
The Conceptualization problem in research and responses to
sexual and gender-based violence in forced migration
Saime Ozcurumeza, Selin Akyuzb and Hannah Bradbyc

aDepartment of Political Science and Public Administration, Bilkent University, Ankara, Turkey; bIhsan Doğramacı
International Advanced Studies Centre, Bilkent University, Ankara, Turkey; cDepartment of Sociology, Uppsala
University, Uppsala, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The conceptualization of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) has
developed rapidly over recent decades and the understanding of SGBV in
the context of forced migration continues to evolve. Based on a scoping
review of scholarly work and reports by non-governmental organizations
and international organizations between 1993 and 2018, this study iden-
tifies limitations to the current conceptualization of SGBV, and proposes
a re-conceptualization. The paper argues that the existing literature
overemphasizes the contexts of war zones and conflict and excludes post-
flight settings, and focuses mainly on the victimization of women, exclud-
ing other at-risk groups. The tendency to focus on conflict zones and to
underline the victim status of women constrains the usefulness of the
conceptualization for informing research as well as protection and
response. This review considers the multifaceted causes and conse-
quences of gendered vulnerabilities and insecurities that are exposed in
forced migration processes in order to make sense of SGBV as a gendered
harm. Through a constructivist and de-essentialising theoretical lens, the
study proposes to conceptualize SGBV in terms of continuities in forced
migration occuring over time in interwoven territories and a variety of
contexts from countries of origin to settlement.
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Introduction

The public visibility of sexual violence in wartime was heightened with the award of the 2018 Nobel
Peace Prize to Denis Mukwege and Nadia Murad for their efforts to end sexual violence in war and
armed conflict. Sexual violence during armed conflict is one part of the wider issue of sexual and
gender-based violence (SGBV) in forced migration. As prolonged conflicts have spread across
regions, the complexity of the underlying causes of SGBV attracted the attention of researchers
and policy makers around the world. The need for a multi-level and multi-stakeholder response to
SGBV in forced migration has becomemore prominent. However, existing prevention and protection
interventions have remained far from responding to the scale of the challenge effectively. This study
claims that in order to explain why the global challenge of SGBV prevails, we need to examine the
conceptualization of SGBV in both scholarly and policy communities. In this line of thinking, we seek
answers to the question: Why is the existing conceptualization of SGBV in forced migration far from
capturing the complexity of SGBV experiences from displacement to resettlement? We examine the
conceptualization of SGBV in forced migration in the scholarly literature as well as reports by IOs and
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NGOs from 1993 to 2018. We aim to explore the contours of the existing conceptualization of SGBV
in forced migration in scholarly work, (1) to frame our analysis on policy oriented publications by IOs
and NGOs, and (2) to reflect on our findings in order to revise the existing conceptualization.

Scholars are alert to the urgent need to work through existing conceptualizations of SGBV
(Phipps, Rringrose, Renold, & Jackson, 2018, p. 1) to inform research constructively. Building on
this call for increased attention to studying the conceptualization of SGBV, we propose to refine the
conceptualization by focusing on research that examines the multifaceted manifestations of vio-
lence. Bosi, Ó Dochartaigh, and Pisoiu (2016) propose to study political violence by revising the
theoretical framework to combine ‘context, time and milieu’ rather than separating their impact on
the causes and consequences of violence. In the light of our findings, we propose to combine the
extended timeframe, the interwoven spaces and contexts of displacement and resettlement and also
the contexts of SGBV to capture the complexities embedded in the conceptualization of SGBV in
forced migration. By extended timeframe, we propose to include the memories of trauma from SGBV
experiences which remain with the survivor for different time periods in the form of recurring
impacts that affect their well-being across their lifetime. By interwoven spaces and contexts, we
refer to the continuity of the experiences of SGBV throughout the geographies in which SGBV
survivors travel. The experience of SGBV is never confined to where the violence takes place but spills
over to the displacement journey and leaves traces across displacement processes. Such conceptua-
lization of SGBV includes both the subjective experience of the SGBV survivor and the repercussions
of that experience for their interaction with their psycho-social, economic and political contexts. In
conceptualizing SGBV, we propose that (1) the risk groups for SGBV in forced migration are broader
than just women, (2) all risk groups across territories of displacement and resettlement and across
time need to be included, (3) the relational aspects of SGBV in different contexts of forced migration
need to be accounted for. Therefore, to consider the interconnectedness of multiple forms of
oppression in the processes of forced migration, we offer an alternative framework for conceptua-
lization of SGBV which incorporates its relational aspects and how it is re-constructed over time and
as migrants move through territories and contexts.

