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FOREWORD
Violence against women remains one of the greatest human rights issues of our time. One in every three women 
will experience some form of physical or sexual violence (not including sexual harassment) in her lifetime. The 
Beijing Platform for Action, a global blueprint for the achievement of gender equality nearing its 25-year review, 
reminds us that there is still much work to do to stem the scourge of this epidemic. It also reminds us of the 
importance of media to this agenda. Television, film, radio, print and social media surround us on a daily basis, 
providing information, entertainment and ever-increasing channels of communication. These platforms, and the 
content they deliver, present both unrelenting challenges and incredible opportunities for the achievement of 
gender equality and the elimination of violence against women and girls.

The discriminatory social norms that drive gender inequality and violence against women and girls have often 
been perpetuated through the stereotypical portrayals of men and women, not only along gender lines, but also 
other personal identities, such as race, language group, disability and social and economic status, among others. 
At the same time, media have powerfully contributed to opening up our imaginations, demonstrating the rich-
ness of our diversity and holding promise for a world with more respectful relationships and greater harmony. It 
is this power that we seek to harness and support.

UN Women and UNESCO are pleased to have collaborated on the production of this handbook, which is one in a 
series of handbooks being developed to advance implementation of A Framework to Underpin Action to Prevent 
Violence against Women (UN Women, UNDP, UNESCO, UNFPA, OHCHR and WHO, 2015). This handbook provides 
guidance, tools and promising practices from countries across the globe for those working with and within 
media. It is our intention that this handbook provides entry points for accelerating progress towards gender 
equality in the systems and structures of organizations. We hope that it leverages what we know works in order 
to promote the values of diversity, equality and non-violence in the content that media produces.

Åsa Regnér      Moez Chakchouk 
Assistant Secretary-General    Assistant Director-General 
Deputy Executive Director    for Communication and Information 
UN Women      UNESCO
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KEY TERMS AND 
CONCEPTS 
Gender: the social attributes and opportunities asso-
ciated with being male and female, the relationships 
between women and men and girls and boys, as well 
as the relations between women and those between 
men. These attributes, opportunities and relationships 
are socially constructed and are learned through so-
cialisation processes. They are context/time-specific 
and changeable (UN Women, 2015).

Gender diversity: in the context of this toolkit, refers 
to gender roles, expressions or behaviours that differ 
from traditional gender norms. Gender-diverse people 
may define themselves as different from, and behave 
in ways that may not be typically associated with, their 
biological sex.

Gender equality: the concept that all human beings, 
regardless of sex or gender identity, are equal in dignity 
and rights and free to develop their personal abilities, 
pursue their professional careers and make choices 
without discrimination and the limitations set by ste-
reotypes, rigid gender roles and prejudices.

Gender inequality: the gender norms, roles, cultural 
practices, policies and laws, economic factors and in-
stitutional practices that collectively contribute to and 
perpetuate unequal power relations between women 
and men. This inequality disproportionately disadvan-
tages women in nearly all spheres of life across all 
societies.

Gender mainstreaming: the process of assessing the 
implications for women and men of any planned ac-
tion, including legislation, policies or programmes, in 

all areas and at all levels. It is a strategy for making 
women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences 
an integral dimension of the design, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes 
in all political, economic and societal spheres so that 
women and men benefit equally and inequality is not 
perpetrated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender 
equality (UNICEF, UNFPA, UNDP, UN Women, 1997).

Gender stereotypes: generalized views or preconcep-
tions about attributes or characteristics that are or 
ought  to be possessed by, or the roles that are or should 
be performed by, women and men (OHCHR).

Intersectionality: a concept that seeks to capture both 
the structural and dynamic consequences of the inter-
action between two or more forms of discrimination 
or systems of subordination. It specifically addresses 
the manner in which racism, patriarchy, economic 
disadvantages and other discriminatory systems con-
tribute to axes of inequality that structure the relative 
positions of women and men, races and other groups. 
Moreover, it addresses the way that specific acts and 
policies create burdens that flow along these inter-
secting axes actively contributing to create a dynamic 
of disempowerment (UN, 2000).

