 
population

• Forms – we know more about corporal punishment than say about trafficking, 
sexual violence; but we need to see these forms of violence as a continuum 
experienced across the life-course of childhood

• Gender – we don’t know enough about girls, but know next to nothing about 
boys; and nothing about LGBQTI

• Groups – patchy information for different groups of particularly vulnerable 
children – little disaggregation

• Age – there is little data on violence experienced in the early years, but these 
years are also emerging as the most important ones for investment in prevention



Data availability by some key indicators

Of a total of 192 countries: 

• 166 have data on total homicide rate (per 100,000) in 2012

• 104 have data on Bullying – peer violence (%) 2003-2013

• 62 have data on any violent discipline at home 2005-2013

• 40 have data on female lifetime experience of sexual violence 2004-
2013

• 4 have data on male lifetime experience of sexual violence (%) 2004-
2013



Prevention

• Prevention is possible – many effective approaches have been tested
• Violence is generally transmitted through social learning or modelling – and is a behaviour 

that can be changed
• At the group level, it is transmitted through social norms - also can be changed
• Shifts over time show that violence can be reduced
• Many cities have been able to bring rates of violence done with effective public policies

• Prevention requires multiple integrated strategies – no “silver bullet” can work
• Violence is caused by a “web of risk factors” underpinned by structural drivers – social norms 

+ unequal power and inequality (social, economic)
• Violence is often experienced by the same child in multiple settings.  Early exposure to 

violence in the home can influence experience of violence in other settings as victim or 
perpetrator

• Comprehensive strategies should ideally include multiple intervention components and affect 
multiple settings to address a range of risk and protective factors for violence



Effective prevention: emerging lessons from practice

• Ending violence against women is essential to prevent violence 
against children

• Economic empowerment and property rights are associated with 
declines in IPV

• But changing social norms with entire communities, including 
around masculinity and power, are also required to ensure changes 
are intergenerational

• Addressing risk factors such as maternal depression, and violence 
faced during pregnancy is critical to prevent violence during 
childhood



Lessons…
• Investment in the early years of childhood is essential 

• Effects of violence most damaging in the earliest years, starts before  birth 
during pregnancy, and includes very young children witnessing violence 
between parents or partners;

• Family support should be expanded to include income support which helps 
prevent trafficking and other forms of exploitation especially during 
adolescence

• Parenting programmes, particularly those that address the intersections 
between intimate partner violence and child maltreatment, can be effective if 
delivered in sustained ways within communities.

• Health sector can play a crucial role given the very strong interface with 
families with young children in particular through preventive health and 
nutrition services



Lessons…

• Age-sensitivity critical 
• Treat adolescent girls as distinct from women 

• Adolescent girls in relationships are often provided services along with women, or 
totally excluded – and this approach excludes boys who also need reproductive and 
sexual health services.

• Use ‘Whole’ approaches – such as with schools
• Don’t deal with “bullies” separately; 

• Teach all children to engage and get involved to stop bullying – mobilize 
bystanders

• Corporal punishment must be both legally banned, and addressed through 
comprehensive in school measures

• Operational culture of schools also needs to be addressed to reduce the 
spaces for violence – between peers or from teachers. 



Lessons..

• ‘Punitive’ approaches are less effective
• Support alternative approaches to discipline, strengthen children’s and care-givers’ 

capabilities
• Strengthen curricula for care providers in health, social welfare, education to ensure 

that they are fully equipped to nurture children with appropriate skills and attitudes

• Stop institutionalizing children and invest in alternative care
• Drivers of institutionalization are many and include experience of violence, poverty, 

disability
• Institutionalised children are at great risk of violence especially at younger ages, and 

experience significant cognitive impairment. Peer violence can also be high amongst 
older children

• Even alternative care settings can be violent – transparency, monitoring and capacity 
support required



Future Directions…

1) The message that prevention is possible and cost-effective, 
especially when compared with the costs of treating the 
consequences of violence must be amplified to motivate investment

2) Need public discourse and engagement on violence – stop 
shaming and stigmatizing victims. 

3) Need a social movement of professionals to support wider public 
engagement on gender based violence and child protection 



Future directions…

4) Much more focus on data collection systems needed
Integration into other sector surveys
Better consolidation of methodologies, indicators on measuring violence, 

including standardization (at regional level?)

5) Much more investment in evaluation and learning from localized strategies
Doesn’t require high cost ‘gold standard’ studies
But openness to learning and mixed method research important
Ethical approaches to research are essential

6) Cross – sectoral integration needed – intersectoral councils and commissions for 
coordination of violence prevention plans and policies

 Health sector in particular needs to own the view that violence is a public 
health issue

 The WHO Resolution and regional activities to get governments to 
acknowledge the role of health in violence prevention is a very strategic tool



Visit: www.knowviolenceinchildhood.org

http://www.knowviolenceinchildhood.org/