Conceptualizing SGBV in forced migration as differentiated across risk groups and territories yet
continuous across time reinforces the need to design and implement a variety of responses by all the
actors (statutory, non-governmental, charitable, international) involved. Hence, we propose to
broaden the conceptualization of SGBV in forced migration in order to encompass different spatial
and territorial private and public experiences from reception centres to urban settlements. In
parallel, we also suggest that contextualizing SGBV facilitates a more integrated policy approach
to addressing its consequences for forced migrants, their family members and service providers.
Focusing on the interconnectedness of past, present and future experiences of displaced persons is
likely to facilitate much needed context-sensitive responses.

This paper is structured in three sections. First, we present the methods used to analyse scholarly
research and reports for the scoping review. Second, we review the existing conceptualization of
SGBV in the scholarly literature and we then analyse the nexus of research and policy to examine
how SGBV is discussed in scholarly literatıre and is reflected in policy documents prepared by IOs and
INGOs. We think through the links between the conceptualization of SGBV and how forced migration
is understood. The article concludes by juxtaposing the continuities and inconsistencies of existing
SGBV conceptualizations. We close by reiterating our proposal for a synthetic account of SGBV across
the different phases of forced migration, playing out across different territories.

A note on methods

We conducted a scoping review on SGBV in forced migration. Initially we identified the range of
literature that addressed SGBV in forced migration before narrowing down to (a) research on SGBV in
forced migration that included empirical data published between 1993–2018, and (b) publicly
available reports produced by IOs and NGOs published in the same time period. 1993 is taken as
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the start year of the sampling period since this was the year when the Declaration on the Elimination
of Violence Against Women that refers explicitly to ‘refugees’, was ratified by the United Nations
General Assembly. Our search terms were limited to ‘SGBV’ and ‘SGBV and refugees’ as they appear in
abstracts. We included all articles that referred to SGBV from displacement to resettlement and
excluded articles that focused only on gender-based violence (GBV) without references to sexual
violence. We identified a total of 292 scholarly articles for ‘SGBV’ only and 91 for ‘SGBV and refugees’
in English-language abstracts in EBSCO and JSTOR databases, which are the most commonly
searched databases with their capacity to refine research queries through a thorough examination
of a variety of sources. We identified a total of 259 reports through Refworld by using the advanced
search tool for the search terms ‘SGBV’ and ‘SGBV and refugees’ in the ‘with all of the words’ function
with from ‘start date’ 1993 to ‘end date’ 2018 for ‘document type’ as ‘thematic reports’. Our sample
includes reports that set international standards for SGBV in forced migration such as those
produced by UNWomen, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), United
Nations Population Fund, Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and Women’s
Refugee Commission. While these standard-setting documents are important for defining terms,
our aim was to review the conceptualization of SGBV as it plays out across forced migration contexts,
including how the main actors internationally are identified as eligible and legitimate for interven-
tion. Our final sample consisted of 77 scholarly articles (after the exclusion of articles focused on GBV
and duplicates) and 79 reports (by limiting the search to ‘document category’ as ‘policy documents’
to narrow down the sample to policy focused publications). Our sample is limited to those docu-
ments that were publicly available via the internet and therefore does not include reports by local
NGOs, who may be active in conflict zones or refugee camps, but which are also not indexed in
Refworld. Therefore, this review is neither comprehensive of all levels of activity around SGBV, nor
inclusive of all actors who are part of the SGBV policy context. However, it is a methodical overview of
the conceptualization of SGBV that is reproduced and widely circulated and includes both scholarly
texts and reports that set standards and report on activities. We analyse the published work on SGBV
to examine both the theoretical and empirical gaps in the literature by: (1) identifying the different
conceptualizations of SGBV in forced migration as defined in the existing scholarly literature; (2)
examining the main determinants of SGBV conceptualsations from displacement to resettlement
with a specific focus on actors, location and intersecting facets with a policy focus. We used the
findings from the scholarly review to frame how the reports are understood and analysed as they
contribute to the construction of an analytical framework for conceptualizing SGBV in forced
migration. During our review, we accounted for cross-referencing as well as similar and diverging
patterns of conceptualization between the scholarly work and the reports, and also discussed among
the researchers the data from both types of material.

