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ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS
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DoJ & CD Department of Justice and Constitutional Development
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GBV gender-based violence 
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SDGs Sustainable Development Goals 
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UNCRC United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child

UNICEF United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report provides a detailed account of the sectoral workshop series hosted by the Violence 
Prevention Forum (VPF) during May 2021. These workshops make up the 12th meeting of the 
VPF. Over five weeks, children, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), researchers, government 
officials, development partners and private sector partners met and deeply explored their 
understanding of violence prevention. 

Violence prevention is a complex and relatively new term in South Africa. Over the past six 
years, the VPF has grappled with how to define the work that we do in an attempt to create a 
peaceful society and to heal our country from old wounds and ongoing systems of oppression 
such as racism, patriarchy, poverty and inequality. It is critical to: define violence prevention to 
enable effective advocacy; measure whether violence prevention interventions or programmes 
are working; budget for the prevention of violence; or make a business case to parliament, 
national treasury, the private sector and donors. 

The workshop series both laid the foundation for a shared understanding of what constitutes 
and defines violence prevention and identified the value each sector can bring to the prevention 
of violence. 

Professor Garth Stevens (University of Witwatersrand) and Professor Norman Duncan (University 
of Pretoria) provided provocative inputs to stimulate participants’ thinking. International 
definitions and definitions from South African policy were shared before the workshops started 
(see Appendix B). 

The workshop series also supported two government processes: the development of a national 
strategy for the prevention of gender-based violence (GBV) and femicide, and the Department  
of Social Development’s consultations to inform the country report, as a pathfinder country, to 
the Global Partnership to End Violence Against Children. Cynthia Nyoni from the Department  
of Social Development (DSD) and Alta le Roux from National Institute Community Development 
and Management (NICDAM) participated in the workshop series and drew on the insights and 
knowledge that emerged from the discussions.

A common thread across all workshops was an agreement that the existing definitions (from  
the World Health Organization, from international literature and in national policy) failed to 
adequately address the structural factors that drive violence: inequality, patriarchy, racism and 
capitalism. Moreover, the existing definitions in South African policy fail to address the impact 
of the persistent legacy of apartheid and colonialism. The impact of intergenerational trauma 
emerged strongly as a concern in many of the workshops. Participants felt that it is critical to 
deliberately engage with our past to heal and prevent the violence that engulfs our society today. 

The definitions developed in the respective workshops are presented below:

How children defined violence prevention

Violence prevention refers to ways of combatting and minimising violence  
in a collective manner by including all stakeholders such as communities, 
government, children, parents, businesses, the media, NGOs and civil  
society at large. This is done in an effort to stop current and future abuse 
(i.e. physical, emotional and psychological abuse) while protecting the 
defenceless and ensuring that harmful acts of injustice against individuals 
and groups are avoided.
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How NGOs defined violence prevention

Building peace and preventing violence requires varied acts by the whole of 
society (citizens, leaders, communities, families, children and individuals) to 
intentionally support and grow an ethic of mutual care, respect and inclusion. 
This includes strengthening core life skills, building healthy relationships, 
reducing systemic sources of harm and inequality, and healing woundedness.

How researchers defined violence prevention

Violence prevention is about collectively intervening to promote healing, 
dignity and care in social systems so as to reduce the structural determinants 
of violence, individual vulnerabilities to violence, and the conditions that 
perpetuate different forms of violence. The principles underpinning the work 
should be decolonial, transformative of gender inequality, strengthen and 
centre communities, build a fair society and equity, achieve a fair distribution 
of resources, be inclusive, reduce inequality and be intersectional.

Practitioners, implementers, service providers and researchers must work  
with integrity and reflexivity (i.e awareness of positionality), and not 
perpetuate violence. This would need to be operationalised for measurability 
and should be appreciative of transdisciplinarity. 

How government officials defined violence prevention 

Violence prevention is a collective, intentional, socio-ecological mechanism to 
build the social fabric to achieve a peaceful co-existence. It aims to eliminate 
mental and emotional states of being that may manifest in the violation of 
others. This requires committing to shared constitutional values and norms, 
and adherence to rules of engagement that enable negotiation to resolve 
conflict and overcome differences to stop future abuse.

How development partners, donors and the private sector  
defined violence prevention

Violence prevention refers to the reduction of violent victimisation or 
perpetration through direct efforts to remove or reduce the underlying causes. 
These include the structural drivers of inequality, social and cultural norms, 
traditional power structures, and risk factors at individual, family and 
community levels by harnessing the policies and programmes that contribute 
to reducing violence.

Violence prevention can only be achieved through a social compact that fully 
unites government, the private sector, researchers, civil society, traditional 
leaders and healers, media actors, faith-based actors, police, and public 
safety professionals with professionals from health, education, welfare, liquor 
licencing authorities, labour movements and anyone else who can take the 
actions needed to remove and reduce the underlying causes and risk factors 
of violence. We need to accelerate investment in creating safe spaces in 
communities and in the workplace. A commitment is needed to long-term 
initiatives. Everyone in society has a role to play in modelling the behaviour 
we would like to see. 

These definitions will be used in September to inform the process to develop a single collective 
definition during the 13th meeting of the VPF in September 2021.
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ABOUT THIS REPORT

This report is a detailed account of the discussions that took place in each sectoral workshop 
and of the outcomes of the process. It is intended as a resource for all those who participated 
and all those who are interested in understanding how the process of developing definitions for 
violence prevention unfolded and what it revealed. We present the workshops in the order of 
occurrence, as follows:

• Children’s workshop    1 May1

• NGO workshop     4 May
• Researcher workshop    11 May
• Government workshop    18 May
• Development partners and private sector  25 May

1 This was the first time the VPF had invited children to participate in the forum’s process. 
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CHILDREN’S WORKSHOP

Introduction 

The VPF hosted a two-day children’s workshop in Benoni from 30 April to 2 May. The workshop 
was convened by the Institute for Security Studies (ISS), Save the Children South Africa and 
the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and facilitated by 
Kgomotso Papo from Save the Children South Africa. Although there were a few adults present 
(the convening team, facilitator, scribe and the photographer), a very low profile was kept by 
them as this session was intended to highlight and elevate the voices of the children. 

Thirteen children from Thembisa, Katlehong, Alexandra and Cape Town attended the workshop. 
There were six girls and seven boys who ranged in age from 14 to 17 years. Children’s Parliament, 
Save the Children South Africa and UNICEF identified the children who attended this workshop. 

‘Violence is always eventually targeted at children and it always 
penetrates within. It is not only physically harmful but also emotionally 
and psychologically harmful.’

