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1. PURPOSE

Gender-based violence1 (GBV) is a serious human rights 
violation and major public health issue.2 GBV is under-
reported but known to happen in all contexts. Women 
and girls everywhere are disproportionately affected 
and are at heightened risk. Asylum-seekers, refugees, 
stateless persons, internally displaced persons, and 
returnees (collectively referred to as persons of concern 
(PoC) to UNHCR) are at-risk of GBV, irrespective of their 
age, gender or other diversity considerations.

This Policy consolidates the significant progress made 
by UNHCR and partners to prevent, mitigate, and 

work on GBV, which is a collective accountability 

and support of all members of the workforce. 

The Policy has the following mutually reinforcing 
objectives:
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can be survivors of GBV. It highlights the imperative 
not only to respond to violence once it has occurred, 
but also, importantly, to prevent GBV by addressing 

aspects of our work. It also stresses the obligation to 
mitigate risk and to ‘Do No Harm.’
to take concrete steps to achieve the broader goal 
of eradicating GBV relies on strong institutional and 
cross-functional leadership.

2. SCOPE

This Policy covers all UNHCR Operations4 and 
all PoC. It applies to all stages of the programme 
cycle, throughout the displacement continuum, in 
emergencies and protracted displacement settings, 
as well as in mixed flows and onward movements, 
and situations of statelessness. It also applies 
to activities relating to voluntary repatriation, 
resettlement and local integration, and other 
local solutions and complementary pathways for 
admission to third countries.

The Policy applies to the work of all members 
5 at country, regional, 

operational and advocacy presence in support 
of PoC to UNHCR. It covers offices that are 
operational as well as those whose primary focus is 
on advocacy.

Advocacy and effective partnership with 
governments and other actors are critical for 
the implementation of this Policy in all settings. 
UNHCR will advocate for and support the inclusion 
of PoC within national protection systems and 

international standards. UNHCR will support 
governments to meet international standards and 
advocate with authorities where international 
standards are not met.

Compliance with this Policy is mandatory. 

© UNHCR/Georgina Goodwin
Burundian returnees gather in Higiro Village in northern Burundi. 11 April 2018
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3. RATIONALE

GBV is a human rights violation that affects all 

GBV can be the impetus that compels people to flee; 
it also occurs during flight and refuge.6 Regardless 
of the reason for displacement, the risk of GBV 
is heightened,7 especially for women and girls. 
Programming to prevent, mitigate, and respond to 
GBV is lifesaving in humanitarian settings.

This Policy is in line with existing global guidelines 
and commitments, including the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development,  Agenda for Humanity,10 
the Global Compact on Refugees,11 the Call to 
Action on Protection from Gender-Based Violence in 
Emergencies,12 the United Nations Action Network 
Against Sexual Violence in Conflict,13 the GBV 
Accountability Framework,14 the Inter-Agency Minimum 
Standards for GBV in Emergencies Programming,15 the 
IASC Guidelines for Integrating GBV Interventions in 
Humanitarian Action,16 the Inter-Agency Gender-Based 
Violence Case Management Guidelines,17 the Secretary 
General’s Bulletin on Protection from Sexual Exploitation 
and Abuse (ST/SGB/2003/13) and the IASC Six Core 
Principles Relating to Sexual Exploitation and Abuse.

Age, Gender, and Diversity (AGD),  which includes 
commitments to women and girls with concrete and 
measurable actions to strengthen our work in promoting 

and safe access to services for all survivors. 

The UNHCR SGBV Strategy 2011-2016,20 marked 
significant progress in decreasing the risk of GBV and 
improving access to services for survivors. The Strategy 

attention: (1) Protecting children of concern against 
SGBV; (2) Addressing the sale and exchange of sex as 
a coping mechanism in situations of displacement;21 
(3) Engaging men and boys; (4) Providing safe 
environments and safe access to domestic energy and 
natural resources; (5) Protecting lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender and intersex PoC against SGBV; and (6) 
Protecting PoC with disabilities against SGBV. 

The Strategy brought much needed attention to these 

these challenges, and the six areas must remain a key 

attention include, but are not limited to, programming 
for adolescent girls and older women, livelihoods 
programming for those at-risk and survivors, in addition 
to safe shelters and access to justice. 

4. DEFINITION OF 

VIOLENCE22 

 as ‘an umbrella term for any 
harmful act that is perpetrated against a person’s will 
and that is based on socially ascribed (i.e. gender) 
differences between males and females. It includes 
acts that inflict physical, sexual or mental harm or 
suffering, threats of such acts, coercion, and other 
deprivations of liberty. These acts can occur in public 
or in private 23 

GBV is based on patriarchal power relations and 
gender discrimination.24 The term ‘Gender-Based 

 ‘is most commonly used to underscore 
how systemic inequality between males and females, 
which exists in every society in the world, acts as 
a unifying and foundational characteristic of most 
forms of violence perpetrated against women and 
girls.’25 GBV also describes ‘the violence perpetrated 
against women, girls, men and boys with diverse sexual 
orientations and gender identities as well as non-binary 
individuals because it is driven by a desire to punish 
those seen as defying gender norms 26

GBV may be physical, psychological, sexual or 
socio-economic in nature. It can manifest as rape, 
sexual assault, physical assault, forced marriage, 
denial of resources, opportunities, or services 
as well as psychological or emotional abuse.27 
Common forms of GBV include intimate partner 

 child 
sexual abuse, child marriage, female genital 
mutilation, and trafficking in persons for the 
purpose of sexual exploitation, including sexual 
slavery, domestic servitude, and servile forms of 
marriage.  Sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) by 
humanitarian workers is a form of GBV.  