Research on SGBV in forced migration

Our review of the scholarly literature points to four characteristics of the literature that discusses
SGBV in forced migration, implying the need to advance the conceptualization of SGBV. First, SGBV is
conceptualized so as to focus exclusively on women (Anani, 2013) and on the objective of protection
(Carpenter, 2006; Freedman, 2010); most studies that focus on gender emphasize the experience of
women, with the experience of men (Rettberger & Gajjala, 2016) and LGBTI people (Myrttinen,
Khattab, & Maydaa, 2017) only recently being included. Second, the existing research focuses on
the causes and consequences of sexual and physical violence, especially rape (Phipps et al., 2018), in
different cases around the world (Ahmad & Avoine, 2018; Allen, 1996; Amowitz et al., 2002; Barstow,
2001; Keyngaert, Vettenburg, & Temmerman, 2012; Khawaja, 2004). While existing literature focuses
on physical violence and its context, studies that address structural (Grabska, 2011) and symbolic
(Sturm et al., 2007) violence, including the causes and consequences of economic and socio-cultural
violence, are limited. For example, studies of physical violence highlight how rates of domestic
violence increase during wartime, and how physical violence affects the lives of the victims as well as

68 S. OZCURUMEZ ET AL.



the perpetrators. However, there is a need for more comprehensive and integrated research
examining the causes and contributing factors, as well as the context of SGBV. As noted by
Ahmad and Avoine (2018), the wider context is crucial since it includes new forms of violence that
have been produced by armed conflicts (p. 87). Moreover, the lack of research on the impact of SGBV
experiences during settlement processes and integration, limits the prospects for effective policy
design and implementation (Phillimore, Pertek, & Alidou, 2019). Third, research consists of case
studies of conflict and refugee exile (Charles & Denman, 2013), thereby mostly overlooking SGBV in
the context of resettlement. There is very little examination of SGBV across the continuum of exile,
reception (Keygnaert et al., 2015) and resettlement and the various challenges that intersect across
these contexts. For example, the nature of SGBV in a conflict context is likely to differ dramatically
from that in a settlement context, where socio-economic as well as cultural factors come into play.
Fourth, the existing research that discusses policies tailored to respond to SGBV challenges remains
fairly general (Hyndman, 2000; Phillimore et al., 2019). The existing policies provide only immediate
and short-term relief for survivors of SGBV and are a long way from offering comprehensive
prevention strategies and from considering the role of SGBV on settlement and integration for
particular gendered groups.

Our analysis of the scholarly literature suggests that the key themes of (gendered) vulnerabilities,
(gendered) insecurities and victimization are the core themes discussed in most of the existing
studies. The vulnerabilities and insecurities are mainly discussed with reference to gendered contexts
and discourses which lead to the victimization of women as a resultant construction. As a contested
term, SGBV is mainly presented in reference to the female victim while the complexity of the
processes leading to SGBV as well as its consequences, and the range of actors included, are rarely
highlighted. The classification of SGBV in the scholarly literature refers to mostly Skjelsbaek’s (2001)
framework, which focuses on war and conflict and not forced migration. She offers a categorization
of the debates along the lines of ‘essentialist’, ‘structural’ and ‘constructed’ approaches. We consider
each of these in turn. First, the essentialist conceptualization of sexual violence conceives of all
women as ‘potential victims of men asserting militaristic masculinity’ (Skjelsbaek, 2001, p. 216).
Skjelsbaek discusses the war zone as a place for heightened masculinist cathexis, reproduced
through existing patriarchal and hierarchical gender order(s) and this perspective is adopted in
a range of research in different global settings. For instance, as a widely used weapon, rape reinforces
gendered relations ‘to display, communicate, and produce or maintain dominance, which is both
enjoyed for its own sake and used for such ulterior ends as exploitation, expulsion, dispersion,
murder’ (Card, 1996, p. 7). As Enloe (2000) points out, the patriarchal dimension of militarism is
critical to understanding wartime manifestations of SGBV, as it tracks gender through the violence-
producing practices of the military. She studies rape occurring as a routine recreational activity and
demonstrates how local woman in war zones are represented as available to soldiers. Enloe defines
‘systematic mass rape’ as an instrument of war (2000, p. 132) – ‘the dirty secret of war’ (Barstow,
2001). War-related rape in Sierra Leone was studied by Amowitz and colleagues in three refugee
camps and one town: rape was reported by 84 of the 94 sexually assaulted women, with 31 reporting
having been gang raped (Amowitz et al., 2002). Swiss et al. (1998) document women’s experiences of
violence, especially rape and sexual coercion, at the hands of a soldier or fighter during 5 years of
Liberian civil war in the early 1990s. Hynes and Cardoza mention that ‘rape as a weapon of war is not
a new phenomenon. Many hundreds of thousands of women have been raped in wars in this
century’ (2000, p. 820). Moreover, ‘sexual violence as a weapon of war’ has been analysed across
different cases (Baaz & Stern, 2013; Boesten, 2017; Wood, 2014) without explicit references to the
continuum of forced migration.

