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DFID has responded very actively to UK policy commitments on violence against women 
and girls (VAWG). It demonstrated global policy leadership through the 2014 Girl Summit 
and worked effectively with others in its campaign for the inclusion of VAWG in the Global 
Goals. It has supported international programmes to address female genital 
mutilation/cutting and child marriage. It has invested strongly in research and innovation 
to promote learning on what works. DFID country offices have significantly expanded their 
investments in VAWG, developing programmes that are of good quality but remain small in 
relation to the scale of the challenge. DFID now needs to scale up its response by 
integrating VAWG into programming across a range of sectors, so as to achieve 
transformative impact. Learning how to deliver interventions at a scale large enough to 
make a real difference and encouraging others to programme at scale are the major 
challenges facing DFID in the coming period.

Strong achievement on both learning and international influencing.  
An area where UK aid has made a significant contribution to date.
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Executive Summary
The UK government has made a strong commitment to using the aid programme to tackle violence against 
women and girls (VAWG) in developing countries. The challenge is a daunting one. VAWG is deeply rooted in 
cultural norms and unequal power relations between women and men. One in three women around the world 
experiences intimate partner violence, and other forms of VAWG are also widespread. As well as being a violation 
of women’s fundamental human rights, VAWG has profound personal, social and economic consequences.

DFID has rapidly expanded its programming in these areas over the past five years. It now has 23 programmes 
dedicated to addressing VAWG with a total budget of £184 million, and more than 100 other programmes with 
one or more elements addressing VAWG. In this review, we explore how well DFID has translated ambitious 
policy commitments into effective programmes with the potential to make a real difference. We also examine 
DFID’s efforts to encourage others – both nationally and internationally – to tackle VAWG.

We have designated this a learning review because it examines a relatively new area of the aid programme 
where the evidence on what works is limited. It focuses on how DFID goes about building knowledge, testing 
new approaches and moving towards programming at scale. In particular, we explore three steps that are 
essential to achieving transformative impact in such a challenging area:

• Learning what works.

• Translating knowledge into credible programming.

• Influencing others.

DFID has positioned itself as a leading global investor in VAWG research

DFID has made a substantial commitment to learning what works in the prevention of VAWG. It has positioned 
itself as a leading global investor in VAWG research, engaging with some of the most influential researchers in the 
field. DFID-funded research programmes have identified knowledge gaps and are addressing them in a systematic 
way. In the next few years, they are likely to make a significant contribution to global knowledge. However, at 
present there is limited awareness of DFID funded research outside DFID, which means that the value of the 
investment may not be fully realised.

DFID has developed an overall ‘theory of change’ for VAWG prevention that is a fair reflection of current 
knowledge, but will need elaboration as that knowledge increases. DFID is progressively translating research 
findings into guidance for programming. However, DFID is not maximising learning from within its own portfolio, 
particularly on the key challenge of how to mainstream VAWG interventions into sectoral programmes.

DFID’s programming is innovative but remains small in scale

DFID is implementing a range of innovative programmes at both central and country levels. It is a major 
contributor to promising global programmes aimed at ending female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) 
and child marriage. It is funding non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to pilot new approaches to VAWG 
prevention. In response to an earlier recommendation from the International Development Committee, much of 
its programming explores how to change social norms. Generally, we found DFID’s VAWG-focused programmes 
to be well designed and based on solid evidence and analysis. However, they remain small relative to the scale of 
the challenge.

i
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Scaling up is the key challenge for DFID’s VAWG work

While this is a promising start, DFID will need to deliver results on a much larger scale across the full range of 
VAWG types if it is to achieve transformative impact. At present, DFID lacks clear strategies for scaling up its 
investments so as to draw on the specific context, problems, capacities and opportunities in each country. 
It is beginning to integrate VAWG interventions into its sectoral programmes. However, there is still a lack 
of understanding of what works at scale and how to mainstream VAWG initiatives without compromising 
their quality. The challenge now facing DFID is to continue to learn and innovate while scaling up successful 
interventions – both within its own programming and by demonstrating to others what works.

Scaling up is also the key value for money challenge in this portfolio. Stand-alone VAWG programmes will 
continue to be important for learning, but achieving value for money calls for a clear pathway for taking 
successful initiatives to scale. As it does so, DFID will need to invest more resources on collecting impact, 
expenditure and value for money data across its VAWG portfolio.

DFID has been a strong advocate for VAWG at the international level

At the global level, DFID has invested considerable effort in raising the profile of the VAWG agenda, with some 
success. The high-profile Girl Summit in 2014 helped to galvanise global campaigns against FGM/C and child 
marriage. Working with others, DFID also contributed to securing the inclusion of VAWG in the Global Goals. 
The stakeholders we consulted were in agreement that the UK’s strong commitment to the VAWG agenda had 
helped to mobilise political leadership and to build international momentum. DFID does not, however, have an 
explicit strategy for its VAWG influencing work nor does it systematically monitor the results, making it difficult 
to draw conclusions as to whether it has used its resources to best effect.

Having helped to raise the international profile of VAWG, the next challenge is to persuade other donors and 
partner countries to mainstream VAWG into their sectoral programmes. While DFID has worked closely with its 
multilateral partners to encourage them to focus on gender equality, it has not yet explored the potential for 
mainstreaming VAWG in multilateral sector programmes, such as health, education and water and sanitation.
We found that DFID collaborates well with other UK government departments, including by bringing 
experience from its own programmes to joint challenges, such as tackling FGM/C within diaspora communities 
in the UK.

A strong start in a challenging area

We have given DFID a ‘green’ rating for its VAWG portfolio. This rating reflects DFID’s strong performance so 
far in building its knowledge from a low base and promoting this issue on the global stage. DFID’s systematic 
approach to identifying and filling evidence gaps stands as an example of best practice within the department.

When it comes to turning knowledge into credible programming, DFID has done reasonably well to date.  
Much of its programming is innovative and well designed. However, there are still difficult issues to resolve 
about how to turn a young portfolio into a large-scale, sustained engagement that can deliver transformative 
impact. Central to this is the need for a more considered approach to scaling up.

We make four recommendations, each of which is supported by one or more issues of concern that DFID will 
need to address:

ii
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Recommendation 1: Scaling up

DFID to explain how it plans to approach scaling up of successful VAWG interventions through centrally 
funded programmes, at country level and by working with other donors and agencies.

Issues of concern

• The small scale of DFID’s VAWG-focused programmes is not commensurate with the scale of the
challenge.

• DFID does not yet have clear plans for scale up, including mainstreaming VAWG in sectoral programmes,
either through its own interventions or its multilateral partners.

Recommendation 2: Learning

DFID to explain how it will step up its internal learning on VAWG and improve uptake of learning and evidence into 
the design and implementation of sectoral programmes.

Issue of concern

• DFID is not maximising learning from its own portfolio, particularly about how to mainstream VAWG
interventions into sectoral programmes.

Recommendation 3: Learning

DFID to outline its plans to encourage uptake by external stakeholders of learning from the results of WhatWorks 
and other research.

Issue of concern

• Awareness of DFID’s WhatWorks and other external research is limited outside the department, so that
the value from these global public goods may not be fully realised.

Recommendation 4: Data

DFID to set a path to including VAWG more fully in its data collection and measurement systems.

Issue of concern

• DFID does not systematically collect expenditure and value for money data for its VAWG work.

We also set out some longer-term challenges, or ‘learning frontiers’, that DFID and others need to grapple with if 
efforts to prevent VAWG are to have transformative impact.

Ending VAWG is a long-term challenge and this remains a young portfolio. We propose to return to it at a later 
date to assess whether these promising beginnings have been converted into real results.

iii
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1 Introduction
Purpose and scope of the review

1.1 Since 2010, the UK government has made a series of major policy commitments on tackling violence 
against women and girls (VAWG) internationally. The government’s Call to End Violence against Women 
and Girls1 includes pledges to address VAWG through the aid programme and has been regularly updated, 
including a new strategy for 2016-2020 published in March 2016.2 Since her appointment as International 
Development Secretary, Justine Greening has repeated her determination in speeches and articles to 
place ending VAWG “at the heart of UK development”.3 

1.2 This review assesses how well the Department for International Development (DFID) has responded to these 
ambitious policy commitments in a new and challenging area for UK development assistance. We look first 
at DFID’s efforts to assemble evidence of what works and invest in research and innovation to fill knowledge 
gaps. Second, we review how well this emerging knowledge has been turned into a credible portfolio of 
programmes with the potential to make a real difference. Third, recognising that it will take more than UK aid 
to address a problem of this scale and complexity, we look at DFID’s efforts to promote greater engagement 
at the international level and at its collaboration with other UK government departments. 

1.3 This is a learning review. VAWG is a new area of the aid programme, where it is too early to assess the 
impact of the work. The focus is therefore on how DFID goes about learning about what works to end 
VAWG and how well it translates emerging knowledge into relevant and coherent programming. DFID’s 
VAWG research and programming are still at an early stage, although they are able to draw on research 
in high-income countries and other donors’ efforts over several decades. As well as reviewing DFID’s 
performance to date, we draw attention to issues that DFID should address in taking forward its VAWG 
portfolio and areas where DFID could focus its learning in the future – which we call ‘learning frontiers’.

1. Call to End Violence against Women and Girls, HM Government, 2010 link
2. Strategy to end VAWG 2016-2020, HM Government, 2016 link
3. It’s time to break the chains of dependency for girls and women, Justine Greening, Huffington Post, 21 January 2016, link

Box 1: What is an ICAI learning review?

ICAI learning reviews examine new or recent challenges for the UK aid programme. The focus is on 
knowledge generation and the translation of learning into credible programming. While learning reviews 
do not attempt to assess impact, they offer a critical assessment of progress to date and whether 
programmes have the potential to produce transformative results. Through our learning reviews, we 
recognise that the generation and use of evidence are central to delivering development impact.

Other types of ICAI reviews include performance reviews, which probe the efficiency and effectiveness of 
UK aid delivery, and impact reviews, which explore the results of UK aid.

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/97905/vawg-paper.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/505961/VAWG_Strategy_2016-2020.pdf
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/justine-greening/women-girls-gender-equality_b_9030042.html
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Review criteria and questions Sub-questions

1. Learning: 
how effectively is DFID harnessing and applying 
learning in the development and scale up of VAWG
interventions? 

2. Relevance: 
to what extent is DFID’s VAWG portfolio relevant,
coherent and plausible? 

3. Influence: 
how effectively has DFID influenced wider efforts to 
tackle VAWG at the international and national levels?

Table 1: Our review questions

1.4 A key theme for this review is how DFID moves from small, experimental programmes towards 
programming on a scale that could make a real impact on such a widespread problem. This means looking 
not just at programmes that tackle VAWG directly, but also at how the issue is taken up in programming 
in other sectors, such as health, education, economic development or water and sanitation. We are 
also interested in how aid programmes can challenge deeply rooted social norms and in particular, the 
accepted rules of behaviour within communities towards women and girls that contribute to making 
violence acceptable. Our review questions are set out in full in Table 1.

• How effectively do VAWG programmes make use of 
available empirical evidence and contextual analysis? 

• How effectively is DFID identifying and addressing gaps
in the evidence? 

• How effective is DFID’s approach to piloting, replication
and scale up?

• How relevant is DFID’s VAWG programming to the
needs and preferences of survivors and intended 
beneficiaries? 

• How plausible are DFID’s theories of change for their
respective objectives and contexts? 

• To what extent is DFID’s programming designed at a 
scale and intensity likely to achieve sustainable impact
and deliver value for money?

• How effective has DFID been at securing and following
up on international commitments on VAWG? 

• How effectively has DFID coordinated with other UK
government departments in tackling VAWG at the 
international level? 

• How effectively is DFID linking up and aligning its VAWG
programmes with its international influencing activities?

1.5 Our review covers DFID’s portfolio of VAWG programmes and activities since 2010. It includes:

• Programmes designed specifically to tackle VAWG (‘VAWG-focused programmes’). There are 23 of 
these with a budget of £184 million.