Men and boys can be subjected to sexual violence. 
They may be exposed to sexual violence committed 

30 
In addition, they may also be targeted because 
of reduced power and status in view of diversity 

31 
There are ‘forms of discrimination that lead to 

including but not limited to ‘socioeconomic status, 
birth country and legal status, including asylum 

32 In addition, risks may be heightened for 
men and boys in detention, unaccompanied children 
or for children with disabilities.32
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More recent forms of gender-related violence, such 
as abuse that occurs online or through electronic 
media and communication technologies, are also 
included. GBV can be committed by family and 
friends, by members of the community or unknown 
assailants. It may be perpetrated or condoned 
by the State, non-State actors, or institutions. 
When GBV is conflict-related and perpetrated 
by elements affiliated with a State or non-State 

is referred to as conflict-related sexual violence 
(CRSV).33 

This Policy takes a holistic approach to addressing 
GBV. UNHCR will aim to ensure that all persons at-
risk of GBV, and that all survivors of GBV have safe, 
timely access to interventions and services that 
meet their specific needs. 

© UNHCR/Georgina Goodwin
Somali refugee women gather to meet the UN High Commissioner for Refugees at the Women’s Wellness Centre run by 
the International Medical Corps in Melkadida Refugee Camp, Ethiopia. 12 February 2019
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TO PREVENTING, 
MITIGATING AND 
RESPONDING TO GBV

GBV prevention, risk mitigation, and response 
is guided by human rights-based,34 survivor-
centred,35 AGD, child-friendly and community-
based36 approaches to programming, as well as core 
humanitarian principles,37 which place individuals 
and communities at the center of all programming 
intended for their benefit. In carrying out work 
to prevent, mitigate, and respond to GBV, these 

A. GBV is a , primarily affecting 
women and girls. It can also affect men and boys, 
and people with diverse sexual orientations and 
gender identities (SOGI)  and backgrounds. It 
cannot be condoned or justified by cultural norms. 

 
and establishing and maintaining safe access 

protection and assistance delivery of any UNHCR 
Operation. 

C. Everyone directly or indirectly engaged with 
survivors must ensure a 

, and the following guiding principles:  
•  by treating survivors with dignity, 

ensuring their participation, and respecting 
their decisions; 

• 
to privacy and ensuring that any information 
about them should only be shared with their 
informed consent,40 and in line with data 
protection principles;41

•  of the survivor being of primary 
concern at all times; 

•  by treating everyone 
based on their needs alone.

D. A ‘
measures necessary to avoid exposing people to 

42

E. The  are the primary 
consideration in all decisions affecting girls and 
boys who are survivors and those at-risk of GBV 
or affected by GBV. 

F. Information is critical to 
, and survivors must 

receive the information they need to fully exercise 
their rights. 

G.
, and is committed to 

working with them as partners, particularly with 
women and girls. 

H.
PoC, particularly women and girls, and how 
multiple forms of oppression and power intersect 
and influence their experiences and exposure 
to GBV and safe access to services, including 

systems of power.43 Applying an 

a comprehensive approach to programming 
through tackling systemic discrimination and 
exclusion.

I.
is often a need for , such as, 
safe, static or mobile spaces, to facilitate safe 
participation.44 Women and girls should receive 
dignity kits and/or cash and voucher assistance to 
reduce GBV risk, and promote safety and dignity, 
where appropriate.45

J. UNHCR promotes the 
 in all public services such as 

health, social welfare, education, and justice, 
and where necessary strengthens national 
systems.46 

K. UNHCR for States to assume their 
responsibility to prevent violence, mitigate risks, 

accordance with international standards. 

L. To strengthen national systems to address 

 with local civil society and 
community groups, refugee and internally 
displaced people (IDP)-led and refugee and IDP 

47

complementary, not interchangeable. 
to any 

long-term effort to address GBV and should 
be initiated at the outset of any humanitarian 

empowerment are cross-cutting issues and 
should be integrated into every aspect of GBV 
programming.



6. CORE ACTIONS 

Three programme areas of prevention, risk 

GBV. The two programme areas of prevention and 

whereas risk mitigation is a programme area for all 

work. To address GBV effectively, UNHCR will 
undertake interventions in all three programme 

and context-specific approach including direct 
and indirect service delivery, or in-kind assistance 
or cash and voucher assistance as part of the 
implementation modalities, as appropriate.  