Scholarly literature on the current Syrian conflict and war also point out that women and girls
are experiencing war-related rape (Allsopp, 2017) and other forms of gendered violence (Anani,
2013, p. 2013). Moreover, rape, is prevalent especially against unaccompanied women refugees
(Freedman et al., 2017). ISIS jihadists and news reporting about the rape of women further
reproduce stereotypes of gendered vulnerabilities, where men are presented as perpetrators,
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shifting the focus to the details of the incidents rather than the larger context within which they
take place (Rettberger & Gajjala, 2016). We identify that the essentialist conceptualization presents
a limited perspective on risk groups through which all women in the war-zone context are
discursively constructed as potential ‘targets’ for sexual violence while men are considered as
potential ‘rapists’.

Second, the structuralist approach to understanding SGBV notes that ‘targeted groups of women’
are at greater risk than others (Skjelsbaek, 2001). Skjelsbaek argues that a woman’s identity is
coupled with ethnicity, politics, religion, gender and discrimination while being subject to violence
(2001, p. 223). The structuralist perspective identifies rape as a multi-purpose weapon in war zones.
Forced impregnation in camps is explained through a structuralist analysis of gendered violence
(Allen, 1996; Fischer, 1996). In wartime Yugoslavia, women’s reproductive capacity was controlled
through being forced to bear the enemies’ children (Freedman, 2007, p. 54). The structuralist
approach also highlights that certain groups of women in the war zone are more targeted than
others, and tends to focus on the female victim rather than militarized masculinity. Furthermore, ‘this
conceptualization cannot . . . explain the fact that men also can be victims of this kind of violence’
(Skjelsbaek, 2001, p. 223). While rarer than women victims, men and boys also experience gendered
persecution (Allsopp, 2017; Freedman, 2007). For Freedman this marks another complex form of
gendered oppression as ‘the message of rape of male opponents may be to show them (male
combatants) that they are inferior like women and that therefore they will be treated like women’
(2007, pp. 47–48). In the structuralist approach, the context remains the war zone or area of conflict,
while discursively those who may be subject to SGBV constitute specific groups of women, and only
very recently boys and men. However, the expansion of the categories of individuals subjected to
violence remains underemphasized.

Finally, the third conceptualization of the relationship between sexual violence and war – social
constructivism – understands gender as constructed. Sexual violence can be used against both men
and women to feminize victims. Skjelsbaek states that

the victim of sexual violence in the war-zone is victimized by feminizing both the sex and the ethnic/religious/
political identity to which the victim belongs, likewise the perpetrator’s sex and ethnic/religious/political identity
is empowered by becoming masculinized. (2001, p. 225)

This is the rationale behind gendered hierarchies and discrimination. A constructivist conceptualiza-
tion embraces a dynamic understanding of gender, in general, and gendered violence, in particular.
The constructivist conceptualization permits a comprehensive understanding of the ‘victimization of
men and women’ in ways that are gendered. Moving beyond the fixed vulnerability status approach
to women and girls through focusing on how gender is perceived and performed, the constructivist
approach enables a broader context of how the experience of SGBV intersects with its manifestations
and the subsequent implications.

If gender is viewed as a relational construct, then the study of interactions between gender and
migration implies the need to include studying men and masculinities in migration processes (Ryan
& Webster, 2008). Similarly, Edwards suggests that ‘gendered harms’ affect men and boys as well as
women and girls (2010, p. 41), with men and women differentially affected by forced migration
(Fiddian- Qasmiyeh, 2014, p. 399). Studies that examine a range of social relations, hierarchies and
discourses in different contexts expose their consequences for refugee experiences separately
(Canning, 2017; Edwards, 2010; Pittaway & Bartolomei, 2001; Vervliet et al., 2014). However, inter-
sectional approaches which would account for interactions of refugee experience with race, ethnicity
and sexual orientation in the different contexts of forced migration, are not much in evidence. The
gaps in existing knowledge of gender dynamics as well as multiple power relations manifested in
forced migration processes, circumscribe the conceptualization of SGBV to date. Scholars criticized
the denial of political agency of refugee women within international protection regimes and called
for a gendered analysis to support more effective policy design (Baines, 2004; Freedman, 2010;
Hyndman, 2010; Soguk, 2007).
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While discursively the social constructivist approach expands the categories of individuals sub-
jected to SGBV, Skjelsbaek (2018) recently warned that research on these groups continues to suffer
from a lack of accounting for the ‘experiences of the victims’ (p. 514). Building on this scholarly note,
our study highlights that, while thinking through the experience of SGBV during the processes of
forced migration, researchers need to account for the complexity of the forced migration context,
the discourse on the range of actors and of risk groups involved and, focus on the processes
beginning from displacement to resettlement. Among the three approaches, only the constructivist
approach engages with relational aspects of SGBV. However, even the constructivist approach does
not present a synthetic view on the combined impact of extended timeframes, the interwoven
spaces and contexts of displacement and resettlement in forced migration.