• Wider programmes which include at least one element to address VAWG (‘VAWG-component 
programmes’). There are 104 of these, but DFID does not collect expenditure data on the VAWG 
elements. They range from contributions to international NGOs that work on VAWG alongside other 
issues, through to small components in larger sectoral programmes. An example of this is a £185 
million health programme in the Democratic Republic of Congo that includes a small component to 
develop service standards for treating survivors of sexual violence in health clinics.

• DFID’s international influencing and work with other UK government departments. 
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We have also reviewed DFID’s response to the recommendations of a 2013 International Development 
Committee report on DFID’s VAWG programming.4

4. Violence Against Women and Girls, IDC, June 2013, link

5. Sexual Violence in Conflict: A War Crime, House of Lords Sexual Violence in Conflict Committee, April 2016 link

6. Review of UK Development Assistance for Security and Justice, ICAI, 2015 link

1.6 Action against VAWG in the UK is outside our scope, as is the work of DFID and the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office (FCO) on VAWG in conflict and humanitarian emergencies, which has been 
covered by a House of Lords inquiry published in April 2016.5 This review does not assess support services 
for survivors of VAWG in detail, as this topic was covered in a previous ICAI review of DFID’s security and 
justice portfolio.6 However, we recognise the important links across all these areas of work.

 Figure 1: Violence against women is prevalent around the globe

Sources: Female genital mutilation, WHO topic guide, link; Fact Sheet, United Nations, link; Unicef data, link

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmintdev/107/107.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201516/ldselect/ldsvc/123/123.pdf
http://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Report-UK-Development-Assistance-for-Security-and-Justice..pdf
http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/topics/fgm/prevalence/en/
http://www.un.org/en/women/endviolence/pdf/VAW.pdf
http://data.unicef.org/child-protection/child-marriage.html
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Tackling violence against women and girls

VAWG is a vast but preventable problem

7. Global and Regional Estimates of Violence against Women, World Health Organization, 2013 link

8. For an overview of the field, see: Interventions to prevent or reduce VAWG, World Bank, 2014, link, and Violence Against Women Fact Sheet, World Health 
Organization, updated January 2016, link

9. Intimate Partner Violence: Economic Costs and Implications for Growth and Development, World Bank, 2013, link

10. Interview with WhatWorks Team, 3 January 2016

1.7 VAWG is a global epidemic with profound consequences. World Health Organisation figures show that 
more than a third of women in Africa, South Asia and the Middle East suffer from intimate partner violence 
at some stage in their lives.7 (In wealthy countries, the figure is not much better, at a quarter.) Across the 
countries where DFID works, VAWG takes multiple forms including: female infanticide, female genital 
mutilation/cutting (FGM/C), child, early and forced marriage (CEFM), trafficking, sexual assault, sexual 
harassment, sexual exploitation, domestic abuse and abuse of widows. Each form raises distinct challenges. 
They all involve acute suffering and are a fundamental denial of women’s human rights and social and 
economic opportunities. They are driven by the abuse of power by men and the inequality of women and 
men in the public and private spheres.8

1.8 VAWG is not just a violation of the rights of individual women; it is also a problem with serious 
consequences for society at large. The costs of VAWG are estimated at between 1 and 2% of national 
income in developing countries.9 In Vietnam, a forthcoming DFID funded publication concludes that 
VAWG related absenteeism from the workplace costs in excess of 1% of national income.10

1.9    VAWG is a deeply rooted problem that will be very difficult to overcome. Yet there are encouraging signs 
that it can be prevented. The most promising approaches are multi-sectoral in nature and work at both 
national and local levels. Box 2 sets out some recent research conclusions.

1.9 VAWG is a deeply rooted problem that will be very difficult to overcome. Yet there are encouraging signs 
that it can be prevented. The most promising approaches are multi-sectoral in nature and work at both 
national and local levels. Box 2 sets out some recent research conclusions.

Box 2: Can VAWG be prevented?

In November 2014, The Lancet published a series of articles detailing how VAWG can be prevented. Reviewing 
the latest evidence, the authors showed that, around the world, increasing resources are devoted to 
supporting the victims of VAWG, but that not enough is being done to prevent violence in the first place. 
While there are studies suggesting that preventive interventions can make a significant difference, there are 
still gaps in the evidence base requiring further research. The authors summarised some of the characteristics 
of promising approaches: they should involve multiple sectors at multiple levels, challenge the acceptability of 
violence while addressing underlying risk factors, and engage with communities as a whole – including men.

The authors proposed that leaders and policy makers commit to five actions:

• Show leadership – recognise the problem and allocate resources.

• Create equality – develop and enforce laws, implement policies and
strengthen capacity to address VAWG and promote gender equality.

• Change norms – invest in violence prevention programming to promote
women’s empowerment and change social norms relating to VAWG.

• Work across sectors – develop a coordinated, multi-sectoral response.

• Invest in research and programming – to learn how best to prevent and
respond to VAWG.

http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/85239/1/9789241564625_eng.pdf
http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/Gender/Arango%20et%20al%202014.%20Interventions%20to%20Prevent%20or%20Reduce%20VAWG%20-%20A%20Systematic%20Review%20of%20Reviews.pdf
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs239/en/
http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/Gender/Duvvury%20et%20al.%202013%20Intimate%20Partner%20Violence.%20Economic%20costs%20and%20implications%20for%20growth%20and%20development%20VAP%20No.3%20Nov%202013.pdf


12
11.  Call to End Violence against Women and Girls, HM Government, 2010, link

12. A new strategic vision for girls and women: stopping poverty before it starts, DFID, 2011, link

DFID’s engagement on VAWG

1.10 The UK government’s commitment to addressing VAWG, both domestically and internationally, has grown 
steadily in recent years through a range of policy statements. It has built on the Home Secretary’s 2010 
Call to End Violence against Women and Girls,11 which has been regularly updated. DFID’s 2011 Strategic 
Vision for Girls and Women included four pillars for action, one of which was to ‘prevent violence against 
women and girls’.12 DFID’s Business Plan 2012-2015 identified VAWG as a priority area for the first time 
and committed DFID to developing new and innovative approaches for its prevention. These efforts are 
underpinned by the UK Government’s wider policy commitment.

1.11 In response to these commitments, DFID has substantially expanded its programming on VAWG, with 
expenditure on VAWG-focused programmes rising from £20 million in 2012 to £184 million in 2015. It has 
a number of centrally managed programmes, including £52 million in contributions to United Nations 
programmes on FGM/C and CEFM. It is spending £67 million on four research programmes, provides 
grants to a number of civil society organisations and has contributed £6 million to the UN Trust Fund 
to End Violence against Women, which tests innovative approaches. At the country level, DFID has 73 
programmes that relate to VAWG (not counting VAWG in conflict and humanitarian contexts, which is 
outside our scope). Of these, 19 programmes are dedicated to VAWG, with a combined budget of £82 
million, while the remainder are wider programmes with a VAWG-component (see Figure 2). To provide 
context for the reader, Box 3 introduces five of these programmes and how they operate, drawn from our 
desk reviews.

We will not accept that there is no end to endemic violence against girls and women and we will 
work persistently, relentlessly for the change we need at a government level, at an institutional 
level, at an economic level, [and] at a personal – attitudinal level – to bring that change about.

Justine Greening, A new focus on girls and women’s rights, 4 March 2013, link

DFID’s current VAWG portfolio stands at £184 million. This excludes the Global Girls Research Initiative (£31 million) which is 

included in the figure above, and other contributions to VAWG through VAWG-component programmes. 

Source: DFID project documentation

Figure 2: Summary of DFID’s VAWG programming

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/97905/vawg-paper.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/67582/strategic-vision-girls-women.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-new-focus-on-girls-and-womens-rights
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1.9 VAWG is a deeply rooted problem that will be very difficult to overcome. Yet there are encouraging signs 
that it can be prevented. The most promising approaches are multi-sectoral in nature and work at both
national and local levels. Box 2 sets out some recent research conclusions.

Box 3: DFID’s VAWG programming at work

DFID’s VAWG programmes combine four main types of intervention: engaging with national policies and 
institutions; changing social norms; empowering women and girls; and providing support services to survivors. 
Most individual programmes combine two or more of these elements.

DFID’s VAWG programmes include:

• An African regional campaign on FGM/C run by the United Nations Population Fund and Unicef, to 
which DFID is the largest donor (£35 million contribution over five years). It contains a wide range of 
activities, including encouraging governments to address the issue and individual communities to 
formally abandon the practice. 

• A programme that aims to reduce VAWG in South Africa through national policy development
and leadership, evidence-based advocacy, school-based social mobilisation and community 
empowerment (£3.8 million over three years).

• A ‘voice and accountability’ programme in Pakistan, which works with a network of local 
organisations to strengthen the opportunities for citizens, and in particular women, to engage in 
local governance. While not exclusively about VAWG, it explores the links between VAWG and other 
aspects of women’s equality (£34.5 million over five years).

• A project that aims to empower Rwandan girls aged 12 and above. It provides them with assistance 
on health, social and economic issues while promoting reduced tolerance for VAWG. It also 
promotes girl-focused national policies (£6.5 million over five years).

• A programme that works with marginalised populations, including dalits, women and other excluded 
groups across seven Indian states, reaching up to 9 million people. It works by strengthening civil 
society organisations and community groups. It has a strong focus on women, including access
to justice on VAWG, and engages with communities, including men, leaders and perpetrators of 
violence (£28.2 million over eight years, with five years of operational activity). 
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2 Our methodology

2.1 Our methodology for this review consists of five main components:

i. A literature review drawing mainly on existing syntheses of research.

ii. A strategic review of DFID’s VAWG policy commitments and its efforts to build knowledge on what 
works, and to translate this into strategies and guidance. We undertook an updated mapping of the 
portfolio, a review of DFID’s approach to value for money and an assessment of the treatment of VAWG 
in country strategies.

iii. Desk reviews of a sample of 23 of DFID’s VAWG programmes, including global, regional and national 
programmes and two grants to international NGOs, with total budgets of £806 million. The sample 
covers a third of the programmes we identified as of most interest to this review.

iv. Country case studies of VAWG programming in Ethiopia and India, to explore relevance, quality and 
links with programming in related areas such as health, education and livelihoods. In each country, we 
interviewed a wide range of stakeholders and visited a sample of implementation sites. Ethiopia and 
India were selected because of their high density of VAWG programming, their interaction with DFID’s 
international influencing work (Ethiopia) and the strength of research and civil society work (India). The 
two countries are not necessarily representative of the portfolio as a whole, but they yielded useful 
insights to complement other data sources.

v. A review of DFID’s international influencing work. We chose to focus on DFID’s support for two major 
international events, the agreement of the Global Goals in 2015 and the London Girl Summit in 2014. 
Both were significant attempts to advance the profile of VAWG in the international policy agenda. We 
checked DFID’s claims about the results of its influencing efforts against feedback from stakeholders 
and other evidence in the public domain. 

2.2 We undertook 70 interviews including 24 with DFID staff, 7 with other government departments, 15 with 
donors and 15 with academic researchers. More detail on our methodology is provided in Annex 1. Both 
our methodology and this report were independently peer reviewed, and the methodology can be read in 
full in our Approach Paper on the ICAI website.

Box 4: Limitations to our methodology

As a learning review of a relatively new portfolio, our focus was on the relevance and plausibility of DFID’s 
VAWG programming. We excluded some aspects of DFID’s portfolio, particularly VAWG in conflict and 
humanitarian emergencies. Our review of DFID’s influencing work was constrained by DFID’s lack of a system 
for monitoring its own influencing activities and the fact that many of these activities were necessarily 
confidential. We were therefore able to reach only broad conclusions about DFID’s contribution to 
international processes. Finally, evidence on the value for money of DFID VAWG programmes is currently 
limited, despite growing interest in this area from DFID. We were not able to make comparisons on this 
between different programmes from the available data.
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3 Findings

3.1 Our review questions were based around three elements. Each is key to building a credible portfolio of 
programmes in a relatively new area with the potential for transformative impact:

• Building evidence on what works.

• Developing a credible portfolio of programmes.