Throughout the core action areas, PoC, in 
particular women and girls, and groups at 
heightened risk,50 must be meaningfully consulted 
in a participatory process and their feedback 
must be reflected in programming, advocacy, 
fundraising, monitoring and evaluation. 

 refers to actions that prevent GBV 
from occurring by addressing its root causes, 

and men, as well as people with diverse SOGI. 
Operations will plan and implement context-
appropriate programming that aims to transform 
the systems and social norms that perpetuate 

must address the root causes of GBV in order to 
effectively change behaviour and social norms, 
including through long-term approaches, and will 

as programming that empowers women and girls. 
Programme design should therefore contribute 

power relations. UNHCR will also advocate for and 
support the inclusion of PoC in related national 
prevention programming, and through targeted 
interventions, as appropriate. All GBV prevention 
programming must be accountable to women and 
girls and should only be initiated once essential 
services are in place to respond to incidents.51

© UNHCR/Reynesson Damasceno
Venezuelan and Brazilian women paint messages of empowerment as part of the 16 days of activism activities against 
Gender-Based Violence in Boa Vista, Brazil. 7 December 2017



 refers to a process and specific 
interventions in all phases of humanitarian 
programming. It includes actions that are taken 
in each humanitarian sector and area of work to 
reduce risks and exposure to GBV and improve 
safety as part of an agency-wide mainstreaming 
approach. Cross-sectoral coordination is 
essential to ensure a comprehensive approach. 
Risk mitigation measures also contribute to 
reducing the risk of SEA. Operations must 
anticipate and identify GBV risks and take 
prompt action to mitigate them, including 
through intervention/advocacy with national 
authorities and service providers. In order to 
reduce GBV risks, Operations will integrate 
risk mitigation interventions into all planning 
documents, work plans and strategies. 

RESPONSE

 refers to immediate interventions 

concerns, psychosocial needs, and access 
to justice, in line with the survivor-centred 
approach. The provision of multi-sectoral 
services and assistance to all survivors of 

improving physical, mental, sexual and 
reproductive health, and facilitating access 
to justice. All survivors of GBV, including 
survivors of SEA perpetrated by humanitarian 
workers, have the right to immediate life-saving 
protection and GBV services. Survivors of SEA 

forms of GBV. Working with perpetrators of 
GBV is not the responsibility of GBV response 
programming. 

To ensure that all survivors have safe and 

specific needs and support long-term recovery 
and reintegration, Operations will ensure that 

are in place. The minimum services must 
include health,52 mental health and psychosocial 
support, safety and security, justice, education, 
and livelihoods.53 

GBV services must be accessible to SEA 
survivors, parallel services should not be 
established.54 GBV SOPs and referral pathways 
should be updated, where necessary, to 
expressly incorporate SEA survivors.55 

survivors, adolescent girl survivors, male 
survivors of sexual violence and child survivors 
must be in place.56 

includes a broader range of rights and 
international protection mechanisms, such as 
processing individual identity documentation,57 
refugee status determination as well as 
durable solutions including resettlement, 
complementary pathways and voluntary 
repatriation. 

All services and assistance are provided based 

Guiding Principles, including the survivor-
centred approach. For child survivors this 
should be guided by the best interests of the 
child. Women and girls must be consulted 
on the design and delivery of services and 
assistance to ensure that they can fully 
and safely benefit from these and other 
interventions. 
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Processes and tools, that are developed in line with 
GBV Guiding Principles and safety standards, are 
essential for UNHCR and partners to consistently 

survivors of GBV. GBV case management services 

needs and support long-term recovery.  Effective 
GBV case management ensures adherence to the 
GBV Guiding principles.  Case management for 
child survivors will be guided by the best interest of 
the child.60 

UNHCR Operations will implement and support 

survivor-centred approach, with confidential, non-
61 It will also 

GBV training.62 Offices must be familiar with the 

engage regularly with national systems and partners 
to ensure a coordinated process of referral, service 
delivery and follow-up is in place. 

system is the implementation of information 
management tools that facilitate the safe 
and ethical collection, storage, and sharing of 

on GBV incidents allows humanitarian actors 
to plan, implement, and adjust effective and 
timely prevention, risk mitigation and response 
measures. 

Where data is collected by national authorities or 
other service providers, UNHCR offices should 
advocate and provide technical guidance and 
support for disaggregation of data maintaining data 
protection principles and GBV Guiding Principles, 
in order to gain better understanding of the nature 
and extent of GBV incidents affecting PoC.

proGres v4 is a UNHCR institutional tool and 

the GBV module. Though the use of proGres 

UNHCR should facilitate the implementation 
of proGres v4 for interested partners or ensure 
they use a reliable system in line with the 
standards outlined by the Gender-Based Violence 
Information Management System (GBVIMS).63 
All offices will support partners to implement 
case and information management systems, 
where necessary. Data on SEA incidents is to be 
managed safely and appropriately, in accordance 

Protection Policy, and for children in line with 
UNHCR Best Interests Procedure Guidelines. 64 

personal data concerning GBV incidents when the 
survivor has consented and wishes to be referred 
for protection or assistance in accordance with 
the GBV Guiding Principles and data protection 
principles.65 In the case of children, specific 
procedures for obtaining consent/assent from 
parents/caregivers and/or children should be 
respected, and the best interests of the child must 
be adhered to.66

Where case management is implemented by 
national systems/service providers, UNHCR should 
advocate and provide technical guidance and 
support for the inclusion and non-discriminatory 
access for PoC within these systems and in 
accordance with international standards.

To achieve results related to the above three 

to carry out the 

 are components 
of the OMC that inform and influence how 
resources should be allocated and ensures sound 
programme design and implementation to meet 
the specific needs of different groups. 

