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Growing evidence over the past decade has con�rmed a

remarkable fact: it is possible to prevent violence against

women. Thanks to the efforts of feminist activists around the

world, there has been a rapid uptake of initiatives that aim to

prevent violence against women and girls (VAWG) by major

donors, UN agencies, and other global stakeholders.
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One landmark initiative has been What Works to Prevent
Violence against Women and Girls, a Department for

International Development (DFID) programme, which has

supported primary prevention efforts across 16 countries

Africa, Asia and the Middle East, aiming to improve

knowledge on how to stop the violence – even in con�ict

settings. In March, What Works published its �nal

performance evaluation, pulling together key lessons

emerging from the programme on effective design and

implementation.

As the Community for Understanding Scale Up (CUSP), we

have identi�ed key lessons from the What Works portfolio

that complement the collective 180 years of experience of our

CUSP members as we re�ect on the ethical and effective

scale up of interventions that aim to change social and

gender norms. And we celebrate the convergence of lessons

from many actors in the �eld as they provide essential

information to donors, programmers and researchers on how

to approach, adapt and implement the scale up of

programmes that really work. These lessons highlight four

principles and ethics that are crucial for the effectiveness of

any programme, but that are so often overlooked.

1. Build a strong foundation  
Staff, activists and volunteers who are well-prepared and

aligned to the values that are being promoted are at the

heart of effective programming. Ensuring that they all

have the opportunity to �rst internalise the values of the

methodology – and then embed these throughout the

capacity building process  – can have a profound effect on

the success of a programme. For DFID’s What Works
programme, interventions were more successful if they

had longer preparatory training and allowed time to

practice. Sustained support for all staff, community
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Young Maasai men taking part 
in a body mapping exercise 
in Kenya. 
© Martin Opondo Obwar

facilitators and activists requires ongoing training,

mentoring, and encouragement, continuous learning on

gender and power, as well as  the resources needed to

fund all of these. 

 

2. Nurture collective change through critical re�ection 

Behaviour change is a collective process, rather than one

of individual change. The most effective programmes

provide space for critical re�ection and dialogue, while

keeping communities at the centre of programming. What
Works notes the importance of interactive teaching and

learning. This requires a pedagogy that enables

communities to a�rm their positive values, relate them to

human rights principles, and identify existing practices

and behaviours that con�ict with their vision and values. 

A participatory approach is essential, rather than one that

is more didactic, as are self- and collective re�ection, for

the absorption of values and concepts and, ultimately, the

transformation of harmful norms. 

 

3. Engage the whole
community to reach
a critical mass 

Initiatives intending

to work with both

women and men have

more success

reducing VAWG than

those that intended

to work with either

men or women alone.

For example, women

were involved in
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community activities in a What Works programme in

South Africa, but this did not bene�t women or couples by

reducing men’s violence against women,  primarily

because the intervention evolved from an approach that

targeted men and boys only.  In contrast, the SASA!,

GREAT, Stepping Stones and Tostan initiatives are explicit

in discussing the need to engage the whole of society in a

dynamic, complementary approach to reach critical mass.

  

As we think about scale, we should consider whose

priorities and voices are included in both the development

and practice of these programmes, and how we can

integrate holistic community engagement, based on

intersectional analysis, which recognizes that

communities and women are not homogenous groups, but

diverse populations with unique priorities. 

 

4. Ensure enough time – and enough intensity – for each
initiative  
People have always believed that social norms change

takes decades. Yet we now know that change can happen

within programming cycles (36 months, including an

inception phase  for any formative research, adaptation,

piloting and training), if done well, with intensity, and led

by communities.  

While many are eager to cut preparation or

implementation time when expanding to new geographic

areas and communities, programmers must maintain the

time, intensity, and quality of programming at scale.

Successful What Works interventions, such as COMBAT in

Ghana, engaged more than 100 activists and volunteers in

activities over a minimum of 18 months, as compared to
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other programmes that could not have an impact by

relying on minimal activism over three months, or

programmes where fewer staff and volunteers engaged

with community members. 

Donors must consider investing enough from the very

beginning of the scale-up of social norms change

initiatives to maximise the long-term bene�ts. That

investment should include providing �nancial resources

for adaptation and piloting before implementation.

Programmes that use shortcuts can compromise their

own integrity, �delity and ethics, and cause unintended

and harmful consequences to women and communities.

We are glad to see What Works contribute to the growing

body of evidence of VAWG prevention interventions. We also

know that this work is deeply political and that we need a

vibrant, independent women’s rights movement to drive the

process forward. And now, more than ever in the context of

COVID-19 and the global rise in domestic violence through

lockdown measures, we need to learn the lessons of the

global HIV response to ensure well-resourced and meaningful

community engagement in effective VAWG prevention.  

We hope that the next phase of support from DFID – and other

donors – for this work will fund and fuel the on-the-ground

processes where change happens ethically, effectively and

sustainably. These process need to ensure that change is

rooted in and owned by the communities for whom, to echo

Tina Wallace, these are not so much 'projects', but rather are

very much their everyday lives.

   

About The Community for Understanding
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Scale Up (CUSP)

CUSP is a temporary working group of nine organizations working across

Latin America, Africa, the Paci�c, Caribbean, and South Asia with robust

experience in scaling social and gender norm change methodologies in

various contexts. CUSP represents a unique perspective of evidence-

based methodologies from organizations that have worked both

autonomously and with a variety of partners to implement, adapt, and/or

scale their interventions. CUSP re�ects critically on what it takes to adapt

and scale their methodologies effectively and ethically.

Learn more about CUSP on the Raising Voices website or write to them at

info@raisingvoices.org.
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