• Working with others to achieve large-scale impact. 

In this chapter, we explore the progress that has been made to date in these three areas and the 
challenges we see ahead.

3.2 Until recently, most of the available research on VAWG came from high-income countries. In recent years, 
DFID has made substantial investments in research on VAWG in developing countries, positioning itself 
as a leading global investor in the field. Its most substantial commitment is to the £25 million ‘WhatWorks’ 
programme (2013-2019),13 which focuses primarily on the prevention of intimate partner violence, non-
partner sexual violence and child abuse. Working on a larger scale than would be possible without the 
support of a major donor, the WhatWorks consortium includes some of the most widely cited researchers 
in the field. It also includes grants to NGOs to test new ideas for VAWG programming. No other donor has 
invested comparable resources into VAWG research. In our interviews with other donors and NGOs, those 
who were aware of WhatWorks gave feedback that this is a highly respected initiative with the potential to 
make a major contribution to knowledge in the field.

3.3 Other DFID funded research programmes include the Global Girls Research Initiative, 2014-2024 (£31 
million), a long-term study which aims to generate new evidence on effective approaches to helping 
adolescent girls from poor backgrounds to escape poverty, including through addressing violence. 
There are also smaller research programmes on FGM/C (£8 million for a programme implemented by the 
international NGO Population Council) and CEFM (£3 million). The four research programmes total £67 
million, which is a significant investment in knowledge.

3.4 The research has already highlighted a range of useful learning about VAWG prevention. For example, it 
has found that advocacy and media campaigns are unlikely in isolation to bring about social norm change, 
which has implications for some of DFID’s older programming. It has shown that the most successful 
interventions are likely to be multi-sectoral, including health, education, economic empowerment and 
other areas. It has highlighted the value of community mobilisation, women’s empowerment and gender 
equality education (see Box 5 for more lessons).

Building evidence on what works

DFID has positioned itself as a leading global investor in VAWG research

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/what-works-in-preventing-violence-against-women-and-girls-review-of-the-evidence-from-the-programme
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Box 5: WhatWorks - promising approaches to VAWG prevention

The DFID-funded ‘WhatWorks’ research programme has set out to identify and address gaps in the evidence 
on VAWG prevention. It began by producing a range of synthesis reports on the current state of research. 
Some of the lessons include the need to:

3.5 The research programmes began by assessing the state of knowledge in the field, and have then 
proceeded to fill the evidence gaps in a structured way. For example, relatively little is known about how 
to achieve change in social norms – that is, the rules of behaviour that are considered acceptable in a 
group or society and which play a major role in sanctioning or minimising VAWG. DFID’s research has 
already highlighted the importance of engaging with ‘reference groups’ (including peer groups, families 
and religious leaders), who have a strong influence on social norms and the preferences and attitudes of 
individuals. Drawing on these early findings, DFID recently published new guidance on social norm change 
around VAWG.14

• Address power and gender inequality as structural roots of VAWG.

• Integrate VAWG across multiple sectors (including health, education, economic empowerment and
water and sanitation) and at multiple levels (national, local).

• Address underlying drivers of VAWG, particularly social norms that make VAWG acceptable and
notions of masculinity and poverty.

• Support the development of new skills, including in communications and conflict resolution.

• Promote engagement with all community members.

• Integrate violence prevention into existing development platforms.

3.6 The research has highlighted the importance of working with men and boys (see Box 6). Twenty out of 
the 23 programmes we reviewed showed evidence of this. DFID’s research has also identified knowledge 
gaps on women’s lifetime experiences of VAWG, from birth through to old age, and how different forms 
of VAWG interconnect. Research from high-income countries suggests strong links between violence 
experienced in childhood and adulthood, for both perpetrators and survivors. CEFM is also associated 
with high levels of domestic violence. There is little research as yet into the efficacy of education for young 
people about what equal and respectful relationships look like.

3.7 The major research activities are still at a relatively early stage. The FGM/C and CEFM research programmes 
were both initiated in 2015. The CEFM research programme has yet to formally start as the main 
implementation phase of the programme was only launched in March 2016. WhatWorks started in 2013 and 
has set up 26 research projects in 17 countries, but these have yet to deliver results and innovation pilots 
have only recently started. Substantial new results are still two to five years away for these programmes. 
These will have the potential to inform DFID’s own programming and influence other actors in the field. 
Based on the level of investment, the quality of researchers and the range of issues covered, this seems to 
be a very credible set of research programmes which give DFID a global leadership role in this area.

14. Shifting social norms to tackle violence against women and girls (VAWG), DFID Guidance Note, January 2016, link

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/507845/Shifting-Social-Norms-tackle-Violence-against-Women-Girls3.pdf
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Box 6: Engaging with men and boys

Working with men and boys to prevent VAWG is a contested area. The literature stresses that, with men 
occupying positions of power at all levels of society, it is their attitudes and behaviours that must change if 
VAWG is to end. However, some commentators are concerned that working with men might divert resources 
from women-only and women-focused programmes and services.

DFID’s guidance promotes working with men and boys, but cautions that this might inadvertently reinforce 
unequal power relations unless programmes remain accountable to women and girls. It suggests that 
interventions challenging gender roles by promoting alternative versions of masculinity and working to 
transform unequal power relations between women and men are more effective than those that overtly target 
violent behaviour. Working with perpetrators, however, has helped to expand knowledge, which in turn has 
informed prevention work.

All but three of the 23 DFID programmes we reviewed were engaging with men in some way, mostly as a core 
activity. Examples include:

• India – Poorest Areas Civil Society Programme: this aims at social mobilisation of communities and
engages strongly with men, leaders and perpetrators of violence.

• Pakistan – Aawaz Voice and Accountability Programme: men participate alongside women in
awareness-raising sessions and ‘change agent’ training on participation in public spaces and political
processes and women’s right to freedom from violence.

• Sudan – Free of FGC: local partners facilitate community discussions on female genital cutting
(FGC), led by village chiefs, members of village councils, religious leaders, health-care providers and
other influential community members (and including younger generations).

3.8 DFID has developed a plausible theory of change governing its overall approach to VAWG (attached 
as Annex 3).15 It offers programme designers a structured way of critically thinking about the VAWG 
challenge and options for tackling it. It was developed in consultation with civil society organisations and 
other stakeholders and published in June 2012. It includes a problem statement, barriers to progress and 
desired results, but is not specific to any particular form of VAWG. In our interviews with DFID staff and our 
programme reviews, we found that it is widely referenced and used by DFID staff as a starting point for 
developing programmes in specific country contexts.

3.9 The theory of change pre-dates the WhatWorks programme, but is broadly consistent with the current state 
of knowledge. However, there is still much to be learnt about VAWG prevention and DFID recognises that the 
theory of change will need to be updated as new evidence becomes available. There are some acknowledged 
shortcomings in the theory of change, including the implicit assumption that change occurs continuously, 
without setbacks and reversals. Greater clarity is also needed about how to address perpetrators of violence 
and about the role of promoting equal and respectful relationships in ending VAWG.

DFID’s overall theory of change on VAWG is credible but will require updating 

15.        A theory of change for tackling VAWG, DFID CHASE Guidance Note 1, June 2012, link.
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3.10 DFID has a range of mechanisms for sharing VAWG knowledge internally. The central VAWG team 
supports the VAWG policy agenda, manages external relationships and supports country teams. An 
external VAWG Help Desk has been established to provide analysis and advice to country programmes 
and others and which also produces a quarterly research digest. Between its establishment in May 
2013 and November 2015, the Help Desk handled 95 enquiries, of which 34 were from DFID country 
offices. While not all countries have used the service, it has provided a useful source of additional VAWG 
expertise, including on specific countries and themes, such as child sexual abuse, working with men and 
boys and intimate partner violence. The Help Desk is also available to other government departments 
and has been accessed in particular by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, the Stabilisation Unit 
and the Home Office.

3.11  DFID has been translating the available evidence into guidance notes to make it more accessible 
to country teams and to help integrate VAWG into wider programmes. ‘How To’ notes have been 
created for addressing VAWG in the health, education, economic development and security and justice 
sectors and, most recently, on achieving social norm change. More than 5,000 people accessed these 
resources on the external website in 2015.16 Similar guidance is also available for the water, sanitation 
and hygiene sector..17 Our interviews with DFID staff and review of DFID documents suggested that the 
‘How To’ notes are being used by DFID country staff to help guide the design of programmes.

3.12 DFID has established communities of practice for VAWG and for CEFM and FGM/C. The former had 
134 members in January 2016, including head office staff, heads of country offices and country-based 
staff, primarily advisers. They provide an environment in which specialists and non-specialists on VAWG 
issues can interact. The groups hold virtual meetings regularly and share resources and insights. 
Learning is also facilitated by work within advisory groups (especially among the social development 
cadre) and through the rotation of advisers between head office and country programmes.

3.13 A key aspect of a learning portfolio is openness among staff to new knowledge. During our interviews 
with DFID staff in headquarters and country offices, we encountered a high level of awareness of 
current research among the DFID staff and a willingness to engage with its findings. We found good 
examples in our desk reviews and country visits of staff drawing on research in programme design, 
especially for VAWG-focused programmes.

3.14 DFID still has some way to go on building knowledge on VAWG for non-specialists. While the larger 
subject of gender equality has been mainstreamed fairly effectively across the department, including 
in results frameworks and staff training, VAWG remains an emerging area. In India, interviews with 
programme staff who were not VAWG specialists demonstrated good knowledge and awareness of 
VAWG issues. In Ethiopia, however, programme staff were more reliant on social development advisers 
for technical support. Yet, importantly, social development advisers have limited time to engage in 
depth with sectoral programmes. As we suggest below, one of the pathways to scaling up impact is to 
incorporate VAWG interventions into programming in other sectors. To accomplish this, DFID will need 
to provide more help on VAWG for non-specialists.

DFID has actively promoted internal learning about VAWG

16. Help Desk Annual Review, DFID, February 2016, unpublished.

17. Gender, Violence and WASH: A Practitioner’s Toolkit, Share Consortium, 2014, link.
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3.15 There is limited evidence that DFID is systematically capturing lessons from its own VAWG programmes 
and sharing them across countries. At this early stage, much of its programming is experimental in nature, 
designed to test new approaches in different contexts. It should be accompanied by an active process 
of drawing lessons that could be applied more broadly. For VAWG-focused programmes, DFID could do 
more to build continuous innovation into programme designs. We did not see evidence of DFID trying out 
different interventions in different contexts and adjusting quickly in response to early evidence of what 
works.

3.16 The evaluation function in DFID is decentralised to country offices, which make their own decisions on 
how best to use their limited evaluation resources. This means that there is no overarching evaluation 
strategy for the VAWG portfolio. While there are a number of evaluations planned in the coming years, 
they are not necessarily focused on addressing knowledge gaps so as to inform the development of the 
VAWG portfolio as a whole. A stronger role for the central VAWG team in the planning of evaluations and 
the dissemination of results would enhance learning.

3.17 Some of the planned evaluations will be randomised control trials. We encountered a lively debate about 
the value of these in the VAWG portfolio (see Box 7). Although the number of randomised control trials 
available so far is limited, they are relied upon extensively as a source of rigorous evidence. A number of 
stakeholders whom we interviewed, however, suggested they were less appropriate for measuring the 
results of experimental programmes, which need to be delivered in a flexible manner.

DFID is not as focused on learning from its own VAWG portfolio

Box 7: Is DFID’s investment in randomised control trials appropriate for VAWG?

Randomised control trials are considered by some to be the gold standard in evaluation practice. They offer 
robust evidence of attribution – that is, whether an intervention is really the cause of a claimed result.

The relatively few randomised control trials globally that have been carried out in the VAWG area have been 
highly influential, as demonstrated by the WhatWorks evidence reviews. Yet some interviewees argued that 
DFID puts too much emphasis on this kind of trial. In a complex field such as VAWG, results may be linked to 
the quality of implementation, which calls for different assessment methods. Furthermore, randomised 
control trials take a long time to generate results and require a hands-off approach during implementation. 
This works against in-programme experimentation and active learning.

