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Understanding norms that underpin sexual 

and gender based violence in northern Zambia 

BBC Media Action is supporting 

local radio stations in northern 

Zambia to produce gender-sensitive 

programming that increases 

understanding and fosters discussion 

about gender equality, eventually 

shifting norms around sexual and 

gender-based violence (SGBV). Our 

formative research found that: 

families are less willing to invest in 

girls’ education; marriage and 

motherhood are signifiers of status 

for women in the community; and 

the tightly knit web of social norms 

that creates inequality between men 

and women contributes to 

community acceptance of SGBV. 

Context
Gender-based violence (GBV) is widespread in 

Zambia. According to the 2013-2014 Zambian 

Demographic and Health Survey (ZDHS) 29% of 

15-19 year-old women and 42% of 20-24 year-

old women have experienced physical violence

after age 15. In 2016 there were 18,540 GBV

cases reported in the country, which is a 20%

increase from the previous year. In most cases

perpetrators are current or former husbands

and partners. Even though so many women have

experienced physical violence in their adult life,

they are significantly more likely (compared to

men) to think that husbands are justified hitting

or beating their wives.

Zambia’s Northern and Luapula provinces 

record the highest prevalence of GBV in the 

country and people from this region are also the 

most likely to justify violence.  

The project 
With funding from the European Union, and in 

partnership with World Vision and Norwegian 

Church Aid, BBC Media Action is implementing 

the 4.5 years long EU-funded Natwampane 

(‘Coming Together’ in Bemba) project aimed at 

decreasing gender based violence in Northern 

and Luapula provinces. In this project we will 

support three ‘hub’ stations in the production of 

a weekly radio magazine programme, which will 

be broadcast on at least thirteen stations 

throughout the provinces. 

Research methodology  
To lay the foundations for our formative 

research we conducted a gender analysis of 

Zambia based on publicly available literature. 

Subsequently, our formative research employed 

qualitative data collection methods to better 

understand the gender norms that underpin the 

high prevalence of gender-based violence in 

northern Zambia. Focus group discussions were 

conducted with young men and women in three 

age groups (15-18; 19-25; 26+), while key 

informant interviews were conducted with 

religious and traditional leaders, and marriage 

counsellors throughout Luapula and Northern 

provinces. Fieldwork took place in May 2019 and 

was conducted by BBC Media Action’s research 

team.  
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Key findings 
 Decisions over girls’ schooling and marriage 

are predominantly made by their parents – 

the community is reluctant to intervene as 

these issues are considered family affairs, off 

limits for outsiders. Young women’s low 

educational attainment is linked to a lack of 

knowledge of their rights and confidence to 

exercise them. Marriage is strongly linked to 

a woman’s social status, and wives are 

economically dependent on their husbands. 

A man’s social status is that of a provider 

and if he is not able to fulfil that role this 

becomes another reason for intimate 

partner violence.    

 Young men and women have arguments 

over issues of submission and decision-

making around clothing, body ornamentation 

and contraceptives, as well as the time 

women spend on recreation. While men do 

generally consider hitting a woman bad 

practice, they feel this is justified in some 

circumstances - like if a woman carries a 

condom or if she comes home late in the 

evening. Women also feel that if other 

women don’t conform then they are the 

ones to blame for the violence they 

experience.  

 Though education has a palliative effect on 

the preference for hierarchical relationships, 

even the more educated young men are 

influenced by community norms and make 

decisions for women in the family. Religious 

teachings also undermine gender equality 

and are often cited as a justification for male 

dominance. 

 Investment in girls’ education is perceived as 

a waste of resources due to the incidence of 

early marriage and early pregnancy. Girls are 

married off at an early age often to men who 

are several years their senior. These men 

make all the decisions for their wives. While 

women willingly go into these relationships, 

the marriages can turn violent after a couple 

of years. By this time, most women have had 

children and leaving the relationship is 

difficult. They are often overburdened as 

they are expected to take care of their 

families’ wellbeing. The gradual increase of 

intimate partner violence is only reported to 

trusted confidants and almost never to 

authorities. If norms that support GBV were 

not already held before they were married, 

women overwhelmingly start to internalise 

these norms, as violence and curtailed 

agency become their everyday lived 

experience.  

 Communal norms do not encourage 

women/ girls returning to school and the 

women’s paternal families are not supportive 

of wives leaving their husbands or accessing 

services that might help their situation. 

 “Men and women have equal rights but only on 

paper. Men want to be treated like ‘kings’ in the 

relationship especially in marriage. We serve their 

physical and sexual needs. We fetch water, do 

gardening, clean houses, take care of children and 

fetch firewood for our ‘kings’” Female (19 -25y) 

 

Implications  
As gender norms in northern Zambia are held 

by the community, it is important to develop a 

bottom up strategy that involves the community, 

key influencers and young people to reduce 

acceptance of SGBV and help survivors access 

trusted and available SGBV services.  

Consequently, the project supports young 

people to enjoy their equal right to live a life 

free of sexual and gender-based violence. 

Reflecting on the research, the project team 

developed a communications framework 

working with the multi-disciplinary project team, 

including the radio partners (the 3 hub stations), 

to guide the radio show.  

As these norms are widely held by the whole 

community the radio programme is designed to 

bring everyone together to speak about these 

issues openly in a community setting.  

It will use powerful, positive role models (for 

example the story of a family where a young girl 

was encouraged to stay in school and not get 

married early) or a testimony from a survivor to 

trigger solutions-focussed discussion that is 

rooted in their experience and context.  
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