Nexus of research and policy

Our findings highlight that the overemphasis on vulnerability in research and policy continued to re-
inscribe the victimhood of refugee women, thereby constraining any theoretical advances that
would come through an exploration of the impact of wide-ranging vulnerabilities and insecurities
on SGBV in forced migration. Moreover, even after the scholarly literature proposes to examine SGBV
through the social constructivist perspective, our review results indicate that the policy documents
adopt this approach only gradually. A clear example of the beginnings of the content of policy
interventions at the international level is the UNHCR’s 1990 Position Paper on Gender-Related
Persecution and the adoption of the Guidelines on the Protection of Refugee Women in 1991 that
aimed to overcome the neglect of refugee women by discussing the conditions for their protection
(Fiddian- Qasmiyeh, 2014, pp. 397–398). Our review also suggests that despite the scholarly calls for
a gendered analysis that includes masculinities, re-inscribing women refugees’ victim status has
remained a key strategy to justify the allocation of resources to international and national NGOs
(UNFPA, 2014; UN Women, 2014) focusing on various protection needs. The policy interventions
therefore largely continue to be designed and implemented from within the discussions of essenti-
alist and structuralist approaches with an exclusive focus on war zones and discursive emphasis on
women. The view of victims of SGBV as women manifested itself in national and international
organizations’ humanitarian responses focusing exclusively on the protection of female ‘victims’
(UNHCR, 1995, 2003, 2011, 2015). Reading women as the quintessential victims of the processes of
violence, risks not only essentialising their experiences, but also neglecting other aspects of SGBV.

In setting out how the gender perspective has been incorporated into refugee research agendas
over time, Edwards (2010) traces changes in the approach to refugee women across five periods. The
complete exclusion of women in the drafting of the main refugee instruments prior to 1950, gave
way to their subsequent inclusion (1950–1985), before a focus on women as a specific group with
special needs developed (1985–present). In the following period (1997-mid-2004), ‘gender main-
streaming’ refers to ‘integrating women’s concerns within mainstream human rights and within
every corner of the humanitarian and human rights system’ (Edwards, 2010, p. 35). A later (2004-
present) variation of mainstreaming known as ‘age, gender and diversity mainstreaming’ (AGDM)
encompasses strategies ‘to protect and empower all disenfranchised groups’ along with the objec-
tive of promoting ‘gender equality’ (Edwards, 2010, p. 38). The final stage, which is still in its infancy,
(re)focuses scholarly and policy-maker attention on refugee men and boys from specific commu-
nities as victims of gender stereotypes, constraints, and violence (2009–present) rather than pre-
senting them only as perpetrators of violence. Our findings confirm that Edwards’ (2010)
periodization also holds for the policy documents we analysed. We would like to propose, however,
a further sub-periodization to the period after 2009, with a timeframe for the post-2011 era. We
suggest such fine-tuning because our findings suggest that the policy reports on forced migration
and SGBV took a slightly new turn after the Syrian crisis (UNHCR, 2014; WRC, 2014) by refocusing the
attention to a ‘multi-country’, ‘multi-stakeholder’ and ‘multi-functional team’ approaches while
responding to SGBV in different situations (UNHCR, 2017). This turn, our findings suggest, is
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manifested in reports which present the need for multi-sectoral approaches in humanitarian assis-
tance after 2011 with regard expanded understanding about the scale and complexity of forced
migration induced mainly by the responses to the Syrian civil war.