Our view is that, in a relatively young portfolio like VAWG with many small, innovative programmes, there is a 
good case for lighter assessment methods that generate learning quickly and at low cost to support flexible 
and adaptive programming. However, as the portfolio matures, there will be a need to identify effective VAWG 
interventions that can be scaled up by building them into sector programmes, including those funded by 
partner countries and other donors. Randomised control trials will play an important role in proving the value 
of these interventions and persuading others to take them on.
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3.18 DFID has embarked on an ambitious knowledge journey in this complex field. It has made a significant 
commitment to generating new research, engaging with some of the leading researchers in the field. It 
has been systematic in identifying knowledge gaps and putting in place a programme of research and 
innovation to fill them. While the research is still at an early stage, emerging results have been captured in 
internal guidance for sharing across countries and departments. This represents a strong example of how 
to develop research programmes and apply knowledge to respond to a new policy priority.

3.19 It is too early to see the uptake of evidence from the new research initiatives into operational programmes. 
Over the next few years, however, DFID’s research projects, pilots and internal evaluations will generate 
a wealth of new knowledge. Turning this into programming at scale and with impact will be a major 
challenge, requiring new programme designs and more sophisticated theories of change. Having 
positioned itself as a global leader on funding VAWG research, DFID will need to focus on disseminating its 
research results to help guide the actions of its own and others’ programme managers.

3.20 The major challenges that we see ahead for DFID over the next five years in the area of knowledge 
generation and application are:

• Assimilating the learning from a substantial volume of research.

• Generating more learning from DFID programmes.

• Updating and elaborating theories of change in the light of new research.

• Improving the dissemination of research, which also provides opportunities for building
partnerships and widening ownership.

• Developing results measurement processes and indicators that are effective in the VAWG area.

• Generating the next level of questions and continuing to learn.

Building a credible portfolio of programmes

DFID country strategies are increasingly addressing VAWG

3.21 Since the Secretary of State signalled the UK’s commitment to tackling VAWG through the aid programme, 
DFID country programmes have significantly increased their engagement on the issue. We reviewed 27 of 
DFID’s Country Operational Plans, comparing the focus on VAWG analysis and programming in 2011/12 to the 
2013/14 updates. There was evidence of increased analysis and commitments on VAWG in 19 of the countries, 
leading to a range of new initiatives and programmes:

• Setting VAWG as a strategic priority in the Afghanistan programme with a commitment to developing 
new programmes and better tracking of results for girls and women.

• Establishing new VAWG programmes in Ghana and strengthening gender capacity in the country office.

• Increased programming at sub-national level in Mozambique to reduce violence against girls, including
by working with civil society and developing a new economic programme to reduce gender inequality. 

• A new programme empowering women to address VAWG in Pakistan, linked to analysis of the multiple 
forms of discrimination driving VAWG and underpinned by enhanced gender-disaggregated data.

• Addressing VAWG in the education and reproductive health programmes in Tanzania, including 
strengthening of school management and leadership and training health workers to support women 
affected by VAWG. 

Challenges ahead on generating and applying learning
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3.22  Strategic thinking at the country level is key to the future development of the VAWG portfolio. In 
particular, DFID needs to work out how to move from small-scale programming to interventions at the 
scale required for transformative impact. The pathway to scale is likely to be different in each country, 
depending on the nature of the VAWG challenge, the available entry points and the capacity of local 
partners. We have little evidence to date that DFID approaches this challenge systematically in its priority 
countries. However, recent developments in the Malawi programme are a good example of how this can 
be done in a strategic way (see Box 8).

Box 8: Scaling up the response to VAWG in Malawi

Following the arrival of a new Head of Office in 2014, DFID Malawi is providing an example of how to scale 
up and mainstream its response to VAWG across all its programmes. Initial contextual and data analysis was 
undertaken by the VAWG Help Desk, which then sent a consultant to help DFID Malawi develop a country-
level theory of change, reflecting the local context and the opportunities within its sector programmes.

In addition to a focus on gender-based violence in its justice programme, DFID Malawi is working to develop 
VAWG components in education, resilience, savings and loans, and health and family planning programmes. 
The team are finding the ‘How To’ notes helpful in developing sectoral approaches. Programme design 
will have an initial emphasis on ‘do no harm’, moving to an increasing focus on changing social norms and 
prevention. Key challenges ahead include providing VAWG expertise for the design process for sectoral 
programmes and not overloading the delivery agents for key programmes at community level.

3.23 DFID’s VAWG portfolio expanded rapidly between 2012 and 2014, at a period when the UK aid programme 
was increasing to meet the 0.7% target. A DFID mapping exercise in 2014 identified 110 VAWG programmes 
in 2014 – up from 64 in 2012.18 Seventeen new programmes were added in 2015 (including 11 in conflict and 
humanitarian contexts). This represents a slower rate of expansion, which the DFID VAWG team described 
as a ‘consolidation phase’. Of programmes focused exclusively on VAWG, the total budget rose from £20 
million in 2012 to an estimated £184 million in 2015.19

DFID has moved quickly to build its VAWG portfolio drawing on its theory of change

18. Violence Against Women and Girls: Map of DFID programmes, Oxford Policy Management, 2014, link

19. DFID was unable to provide updated financial information, so budgets for new programmes which started in 2015 are simply added to total budget 
figures produced for DFID for programmes in operation in 2014.

DFID’s VAWG portfolio expanded rapidly after 2012, with an increased number of programmes and a growing overall budget 
for VAWG-focused programmes.  Source: DFID Portfolio Mapping, OPM, 2014 and review team analysis.

Figure 3: Summary of DFID’s VAWG programming

-

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/368932/Map-DFID-VAWG-prog-2014b.pdf
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3.24 The theory of change sets out four types of intervention: 

• Building political will and legal and institutional capacity.

• Changing social norms, including behaviours and practices.

• Supporting the empowerment of women and girls.

• Strengthening and expanding specialist women’s services.

      This has proved to be a useful framework for DFID staff in classifying VAWG interventions. DFID country 
offices have taken and adapted it to their specific programmes. For example, the Rwanda programme for girls 
aged 12 and above has a theory of change based on girls economic and social empowerment. A programme 
addressing gender-based violence in South Africa has a theory of change focused on addressing the root 
causes of VAWG, including changing belief systems, attitudes and behaviours towards women.

3.25 The portfolio shows a good balance across the four intervention types, with most programmes including 
two or more of these interventions. Work on social norm change was previously under-represented in 
the DFID portfolio. As recommended by the International Development Committee, the focus on social 
norm change has increased markedly, from 23% of programmes in 2012 to 63% at the time of the 
portfolio mapping exercise in 2014. A strong example of the social norm approach is the Nigeria Voices 
for Change programme (see Box 9).

DFID is not as focused on learning from its own VAWG portfolio

Box 9: Nigeria Voices for Change: Empowering Women and Adolescent Girls

The ‘Voices for Change’ programme in Nigeria (£41 million, 2011-17) aims to change social norms towards women and 
girls, including those relevant to VAWG. It raises awareness among men and women through social media, branding 
and the use of ‘virtual safe spaces’. It also aims to build civil society capacity to collaborate on action to support 
gender equity, including advocacy for policies and legislation to protect women and girls against violence.

We found that the programme design was informed by strong contextual analysis and wide consultations, 
including with young people. It also drew on a thorough assessment of the empirical evidence supporting the 
proposed interventions. The limited evidence about how social media and new communication technologies 
can be used to deliver social change is acknowledged, and the programme explicitly sets out to generate new 
learning in this area. In an important innovation, the programme has developed a new tool for measuring social 
norm change, drawing on international expertise. This has been widely shared across DFID and externally.

3.26 The VAWG-focused programmes we reviewed were well-designed with good use of contextual analysis, 
strong links to the theory of change and adequate VAWG indicators. However, four of our 16 reviews of VAWG-
component programmes did not include VAWG specifically in their theories of change, which creates the risk 
that the VAWG elements of these programmes will not be designed or monitored appropriately.

3.27  We looked at the balance of the portfolio across the different types of VAWG, but were not able to reach 
any firm conclusion. FGM/C or CEFM were addressed by 9 of our 23 desk review programmes, as well as by 
a number of central programmes. Only four of the programmes specified in their design documents that 
they were addressing intimate partner violence and non-partner sexual violence, which are amongst the 
most prevalent forms of VAWG. In 12 of the programmes the documentation was not specific about the types 
of VAWG being addressed. This suggests that interventions may not be covering the full range of VAWG 
or being appropriately tailored to the prevention of particular types of VAWG. A number of stakeholders, 
including DFID staff, multilateral donors and civil society organisations, stressed the point that intimate 
partner violence should not be neglected and is likely to require specific types of intervention.
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20. The Civic Origins of Progressive Policy Change: Combating Violence Against Women in Global Perspective, Htun, M. & Weldon S., American Political 
Science Review, Vol. 106, Issue 3, 2012, p. 548-69, link

21. Violence Against Women and Girls: Map of DFID programmes, Oxford Policy Management, 2014, link
22. DFID’s Results Framework: Managing and reporting DFID results, DFID, 2011, p. 5, link
23. Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goals Indicators, United Nations Economic and Social Council, March 2016, link

Women’s voices are not being heard adequately

3.28 Research has demonstrated the important role of women’s rights organisations in bringing about policy change 
on VAWG.20 One route to scaling up VAWG prevention is strengthening grassroots women’s rights organisations 
and networks. However, the 2014 mapping study found that DFID’s programmes had limited focus on building 
the capacity of such organisations.21 DFID has made contributions of £8 million to the Amplify Change 
programme and £6 million to the United Nations Trust Fund to End Violence against Women. We support the 
views of a range of stakeholders from other government departments, donors, civil society organisations and 
academic institutions that this remains a relatively neglected area in DFID’s programming.

It is very important that donors, including DFID, step up to support women’s rights organisations... 
DFID is not doing well compared with other donors.

Official from multilateral agency

3.29 There is mixed evidence as to the extent and quality of beneficiary engagement in DFID’s VAWG programming. 
Consultation with beneficiaries was mentioned in only 5 of the 23 business cases that we reviewed, and only 
2 of our desk reviews showed evidence of beneficiaries’ involvement in the governance of the programmes. 
We did, however, see good examples of beneficiary engagement in the Girl Effect programme in Ethiopia, 
where in-depth consultations have shaped programme design and content, and the Poorest Areas Civil Society 
Programme in India, where women and other excluded groups affected by violence play a leadership role in the 
organisations supported under the programme. Given this mixed evidence, DFID should assess whether there is 
potential to strengthen the role of women, and particularly survivors, in the design, governance and monitoring 
of VAWG programmes, to make them more responsive to the needs of the intended beneficiaries, giving due 
consideration to the needs of confidentiality and safety.

3.30 Despite its strong policy commitment to VAWG, DFID has not as yet set itself global targets on VAWG. DFID’s 
Results Framework includes a commitment to providing ten million women and girls with access to improved 
security and justice services,22 but there is no specific indicator on VAWG. While we do not think that a numerical 
beneficiary target is appropriate for VAWG, we are concerned that the absence of any kind of overarching target 
on the scale of programming has led to a lack of attention to collecting basic management information about 
the portfolio. 

3.31   DFID does not routinely track its expenditure on VAWG programming, especially for VAWG-component 
programmes. It commissioned a mapping exercise in 2014 that produced an estimate of programming 
commitments, but this has not been kept up to date. 