All humanitarian personnel must assume that 
GBV is occurring.67

before taking action and implementing life-saving 
programming.  In all situations GBV response 
services must be in place before any GBV data 
collection can ethically begin.

Operations will conduct a GBV situation 
assessment for each location at least once a year, 
and it should be linked to relevant assessment, 
planning and prioritisation processes.  The 
purpose of a GBV assessment is to better 
understand the types and scope of GBV in a 
specific context, risk factors, and gaps in services, 
resource and capacity. It is not to determine 
prevalence. UNHCR is committed to using 
participatory methodologies to incorporate the 
capacities and priorities of PoC, and in the context 
of GBV especially for women and girls and other 
persons at heightened risk. However, as part of ‘Do 

or targeted as a specific group during assessments. 
Any assessment should start with a review of 
existing assessment data and community members 
should not be subjected to repeated assessments 
on the same issue if information is available.
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Monitoring is the systematic and on-going process 

to track progress towards reaching programme 
objectives, and to inform management decisions. 
Operations should plan for a combination of 
routine protection monitoring, programmatic 
monitoring and situation monitoring in order to 
track progress and identify the need for new or 
adjusted programming.

Assessment and monitoring tools should, preferably 
and as applicable, be agreed upon with inter-
agency actors, government and national authorities, 
involved in programming and must comply with 
safety and ethical standards.70 All information 
should be collected for a specific purpose and 
used to design and improve interventions or to 
advocate for improved programming on GBV. GBV 
assessments should only be conducted with the 

and experienced Protection staff.71 Assessments 

Protection staff to ensure that all assessments, 
monitoring and other data collection mechanisms 
adhere to ethical and safety standards.

 
AND RESOURCE ALLOCATION

 must reflect the protection 
and assistance needs of PoC and address 
findings from assessments and monitoring.72 
Interventions addressing GBV must be 

and solution strategies as well as in other 
internal and inter-agency planning processes. 
Operations need to make provisions for 
prevention, risk mitigation and response to 
GBV as a standard element of their operations 
plan in accordance with relevant guidelines.73 
UNHCR must prioritise effective fundraising 
to enable sufficient allocation of resources and 
to put in place measures to address GBV from 
the onset of an emergency. Operations will 
allocate, and advocate for resources for GBV 
prevention, risk mitigation, and response, and 
monitor implementation and results as part of 
their protection and solutions strategies and 
operations plans, including in situations of 
internal displacement.74 

© aptART/Samantha Robison
Painting workshops with youth groups in host communities, internally displaced people and asylum seekers across 
Iraq. The sessions were organized by UNHCR and its national partners, Qandil, LCN (Legal Clinic Network), Intersos,  
in collaboration with @aptART (Awareness and Prevention Through Art). Sulaymaniyah, Iraq, 24 May 2017
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The  are enablers for 
the three programme areas of prevention, risk 
mitigation and response. They are also enablers 
for assessment, monitoring and reporting, as well 

PARTNERSHIPS AND COORDINATION

 with host 
governments, PoC, international and national 
NGOs, Red Cross and Red Crescent National 
Societies, United Nations agencies, inter-

the private sector, local and women-led or women-

assistance, and lasting solutions for PoC. 
Partnership and good coordination to address GBV 
enhances effective response, reduces duplication, 
ensures standards are met, and increases 
accountability to affected populations. 

In line with and the Global Compact on 
Refugees,75 the Grand Bargain76 and the Principles 
of Partnership,77 operations will work through 
a multi-stakeholder and multi-partnership 
approach. UNHCR will diversify our partnerships 

GBV programming, and enhance coordination 

meet international standards.  

Under the Refugee Coordination Model,  
UNHCR leads or co-leads GBV coordination 
together with partners. UNHCR also leads or 
co-leads all other sectors in refugee contexts. In 
internal displacement contexts, UNHCR leads 
on protection, while UNFPA leads the GBV 
Area of Responsibility and the sub-cluster at 
country level.  In discharging its cluster and/
or sector obligations UNHCR will promote GBV 
risk mitigation and mainstreaming and ensure 
that GBV is included in assessments and funding 
submissions. Specifically, any critical gaps will 
be flagged to humanitarian partners to support 
the sub-cluster to meet its responsibilities. As an 
operational member of the Protection Cluster, 
UNHCR will also implement GBV programmes 
in IDP contexts. The Global Coordinators and 
Co-Coordinators and Cluster Coordinators/
Co-Coordinators will work with the Inter-Sector 
Working Group, the Humanitarian Coordinator, 
donors and other stakeholders, including PSEA 
Networks and Coordinators, where they are in 

reinforce advocacy.  

Operations will advocate and support the 
establishment or strengthening of national 
coordination mechanisms and include local 
and national responders in inter-agency 
coordination. Operations are encouraged 

to co-chair GBV sub-working groups. Where 
national authorities lead coordination and 
response services, UNHCR Operations should 
identify available national services and their 
coordination and seek to reinforce them where 
needed.