Media: refers to a variety of communication insti-
tutions  (in print, audio, visual and online) used to 
produce and disseminate information, ideas or mes-
sages pertaining to, for example, news, entertainment 
and/or advertising. References to “the media” in this 
publication should not be taken as generalisations 
about each and every media institution.
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Prevention: refers to halting abuse before it occurs and 
stopping it from recurring. The focus of this toolkit is 
on preventing violence by targeting the social norms, 
practices and structures that underpin or endorse 
violence against women and girls. Prevention requires 
a range of interdependent and mutually reinforcing 
interventions that are also accompanied by support 
services for survivors and perpetrator accountability. 

Social norm: a norm is a social construct. It exists as a 
collectively shared belief about what others do (what 
is typical) and what is expected of what others do 
within the group (what is appropriate). Social norms 
are generally maintained by social approval and/or 
disapproval (Heise, L. & Heise & Manji, K, 2016).

Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG): is defined 
as ‘any act of gender-based violence that results in, 
or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychologi-
cal harm or suffering to women (or girls), including 
threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation 
of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.’ 
Such violence is perpetrated against women and girls 
specifically because they are women and girls. It ex-
ists in multiple, interrelated and sometimes recurring 
forms, and is a manifestation of historically unequal 
power relations between men and women (UN A/
RES/48/104, 1993).
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1.INTRODUCTION 
Violence against women and girls (VAWG) is widely recognized as one of the most pervasive 
human rights violations in the world. It acts as both a cause and consequence of gender in-
equality, impacting the health, safety, productivity and overall well-being of women and girls, 
and impeding the realization of their rights. Despite increased efforts to address it, rates of 
VAWG remain alarmingly high. Global data shows that one in three women has experienced 
physical and/or sexual violence at some point in her lifetime, with this figure being as high as 
7 in 10 in some countries (WHO, 2013). The most significant challenge remains the persistence 
of attitudes, beliefs, practices and behaviours in society that perpetuate negative stereotypes, 
discrimination and gender inequality, as root causes of VAWG. Addressing this challenge lies at 
the core of prevention work. 

UN Women, in partnership with the ILO, OHCHR, 
UNDP, UNESCO, UNFPA, WHO and other relevant 
stakeholders, including civil society, has developed 
a first ever framework on prevention (A United 
Nations Framework to Underpin Action to Prevent 
Violence Against Women, 2015). The Framework 
reflects the growing evidence that a comprehen-
sive approach to prevention is needed, bringing 
together interventions that are multi-component 
and mutually reinforcing at all levels of society 
(individual, relational, communal and institutional). 
The Framework highlights the need to squarely 
address the underlying practices, beliefs, attitudes 
and behaviours across society that perpetuate and 
tolerate abuse. It identifies eleven ‘entry points’ of 
intervention to prevent VAWG, including: schools, 
workplaces, sports organizations, male-dominated 
institutions, health, justice, security and transport 

services, within communities, at local and national 
government levels, and through the media.   

This Handbook provides guidance to UN and other 
entities working with media organizations to ad-
vance gender equality and prevent violence against 
girls and women. There are two main domains for 
achieving these goals, including: working with me-
dia as entities that can promote gender equality 
from within and working with media as channels 
to promote values of diversity, equality and non-
discrimination externally through the content they 
produce. The handbook is structured to provide more 
specific guidance on:

1)	Strengthening the enabling environment

2)	Promoting positive institutional approaches

3)	Engaging with media for changing social norm

1.1 Why is it important to work with media? 

Media are regarded as a key ‘entry point’ for prevent-
ing VAWG in the long-term because of their unique 
reach to broad sections of the population, as well as 
their ability to influence and shape ideas and percep-
tions about what is considered socially acceptable. On 
the one hand, through stereotypical and/or harmful 
portrayals, media may reinforce the social norms that 
contribute to gender discrimination, inequality and 

violence against women and girls. On the other hand, 
media function to shine light upon important societal 
issues: raising awareness about the extent, causes 
and consequences of the various forms of abuses that 
exist. They should serve to present society in all of its 
diversity, rather than drawing upon narrow traditional 
narratives and stereotypes regarding the roles and 
portrayals of men and women, and men and women 
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