The ‘Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women’ (1993) recognized the specific
vulnerability of refugee women. This Declaration also set the scene for acting against all forms of
‘gender-based violence’. The 1995 report on ‘Sexual Violence Against Refugees: Guidelines on
Prevention and Response’ (UNHCR, 1995) created awareness about, and laid the foundations for,
strategies to introduce programmes for combatting violence with an emphasis on ‘sexual violence’.
The guidelines primarily addressed refugee women’s experiences of violence. The ‘New Guidelines
for the Prevention of and Response to Sexual and Gender-Based Violence against Refugees,
Returnees and Internally Displaced Persons’ (UNHCR, 2003), expanded the extent of refugee protec-
tion and mainstreamed gender. UNHCR’s ‘Action Against SGBV: An Updated Strategy’ (2011)
included persons with disabilities and LGBTI people in the category of higher risk groups, and
promoted an inclusive approach, on the grounds that a lack of inclusion ‘weakens the protection
environment for women and girls as well as men and boys’ (2011, p. 5). While the categories of
vulnerable and risk groups among refugees became more inclusive and the scope of protection
programmes expanded, the pattern of allocating funds with reference to female victimization
remained intact. UNHCR’s report on ‘Age, Gender and Diversity Mainstreaming’ (AGDM) (UNHCR,
2017) recognizes multiple forms of discrimination across groups defined by age, gender, sexuality
and minority or marginalized ethnic background. The report proposes an approach that accounts for
individual rights and community contexts while UNHCR designs, implements as well as records the
impact of its involvement in forced migration interventions. While aiming to refine interventions
with an informed approach to complexity of needs as well as policy responses, the report aims to
present the case for AGD ‘mainstreaming’ as well as ‘institutionalizing’ yet does not engage with
revising the conceptualization of SGBV.

Another reason for a limited conceptualization of SGBV that is observed in the findings from the
policy documents is the lack of a nuanced view on gendered experiences. A nuanced view of the
gendered experience of sexual behaviours that vary over time, across cultures and also in relation to
circumstances, needs to include hitherto under-scrutinized gendered vulnerabilities, insecurities and
the resultant construction of victimhood. Under-reporting of SGBV by survivors resulted in homo-
genous readings of its gendered implications. Being enmeshed with other forms of oppression and
inequality, a hierarchical gender order produces and is produced by SGBV, and the resulting
discourses have reproduced fixed positions of vulnerability and insecurity. Some scholars have
also noted this serious limitation and noted that as a consequence of SGBV, in the form of sexual,
emotional-psychological, physical and socio-economic violence, refugees face ‘combined forms of
victimization’ (Keyngaert et al., 2012, p. 515). Our findings corroborate that the under-reporting
which is observed in policy documents leads to embedded processes that reproduce vulnerabilities,
insecurities and victimization, further contributing to the under-representation of refugee voices.
Hence, our findings from the reports attesting to evidence on SGBV suggest that there is a need to
develop new policy tools for revealing SGBV and hierarchical gendered experiences of refugees
during transit and under the asylum regimes in different countries so as to capture the extent of
SGBV, which remains largely hidden with the current policy tools.

Another form of a gendered hierarchy is early and forced marriage. Policy documents remain
limited in their discussions on whether these marriages create vulnerabilities for refugees and
whether they count in and of themselves as a form of gender-based violence. Scholars report that
the rate of forced and early marriages (alongside incidents of SGBV) increases in the post-crisis period
(Zetter & Ruadel, 2014, p. 9) and may pose a serious threat to the security of young women and girls
(Freedman, 2017). These marriages are also justified as cultural practices. The key role in reproducing
the culture, attributed to women, justifies early marriage for young women and can even be referred
to for justifying violence within that marriage. In this framework, it is important to note that ‘varying
types of insecurity and violence for men and women, depending on their varying social and
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economic positions and the relations of power between them’ shape the wider context (Freedman,
2017, p. 128). The necessity of including the wider context, particularly where non-refugee hosts are
resource-poor themselves, is emphasized in research from different settings around the world
(González, 2016). However, only very few of the policy documents highlight the implications of
these processes. For example, the United Nations Population Fund’s Regional Syria Response Hub
‘Reporting on Gender-based Violence in the Syria Crisis: A Journalist’s Handbook’ (2014) presents
data on gender-based violence in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. One fifth of 1,660 displaced women
who were interviewed reported having been offered money for sexual services, and one in ten
women indicated that they had been pressured to have sex by government officials, organized
gangs, security forces, religious/community leaders, or NGO members (UNFPA Regional Syria
Response Hub, 2014, p. 10). Another document provided by UN Women mainly focuses on Syrian
women and girls. It describes women and children as at risk, with high rates of early marriage, and
discusses the impact of being constrained to informal employment in agriculture and domestic work
that are known to be high risk for physical and sexual exploitation (UN Women Inter-Agency
Assessment, 2013, p. 37). Similarly, Oxfam (2005), in a report analysing the EU’s refugee policy,
stresses the critical issue of domestic violence in polygamous marriage and among survivors of
sexual violence. Moreover, the report notes that rape and harassment are reported as occurring
during flight and in camps, and as affecting minors. The report cites families of survivors disowning
them due to shame, and forced remarriage of widows within families once they reach camps (Oxfam,
2005, p. 63). This report also adds that despite the similarities of the refugee situations in the Middle
East and North Africa and the efforts to solve the problems, no effective solutions were provided by
the EU for preventing and responding to SGBV.