STAFFING

 is one of the key factors that 
determine the extent to which measures are 
in place to prevent, mitigate and respond to 
GBV. UNHCR management  is responsible 
for putting in place workforce arrangements 
to provide dedicated expertise for effective 

on GBV prevention and response depending 
on the operational set-up and capacity of 
national actors.  This responsibility also 
extends to ensuring the existence of relevant 
capacity and expertise in all technical areas, 
particularly public health and with respect to 
protection from SEA. Workforce arrangements 
will take into consideration the need to hire 
female workforce members. UNHCR offices 
will advocate for appropriate workforce 
levels within national authorities and partner 

KNOWLEDGE AND CAPACITY

 of all UNHCR 
workforce will be bolstered with a focus on 
appropriate behaviours, skills and attitudes 

prevent, mitigate, and respond to GBV, and 
child protection in the case of programming 
addressing GBV against children. UNHCR will 
continue to develop the capacity of its workforce 
and partners, including national authorities 
and civil society, to address GBV through 
context-appropriate learning initiatives, such 
as online courses and in-person training on 
GBV. All UNHCR workforce should complete 
the appropriate level of GBV e-learning module 
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7. MAINSTREAMING 
MEASURES TO 
ADDRESS GBV 

Mitigation specifically refers to reducing the risk of 
exposure of GBV.  To mainstream effective GBV risk 
mitigation measures in all programming and service 
delivery, members of the workforce need to understand 
who is at risk, the source of that risk, and the (un)
intended impact of acting or not acting to mitigate the 
risk of GBV within their respective functions. 

The proactive and ongoing process of mainstreaming 
is a shared responsibility whereby all colleagues, and 
multi-functional teams (MFTs), must consider GBV 
and take measures to reduce exposure to identified 
risks at all stages of the OMC and the displacement 

specific actions to be undertaken in preparedness, 
needs assessment, strategic planning, resource 

Applying the four elements of protection 
mainstreaming (i.e. safety and dignity, non-
discrimination/meaningful access, accountability and 
participation, and empowerment) in all sectors and 
areas of work will contribute to mitigating the risk of 
GBV.  In contexts where national authorities lead 
programmes and service delivery or where there is 
inclusion into national systems, UNHCR will advocate 
for and support the integration of appropriate 
mainstreaming measures.

workforce, and partners be appropriately trained 
to safely handle disclosures of GBV incidents and 
to make referrals. This includes incidents reported 
directly or indirectly.  All members of the workforce, 
within the context of their role and function, must 
apply the GBV Guiding Principles, and ensure that 

The limits of role and function means that case 
management and related service provision should 

© UNHCR/Jaime Giménez Sánchez de la Blanca
Empowerment messages painted by women survivors of gender-based violence: “We want to be alive. Do not touch, do 
not rape, do not kill our bodies”. Salcedo, Ecuador, 22 July 2020
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The following nine core action outcomes will be pursued by UNHCR Operations. A package of Operational 
Guidance Notes is available to provide more explanation on the core actions. 

 CORE ACTION

GBV is prevented by addressing gender 

power relations  

Operations will advocate, plan and implement 
prevention programming that promotes gender 

causes of GBV in order to effectively change 
behaviour and social norms, including through 
long-term approaches, that are accountable to 
women and girls

Risk GBV is anticipated and risks identified across 
all sectors and areas of work, and, prompt 
action is taken to mitigate these risks  

Operations will contextually integrate GBV risk 
mitigation measures into all work plans and 
strategies

All survivors have timely, safe and Operations will ensure that (or advocate for, 

systems and referral pathways are in place and 
that all survivors have safe and meaningful 
access to, at a minimum, services for health, 
mental health and psychosocial support, safety 
and security, justice, education, and livelihoods

services in accordance with GBV Guiding 
Principles; and effective and timely 
prevention, risk mitigation, and response 
measures are in place, based on data 
collected, stored, shared and analysed in a 
safe and ethical manner 

Operations conducting and supporting 
partners with case management will use the 
GBV Minimum Standards as a basis for case 

survivor-centred GBV case management 
services. For child survivors, UNHCR Best 
Interest Procedures Guidelines must be applied.

GBV gaps and risks, including risks of SEA, 
are identified throughout GBV assessments 
and monitoring and progress is tracked to 
inform advocacy and programming 

Operations will conduct a GBV assessment 
for each location at least once a year, linked 
to relevant assessment and planning and 
prioritisation processes

Protection needs and GBV risks determine 
planning priorities and resource allocation

Operations will advocate and allocate resources 
for GBV prevention, risk mitigation across 
sectors and areas of work, and response 
programming

Through an expanded and diversified range 

established and coordinated to prevent and 
respond to GBV

Operations will expand and diversify partners, 
and ensure a functioning coordination 
mechanism for GBV prevention and response 

Skilled and experienced members of the 
workforce lead effective programming and 
coordination on GBV prevention, response 
and risk mitigation

Operations will put in place and advocate 
for workforce arrangements to provide GBV 
expertise for effective programming and 
coordination

UNHCR workforce has and applies the 
knowledge and skills needed to promote 

and respond to GBV

Operations will continuously develop the 
capacity of their workforce and partners to 
address GBV by promoting online courses and 
conducting in-person training
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of the workforce to uphold the highest standards 
of Code of Conduct and to model and shape 
behaviours and attitudes consistent with the values 
of the United Nations.  There is no room for 
misunderstanding or complacency regarding the 
urgent need to address GBV.