3.32   As the portfolio matures, DFID will need to become more rigorous in its data capture. The Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development is already pushing ahead in this area and will be introducing a VAWG 
‘marker’ to its international aid statistics from 2017. DFID has stated that it will respond to this. In addition, the 
inclusion of a VAWG target in the Global Goals offers an opportunity for DFID to draw from indicators currently 
under development at the global level for its own frameworks. These will include indicators to measure intimate 
partner violence, sexual violence, CEFM and FGM/C.23

Effective management of DFID’s VAWG portfolio requires better information

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Mala_Htun/publication/259425218_Civic_Origins_of_Progressive_Policy_Change_Combating_Violence_against_Women_in_Global_Perspective_1975-2005-CORRIGENDUM/links/0a85e53ad701ab5ae6000000.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/368932/Map-DFID-VAWG-prog-2014b.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/360906/DFID-external-results-Sep_2014.pdf
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/47th-session/documents/2016-2-IAEG-SDGs-E.pdf
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24. Addressing VAWG through DFID’s Economic Development and Women’s Economic Empowerment Programmes, DFID, February 2015, link
25. A study quoted in the same report found that young women in the Occupied Palestinian Territories are ‘disproportionately’ affected by 

violence at work: 18% of women aged 24 and under and 29% of women aged 25 to 29 reported having experienced violence at work in the 
previous 12 months. See Toolkit for Integrating GBV Prevention and Response into Economic Growth Projects, Schulte, J. et al, USAID, 2014, link

26. In 2012, ICAI reviewed DFID’s Girl Hub partnership with the Nike Foundation. While ICAI considered the use of a branding approach to be 
promising, it expressed concerns about the overall strategy, a lack of clarity on governance and management processes and a lack of attention 
to learning. ICAI follow up concluded that Girl Hub had taken swift and positive action to address the management deficiencies. Four years on, 
Girl Hub has been restructured as an independent charity, Girl Effect, and is working to address the broader issues raised by ICAI. See Girl Hub: 
a DFID and Nike Foundation initiative, ICAI, March 2012, link 

3.33  Innovation is a key element in portfolio development. DFID’s programming includes a good range of innovation. 
Many of these initiatives aim to capture learning, but they are not for the most part embedded in structured 
processes for assessing whether they are suitable for piloting and then scaling up. 

3.34  The central ‘WhatWorks’ programme includes a component that provides grants to national organisations and 
international NGOs for innovative pilot projects. These projects are engaging with new stakeholder groups to 
promote social norm change, such as religious leaders in Yemen and the Democratic Republic of Congo and 
peer educators in garment factories in Bangladesh. There are projects exploring the underlying causes of 
VAWG within relationships, the challenges facing migrant women in Nepal and programmes challenging 
men’s attitudes towards women in the Democratic Republic of Congo and South Africa. There is also a multi-
media project aimed at changing social norms on VAWG across the Occupied Palestinian Territories. While it is 
too early to look for results, the projects include baseline studies and a mixture of quantitative and qualitative 
research methods, so as to maximise learning. The goal is to contribute to global knowledge; there is no 
specific plan for taking successful initiatives to scale. 

3.35  There is also innovation within DFID’s country-based, VAWG-focused programmes. In Kenya, for example, 
DFID is using football as a tool to challenge harmful social norms, drawing on the brand strength of the English 
Premier League. The programme reaches 600 young people each week with a combination of football training, 
education and mentoring. There is a strong focus on monitoring and evaluation to learn lessons and it is intended 
that these should feed into other programmes working with sports coaching to address VAWG. The use of 
branding is potentially a powerful way of engaging men and boys, as well as working with women and girls. 
However the efficacy and risks of such partnerships have not yet been fully considered. 

3.36  There is scope for greater engagement to address VAWG that is taking place in private sector contexts. From our 
desk reviews we saw little evidence that DFID programmes were tackling VAWG in the workplace. DFID’s ‘How 
To’ note on addressing VAWG in the context of economic empowerment programmes notes that: ‘Women and 
girls experience violence in the home, in the workplace, in market places and on the way to work. This not only 
prevents women from earning an income but also restricts business productivity and profitability and therefore 
impacts on economic growth.’ 24.25

3.37   Partnerships with the private sector, NGOs and philanthropic foundations with marketing skills also have potential 
for addressing VAWG. Brand and marketing techniques developed in a commercial context can be drawn on as a 
source of innovation and learning. Through the ‘Girl Effect’, DFID is working with the Nike Foundation26 to build a 
strong brand identity that can drive social change for adolescent girls. Girl Effect has developed brands in Nigeria, 
Ethiopia and Rwanda which are being used to encourage girls to make use of services and to challenge the 
acceptability of violence. The approach is innovative but its impact is yet to be clearly demonstrated. Engaging 
with the private sector and using marketing techniques to support social norm change are identified as a learning 
frontier in the final section of the report. 

3.38  It is notable that the major initiative for piloting new approaches to VAWG has come within a centrally-funded 
DFID programme. There are limits on DFID’s ability to manage small and innovative programming at country 
level. Piloting, with its associated monitoring and assessment requirements, is a time-consuming activity, for 
which DFID staff constraints and pressure for larger programmes leave limited space. One striking exception was 
the ‘Safetipin’ initiative in India. Its launch was supported through the initiative of DFID advisers (see Box 10).

DFID is innovating but lacks a clear approach to scaling up successes

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/444145/Health-guidance-note-partB_2_.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/USAID%2520Toolkit%2520GBV%2520EG%2520Final%25209-22-14.pdf
http://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Girl-Hub-Final-Report_P1-52.pdf
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3.39  While there are examples of innovative programming across the portfolio, they rarely include explicit plans for 
how successful innovations will be taken to scale. This is understandable at the current stage in the life of the 
portfolio, when the priority is to generate new knowledge. However, DFID’s current VAWG-focused programmes 
are too small to generate transformational change, with numbers of beneficiaries typically in the tens of 
thousands. At a certain point, the focus will need to turn to delivery at scale so that VAWG can be addressed for a 
significant proportion of the populations in countries and regions where DFID is working.

3.40  One important means for achieving impact at a larger scale is to integrate successful VAWG interventions into 
wider sectoral programmes, whether government or donor financed. In Bihar, India, we saw a good example 
of how DFID was able to integrate VAWG interventions into a government-led health programme, which were 
then moved rapidly to scale (see Box 11). DFID’s internal VAWG guidance and research already points to a range of 
opportunities for doing this across various major sectors of development work (summarised in Box 12).

The quality of VAWG interventions is lower when integrated into sectoral programmes

Box 10: The Safetipin programme

Safetipin is an innovative phone app developed in Delhi that enables women in urban areas to report on the safety 
of their surroundings. By combining volunteer reports with those generated by Safetipin staff, the app is able to 
build up a picture of the overall safety of a range of locations around the city. Safety apps have been subject to the 
criticisms that some women have no choice but to enter unsafe areas and that the apps put the onus on women 
to ensure their own security. However, Safetipin has also encouraged urban authorities to invest in improving 
infrastructure such as street lighting in dangerous locations. Safetipin’s development depended on the willingness 
of DFID staff to devote time to an innovative pilot. In September 2015, Safetipin announced an alliance with the 
company Uber to take the app to 50 cities, including in Africa, South America and Asia.
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Box 11: Scaling up VAWG through a sector-wide health programme in India

The Sector Wide Approach to Strengthening Health (SWASTH) programme is a partnership between DFID 
and the Indian state of Bihar. DFID is contributing £145 million to a much larger government initiative on rural 
health, nutrition, water and sanitation. The programme offers a strong example of how collaboration with 
government can provide a means for the sustainable scaling up of VAWG interventions.

One component of the programme is ‘Gram Varta’ (Hindi for ‘village talks’), an innovative, community-based 
initiative that works with nearly 80,000 self-help groups and covers about 10% of the population of Bihar. The 
objective of the programme is to develop a cadre of staff trained to respond to women in distress, including 
through a helpline and short-stay refuges. These services are intended to give the survivors access to a range 
of medical, legal and counselling services while protecting privacy and confidentiality.

The programme offers a number of examples of how successful pilots can be taken to scale by leveraging 
national resources.

• A Gender Equity Model in schools was first piloted in 40 schools in four districts, and is now being
extended to 100 schools in 10 districts, addressing 40,000 children.

• Twenty-three special facilities for women were established in police stations. In March 2015, the
Chief Minister of Bihar announced that this would be extended to 112 police stations, making use
of central government funding.

• Village dialogue work has been scaled up and is now reaching over a million women.

3.41   DFID has a range of VAWG-component programmes in operation, but we found the quality of their VAWG 
interventions to be lower than in VAWG-focused programmes. They are weaker in their contextual analysis and 
their use of evidence about what works. Over 30% of our sample of VAWG-component programmes have 
theories of change that do not incorporate VAWG, almost 40% of these programmes lack adequate indicators 
to support the monitoring and evaluation of VAWG and 50% showed weaknesses in VAWG contextual analysis. 
This is in contrast to VAWG-focused programmes, where 100% of our sample demonstrated theories of 
change consistent with the corporate model and adequate indicators and contextual analysis. 

3.42  This comparison is important, pointing to a dilemma ahead for DFID. While VAWG-focused programmes will 
remain important for learning and piloting, incorporating VAWG interventions into sector programmes offers a 
more promising route to delivery at scale. It is therefore likely that DFID’s future VAWG programming will not, in 
the main, be managed by VAWG specialists. DFID will need to ensure that VAWG expertise is made available 
during programme design. It must also make sure that the level of understanding of VAWG issues is raised 
across the department to maintain the quality of interventions. It is important that learning from VAWG-focused 
programmes and wider research is applied in VAWG-component programmes.
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Box 12: Examples of how other sectors can contribute to tackling VAWG by introducing 
VAWG elements into their programmes

Security and justice

• Legal reform including recognition of marital
rape as a crime.

• Improving women’s access to justice and
specialist support services.

• Improving formal and informal security and
justice systems’ treatment of women and
girls.

• Enforcement of child marriage laws.

Health and family planning

• Screening of pregnant women for VAWG.

• Improved medical responses to VAWG.

• Strengthened referral systems between
health facilities and support services.

• Ensuring safe access to contraception for
women.

Water and sanitation

• Location of water points addressing
vulnerability of women to sexual assault.

• Provision of sanitation facilities reducing
vulnerability due to open defecation.

Education

• Establishing gender norms in schools

• Teacher training and girls support services.

• Prevention and elimination of VAWG in
education system.

Economic empowerment

• Economic empowerment of women and
girls to protect against VAWG.

• Building capacity to tackle VAWG within
the workplace.

• Enabling environment that does no harm.

3.43  FGM/C and, to a lesser extent, CEFM are the most prominent issues where DFID is systematically working at 
scale internationally and nationally, through a complementary mix of programming, research and advocacy, 
with identified indicators. These efforts are beginning to yield results. A major part of these initiatives is managed 
from headquarters and takes the form of contributions to global and regional programmes on FGM/C and 
CEFM. These are also the issues that DFID chose to promote at the 2014 Girl Summit, which raised awareness 
and attracted commitments for action. The choice of issues is strategic. While other types of VAWG are more 
widespread, FGM/C and CEFM lend themselves to focused international campaigns aimed at their eradication 
– another possible pathway to impact at scale. DFID’s centrally-funded FGM/C programme aims for a reduction
of cutting by 30% in 10 countries over 5 years, with the vision to see an end to the practice within a generation. 
Within our desk review sample, a further six programmes also focused on FGM/C.

3.44  DFID’s £35 million five year programme, Towards ending FGM/C in Africa and Beyond is the largest single donor 
investment ever targeted specifically at FGM/C. The largest FGM programme component, receiving £20 million, 
is the United Nations Joint Programme on FGM/C. The programme combines advocacy for changes to national 
laws and policies with mobilising communities to abandon the practice. It aims at a 40% reduction in incidence 
for girls aged 14 and under in at least 5 countries by 2017. It has reported a range of early results,27 including new 
policies or legislation in 12 countries and new protocols for treating FGM/C survivors at 5,500 health centres. 
In addition, 12,700 communities and 20,000 religious and traditional leaders have made public declarations of 
abandonment (these results pre-date DFID’s funding). While this is a culturally sensitive issue, DFID believes that 
there is growing African leadership and momentum for change to which it can contribute. 