Alongside more policy documents produced for addressing the challenges arising from SGBV, the
scholarly literature which discusses the responses of international organizations to the needs of
refugee women is also growing (Freedman, 2010; Freedman, Kıvılcım, & Baklacıoglu, 2017; Hyndman,
2010). However, our findings suggest that both policy and research continue to focus exclusively on
women as victims of SGBV, and to reproduce the conceptualization, discourse and images of women
as vulnerable and dependent. Our findings lead us also to join the claim that rendering women
refugees as inherently vulnerable has had two critical implications: underestimating women’s
agency in migration and (implicitly) justifying violence as an almost inevitable form of dominance
over women. According to Freedman,

women are made vulnerable by constructions of femininities which assign to women particular and often
subordinate positions within many societies and which legitimate or justify violence against women with
reference to the symbolic and practical roles assigned to them: roles as biological and cultural producers and
reproducers of the nation; roles as principal providers of care; roles as ‘modest’ wives. (2007, p. 20)

Such representations of women were reflected in national and international political systems
(Edwards, 2010; Grabska, 2011), in protection programmes (Baines, 2004; Sigona, 2014) and in the
media (Alhayek, 2014; Özdemir, 2015).

The scholarly research notes an increase in violence suffered by Syrian and Palestinian refugees in
Lebanon, and underlines women and children’s exposure to higher levels of intimate partner
violence, early marriage, survival sex (in exchange for subsistence needs as a ‘means of survival’),
and the threat and fear of violence from the local community (Charles & Denman, 2013; Khawaja,
2004; Khawaja & Tewtel-Salem, 2004). Nevertheless we would also like to point out the slight
increase in attention in the policy documents about multiple sources of vulnerabilities; however,
our findings indicate that this increase has been gradual and is confinedmore to the last decade with
the increased attention to the complexities of forced migration that emerged in the context of the
Syrian crisis. For instance, a report by UN Women on Syrian refugees living in Iraq sets out the range
of SGBV affecting Syrian refugee women in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) (UN Women, 2014,
p. 10). The report suggests that married women experience higher rates of intimate partner violence
than they did pre-conflict; girls, women and their male relatives have deep-rooted fears or
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experiences of SGBV and other types of violence. The report emphasizes unique hardship due to the
state-led systematic discrimination against Kurdish communities in Syria, so they are considered
more vulnerable compared to the other refugee groups. As such, this report raises the complex
nature of being at risk, with a focus on the pre-conflict context as well as intimate partner violence
during refugee movements.

Yet another form of manifestation of SGBV is recorded through detailed accounts of shelter
experiences of displaced persons. After arriving in a new and unfamiliar country, vulnerability begins
with the search for shelter. Camps, where refugees tend to reside first, are spatially organized so as to
reinforce women’s gendered insecurities, for instance, in terms of the location of hygiene facilities
and accommodation. Lack of housing and limited resources mean women unaccompanied by
a wage-earner often face a dramatic drop in living conditions compared to their home country,
having to live in collective shelters, tents or caravans, lacking basic facilities and privacy, which
causes physical, mental, and emotional harm. Some recent reports highlight that widespread
intimate partner and domestic violence against displaced women reflects only one aspect of the
whole journey (Women’s Refugee Commission, 2014, p. 12). In most countries, women are at
particular risk of gendered harms perpetrated by landlords, neighbours or other local community
members, especially if they are alone (UNHCR, 2014). The Nobel Women’s Initiative Report (2016,
p. 5), focusing on Europe, confirms many types of ‘violence and exploitation along the journey’
perpetrated by travelling partners as well as many other actors such as smugglers, and even other
refugees. Freedman (2016) also documents different situations from the beginning of the flight,
within transit countries and in permanent destinations. Hence, in line with our proposed expansion
of the conceptualization of SGBV, identifying different encounters and places of increased risk on the
refugee journey by comparing contexts and actors, constitutes a major part of understanding the
patterns and nature of SGBV.