Strong leadership on GBV prevention, risk 

to combat the incidence of GBV in humanitarian 

contexts and to ensure that teams know their 
accountabilities, responsibilities and roles in 
implementing this Policy. Members of the workforce 
with accountability at the global, regional and 
operational levels must integrate GBV in all 
strategic directions, continuously reinforce GBV 
as an institutional priority and hold each other 
accountable to achieve results. 

Implementing programmes and interventions 
addressing GBV is a priority for managers and their 

arrangements, and measurable actions to be 
implemented across all sectors and areas of work. 

compliance against a Policy Monitoring Framework. 

© UNHCR/Elli Delliou
World Refugee Day in Thessaloniki, Greece. 20 June, 2019.
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10. ACCOUNTABILITIES, 
RESPONSIBILITIES AND 
ROLES

 are accountable for the 
implementation and monitoring of this Policy, 

resources in respective Operations. In addition, 

communications with members of the workforce, and 
in advocacy with partners, governments, and donors, 
the need to implement specific measures to address 
GBV prevention, risk mitigation, and response and 
to advance the implementation of this Policy. All 
UNHCR Offices must assess the operational and 
reputational risk posed by GBV and update the 

This must be done in a safe and ethical manner and 
must not compromise GBV Guiding Principles.  

 will support Country Offices 
and will ensure compliance with monitoring 

Offices in their regions receive technical support and 

with Division of International Protection (DIP). 
Regional Bureaux will keep abreast of protection 
contexts, as well as developments in GBV prevention, 
risk mitigation, and response impacting PoC within 
regions. Technical support, advice and assistance, as 
well as the exchange of information and practices, 
will be facilitated within regions and shared with 

development of regional strategies or action plans 

 will ensure, in consultation with 
Regional Bureaux, that technical guidance and 
support, assessments, policies, strategies, monitoring 
tools, guidance documents, and learning initiatives 
are consistent with and promote this Policy and inter-
agency standards. They will provide oversight for the 
areas of this Policy that fall under their accountability, 
including when implemented by UNHCR-led Global 
Clusters and flag issues of non-compliance to the 
appropriate entity as relevant.

 through 
the GBV Unit, will provide technical support in the 

good practices and other assistance on programming, 
strategy, advocacy and policy for prevention, risk 

consultation with Regional Bureaux. DIP will monitor 
how the Policy is implemented by aggregating 

Framework, reporting the results, and recommending 
course corrections to guarantee global consistency 
and coherence. 

 will provide leadership, direction and 

The AHC-P will also oversee the implementation of 
measures on prevention, risk mitigation and response 
to GBV across respective accountabilities and apprise 
the Senior Executive Team (SET) on progress.

 will oversee the implementation of 
measures on prevention, risk mitigation and response 
across respective accountabilities and apprise the 
SET on progress. 

 will support the 

and apprise the SET on progress.

 will ensure that regular 
monitoring of the implementation progress is 
discussed by the SET and that overall leadership and 
direction is provided.
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© UNHCR/Vincent Tremeau
Adolescent girls attend a youth club in Kutupalong refugee camp, Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. 30 January 2020



11. MONITORING AND 
COMPLIANCE

DIP will monitor the implementation of this Policy 
in collaboration with the Regional Bureaux and the 
Operations. A Policy Monitoring Framework and 
Operational Guidance will accompany this Policy.

The Regional Bureaux will ensure compliance of this 
Policy among Operations in the respective Regions and 
will report annually using a standard mandatory Policy 
Monitoring Framework reflecting all core actions.  The 
Regional Bureaux will complete a regional analysis and 
submit this analysis report together with the operation-
specific submissions to HQ (DIP). Reporting to HQ will 
be completed each year by the 31st of January, covering 
the period of the previous year.

The results in these reports shall form a basis for 

be made available in the public domain by HQ. 

12. DATES

This Policy will be effective as of the date of release. 

13. CONTACT

The contact person for this Policy is the Deputy 
Director, Field Protection Service, Division of 
International Protection. The GBV Unit in the 
Field Protection Service is available to respond to 

( ). 

14. HISTORY

risk mitigation and response. The Operational 
Guidance for each core action accompanying this 
Policy reflects the most current set of priorities and 

programming in accordance with global standards. 
This Policy incorporates certain elements of and 
supersedes the following:

2006 IOM/FOM No. 62 Standard Operating 
Procedures for Prevention of and Response to SGBV

Gender-Based Violence: an updated Strategy 

Sexual and Gender-based Violence

mitigation and response, this Policy also supersedes 
the following:

women and girls

Relating to Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

2012 UNHCR Working with Men and Boy Survivors 
of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence in Forced 
Displacement
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ENDNOTES

1 UNHCR has historically used the term sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), often used interchangeably with gender-based violence, 
but with the issuance of this Policy consciously uses the term gender-based violence (GBV). 
2

 

Elimination of Violence against Women (DEVAW) which recognises that the violence against women is a manifestation of historically 

and to the prevention of the full advancement of women, available from .
3

or victim, please see footnote 35. 
4

http://reporting.unhcr.org/operations. 
5

6 UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Handbook on Procedures and Criteria for Determining Refugee Status and Guidelines on 

4, available from www.refworld.org/docid/5cb474b27.html.
7 See IASC GBV Guidelines for Integrating GBV Interventions in Humanitarian Action, 2015, Part 1, available from https://gbvguidelines.org.