DFID's FGM/C interventions are working at scale but need to be grounded in evidence

27.  Accelerating Change: Report of the Impact of Phase 1 on the Unicef-UNFPA Joint Programme on FGM/C, UNFPA and Unicef, 2014, link

http://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/Joint%2520Programme%2520on%2520FGMC%2520Summary%2520Report.pdf
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3.45  FGM/C is a social practice that is deeply rooted in cultural norms. Despite promising approaches, there is still little 
solid evidence about how to change these norms (see for example, the Sudan Free of FGC Programme in Box 13). 
We also noted another instance, in Somalia, where a DFID programme had begun to scale up without a strong 
evidence base. While it is justified to experiment in this area, given the severity of the issue, the programming 
will need to be amended in the light of evidence as it emerges. While there is some evidence of success in West 
Africa, for example,28 there is a lack of evidence showing whether community declarations on the abandonment 
of FGM/C actually lead to real and sustainable behavioural change in a diverse range of locations. Studies to date 
mainly focus on changes in attitudes (eg mothers’ intentions regarding their own daughters), rather than actual 
prevalence.29 DFID funded research on FGM/C through the NGO Population Council is designed to address 
these gaps with research in up to nine countries to develop cost-effective approaches to eliminating FGM/C at 
community level.

Box 13: Sudan Free of Female Genital Cutting 

The Sudan Free of Female Genital Cutting (FGC) Programme is using two social norms change approaches, 
named in Arabic, ‘Saleema’ (meaning intact, whole or  complete) and ‘Almawadah wa Alrahma’ (meaning 
affection and mercy). These approaches reframe the discussion of female genital cutting in positive and non-
threatening terms, while maintaining a clear position that it is not acceptable. Face-to-face communication 
and social marketing through mass media is complemented by community-level discussions facilitated by 
local partners. However, we found that the programme, which had been run by its implementing partners 
since 2013, did not have a robust approach to monitoring and evaluation and was scaled up with limited 
evidence of its effectiveness. DFID is now working to collect this evidence.

3.46  The potential economic and social returns to reducing VAWG are significant. There are no readily available 
techniques however, for calculating the value for money of individual approaches or comparing between 
alternatives. In 2014, the WhatWorks programme produced a short summary paper on the issue,30 
drawn from a research paper which was subsequently published as a longer report in September 2015.31 The 
papers concluded that, while a number of VAWG interventions had been found to be effective, “little is known 
about their costs, value for money and how to take them to scale.” At that stage, only eight studies had examined 
value for money for VAWG programmes in low and middle income countries, and their approaches had been 
inconsistent. Wide variations in the unit costs of certain interventions, such as post-rape care and gender training, 
suggested that the design of the interventions was too different for cost comparison to be meaningful. As a 
result, we cannot reach any clear conclusions at this point as to the value for money of the portfolio. 

3.47  DFID has begun to focus on value for money in its guidance and programme design, including through the 
development of standard value for money measures. The cost-benefit analysis undertaken for the Finote Hiwot 
programme in Ethiopia32 (see Box 14) demonstrates good value for money for this programme, but also illustrates 
some of the limitations of a conventional approach to value for money in the VAWG context. In particular, it 
underscores the importance of the scale and replicability of interventions to the value for money equation. 

Scale up is the key value for money challenge

28.  Tostan’s sustainable impact in West Africa to date, Tostan, 2010, link
29.  Interventions to reduce the prevalence of female genital mutilation/cutting in African countries, Campbell Systematic Reviews, 2012, link
30.  Approaches to assess VFM and scale up of VAWG prevention: A summary of the evidence, WhatWorks, 2014, link
31.  What Works Evidence Reviews Number 4: Approaches to assess VFM and scale up of VAWG prevention: A summary of the evidence, Remme, 

Michaels-Igbokwe and Watts, WhatWorks, September 2015, link
32. Independent mid-term evaluation, IMC, 2015, p.46, link

http://tostan.org/sites/default/files/imce/tostan_impact_and_results_fact_sheet_eng.pdf
http://www.gsdrc.org/document-library/interventions-to-reduce-the-prevalence-of-female-genital-mutilationcutting-in-african-countries-2/
http://www.svri.org/ScaleupSummary.pdf
http://www.whatworks.co.za/documents/publications/38-2-global-evidence-reviews-paper-4-approaches-to-scale-up-and-assessing-cost-effectiveness-of-programmes-to-prevent-violence-against-women-and-girls/file
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/494148/End-Child-Marriage-Prog-midterm-Evaluation__.pdf
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3.48  Across the portfolio as a whole, the key value for money challenge, in our assessment, is developing credible 
approaches to scaling up. Innovative, small-scale programming is only good value if it generates significant 
learning that can be applied elsewhere, or if the experience is picked up and replicated. In Bihar, India, we saw a 
good example of how DFID was able to integrate VAWG interventions into a government-led health programme 
(see Box 11). If successful VAWG interventions can be introduced into other sectoral programmes, whether or not 
DFID-financed, they have the potential to generate a much higher return on the investment.

Working with others to achieve transformative impact

3.49  The scale of the VAWG problem is too great for DFID or any other agency to address on its own. DFID’s 
partnerships with and influencing of others are therefore central to any strategy for scaling up. In this section, we 
examine DFID’s efforts to change international norms and to encourage other governments, multilaterals and 
civil society organisations to act on VAWG.

3.50  Our review question was about DFID’s effectiveness in influencing others at the international and UK levels. Our 
ability to make this assessment was constrained by the confidentiality of some of the international processes and 
the fact that DFD itself does not systematically monitor its influencing activities in detail. Nonetheless, we were 
able to reach a number of conclusions about DFID’s contribution, alongside other actors. These were based 
on comparisons between DFID’s objectives and achievements, and through interviews with 15 multilateral and 
bilateral partners.

DFID has helped promote VAWG in the international development agenda

3.51   DFID has made a concerted effort to raise the VAWG agenda in international processes and events. It has helped 
to increase further the profile of VAWG at the United Nations, including supporting the General Assembly 
resolution on CEFM in December 2014. It has also been active in the Human Rights Council and the Commission 
on the Status of Women. While women’s rights organisations, academics and other donor countries have worked 
on these agendas for longer, civil society and government interviewees welcomed DFID’s entry into the field. 
As one of the world’s largest bilateral donors, DFID helps to set priorities within the global system. It has used 
this influence to promote the cause of VAWG, as evidenced by our interviews and published speeches and 
interventions by UK ministers. 

Box 14: Finote Hiwot, Ending child marriage programme in Ethiopia

The Finote Hiwot or End Child Marriage Programme in Ethiopia is a five year, £10 million VAWG-focused 
programme (2011 to 2016) that aims to keep girls in school and reduce child marriage. One of its interventions 
gives women economic incentives in the form of business loans to keep their daughters in school. The 
programme is widely praised as innovative and effective. It demonstrates positive value for money with a 
discounted benefit-to-cost ratio of 2.6, according to a 2015 independent evaluation. A total of 783 girls’ and 
259 boys’ child marriages were stopped in 2014/15 in the Amhara region.

Finote Hiwot also exemplifies many of the weaknesses of VAWG-focused programmes. The beneficiary target 
was scaled down from an initial 200,000, which was unrealistic, to 37,500. While DFID has taken measures to 
reduce the costs, some of the activities, particularly the financial incentives, are too expensive to be affordable 
by the Government of Ethiopia, despite the benefits. This is a barrier to any significant expansion of the 
programme in its current form.
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DFID is good at working through the [VAWG] problem. DFID is more advanced in understanding 
the context and asking the right questions... DFID is more aware than other donors surrounding 
these kinds of complex situations and can deal with them.

VAWG academic

3.52  DFID campaigned to secure the inclusion of gender and VAWG into the Global Goals, with a range of activities to 
co-ordinate and influence partners. Its objective was achieved in the form of a stand-alone gender goal (‘achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls’) and an associated VAWG target (‘the elimination of all forms 
of violence against women and girls in the public and private spheres’). DFID was only one voice among many 
that were pursuing this goal. However, from the involvement of the Prime Minister in co-chairing the High Level 
Panel through to the negotiation of the final declaration, the stakeholders we spoke to, from seven governments 
and six multilateral organisations, were in agreement that the UK had made a positive contribution, particularly in 
mobilising political leadership.

3.53  The Global Goals come with an overarching commitment to ‘leave no one behind’. Given the barrier that 
VAWG creates to achieving other development goals and the tendency for survivors to be marginalised, this 
commitment should help to give the VAWG agenda greater priority. It also calls for a focus on ‘intersectionality’ 
– that is the experience of women affected by multiple discriminations, including those living with disabilities, 
those from lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender communities and minority ethnic and religious communities. 
Our interviews with other government departments indicated that the global nature of the Goals, including those
focused on VAWG, means that they are given a much higher profile across government than the Millennium 
Development Goals, which applied only to developing countries.

The Girl Summit helped raise the profile of CEFM and FGM/C

3.54  In 2014, the UK organised the Girl Summit, co-hosted with Unicef, which focused on ending FGM/C and CEFM. This 
high-profile event was attended by the Prime Minister, other UK ministers and a wide range of senior figures from 
partner countries, as well as broad representation from civil society. The event was notable for giving a strong 
profile to the voices of adolescent girls and was accompanied by an effective social media campaign. With DFID 
expenditure of £123,000, supplemented by contributions from the Home Office and the private sector, it proved 
to be a very cost-effective means of adding momentum to global campaigns on these issues. 

3.55  Over 490 signatories were secured for the Girl Summit Charter on Ending FGM/C and CEFM, including those 
from key countries such as Brazil, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, Sudan and Yemen. The Summit has been 
followed by national Girl Summits in Uganda, Bangladesh, Ethiopia and Nepal, and an African Union regional 
event in Zambia. Eighteen Governments in Africa, the Middle East and South Asia where FGM and child marriage 
are prevalent have made commitments to end the practices; 16 on eliminating child marriage, 12 on ending FGM 
and 10 on ending both practices.33 These events suggest that the issues are gaining greater profile in developing 
countries. Following the London Summit, the governments of Bangladesh and Ethiopia made specific 
commitments to ending child marriage. The responsible Ethiopian minister commented to us that the London 
Girl Summit ‘crystallised the Government of Ethiopia’s support for ending child marriage.’

33. Girl Summit 2014: One Year On report, HMG/Unicef, 2015 link

http://www.girlsummit2014.org/Content/docs/GirlSummitFinalWeb.pdf
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The 2014 Girl Summit was a major inspiration and an eye opener. It was the first time the world 
came together to realise that the voice of the girl has been muted for too long. It also engaged 
with men and boys and addressed perpetrators.

Official from multilateral agency

3.56  At the Summit, participants were invited to make specific commitments to follow-up actions. While there were 
commitments from 27 national governments, most of these were modest in ambition (see Figure 4). Since 
then, progress on the more challenging actions, such as increasing budgets and reforming laws, has been slow. 
However, as of December 2015, the Girl Summit pledge website34 had recorded over 12,500 pledges and 130,000 
messages. Most interviewees agreed the value of the initiative lay in raising the profile of the issues, rather than 
garnering specific actions.

Figure 4: The composition of Girl Summit commitments by 27 national governments

34.  See www.girlsummitpledge.com and Girls Summit 2014: One year on report, 2015, link

Total Overall = 90
*16 of these programmes were participating in UN Joint programmes. 

Source: Girl Summit website; analysis by review team.

Thematic Totals Geographic Totals

http://www.girlsummitpledge.com
http://www.girlsummit2014.org/content/docs/OneYearOnFullProgress.pdf
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DFID could do more to encourage multilateral partners to engage on VAWG 

3.57  DFID has worked closely with a range of multilaterals, including the World Bank and the European Union, on the 
wider issue of gender equality. DFID contributed to the strengthening of the World Bank’s gender strategy and 
the European Union’s Gender Action Plan. It does not however, have specific VAWG objectives for its multilateral 
influencing. There is a strong argument for leading with VAWG within gender, particularly in politically challenging 
contexts. Addressing the underlying drivers of VAWG, such as abuse of power and gender inequality, can be a 
good entry point for addressing gender justice. 

3.58  Among the multilateral development banks, the World Bank has pushed ahead with research and policy work on 
VAWG, with DFID support, and is at a stage where it could mainstream VAWG through its sectoral programmes. 
Other development banks lag further behind. Mainstreaming of VAWG in sectoral programmes funded by 
multilateral organisations should be a significant element of DFID’s future plans for overall scale up of the global 
VAWG response. 