– Team 3 Park (from the children’s workshop)
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The two-day session consisted of sharing information; critically thinking about how we understand 
violence, exploring strategies for preventing violence, and thinking through who should bear the 
responsibility for preventing violence. 

Psychological support for the children was offered by Ububele, should the children have 
required or requested it.

The process

Session 1: Introductions and setting the rules of engagement

The children were welcomed and had an opportunity to introduce themselves to one another. 
The purpose and objectives of the workshop were made clear. The children established ground 
rules and values they would abide by during the workshop. These were: 

• Have respect for one another
• Equality
• Feel free and allow others to feel free too
• Have fun
• Speak at a volume of at least 80%
• No laughing at other people
• PKK – phakamisa (raise your hand), siyakomba (the facilitator will acknowledge you), 

siyakhuluma (you may proceed to speak)
• Maximum participation.

Session 2: What is a child and what are children’s rights? 

According to the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC)2 and the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC),3 a child is defined as any 
human being under the age of 18 years. The UNCRC recognises the principle role of parents and 
the family in the protection and caretaking of children. It also acknowledges the responsibility 
of the state to help them to perform these duties. 

Workshop participants broadened this definition by describing a child as someone who is 
overlooked, is currently developing and needs guidance to unlock their potential. The children 
briefly discussed the essence of what children’s rights are. It was established that children’s 
rights are human rights and that they ought to be treated with respect and equality – not 
because they are ‘the future’, but because they are human beings today. The following 
children’s rights were of importance to the children:

• Right to survive
• Right to dignity
• Right to freedom of expression
• Right to development
• Right to protection
• Right to participation
• Right to privacy. 

2 Organisation of African Unity. 1990. African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child. Available: https://www.
achpr.org/public/Document/file/English/achpr_instr_charterchild_eng.pdf.

3 United Nations Commission on Human Rights. 2010. United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
Available: https://www.childrensrights.ie/sites/default/files/submissions_reports/files/UNCRCEnglish_0.pdf.
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Session 3: What does violence look like? 

The children discussed and analysed violence in South Africa. Three questions guided the 
discussion: 

• What is violence?
• How often do we see violence? 
• Who does violence happen to? 

The children defined violence as any form of emotional or physical abuse or unjust action. They 
understood violence in terms of dominance and power. One child described violence as war and 
referred to gender inequality (i.e. ‘the war against women’) and LGBTQIA+4 hate crimes as 
examples to explain this kind of war. Another child said that violence refers to harmful acts that 
society has become increasingly desensitised to. 

The children were adamant about two things. Firstly, that violence is intergenerational, saying 
that it starts with the parents and is then transferred to the children. Secondly, that violence begins 
and is taught at home. They referred to their personal experiences and hypothetical scenarios 
pertaining to how interpersonal violence manifests in the home to explain how they saw it.

A discussion about the link between culture and violence was stimulated by one of the boys who 
questioned how culture influences violence. For instance, in his culture boys are taught to never 
submit to girls or women. Another child went on to say that society has normalised violence 
through the use of culture. With regard to who violence is directed at, the children expressed 
that violence can be directed to and perpetuated by anyone (at any time). 

The children were divided into four groups and asked to make a presentation on what does violence 
look like in different settings or contexts?. Group 1 (Team 3 Park) focused on violence on 
playgrounds and in local communities. Group 2 (Trinketts) discussed digital/social media abuse5 
and violence in religious institutions (they used the institution of the church as their primary 
point of reference). Group 3 (Generation of Change) addressed violence occurring at home, in 
public transport situations and in school. Lastly, group 4 (Young Stars) assessed different types 
of systemic violence. The essence of their discussions is presented in the table below.

TABLE 1: Group focus areas

Group 1 – Team 3 Park: violence on  
playgrounds and in local communities

Group 2 – Trinketts: digital/social media abuse  
and violence in religious institutions (i.e. church) 

• Violence on the playgrounds and in local 
communities can be physical, verbal or sexual.

• Inappropriate and non-consensual touching 
often occurs on the playground (i.e. between 
the children or between an adult and a child). 

• Physical altercations and bullying also occur 
on the playground. 

• In their local communities the children have 
experienced or witnessed girls being sexually 
harassed mostly by men or boys in public.

• The children recognised bullying, harassment 
and violation of privacy through digital abuse 
as forms of violence.

• There were growing concerns among the 
children about child pornography, sexual 
abuse and human trafficking that occurs in 
the digital space.

• In church, violence is directed towards the 
LGBTQIA+ community and violence manifests 
in the form of spiritual abuse.6

• Several children believed that there was little 
to no freedom of expression in the church. 

• Sexual abuse can also be experienced  
in church.

4 LGBTQIA+ is an acronym for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer/Questioning, Intersex and Asexual.

5 Digital or social media abuse refers to the use of technologies such as texting and social networking to harm, bully, 
harass, stalk or intimidate someone.

6 The children interpreted ‘spiritual abuse’ as an attempt to enforce control or power over someone by using religion or 
faith.
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Group 3 – Generation of Change: violence at  
home, in public transport situations and in school

Group 4 – Young Stars: systemic violence 

• Violence at home can include emotional, 
physical, sexual and verbal abuse. 

• Children had witnessed verbal and physical 
harassment at taxi ranks, train stations and 
bus stops.

• In schools, students bully each other (verbally, 
physically and online) and teachers have 
sexual encounters with students. The adults  
in schools are generally viewed as the primary 
perpetrators of violence. 

• Gangsterism and drugs have been catalysts  
of violence in schools. 

• Some of the children contended that they have 
experienced spiritual abuse in school. This has 
happened during assembly where children are 
coerced to worship and pray to a god.

• The children critiqued South Africa’s 
healthcare system and noted the violence it 
inflicts on poor and black communities due  
to its inadequate infrastructure and weak 
provision of services. 

• Lack of resources, and inequality may drive 
children to violent criminal activities (in an 
attempt to achieve upward mobility). 

• The children asserted that racism is a form of 
violence and it is violent that people of colour 
have to continuously fight structural injustices. 
However, they did acknowledge that violence 
is experienced by all races. 

• Xenophobia was also discussed as an example 
of systemic violence. 

Session 4: Who are the role players in preventing violence? 

The children identified who they needed to work with to prevent violence and examined the 
roles of people or structures working towards violence prevention. 

Government officials 

Government departments and structures such as the Department of Basic Education (DBE),  
the DSD, the Department of Justice and Constitutional Development (DoJ & CD), and the South 
African Police Service (SAPS) are fundamental in the prevention of violence against children 
(VAC). The role of the government is to implement legislation that is designed to combat VAC 
and monitor its effectiveness. 