To summarize, our findings suggest that policy documents have begun to recognize the need for
comprehensive strategies for addressing the needs of SGBV survivors. UNHCR’s AGDM report high-
lights the need for multi-sectoral intervention for SGBV (Edwards, 2010; UNHCR, 2017, 2018). The
UNHCR programme is tailored for the particular vulnerabilities in urban and refugee camp settings,
specifically addressing the needs of children on the question of early marriage, school drop-out and
child labour as well as engaging with the problems of refugees with disabilities, the elderly and LGBTI
persons (UNHCR, 2017, p. 27). The scholarly work almost at similar times notes that LGBTI people are
expected to experience similar patterns of discrimination as women throughout the refugee process
by being ‘feminized’ and especially in the form of ‘marginalization in times of conflict and being
prone to systematic endemic sexual torture’ (Moore & Barner, 2017, p. 34). Our findings maintain that
a gendered approach is intrinsic to analysing and responding effectively to SGBV in forced migration
from displacement to settlement. We identify that the constraints on the policy contexts and
discourses around SGBV are similar to the constraints observed in the scholarly literature on
conceptualizations of SGBV. First, the focus of policy interventions remains limited to refugee
women, and generally focuses on the consequences of SGBV. Second, there are no clear distinctions
introduced for which actors will be responsible for which policy actions at which level. The policy
frames reflect a dispersed set of actions across different levels and actors involved in forced
migration processes, and not an integrated approach. Third, even when there is an understanding
of the need for a multi-sectoral approach as presented by the AGDM approach, there are no
mechanisms that are introduced which would engage with interwoven causes and consequences
of SGBV in a continuum from displacement to settlement.

On continuities, inconsistencies and their consequences: a new way forward

This review of scholarly literature and reports addressing SGBV and forced migration offers three
findings. First, although the refugee experience of women, men, youth, the elderly, disabled, and
LGBTI differ (Ryan & Webster, 2008; Fiddian- Qasmiyeh, 2014; Freedman, 2017), the fluidity of such
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experiences as well as their short and long-term consequences are rarely addressed (Allsopp, 2017;
Baines, 2004; Grabska, 2011). Second, refugee men are portrayed as ‘perpetrators of violence and
discrimination; as powerful gatekeepers and potential allies; and as emasculated troublemakers’
(Olivius, 2016, p. 57). The gender categories in most studies represent woman as victim and man as
threat (Freedman, 2017; Rettberger & Gajjala, 2016), constraining how the gendered process of SGBV
can be explained and governed. Third, studies of SGBV tend to focus on the consequences of forced
migration and internal displacement in Africa, the Middle East and the Balkans as case studies, ethno-
political conflicts, terrorism and wars, rather than following the process of migration from displace-
ment to settlement/protracted displacement.

Identifying the main characteristics of the existing literature and how it describes SGBV in forced
migration suggests the need to go beyond essentialist and structuralist depictions and opt for
a constructivist approach. As such, in parallel to the framework proposed by Bosi et al. (2016), we
highlight the need to include the widest possible timeframe, interwoven territories and context in
which forced migration takes place. Hence, incorporating such a relational approach to the con-
ceptualization of SGBV in forced migration has the potential to move beyond binary perspectives
while contributing to scholarship and policy design as well as implementation.

This review has identified the limits of existing studies aiming to examine the conceptualization of
SGBV in forced migration. Establishing the nature of SGBV is not an end in itself unless it is associated
with devising strategies that reduce the gendered harms of violence in all its forms. Prevention strategies
need to take account of refugees’ own perspectives alongside the range of actors and agencies involved
in order to be effective (Hough, 2013). The Reports of the Secretary General on Conflict Related Sexual
Violence (CRSV) dating back to 2009 constitute comprehensive reviews of CRSV across the world with
references to forced migration focusing on prevention and response (UN SG Reports 2009–2018). Our
findings suggest that these reports aim to adopt a view on CRSV that includes the processes in forced
migration. However, these reports need an analysis of their own particularly in relation to how they
become part of overall forced migration governance with respect to which actors would need to be
involved, to what extent and when.

A limited view of SGBV, overlooking its relational and continuously constructed nature through
time, territories and context is bound to confine its manifestations to refugees’ pasts, and to
particular sites of conflict that are remote from settlement areas. As such, even with the best of
intentions, efforts to address the consequences of SGBV induced harm in forced migration do not
result in the design and implementation of comprehensive policies. This study sets out why new
directions in the conceptualization of SGBV and the contexts where SGBV occurs during forced
migration need to be studied, by taking into account the continuities and interconnectedness of
experiences over time, across territories and in a variety of contexts, in order to reconfigure how
responses and support are offered.
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