3.59  DFID is recognised by the bilateral and multilateral donors who we interviewed as drawing on its own country 
experience in its international policy work, which enhances its credibility. However, the multilateral partners 
working with DFID in joint programmes noted that DFID can be more inclined to pursue its own priorities than 
align with others, and is not always supportive of harmonised processes.

3.60 Research is a powerful tool for influencing others. We found in our interviews with other government 
departments, other donors and multilateral organisations that external knowledge of DFID’s research, such as 
WhatWorks, was variable. DFID has not yet developed a systematic approach to the dissemination of VAWG 
research results. Having launched the research as a contribution to the field internationally, DFID now needs to 
assess what should be done to promote the uptake of the research. This calls for different skills to research and 
will need to be resourced appropriately.

DFID is working actively with other government departments 

3.61  VAWG is an issue that affects every country in the world, including the UK. DFID co-ordinates closely with 
other UK government departments,35 both domestically and internationally, with regular meetings at 
ministerial and official levels to address VAWG issues in the UK and internationally. DFID has contributed 
to a series of UK government strategy documents on VAWG, building on the 2010 Call to Action. The 
Prime Minister, Home Office, Department of Health and Cabinet Office were all closely involved in the 
Girl Summit. Across the four departments36 we spoke to, there was a positive perception about DFID’s 
contribution to cross-government working on VAWG. 

3.62  Although we were given examples of good cooperation between departments, there remain challenges 
to address. FGM/C and CEFM are serious issues within certain diaspora communities in the UK. In this 
area, other departments describe DFID as a positive participant and contributor to interdepartmental 
collaboration, bringing insights from its own research and programming to inform UK policy debates. 
However, key stakeholders from diaspora communities in the UK suggest that DFID could do more to join 
up UK domestic eradication initiatives with its work in countries of origin.

There is a need for greater alignment by DFID and other donor agencies in their requests. They 
should not use their own logframes and reporting mechanisms but support joint reporting and 
joint missions.

Official from multilateral agency

35. The Home Office, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, the Department of Health and the Government Equalities Office.
36. The Home Office, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, the Department of Health and the Government Equalities Office. 
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Learning from experience on influencing 

3.63 Overall, DFID has made a major commitment to promoting the VAWG agenda internationally and across 
the UK government. The leadership of the Secretary of State and the department as a whole has helped 
to raise the profile of VAWG. DFID’s influencing work has been effective, in that a series of influencing 
goals were achieved in consort with others. There was clear consensus from the 15 foreign governments 
and multilateral donors that we spoke to that the UK has made a positive contribution. 

3.64 The first learning point from DFID’s influencing work on VAWG is that, when investing this level of effort 
in a global campaign, a more explicit strategy might help to maximise impact. While DFID did set itself a 
number of objectives, a clearer analysis of the international landscape, the actors to be influenced and the 
pressure points available to the UK might have enabled it to use its resources to better effect. 

3.65  Second, having identified its objectives and a strategy for achieving them, there should be a mechanism 
for monitoring whether the strategy is working and adjusting it as necessary. Monitoring is always time 
consuming, but is no less important for an influencing campaign than for a programme. We note that 
DFID has recently commissioned research into how it might go about this. 

Third, DFID should look back on major events such as the Girls Summit and the Global Goals negotiations 
and draw lessons from its engagement to inform future efforts.

3.66  
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4 Conclusions and future directions
DFID has made a strong start on developing a credible VAWG portfolio

4.1    In this early phase of developing its VAWG portfolio, DFID has made some strong progress. It has moved 
from clear policy commitments to a structured process for building knowledge of what works. It is testing 
new approaches to programming and beginning to explore how to incorporate VAWG interventions into 
its sectoral programmes. It has also made a substantial contribution to raising the profile of the VAWG 
challenge internationally. 

4.2   The combination of a strong research portfolio, a significant investment in international influencing, a 
strong central policy resource and a range of innovative programmes amount to a very positive example 
of how to develop a new area of the aid programme. We have given DFID’s VAWG work a ‘green’ rating on 
the basis of this strong start. 

4.3   The key message of this report however, is that this is just a beginning. DFID’s early work is promising, but 
will not of itself deliver transformative impact. The next challenge is to scale up promising approaches, 
both within its own sectoral programmes and by influencing others to do likewise. DFID will also need 
to ensure that its VAWG research work is disseminated and that lessons are incorporated into VAWG 
programmes. This will help to ensure that the scaling up of its programmes is based on sound evidence. 

4.4   There are various routes to scale up, all of which are important and mutually reinforcing. The WhatWorks 
programme has provided important analysis to help to guide DFID’s approach.37 We see potential for 
scale up through DFID’s influencing, research and programmatic work, including:

• Global campaigns.

• International norms and legal reform.

• Research programmes.

• Mass media and internet-based programmes.

• Scale up and replication of VAWG-focused programmes.

• Strengthening grassroots networks.

• Mainstreaming in DFID, other donor and government sectoral programmes.

4.5   Transforming the social norms that underpin VAWG, including intimate partner violence and sexual 
harassment and abuse, will take sustained effort over generations. Change will be a long-term process 
and timescales need to be realistic. DFID has helped to lay the foundations for a global campaign, but will 
need to continue to exercise strong leadership in the coming years in order to see real results.

37. What Works Evidence Reviews Number 4: Approaches to assess VFM and scale up of VAWG prevention: A summary of the evidence, Remme, 
Michaels-Igbokwe and Watts, WhatWorks, September 2015, link

http://www.whatworks.co.za/documents/publications/38-2-global-evidence-reviews-paper-4-approaches-to-scale-up-and-assessing-cost-effectiveness-of-programmes-to-prevent-violence-against-women-and-girls/file
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Issues and recommendations 

4.6   While DFID’s VAWG portfolio is developing strongly, a number of key concerns need to be resolved in the 
short to medium term. In this section, we make broad recommendations and highlight issues of concern 
that need to be addressed. We expect the DFID management response to this report to outline how it 
will go about addressing each of these areas of concern and the time period over which it will make a full 
response. We recognise that these issues may take several years to address.

Recommendation 1: Scaling up

DFID to explain how it plans to approach scaling up of successful VAWG interventions through centrally funded 
programmes, at country level and by working with other donors and agencies.

Issues of concern

• The small scale of DFID’s VAWG-focused programmes is not commensurate with the scale of the 
challenge.

• DFID does not yet have clear plans for scale up, including mainstreaming VAWG in sectoral programmes, 
either through its own interventions or its multilateral partners. 

Recommendation 2: Learning

DFID to explain how it will step up its internal learning on VAWG and improve uptake of learning and evidence into 
the design and implementation of sectoral programmes.

Issue of concern

• DFID is not maximising learning from its own portfolio, particularly about how to mainstream VAWG
interventions into sectoral programmes.

Recommendation 3: Learning

DFID to outline its plans to encourage uptake by external stakeholders of learning from the results of WhatWorks 
and other research.

Issue of concern

• Awareness of DFID’s WhatWorks and other external research is limited outside the department, so that
the value from these global public goods may not be fully realised.

Recommendation 4: Data

DFID to set a path to including VAWG more fully in its data collection and measurement systems.

Issue of concern

• DFID does not systematically collect expenditure and value for money data for its VAWG work.
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Learning frontiers 

4.7   There is also a set of longer-term challenges that DFID and others need to grapple with if efforts to 
prevent VAWG are to have transformative impact. As this is a learning review, we have focused much of 
our attention on the research programme and its capacity to fill outstanding knowledge gaps. This is a 
continuing challenge; learning invariably throws up new questions and challenges for further research. The 
paragraphs below identify a number of these challenges, which we have identified during our programme 
and literature reviews and interviews. We have designated these ‘learning frontiers’, on which we are not 
looking for a formal response.

Theme: Women’s lifetime experience of violence

• Learning frontiers: mapping women’s experiences of violence throughout their lifetimes. Understanding
the inter-connectedness of different forms of VAWG and the cumulative consequences of violence.

Theme: Relationship-based approaches

• Learning frontiers: how programmes can shift social norms regarding what is expected of men and
women within relationships and equip young people and older couples with the skills to build non-
violent relationships based on equality and respect.

Theme: Working with perpetrators of violence

• Learning frontiers: which approaches to holding perpetrators to account are likely to be effective in
developing country contexts, especially at local levels? This should include consideration of bystander
interventions, community justice programmes, interventions through public service programmes and
perpetrator programmes.

Theme: Intersectionality – reaching the women who are most at risk

• Learning frontiers: researching the VAWG experiences and specific needs of women subject to multiple
discriminations, including women living with disability, lesbian, bisexual and transgender women and
ethnic, religious and political minorities.

Theme: Working in and with the private sector

• Learning frontiers: what kinds of partnerships with the private sector are effective in addressing VAWG
in the workplace? What potential is there to use marketing skills and resources from the private sector,
including the use of branding techniques, to help combat VAWG?

Theme: Technology risks and opportunities

• Learning frontiers: information technology can help women to access knowledge and to report
incidents of VAWG, but it can also be an avenue for new forms of abuse. What approaches will maximise
the benefits and minimise the risks of information technology in the VAWG context?



37

Annex 1 Methodology
As a thematic review of a substantial portfolio of programmes, the methodology had components at three levels:

i. Literature, strategic and influencing reviews looking at current research, DFID’s efforts to build an
evidence base on what works, translate it into strategies and guidance and build a credible portfolio of
programmes, and DFID’s global influencing work.

ii      A desk review of a sample of programmes, to identify patterns and variations in DFID’s programming 
choices, to look at the generation and use of evidence and to assess the quality of programme designs.

iii     Detailed case studies of programming in two countries in order to explore how relevant they are to 
the national context, how well they interact with national stakeholders and beneficiary communities 
and how they link up with DFID programming in related areas, such health, education and livelihoods.

Key issues

VAWG prevalence

What Works to  
end VAWG

Needs of women 
and girls

theory of change 

 Value for money

Questions 
identified

Preliminary data 
collected 

 DFID and 
external data 

Key questions, data 
sources, sampling 

Review 
framework 
developed

Approach Paper 
drafted

DFID fact check

External peer
review

Approach Paper
published

Literature 
Review

Strategic
Review

Desk Review
(23 Programmes)

Country case studies:
Ethiopia and India

Influencing 
Review

Expert
consultation

DFID strategies, 
guidance and 
evaluations

Review of 
ToC Portfolio 
update IDC 
follow up

Country 
operational 
plan review

Value for 
money

Site visits to Bahir Dar 
(Ethiopia), Madhya Pradesh 

and Bihar (India)

79 stakeholder interviews 
and meetings

Project documents review

DFID interviews

Assessment framework to 
standardise data capture

Assessment framework to 
standardise data capture

66 key documents Sampling criteria

115 VAWG programmes
Sampling frame of 67 
significant non-humanitarian 
programmes. One third 
sample of 23: 

5 central programmes

11 “High interest” 
programmes (one per 
country)

7 Random non-high interest 
programmes

Sampling criteria

Density and variety of VAWG 
programming

Links to influencing work 
(Ethiopia)

Research and civil society 
capacity (India)

Contrast between VAWG-
focussed (Ethiopia) and 
VAWG-component (India)

DFID statement
of achievement

External evidence

Assessment 
framework

Focus on Girl 
Summit and Global 

Goals

58 UK and 
international 

interviews

Scoring
Findings  

developed
Evidence collated 

and analysed 
Report 
drafted

Questions 
identified

DFID fact check

External peer
review

Development Phase

Research Phase

Reporting Phase



38

As a learning review, the methodology focused on the early stages of the results chain, particularly the relevance 
and quality of programme designs. We did not look systematically at impact, although we did note any evidence 
of emerging results from DFID’s own reporting. The methodology considered the scale and intensity of DFID 
programming, including how it makes choices and justifies moving from piloting new initiatives to programming 
at scale. The review of DFID’s international influencing was a discrete component, requiring a separate 
methodology, based on a review of DFID’s claimed results.