Parents/guardians 

Parents or guardians are arguably the most influential people in children’s lives. Therefore, 
parents should take responsibility for educating their children about what violence is and how  
to avoid it. Parents should ensure that children are protected from any harm or abuse. The 
children suggested that parents should improve their listening skills and that they should 
engage in less violent and more positive discipline methods in an effort to prevent violence. 

NGOs, civil society and local communities 

NGOs and civil society organisations should pressure the government to uphold the rights of 
children and to educate the whole of society on how to protect the rights of children. Community 
members should report any form of violence to relevant structures (e.g. social workers, SAPS or 
school educators). 

School: educators, School Governing Body and Representative Council of Learners 

With regard to violence prevention, schools can ensure that VAC-centred programmes are 
developed for teachers. Further, the School Governing Body (SGB) and Representative Council 
of Learners (RCL) have the responsibility of representing the rights of learners and guaranteeing 
that schools are learner-friendly and violence-free. These bodies should be given clear guidelines 
or instructions about how to protect learners’ rights and how to report VAC. The children proposed 
that closer relationships should be built with SGBs and RCLs. For instance, SGBs could keep a 
database of violations against learners and send it to the DBE for further investigation. 



Report of the 12th meeting and sectoral workshop series of the Violence Prevention Forum  | 11

Media 

For the children, the media is a powerful tool that can positively influence public perception. 
The children believe that public figures should use their ‘celebrity status’ to spread awareness 
and advocate for the protection of children. They also maintain that heightened social media 
regulations and screening by social media corporations are necessary for people under 18 years 
old. Social media corporations need to swiftly respond to reported user accounts and conduct 
thorough investigations of suspicious accounts. 

Children

Children should report any form of violence inflicted upon them and they should educate 
themselves about their rights. 

Session 5: Defining violence prevention

During the last session of the workshop, the children defined violence prevention in groups. 
Definitions from the four groups were then consolidated. Their final definition was: 

Violence prevention refers to ways of combatting and minimising violence  
in a collective manner by including all stakeholders, such as communities, 
the government, children, parents, businesses, the media, NGOs and civil 
society at large. This is done in an effort to stop current and future abuse  
(i.e. physical, emotional and psychological abuse) while protecting the 
defenceless and ensuring that harmful acts of injustice against individuals 
and groups are avoided.
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NGO WORKSHOP

On 4 May 2021, NGOs gathered online for the second workshop in the series. Judy Connors  
and Jabu Mashinini facilitated the session and Dr Chandré Gould framed the discussion for  
the participants. During the workshop, the NGO group grappled with the following questions:

• What do we as NGOs mean when we talk about ‘violence prevention’?
• What does our sector contribute towards violence prevention?

See Appendix A for the list of the NGO participants. 

The process

Quaker principle: beyond consensus decision-making

The process of reaching consensus on a definition of violence prevention was informed by  
the Quaker principles for ‘beyond consensus decision-making’.7 The goal of the principle is  
to ensure that a group can work collaboratively to reach a joint decision and find common 
ground, even when disagreements arise. Participants in a process guided by these principles are 
encouraged to consider the positions they could take on an issue: they could stand for and 
support a decision they agree with, stand against something that they cannot agree with, or step 
aside when they don’t necessarily agree fully but don’t feel strongly enough to stand against it. 
If a participant feels that they cannot support a decision, they need to present their case and be 
heard, which may lead to a change in the group’s position – or not. Or, the person who holds a 
dissenting position can choose to stand aside and acknowledge that even if the decision may 
not be their first, they recognise the value of the decision and will support it moving forward. 
These principles guided each of the four workshops.

The principles were practised by participants who were asked to share stories about a time  
in their lives where they stood aside and by doing so discovered something bigger and more 
beautiful. The participants responded by using the following analogy of music: ‘A time I recently 
let go of my song and discovered the music...’. 

Reflections on existing definitions 

Prior to the workshop, participants were sent definitions of violence prevention from the WHO, 
literature and national policy to inspire their thinking (see Appendix B). The reflections of the 
violence prevention definitions were guided by the following questions: 

• What is missing? 
• What is not helpful? 
• What do we need to add to be relevant for our context? 

7 The Consensus Council, Inc. n.d. Consensus-based decision-making process. Available: http://www.csh.org/
wp-content/uploads/2018/07/38-National-Partner-Recommendation-Consensus-Decision-Making-Process-incl-Modi-
fied-Consensus.pdf.

http://www.csh.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/38-National-Partner-Recommendation-Consensus-Decision-Making-Process-incl-Modified-Consensus.pdf
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Participants agreed that the definitions contained the following gaps:

• There was no reference to activities that strengthen social cohesion and weave 
communities together.

• In the South African context, the link between the violence we see today and how it  
is directly caused by social trauma and the legacy of apartheid (which still persists, 
especially in the form of spatial apartheid) were missing from the definitions. 

• The concept of intersectionality8 was absent (i.e. the intersections between violence, 
class, race and gender).

• The economy and its effect on violence are also not referred to in the definitions. 
Communities are shaped by the economy and our country has an economic model that 
excludes the vast population from employment, which has resulted in high levels of 
inequality and poverty. This economic exclusion creates conditions for and reinforces 
violence. When violence occurs in communities, it is primarily the workers or disadvantaged 
community members who we converse with and not the employers or exploiters. 

• The drivers and causes of violence are ignored in the definitions. This is a major problem 
because unless one can understand the drivers of violence, one cannot possibly provide 
solutions for violence. 

• Participants felt that a broader definition that acknowledges systemic violence is 
necessary.

• The definitions presented from literature and policy lacked a human element and came 
across as cold; they seemed to miss marginalized voices. They were also unclear about 
who should intervene in violence because programmes and interventions come from 
people. Thus, it is only appropriate to question who these people are, where they come 
from, and how do we invest in them in a transformative way or in a way in which they 
can understand the context and varied realities that exist? 

• Although the definition from the WHO refers to frequency, it fails to mention duration 
and intensity as descriptors of violence. For instance, how long does the violence last? 
Or how much force was used in the act of violence? 

• Assessing the definitions from the WHO, literature and national policy indicated that the 
terminology and language that we use to speak about violence can itself be considered 
as violence. For instance, when GBV campaigns call their plight the ‘fight against GBV’. 