 CERF (United Nations Central Emergency Response Fund), 2010, CERF Life-Saving Criteria, available from  
https://cerf.un.org/sites/default/files/resources/FINAL_Life-Saving_Criteria_26_Jan_2010__E_0.pdf. 

 UNHCR and the 2030 Agenda, available from .
10 For more information see Agenda for Humanity, available from www.agendaforhumanity.org/.
11 The Global Compact ‘represents the political will and ambition of the international community as a whole for strengthened cooperation and 

www.unhcr.org/gcr/GCR_English.pdf.
12 The Call to Action on Protection from Gender-Based Violence in Emergencies is a multi-stakeholder initiative that aims to drive change 
and foster accountability so that every humanitarian effort, from the earliest stage of a crisis, includes the policies, systems and mechanisms 
to mitigate GBV, especially violence against women and girls, and to provide safe and comprehensive services to those affected. For more 
information see www.calltoactiongbv.com/what-we-do.
13

of the Secretary General on Sexual Violence in Conflict. For more information see www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/about-us/un-action/.  
As a UN Agency, UNHCR has a responsibility to contribute to the Monitoring, Analysis and Reporting Arrangements on conflict-related 

 
www.refworld.org/pdfid/5a6edf734.pdf.
14 The GBV Accountability Framework, available from  
 https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GBV%20Accountability%20Framework.pdf.
15 https://
www.unfpa.org/minimum-standards. For protracted situations ‘where multisectoral services are in place, the Minimum Standards may be 

16 Supra note 7, part 1. 
17 The Inter-Agency Gender-Based Violence Case Management Guidelines, 2017, available from https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/
resources/interagency-gbv-case-management-guidelines_final_2017_low-res.pdf.

 
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/inter-agency-standing-committee/iasc-six-core-principles-relating-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse.  
This Policy takes note of the UNHCR 2020-2022 Strategy and Action Plan for Tackling Sexual Exploitation and Abuse and Sexual 
Harassment, available from www.unhcr.org/5f3cfec44. 

www.unhcr.org/5aa13c0c7.pdf. 
20 UNHCR Action against Sexual and Gender-Based Violence: An Updated Strategy, 2011, available from

. 
21

Policy indicates updated terminology to reflect a rights-based approach, in line with emerging global guidance.
22 For the full definition and explanation see IASC GBV Guidelines for Integrating GBV Interventions in Humanitarian Action, supra note 7, 
and the GBV Minimum Standards, supra note 15. 
23 Supra note 7, p. 5.
24 www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx  
and its Optional Protocols: the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed 
conflict, 2000, available from www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/opaccrc.aspx and the Optional Protocol to the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography, 2000, available from  
www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/OPSCCRC.aspx

www.unhcr.org/471615cb2.html. 
25 Supra note 7, p. 5. 
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26 OHCHR, Discriminatory Laws and Practices and Acts of Violence against Individuals Based on their Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity, 
2011, available from 
27 The six core GBV types were created for data collection and statistical analysis of GBV. They should be used only in reference to GBV even 
though some may be applicable to other forms of violence which are not sexual in nature or gender-based. For more information see the 
Gender-Based Violence Information Management System (GBVIMS), available from http://www.gbvims.com/. 

 For more information on this see Report of the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery, including its causes and 
https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/HRC/21/41 

available from www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/slaverytrade.pdf. 

protection from sexual exploitation and sexual abuse (ST/SGB/2003/13), 2013, available from https://undocs.org/ST/SGB/2003/13. 
30 Supra note 7, p.5. 
31 Supra note 15, p. vii. 
32

33

 
www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/digital-library/resolutions/
displaced women to take part in peace and security mechanisms and processes as part of the Women, Peace and Security Agenda. 
34 A human rights-based approach is a conceptual framework for the process of human development that is normatively based on 
international human rights standards and operationally directed to promoting and protecting human rights. For more information see 
OHCHR, FAQ, available from www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FAQen.pdf. 
35 While this Policy uses the term survivor in line with the IASC GBV Guidelines and the GBV Minimum Standards, we acknowledge that 
the term victim is used in certain contexts. In particular, the current approach of the UN in relation to prevention and response to sexual 
exploitation and abuse and sexual harassment is to use the term victim. As an example, see  

.
36

 
www.unhcr.org/publications/legal/47ed0e212/community-based-approach-unhcr-operations.html.
37

available from . 

 See UNHCR Need to Know Guidance 2, Working with Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Intersex Persons in Forced Displacement, 
2011, available from . 

 The full definition of the GBV Guiding Principles including the survivor-centred approach can be found in the GBV Minimum Standards, 

40 There are limitations to confidentiality and sharing information based on informed consent, such as situations where there ‘are concerns 
about the immediate physical safety of survivors or co-survivors, such as the physical safety of children or in cases when you may be 

reporting policies with regard to SEA. For more details on the limitations see the Inter-Agency Gender-based Violence Case Management 
Guidelines, supra note 17, p. 51.
41

of Personal Data of Persons of Concern to UNHCR, 2015, available from www.refworld.org/docid/55643c1d4.html. See also the United 
Nations System High Level Committee on Management, Principles on Personal Data Protection and Privacy, available from  
www.unsceb.org/privacy-principles.
42 Supra note 15, p. xi.
43 Supra note 15, p. 5. 
44 Supra note 15, p. 14. 
45

46

47 For more information see https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/grand-bargain. 

 Supra note 15, p. viii. 