An Analytical Framework was developed for the desk reviews and country case studies. This captured 
standardised information and allowed comparable assessments to be made against common assessment 
criteria for each of the programmes.

The framework captured the following data:

i. Types of VAWG intervention.

ii. The results that the programmes seek to deliver.

iii. Any programme-specific theory of change and how this is linked to the overall theory of change.

iv. Knowledge management.

v. The relationships between VAWG interventions and other programming, such as in health, education
or WASH.

vi. Whether DFID has collected inputs and feedback from survivors of violence and other beneficiaries.

vii. Delivery channels.

viii. Monitoring and evaluation arrangements and expenditure.

ix. Approach to value for money.

x. Whether external counterparts (eg government and key local stakeholders) view DFID’s approach as
relevant and plausible.

xi. Whether programmes link up with DFID’s international influencing activities.

xii. Evidence of course corrections following Annual Reviews.

xiii. Any evidence on results and their sustainability.

Choice of sample

There were two levels of sampling required for this review: i. a sample of programmes for desk review and; ii. a 
selection of DFID country programmes for case studies.

In choosing our sample, we used DFID’s 2014 mapping study, which identified 109 programmes with a VAWG 
element. This was brought up to date based on new information from DFID, yielding 115 programmes. From this, 
we eliminated programmes that were purely humanitarian in nature (which fall outside the scope of this review), 
where the VAWG element was too minor or limited to warrant individual review38 or that had already been visited 
by ICAI. This yielded a sampling frame of 67 programmes, including five programmes run by DFID centrally, seven 
Programme Partnership Arrangements,39 eight regional programmes and 47 bilateral country programmes.

We chose to conduct desk reviews of 23 of these programmes, representing one-third of the total. We included 
five central and regional programmes:

38. This included programmes where financial expenditure on VAWG was very low or the VAWG activities were peripheral to the main elements 
of the programme (eg one training course or a one-off study). 

39. PPAs provide core funding to UK or international NGOs at the headquarters level: see DFID’s Support for Civil Society Organisations through 
Programme Partnership Arrangements, ICAI, May 2013, link 

http://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-REPORT-DFIDs-Support-for-CSOs-through-PPAs.pdf
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• Two global programmes focused on research and innovation.

• One regional programme linked to DFID’s campaigning around Girl Summit.

• Two PPAs with strong but contrasting VAWG approaches.

Of the 47 bilateral programmes, we used purposive sampling to identify those most likely to generate useful 
lessons for this learning review. We identified 27 ‘high interest’ programmes, representing those that involved 
sustained, intensive or innovative interventions in one or more of the three pillars of DFID’s theory of change 
that are of most interest to this review. From those 27 programmes, we chose one from each of the 11 countries 
in which they occur (where there was more than one, we made a random choice).  

Finally, to balance any bias introduced by the purposive sample, we added a further 7 programmes chosen at 
random from the 20 programmes that were not identified as high-interest programmes. The resulting sample 
of 23 represented a good spread of intervention types, countries and delivery channels, enabling us to assess 
the variety within DFID’s VAWG portfolio.

For the case studies, we chose to do two country visits, looking at the full range of VAWG programming in 
each country, including by central and regional programmes. In selecting countries, we focused on those 
that displayed the greatest variety and intensity of VAWG related activities, so as to allow for rich findings. We 
selected a long list of the countries with at least one high interest programme.

These 11 countries were then ranked through a scoring system, to generate a shortlist of five (Ethiopia, India, 
Rwanda, South Africa and Zambia).

We made a purposive choice of country case studies based primarily on the intensity and variety of VAWG 
programming. India and Ethiopia emerged as the top two candidates. India has some of the most substantial 
and mature of DFID’s VAWG programmes, including VAWG components with large multi-sectoral programmes 
in health, education and infrastructure.40 Ethiopia has substantial interventions which seek to address social 
norms around child marriage and FGM/C alongside a major programme promoting traditional justice solutions 
and community dialogues on VAWG. While this programme is under suspension, the design and early 
experience is of particular interest to the review. In addition, Ethiopia had a significant follow up national plan 
linked to the Girl Summit and held a national Girl Summit in June 2015. The choice of India and Ethiopia allowed 
us to compare VAWG-component programmes in India with VAWG-focused programmes.

A fuller version of this methodology and full details of the desk review sample can be found in our Approach Paper.

40.  Although India is no longer a DFID priority country it provides a good opportunity to capture learning from the Indian experience where 
significant investment in VAWG has taken place to inform DFID’s overall portfolio.
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Annex 2 Detail of scoring

Question 1: Learning

How effectively is DFID harnessing and applying learning in the development and 
scale up of VAWG interventions?

DFID has invested heavily in VAWG research. The central WhatWorks and other 
research programmes are positioning DFID as a leading global funder of knowledge 
generation on VAWG. DFID is committed to generating and learning from evidence. 
VAWG-focused programmes generally make better use of empirical evidence than 
VAWG-component programmes. WhatWorks has potential to influence a wide 
range of partners and more work will be needed on dissemination as results become 
available. There is scope to improve learning within DFID’s own VAWG portfolio. 
While DFID’s VAWG programming includes a range of small-scale innovations, it is 
still at an early stage in learning how to deliver results at scale.

Question 2: Relevance

To what extent is DFID’s VAWG portfolio relevant, coherent and plausible?

DFID’s VAWG portfolio encompasses a credible range of interventions designed to 
tackle the primary causes of VAWG, as identified in its overall theory of change. It is 
coherent overall, to the extent that the portfolio encompasses a range of mutually 
reinforcing interventions. However, it lacks a clear strategy for delivering at a scale 
commensurate with the need. Coherence at the country level could be improved 
through clearer approaches for moving from small-scale, stand-alone programmes 
to integrating VAWG prevention into government and donor sector programmes, so 
as to achieve transformative impact.

Question 3: Influence

How effectively has DFID influenced wider efforts to tackle VAWG at the 
international and national levels?
 
DFID is recognised as a leader in this field and has played an important role 
in advancing VAWG in the global policy agenda. While it has not adequately 
monitored its influencing results, DFID has achieved a number of its objectives, 
including securing the inclusion of VAWG in the Global Goals. Working with 
other UK government departments, it has used high-profile events such as the 
2014 Girl Summit to secure commitments on VAWG from international partners 
and developing countries. DFID has invested energy and resources into global 
programmes and campaigns on FGM/C and CEFM that have real potential for 
transformative impact.
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Annex 3 DFID’s VAWG theory of change

Theory of change on tackling VAWG diagram



42

Annex 4 Select bibliography
A list of DFID’s VAWG How To and Guidance notes can be found at: link

Worldwide prevalence of non-partner sexual violence: a systematic review. 
Abrahams, N., et al. (2014). The Lancet.

Interventions to Prevent or Reduce Violence Against Women and Girls: A Systematic Review of Reviews. 
Arango, Diana J.; Morton, Matthew; Gennari, Floriza; Kiplesund, Sveinung; Ellsberg, Mary. (2014). World Bank, 
Washington, DC.

Interventions to reduce the prevalence of female genital mutilation/cutting in African countries. 
Berg, R.; Denison, E. (2012) Campbell Systematic Reviews.

Intimate Partner Violence: Economic Costs and Implications for Growth and Development.  
Duvvury, N., Callan, A., Carney, P. & Raghavendra, S. (2013). Women’s Voice, Agency & Participation Research 
Series. Washington, D.C., World Bank

Prevention of violence against women and girls: what does the evidence say?  
Elsberg, M.; Arango, D.; Morton, M.; Gennari, F.; Kiplesund, S.; Contreras, M.; Watts, C. (2014). The Lancet, 
Volume 385, Issue 9977, 1555 – 1566.

Macro Evaluation of DFID’s Strategic Vision for Girls and Women. 
Annual Technical Report e-Pact (2015) 2015 Final Version.

Work with men to end violence against women: A critical stocktake. 
Culture, Health & Sexuality. Flood, Michael. (2015) 2015.

A summary of the evidence and research agenda for What Works: A Global Programme to Prevent Violence 
against Women and Girls. 
Fulu, E. (2014) Medical Research Council, Pretoria, South Africa (2014) 12 pp.

What works to prevent violence against women and girls evidence reviews Paper 1: State of the field of 
research on violence against women and girls 
Fulu, E.; Heise, L. (2015).

What works to prevent VAWG evidence reviews: Interventions to prevent VAWG. 
Fulu, E.; Kerr-Wilson, A. (2015) Medical Research Council, Pretoria, South Africa.

Global and regional estimates of VAWG: prevalence and health effects of intimate partner violence and 
non-partner sexual violence. 
Garcia-Moreno, C., Pallitto, C., Devries, K., Stockl, H., Watts, C., & Abrahams, N. (2013). 
Geneva: World Health Organization.

Violence Against Women and Girls: Introduction. 
Gennari, Floriza; McCleary-Sills, Jennifer; Hidalgo, Nidia. 2014. World Bank, Washington, DC.

What Works to Prevent Partner Violence? An Evidence Overview 
Heise, L. (2011).

A Call to End Violence against Women and Girls Progress Report (2015) 
HM Government.

The Civic Origins of Progressive Policy Change, Htun, M and Weldon, L (2012) 
American Political Science Review.

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/violence-against-women-and-girls-guidance-notes


Violence Against Women and Girls. IDC (2013)  
Second Report of Session 2013–14. Volume I: Report, together with formal minutes, oral and written evidence.

Evidence of response mechanisms to prevent violence against women and girls: A summary of the evidence. 
Jewkes, R. (2014) Medical Research Council, Pretoria, South Africa.

Violence Against Women and Girls: Map of DFID programmes 
Jones, E.; Roseveare, C. (2014) 2014. Oxford Policy Management.

Solutions to End Child marriage: What the evidence shows. 
Malhotra, A.; Warner, A.; McGonagle, A.; Lee - Rife, S. (2011) ICRW.

Prevention of violence against women and girls: lessons from practice.  
Michau, L.; Horn, J.; Bank, A.; Dutt, M.; Zimmerman, C. (2014) The Lancet, Volume 385, Issue 9978.

VAWG: Map of DFID programmes
Oxford Policy Management (2014).

Qualitative evaluation and research methods 
Patton, M. (1990). SAGE Publications.

Approaches to assess value for money and scale up of violence against women and girls prevention: A 
summary of the evidence. 
Remme, M.; Michaels-Igbokwe, C.; Watts, C. (2014) Medical Research Council, Pretoria, South Africa (2014) 3 pp.

Toolkit for Integrating GBV Prevention and Response into Economic Growth Projects. 
Schulte, J. et al. USAID (2014).

Violence against Women and Girls: Lessons from South Asia. South Asia Development Forum. 
Solotaroff, J.; Pande, R. (2014) Washington, DC: World Bank.

Research priorities to address violence against women and girls.  
Temmerman, M. (2014) The Lancet, Volume 385, Issue 9978, e38-e40.

Handbook for National Action Plans on Violence Against Women. 
UN Women (2012) New York and (2013) Ending Violence Against Women and Girls: Programming Essentials.

Evaluation on the contribution of the UN Women Evaluation Office (2013).

Joint Evaluation: UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Programme on Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting 
Unicef and UNFPA (2013) Accelerating Change 2008-2012, Volume 1. Evaluation Office, UNFPA and Evaluation 
Office Unicef. New York.

WhatWorks publications link

Preventing intimate partner and sexual violence against women: taking action and generating evidence.  
WHO/LSHTM (World Health Organization/London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine). (2010) Geneva, 
World Health Organization.

Global and regional estimates of violence against women: prevalence and health effects of intimate partner 
violence and non-partner sexual violence. 
World Health Organization 2013.

43

http://www.whatworks.co.za/resources/all-resources/publications.


44

This document can be downloaded from www.icai.independent.gov.uk/

For information about this report or general enquiries about ICAI and its work, please contact:

Independent Commission for Aid Impact Dover House

66 Whitehall

London SW1A 2AU

020 7270 6736

enquiries@icai.independent.gov.uk

        @ICAI_UK icai.independent.gov.uk

http://icai.independent.gov.uk/