Arriving at a definition

The definition was derived from three rounds of group discussions. In the first round, participants 
were divided into four groups to identify the key issues that should be reflected in a definition. 
At the end of this round, two groups worked together to merge the elements they had identified 
and in the final round, the whole group worked together to arrive at a single definition that 
included all the elements on which there was common agreement. 

Participants used Google Jamboard to brainstorm and capture their ideas. The slides from the 
first two sessions are presented below.

8 Intersectionality is a term, theory and analytical framework coined and conceptualized by Kimberlé Crenshaw and 
refers to how one’s social and political identities such as race, sexuality, class and gender overlap and reveal 
themselves to various modes of oppression/discrimination and privilege.
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GROUPS 1 and 3:  
Tarisai Mchuchu, Steve Miller, Zeni Thumbadoo, Katharine Frost, Cynthia Nyoni, Brownwyn Pithey,  
Blanche Rezant, Suzanne Clulow, Thamsanqa Mzaku

GROUPS 2 and 4:  
Nomfundo Mogapi, Gavin Andersson, Rachel Rozentals-Thresher, Fonteh Akum, Alta le Roux,  
Laura Washington, Wilmi Dippenaar, Mpume Danisa, Nontobeko Mlambo

By round 3 of the process, no single definition was arrived at but common principles were 
shared. The two groups felt strongly that jargon should be avoided so that most people could 
understand it. Finding the appropriate language proved to be tricky. The Jamboard slide of the 
NGO group’s ideas and thinking around the definition of violence prevention are illustrated in 
the slide below.

Violence prevention is multi-layered acts by the whole of society, including individuals, families, communities, civil society and government, to reduce and stop violent victimisation

Violence 
prevention can't 

be violent
Shift narrative from  

violence prevention to 
peacebuilding

Balance between system and interpersonal

A focus more on what 
pushes us apart than 

what pulls us together?

Acknowledgement of 
a violent state and our 

response to that

We advocated eliminating violence from our vocabulary

Violence prevention is about 
working with a whole 

ecosystem through the 
identification of its constituent 
parts in interaction to deliver on 

promotion of early 
interventions which address the 

root causes of distortions 
which undermine the ethic of 

mutual care...

...Through taking responsibility 
for the specifics of violence 

prevention, also involves 
intentional acts to change the 
economy, infrastructure and 

community to address the 
potential for harm

Specifics – who is responsible  

for the specifics of violence 

prevention. Each sector taking  

part in definition and every  

person working together. As 

professionals. Citizens/society 

have a role to play in violence 

prevention
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Workshop participants were asked to compare the core elements of violence prevention identified 
in the 8th meeting of the VPF to their definition of violence prevention (which was a work in 
progress). These violence prevention interventions are those that: 

• strengthen core life skills (intrapersonal and interpersonal);
• build healthy relationships (interpersonal and environmental);
• reduce sources of stress (environmental and systemic); and
• heal woundedness.

Although healing woundedness was not directly reflected in the group’s definition of violence 
prevention, they felt that the notion of ‘promoting an ethic of mutual care’ was aligned with this 
intent. Participants believed that attaining skills to network and collaborate with diverse groups 
of people was an important addition to ‘building healthy relationships’. 

What does the NGO sector contribute towards violence prevention?

The following were identified as contributions that NGOs make to the prevention of violence.

• NGOs have the ability to raise awareness within communities and to provide direct 
support. 

• NGOs have great proximity and presence to children and families. 

• NGOs are well connected and work in partnerships, which amplifies what they are trying 
to achieve. 

• NGOs have a strong role in ensuring accountability for duty-bearers. 

• NGOs are able to innovate and are a bit more flexible than the other actors in the space. 
This is linked to the knowledge that they have, if managed correctly.

Multi-layered acts

Violence prevention is about working with a whole ecosystem through the identification of its constituent parts in interaction to deliver on promotion of early interventions which address the root causes of distortions which undermine the ethic of 
mutual care...

Working as a whole is key to both 
definitions

Individuals, families, 
communities and the whole of 
society (because they interact 
with each other). they all need 

to focus on addressing 
anything that undermines 

mutual care

Acts - I think this should be 
changed because sometimes 
it is changes in attitudes. Is 
attitude change an ACT?

Can we avoid jargon Violence prevention is 
multi-layered acts by the whole of 

society, including individuals, 
families, communities, civil society 

and government, to reduce and 
stop violent victimisation

Promotion of early 
interventions to address 

the root causes

Is violence prevention the 

right term: Is peace building?
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What NGOs cannot or do not do

• NGOs cannot do everything and sometimes tend to overreach. 

• Many NGOs are constrained by donor conditions that restrict their ability to contribute 
towards violence prevention. 

• Sometimes coalitions, partnerships and efforts of collective action fail. 

• NGOs are currently fulfilling services that are meant to be fulfilled by the government. 
This stretches the capacity and resources of NGOs to effectively contribute to this space. 

• There is not enough time and investment in evidence-based knowledge/research. 

• There is little capacity to upscale in the NGO sector, which is unfortunate because this 
sector is creative and often charters new territories. 

Defining violence prevention

For participants it was important to include the following elements into the final definition: 

• Growing an ethic of mutual care. 

• Making a strong reference to systemic drivers of violence such as poverty, unemployment 
and inequality; and understanding violence as a product of the system was essential. 
Before it was finalised, the NGO definition previously included the phrase ‘reducing 
systemic sources of stress’. Participants had a problem with this phrase, particularly 
with the word ‘stress’ and how it was used to describe poverty and inequality. They 
contended that phenomena such as poverty and inequality do not merely cause stress, 
but that they are violent in and of themselves. The word ‘stress’ implies an internal 
response rather than an external systemic violence. 

The following comments and concerns about the NGO violence prevention working definition 
were put forward: 

• The inclusion of and focus on children may result in the exclusion of other vulnerable 
demographics (such as women) that may be important for others. 

• In terms of the listing of particular groups in society, the way in which children were 
included in the definition was more about who should take responsibility as an actor,  
as opposed to a vulnerable group of people who are victims. Ironically, if one was to 
include anyone in the definition, it would be fitting to identify men as a particular group 
who ought to take responsibility for peacebuilding as opposed to a vulnerable group who 
is at the receiving end of violence. 

After four hours of brainstorming, the NGO sector came forward with the following definition: 

Building peace and preventing violence require varied acts by the whole of 
society (citizens, leaders, communities, families, children and individuals) to 
intentionally support and grow an ethic of mutual care, respect and inclusion. 
This includes strengthening core life skills, building healthy relationships, 
reducing systemic sources of harm and inequality, and healing woundedness.
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RESEARCHER WORKSHOP 

The researchers’ workshop was held online on 11 May 2021. It was convened by the ISS, the 
South African Medical Research Council (SAMRC) and the Sexual Violence Research Initiative 
(SVRI). Judy Connors and Jabu Mashinini facilitated the workshop and Dr Nwabisa Shai (from 
the SAMRC) framed the discussion for the participants. This workshop grappled with the same 
questions and followed the same process as the NGO workshop. 