 See the GBV Cash Compendium for more information on cash-based interventions, available from https://reliefweb.int/report/world/
cash-voucher-assistance-and-genderbased-violence-compendium-practical-guidance. See also, UNHCR-WFP, Mitigating Risks of Abuse of 
Power in Cash Assistance, available from 
assistance.html.
50 Individuals who may be at heightened risk can include persons with disabilities, adolescent girls, unaccompanied children, and persons with 
diverse SOGI among others. See IASC GBV Guidelines, supra note 7, pp. 12-13. 
51

52 The Minimum Initial Service Package for Reproductive Health in Crisis Situations, available from .  
See the WHO Clinical management of rape and intimate partner violence survivors. Developing protocols for use in humanitarian settings, 
2020, available from  
53
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54 Supra note 15, p. 23. 
55

beyond the scope of GBV programming and this Policy. See also, UNHCR, Tackling sexual exploitation and abuse, and sexual harassment at 

.
56 Supra note 15, pp. 32-34. 
57 Women and girls are provided with individual registration and documentation, directly or through support provided by UNHCR. For more 

 For a description see the Inter-Agency Minimum Standards for GBV in Emergencies Programming, supra note 15, p. 44. 

 Supra note 15, pp. xi-xii.
60  

. 
61 See supra note 15, pp. 44-51.
62

63 For more information on GBVIMS see supra note 27. 
64

on GBV in humanitarian settings and continues to support its implementation. Ibid. 
65 GBV case management has strict information-sharing practices to ensure ethical sharing of information in line with GBV Guiding Principles. 

 
www.refworld.org/docid/55643c1d4.html. 
66 Supra note 60.
67 Supra note 7, p. 2. 

 Collecting prevalence data in emergencies is not recommended due to methodological and contextual challenges. Supra note 7, p. 7.

the operational and advocacy presence of UNHCR in a given country, and the capacity of national actors.
70 For more information on the ethical considerations, see supra note 15, pp. 122-131. Assessment does not include incident verification or 
any process of sharing identifiable or aggregated data not in accordance with the GBV Guiding Principles and data protection principles.
71 It is recommended that Protection staff will have taken the 3 levels of e-learning and have completed the GBV Training of Trainers Learning 
Programme. If expertise is not available within the Operation, support should be sought from the respective Bureau.
72

Risk Register.
73 This will be undertaken with due regard for the nature of the operational and advocacy presence of UNHCR in given country and the 
capacity of national actors. Supra note 7, supra note 15 and supra note 17.
74

. 
75

76 As an initiative of the Agenda for Humanity, the Grand Bargain is an agreement between some of the largest donors and aid providers, 
which aims to get more means into the hands of people in need. For more information see https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/grand-
bargain-hosted-iasc/. 
77

www.unhcr.org/5735bd464.pdf. 

 For more information on the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) see  

 In mixed situations, where the RCM and the Cluster System interface, UNHCR Representatives maintain accountability and leadership of 

2016, available from www.refworld.org/docid/571a20164.html.

 See the Statement by the IASC Principals on the Centrality of Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2013, available from 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/the_centrality_of_protection_in_humanitarian_action_english_.pdf and the IASC 
Policy on Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2016, available from https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/iasc_policy_on_
protection_in_humanitarian_action.pdf. 

 Staffing refers both to numbers and also the time dedicated by members of the workforce to actions on prevention, risk mitigation and 
response.

 See internal document, UNHCR Administrative Instruction New Resource Allocation Framework – Part 1 Delegation of Authority for 

available from 
Main_Instruction.pdf.

 Workforce arrangements should be guided by the Core Competencies for GBV Program Managers and Coordinators in Humanitarian 
Settings, 2014, available from www.refworld.org/docid/5c3704637.html.

 For more information see UNHCR Learn and Connect, available from https://unhcr.csod.com. 
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protection objectives into the programming of other sector-specific responses (i.e. beyond the protection sector response) to achieve 

 See the GBV Accountability Framework, supra note 14.

 See the Global Protection Cluster for more information, available from www.globalprotectioncluster.org/themes/protection-mainstreaming/. 

 For more information see the GBV Pocket Guide, How to support survivors of gender-based violence when a GBV actor is not available 
in your area, available from https://gbvguidelines.org/en/pocketguide/. See supra note 40 and 41 for limitations to confidentiality and the 
UNHCR Data Protection Policy.

Minimum Standards, supra note 15.

note 17, and The GBV Minimum Standards, supra note 15. 

 Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) is an institutional priority for which senior management at the country level has 
oversight and accountability. PSEA is also the responsibility of all colleagues, not exclusively a protection function, but rather a cross-cutting 
area of responsibility.

 GBV is listed in Risk Category 3.3, Security from violence and exploitation (Annex A). Policy for Enterprise Risk Management in UNHCR, 
2014, available from 

 Operations will select the applicable Policy Monitoring Framework i.e. for those covering day-to-day operational programming or for 
advocacy presence.