‘It is a challenge to define something [violence prevention] that is so slippery 
and that can mean... so many different things to different people in different 
contexts. However, if we do not do this, if we can’t “pin it down” in some 
way, we are not going to be able to effectively measure it or get funding for 
research or interventions that we test in our collaborations with NGOs. We 
also won’t be able to communicate research findings, support partner NGOs 
to measure how well their programmes are working or make a case to policy-
makers for scaling of the interventions we find to be working well, to prevent 
violence. This will further hamper our partner NGOs’ ability to source scale-
up funding from national treasury, donors, or the private sector.’ 
– Dr Nwabisa Shai 

See Appendix A for the list of the research participants. 
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The process

The Quaker principles for beyond-consensus decision-making were used to introduce the 
research participants to the workshop and to each other. 

Analysis of the existing definitions of violence prevention

The following shortcomings were identified in the existing definitions (see Appendix B):

• Connectedness and relationship-building is an essential tool for violence prevention and 
is missing in these definitions (especially in the context of African communities). Often 
violence erupts because of disruptions in relationships, therefore, relationship-building 
is critical in preventing violence. 

• Some participants were struck by what they read as they focused on the symptoms 
associated with violence. They believed this focus narrowed the thinking when it came 
to violence prevention because one would only end up analysing violent crimes. Violence 
in South Africa needs to be viewed in a more holistic manner that should take account 
of our history and the structural causes of violence. Taking account of our painful past 
that is engulfed in a violent system may help in prohibiting the passing down of 
intergenerational trauma. 

• When researchers speak about violence prevention they tend to ‘other’.9 There is 
insufficient reflection on the extent to which researchers feed into and uphold certain 
systems that provoke, agitate and sustain violent practices. Not only as individuals,  
but also as part of systems. This narrative was missing from all the previous definitions.

Arriving at a definition

As in the NGO workshop, the definition was derived through three rounds of discussion. After 
the first round, the researchers felt that they had made progress and that they were navigating 
through the space with little difficulty. They were surprised at how much they were able to 
achieve in a short amount of time. The Jamboard slides from round 2 of the process are 
presented below. This was where we saw the initial conceptions of violence prevention, as 
explored by the researchers.

GROUPS 1 AND 3: 
Carmen Abdoll, Winnie Arthur, Thandi van Heyningen, Xolelwa Kashe-Katiya, Lehlogonolo Makola, Tanya Jacobs, 
Matodzi Amisi, Gareth Newham, Nwabisa Shai

9 To ‘other’ is to alienate someone or a group of people and treat them as intrinsically different.

What society is likely to look like that is 
less violent

Emphasis on systems and 
structures, and taking 
history into perspective

Reduce individual 
vulnerabilities to violence and 

conditions that perpetuate 
different forms of violence

Fair allocation of 
resources, foundation 
upon which to build a 

successful society

Accounts for the ubiquity of 
violence; intergenerational 

trauma; inculcating pro-social 
behaviour by intervening at a 

critical stage and by coordinating 
efforts by knowledge-sharing

Reduction of all forms of inequality in SA will reduce  all forms of violence

Bringing together different sectors i.e. civil society, funders, etc. to work collaboratively in violence prevention (including working with communities)

Being able to articulate what 
should be done now to address 

immediate vulnerabilities and 
the systemic changes
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GROUPS 1 AND 3 (CONTINUED)

GROUPS 2 AND 4: 
Aník Gevers, Zithobile Ngidi, Elizabeth Dartnall, Jean-Paul Kloppers,  
Suki Goodman, Jonathan Okeke, Diketso Mufamadi, Penny Parenzee, Jill Ryan

Interrelated nature of 
different causes of 

violence and implications 
fro violence prevention.

Highlight linkages and articulate them in framing of 
violence; translate it into our 
understanding of violence prevention.

Recognise the different 

disciplines that we approach 

the field. Should be thinking 

about the collective, bringing 

resources, learning  

together etc.

The role of researchers in 
generating ideas for violence 

prevention that can be applied 
in different contexts.

Foreground the principles on 

which we achieve collective 

action. Even though the 

interventions might be different 

and we might be operating from 

different fields.

Context is not homogenous, there are different contexts in the country. The balance between global and local needs.

Actions at multiple levels  
of the social ecology  
from individual all the  

way through to the 
systemic/structural

Violence prevention is stopping 
violence from occurring in the 

first place through transforming 
the causes, drivers, risk and 

protective factors at multiple levels and sectors

Disconnect between where violence happens (micro) and how violence is being defined (macro)

Violence prevention as 
coordinated across the 

lifespan and social ecology

Violence prevention is stopping 

violence from occurring in the 

first place through 

transforming the causes, 

drivers, risk and protective 

factors at multiple levels and 

sectors

Addresses different levels 
of prevention and is 

inclusive of all involved 
and affected by violence

Actions are evidence-

based (knowing that 

knowledge should be 

decolonised as well as 

based on data - both from 

research and practice) and 

locally contextualised, 
locally owned

Address gender and equity in the definition along with principles

Principles to guide the issue, and definitions to be developed in partnership with people in the communities we are partnering on with our research - context matters

Tackling issues that cause 

violence e.g. structural 
imbalances
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GROUPS 2 AND 4 (CONTINUED)

Round 3 of the process produced the following concepts/definitions: 

Definition 1:

‘Violence prevention is about collectively intervening in the social systems  
to reduce structural determinants of violence and to reduce individual 
vulnerabilities and conditions that perpetuate different forms of violence.  
The principles underpinning the work should empower communities, build  
a fair society, achieve fair distribution of resources, promote inclusivity and 
intersectionality, and reduce inequality.’

Definition 2: 

‘Violence prevention is any collective or individual activity that is mindful of 
historical and current context, aimed at achieving a society characterised by 
the fair allocation of power and resources based on principles previously 
defined by the Violence Prevention Forum. 

A rich discussion about the ideas and definitions that were formulated in round 3, ensued.  
The first definition was specific in naming the problem and the intended outcomes. The second 
definition was viewed as helpful and impactful, and formed the basis for the  
final definition.

Researchers felt that bias (i.e. being cognisant of one’s own bias) and the measurement of 
violence prevention were important elements that needed to be included in the final definition. 
In addition, the possible use of a theoretical approach to violence prevention was explored. 
Researchers also began to think about how their definition could be operationalised and they 
asked ‘what gets measured in our definition as we operationalise it’. Whilst analysing the 
definitions, the idea of intervening across sectors (i.e. practising transdisciplinarity) and pursuing 
a community-centred approach came through strongly. The researchers unpacked their 
positionality and concluded that they would need to work in reflexive ways and be aware of the 
multiplicity of other voices. 

What is violence?
Who created the definition?

Visionary – end goal

What is the quality of 
relationships we are 

aiming for?

Question:  
How do we define  

‘violence prevention’?

Stopping violence  before it starts
Violence prevention  for which violence?

Multi-layered:  
social, economic, 

political

Intersectionality? 
Gender?

Social cohesion

Context – historical trauma

Be careful, specific and 
clear on the terminology
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The group agreed that at that stage they would not have tried to create a perfect definition  
that applied everywhere but rather attempted to create a shared understanding around what 
violence prevention meant to researchers. Three workshop participants volunteered to work  
with a convenor to combine the concepts and definitions into a single definition. 

What does the research sector contribute towards violence prevention? 

• Researchers contribute to knowledge generation by producing actionable evidence. 

• Researchers understand what works, for whom and when. As a result, they are able  
to adequately challenge dominant policies and frameworks. 

• Researchers aid stakeholders with monitoring and evaluation and they advise 
stakeholders on where to focus their attention. 

• Researchers are the bridge between policy-makers and the people on the ground. Thus, 
researchers need to ensure that they use accessible language that will be understood 
when they mediate between different parties. 

What researchers cannot or do not do

• Researchers do not challenge policies produced by the government enough.

• Researchers sometimes struggle to address the immediate needs of communities that 
they work in. 

• Academics rarely take into account differing cultural peculiarities that exist. 

• Researchers do not usually take back research to communities in a way that is 
understandable and will be useful to them. 

• It is often the case that researchers cannot control what gets funded. Even when they do 
have control, they cannot control the funding structure. 

• There are times when researchers cannot control the design of the research. 

Defining violence prevention

The final definition of violence prevention as articulated by researchers is: 

Violence prevention is about collectively intervening to promote healing, 
dignity and care in social systems so as to reduce the structural determinants 
of violence, individual vulnerabilities to violence, and the conditions that 
perpetuate different forms of violence. The principles underpinning the work 
should be decolonial, transformative of gender inequality, strengthen and 
centre communities, build a fair society, achieve a fair distribution of 
resources, be inclusive, reduce inequality, build equity and be intersectional.

Practitioners, implementers, service providers and researchers must work  
with integrity and reflexivity (i.e. awareness of positionality), not perpetuate 
violence. This would need to be operationalised for measurability and should 
appreciate transdisciplinarity. 



22 |  DEFINING VIOLENCE PREVENTION

GOVERNMENT WORKSHOP

The workshop for government departments was held on 18 May 2021 at the 
DBE’s conference centre and was convened by the DPME, the DBE and the ISS. 
Jabu Mashinini and Judy Connors facilitated the workshop and Kgaugelo 
Moshia-Molebatsi, Director of Evaluations at the DPME framed the discussion.

See Appendix A for the list of participants. 

The process

Once again, the Quaker principles for beyond-consensus decision-making were used to 
introduce the participants to the workshop and to each other. 

Analysis of the existing definitions of violence prevention

Government officials grappled with the violence prevention definitions from the WHO, literature 
and national policy. They reflected on what was missing, what was helpful and what was 
relevant for their context:

• The definitions triggered one of the participants to question whether the National 
Strategy for Developing an Inclusive and a Cohesive South African Society contained  
a definition for violence prevention. 
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• Concerns were raised that adequate reference to community was missing from the 
definitions (especially from the WHO definition). Further, schools were not mentioned  
in any of the definitions and it was felt that the National School Safety Framework 
(NSSF)10 might be incorporated in the definitions. 

• The media was also not acknowledged as a platform that perpetuates and normalises 
violence.

• None of the definitions spoke to how people could nourish intersectoral relations, 
including relationships with traditional leaders and faith-based leaders. 

• Government policies such as the National Sexual Assault Policy do not include an 
element of prevention. The government often focuses on responsive measures (i.e. 
reacting after an act of violence) as opposed to preventative measures. It is essential  
to know how to discern when violence is about to occur and to note the red flags. 

• The SAPS focuses on criminal conduct. A victim comes to report a crime, which is then 
investigated. The investigation assesses blame and if the investigation is conclusive, the 
case goes to court. What is missing is context and explanations of what causes people to 
be violent. The SAPS needs to engage in more proactive and preventative measures but 
they struggle to find the time to form sustainable strategic partners. 

• A discussion on South Africa’s history and a resurgence of national identity ensued. 
Seeing as the country was an extremely violent state pre-1994, government officials 
recognised the need to discuss the impact of violence on society and to address whether 
we have sufficiently dealt with and ‘cleaned past wounds’. Some officials believed that 
the pedagogy of Ubuntu needed to be revived in South Africa – citizens need a fresh 
sense of self-worth where people rally together, respect each other and respect themselves. 

Arriving at a definition

During the three-phase process, participants were encouraged by the facilitators to dive into  
the creative process of defining violence prevention. The two groups from round 1 had quite 
different approaches to defining violence prevention. The first group discussed the elements of 
prevention, whereas the second group worked in a systematic way by first defining violence and 
then shifting to what is required to prevent it. The flip charts from round 1 of the scaffolding 
process are shown below. The flip charts denoted the government workshop participants’ first 
attempt at defining violence prevention.

10 The NSSF is designed to produce an in-depth document that can advise or direct districts, provinces, schools and 
DBE on a universal approach to achieving a healthy, violence-free and safe learning environment.
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Once in a single group, participants began drafting a definition by merging the definitions from 
the two groups. 

The first sentence read: ‘Violence prevention is a mechanism to rebuild the fabric of society’. 
This sentence polarised the group. For some, the word ‘rebuild’ implied that peace and a strong 
social fabric was once present in South Africa, which they found to be untrue and contradictory 
to the actual events of South Africa’s past. They alluded to apartheid and colonialism as 
examples of why they should not use the word ‘rebuild’ in their definition. Other participants 
were adamant that they recalled a time when there was a connectedness between people and 
where people looked out for and cared about each other. They referred to the presence of strong 
family structures and extended family that would support communities and share resources. 
Eventually, the group removed the word ‘rebuild’ from the definition and opted for the word 
‘build’ as a replacement. 

Afterwards, the group unpacked what they meant by ‘fabric of society’. According to one 
participant, ‘fabric of society’ referred to embracing a moral fibre that is underpinned by  
the ideals of morality and by doing what is deemed to be right. Elements such as rules of 
engagement, collective bargaining (i.e. the ability to negotiate with one another) and 
constitutional norms and values were seen as vital to include in the government group’s 
definition. At that stage the definition read as follows: 

‘Violence prevention is an intentional mechanism to build the social fabric for 
peaceful co-existence through the elimination of mental and emotional states 
of being that may manifest into violation of others by committing to shared 
values and norms and rules of engagement’.

What the government contributes to violence prevention 

• The DBE’s National School Safety Framework is responsible for violence prevention  
in schools. The framework has been vigorous in dealing with bullying and sexual 
harassment in schools across South Africa. 

• The DBE is able to convene their stakeholders well and align their budgets to  
their priorities. For instance, the presidential employment initiative is an excellent 
mechanism that employs young people in schools that helps relieve the stress  
of teachers. 

• The DPME plays a key role in informing the planning of violence prevention 
programmes. The department also monitors and evaluates the effectiveness of 
government violence prevention programmes. Moreover, DPME is responsible  
for scaling-up or curtailing violence prevention programmes. 

• The DSD leads with child protection planning and implementation in South Africa. 
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What government cannot or does not do

• The DBE operates at national level and rarely works directly on the ground level.  
The department mainly act as supporters and not implementers. 

• The DPME does not influence resource allocation. 

• The DSD lacks monitoring and evaluation capabilities. The DSD also struggles to 
resource violence prevention initiatives, possibly because violence prevention is  
not a priority at all government levels. Lastly, the DSD’s interdepartmental and 
intersectoral collaboration is weak. 

• Although the Department of Women (DoW) creates a conducive environment to engage 
with violence prevention, the department does not implement at community level. 

• The SAPS is a proactive and reactive implementer; however, they do not do well in 
dealing with conflict resolution or addressing the fundamental causes of violence. 

Defining violence prevention

Below is the final definition of violence prevention agreed to by government officials: 

Violence prevention is a collective, intentional, socioecological mechanism to 
build the social fabric to achieve a peaceful co-existence. It aims to eliminate 
mental and emotional states of being that may manifest in the violation of 
others. This requires committing to the shared constitutional values and 
norms, and adherence to rules of engagement that enable negotiation to 
resolve conflict and overcome differences to stop future abuse.
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The final workshop in the series took place online on 25 May 2021. The workshop was 
convened by the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) and UNICEF. 
Judy Connors and Jabu Mashinini facilitated the workshop and the discussion was framed  
by Dr Chandré Gould. 

Gould explained that development partners and representatives of the private sector were 
brought together in this workshop for practical reasons and because both sectors have an 
interest in supporting the efforts of others, in government and civil society, to prevent violence 
and to increase safety.

See Appendix A for the list of the development partner and private sector participants. 

The process

The Quaker principles for beyond-consensus decision-making was used to introduce the 
research participants to the workshop and to each other. 

DEVELOPMENT PARTNER AND  
PRIVATE SECTOR WORKSHOP 
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Violence prevention is:

What? Safe communities,  

free from violence, building  

protective environments

How? Building resilience, 

Who? What is our role?  

What partnerships do we need  

(to build)? What’s my personal role? 

What’s the role of families and 

communities? Everyone has a role  

to play - whole-of-society approach
Structural dimension and 

structural components 
leading to/contributing to 

violence at HH, at 
community, at societal 

level - incl. socio-
economic, societal norms

Task:  How do we define violence prevention? What?  For what? With whom?  How? When?

Intergenerational 
dimension; experience 
of violence. How do we 

address the cycle of 
intergenerational 

violence, including its 
patriarchal dimensions

Analysis of the existing definitions of violence prevention

What follows is a brief summary of the discussion.

• Violence prevention is difficult to define. Especially with regard to informing policy.  
One would want to work with a definition that is as concrete and coherent as possible 
and easily interpretable. 

• The reference to a socioecological model is missing from these definitions. What we see 
as violence in the household or community level and how we can empower caregivers 
and families to address violence in their homes are not mentioned. 

• The definitions do not address how we can confront structural and underlying causes of 
violence such as poverty and unemployment. Moreover, even though the definitions are 
descriptive, there is not sufficient acknowledgement of the impact of inequality, racism 
and colonialism. In terms of GBV, specifically, it would be worthwhile to explore to what 
extent response is an act of prevention. 

• Violence prevention is not just about reducing the risk factors but is also about promoting 
factors that will lead to a more protected environment. The WHO definition does not 
mention how the role of the family and community can function in a positive light. 
Families and communities can be positive agents in building a protective environment. 

Traditional definitions have focused on the categorisation of violence prevention, naming the 
categories as primary, secondary and tertiary prevention. In the past, there has been debate 
about what primary prevention actually means in contexts of continuous violence: does it refer 
to stopping the occurrence or re-occurrence of violence? Sometimes in the GBV field, the 
provision of services is considered secondary prevention.

Participants agreed that it would be better to narrow their concept of violence prevention and 
ensure that it is as clear as possible.

Arriving at a definition

A three-round process was followed, as in the previous online workshops.

After the first round, the development partners and representatives from the private sector had 
started to examine elements that they felt should be included in the definition to connect the 
elements in a logical manner. 

Participants were encouraged by the facilitators to be experimental and to dive into the creative 
process of defining violence prevention without being overly concerned about achieving a perfect 
outcome. Google Jamboard was used to record the elements. The Jamboard slides from the first 
round of the process below illustrate participants’ early thinking. 

GROUP 1: 
Marcel Korth, Alta le Roux, Begoña Castro Vázquez, Mayke Huijbregts, Joan Moeketsi, Shamiso Chideme

Structural
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GROUP 1 (CONTINUED)

Self-awareness:  
How do my own actions 

contribute to or  
prevent violence?

Primary, secondary, 
tertiary prevention - risk 
factors, situations, social 

reintegration

Promoted actions in 
building a protective 

environment

Building resilience  
and empowerment as  
violence prevention - 

survivors as  
advocates for overcoming  
and preventing violence.

Important role  
of families and 

communities

GROUP 2: 
Thulani Mahlangu, Nicky Le Roux, Sinah Moruane, Muriel Mafico, Aurelie Voix

In round 2, participants developed the concepts further, as presented below.

Violence prevention can  
only be achieved fully by  
uniting government,  
communities, civil society actors, 
traditional leadership, media 
actors , private sector, faith 
based actors, police and  
public safety...

Violence prevention refers to the 
reduction in the frequency of new 
cases of violent victimisation or 
perpetration through direct efforts  
to remove or reduce the underlying 
causes such as structural  
drivers of inequality....

Professionals, professionals from 
healthcare, education, welfare, 

liquor licensing authorities, labour 
movements, and other sectors who 

can take the actions needed to 
remove or reduce the underlying 

causes and risks...

Social and cultural norms, 
traditional power structures, and 

the various risk factors (individual, 
family and community) by 

harnessing the indirect effects  
of other policies and programmes 
that may contribute to reducing 
exposure to underlying causes

How do we define 
violence prevention?

Violence prevention is:
What? Safe communities,  

free from violence,  
building protective environments, 

How? Building resilience, 
Who? What is our role? What partnerships do we need (to build)? What’s my personal role? What’s the role of families and communities? Everyone has a role to play - whole-

of-society approach Violence prevention can only be achieved fully by uniting government, communities, Civil society actors, 
traditional leadership, media actors, private sector, faith based actors, police and public safety 
professionals with professionals from healthcare, education, welfare, liquor licensing authorities, labor 
movements, and other sectors who can take the actions needed to remove or reduce the underlying causes 
and risk factors. In addition to actions that can have immediate violence reduction effects, a commitment 
to longer-term initiatives is imperative – initiatives that will show results in 5, 10 or 15 years.

Violence prevention refers to the reduction in the frequency of new cases of violent victimisation or 
perpetration through direct efforts to remove or reduce the underlying causes such as structural 
drivers of inequality, social and cultural norms, traditional power structures , and the various risks 
factors (individual, family and community) by harnessing the indirect effects of other policies and 
programmes that may contribute to reducing exposure to underlying causes and risks

How do we define  
violence prevention?

Resilience
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The participants agreed to include the structural components of violence in the definition and 
there was agreement on the important role of individual families and communities in preventing 
violence and creating protected environments. 

The feminist concept of personal is political was seen to be significant in the prevention of 
violence. For instance, ‘I, as a person in the various universes that I live and function in, need 
to take on a role in my family, community and in my work life so that I can challenge myself  
and become more aware of my own modelling of the kind of behaviour I want to see’. 

Forming partnerships was viewed as a critical step towards violence prevention. Therefore,  
it is necessary to take stock of who the relevant stakeholders are in the violence prevention 
ecosystem. Civil society actors, government, traditional leaders, the media, schools, faith-based 
institutions, private sector representatives, police and public safety professionals, labour 
movements, and liquor licensing authorities were all identified as key stakeholders that  
needed to be included in the definition. There was some difference in opinion about the list of 
stakeholders that ought to be included in the definition. Perhaps a shorter and less exhaustive 
list of stakeholders would suffice. 

What development partners and the private sector contribute to violence prevention

The participants’ views on what development partners contribute towards violence prevention 
are listed below. According to them, development partners: 

• perform the advocacy role and provide technical support/expertise by providing 
knowledge and expertise.

• facilitate multi-stakeholder partnerships. 

• serve as financial investors and adopt the do not harm approach. 

• have leverage on resources, programming, implementing partners, policy commitments, 
capacity development and innovation. 

• contribute towards data collection and evidence generation whilst sharing best practice 
examples in South Africa and around the globe. 

Structural dimension and structural components leading to/contributing to violence

Primary, secondary, 
tertiary prevention - risk 
factors, situations, social 

reintegration.

Task:  How do we define  violence prevention? What? For what? With whom? How? When?

Self-awareness:  
How do my own actions 
contribute to or prevent 

violence?

Important role of families and communities.

Key Stakeholders:  
Govt (across spheres!), communities 

(incl. families, schools, etc), trad 
leaders, civil society, private sector, 

faith-based groups, media, police, 
public safety, academic institutions, 

social compact to accelerate 
investment in creating safe spaces (in 

communities and in the workplace)

Intergenerational 
dimension; experience of 

violence. How do we 
address the cycle of 

intergenerational violence

Building resilience and empowerment as VP - survivors as advocates for overcoming and preventing violence.

Promoted actions in 

building a protective 

environment.

Risk factors Structural

Resilience
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• are responsible for creating and galvanising global partnerships and commit to regional 
partnerships with the goal of ending violence as informed by the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 

• Development partners sometimes play the role of being a convenor and work in 
partnerships with the government, civil society, the private sector, children, families  
and the media. They try to ensure that violence prevention objectives are documented 
and reflected in national policy. 

• Development partners provide support to the implementation of the National Strategic 
Plan (NSP) for Gender-based Violence and Femicide. They also provide technical 
support (to improve the conditions for implementing the NSP and improve building 
capacity) and financial assistance to the GBV Fund. 

• Development partners are responsible for contributing towards strengthening 
coordination mechanisms (from local to national level). 

How should the Violence Prevention Forum engage with politicians and parliament? 

It will be useful to remind politicians of the role they play in the state and to empower them 
with information. For instance, the forum could sensitise and familiarise members of parliament 
on the legal and policy commitments (e.g. the NSP on GBV and Femicide) that the state has 
made towards ending violence. 

Municipal elections are on the horizon and this provides an opportunity to probe politicians  
to respond to what they stand for, as well as broker dialogue between politicians and citizens.  
In this spirit, there are several platforms that the VPF could use to sustain dialogue and hold 
leadership accountable (in a safe space). UNICEF could offer the forum access to its platform 
known as U-Report. U-Report is a data collection system and social messaging tool system 
developed by UNICEF to foster positive change, enhance citizen engagement, and inform 
leaders. The program alerts and sends SMS polls to its participants, collects real-time 
responses, and then publishes gathered data. 

Defining violence prevention 

Below is the definition of violence prevention developed by development partners and the 
private sector:

Violence prevention refers to the reduction of violent victimisation or 
perpetration through direct efforts to remove or reduce the underlying causes. 
These include the structural drivers of inequality, social and cultural norms, 
traditional power structures, and risk factors at individual, family and 
community levels by harnessing the policies and programmes that contribute 
to reducing violence. Violence prevention can only be achieved through a 
social compact that fully unites government, the private sector, researchers, 
civil society, traditional leaders and healers, media actors, faith-based actors, 
police and public safety professionals with professionals from the health, 
education and welfare sectors, liquor-licencing authorities, labour movements 
and anyone else who can take the actions needed to remove and reduce  
the underlying causes and risk factors of violence. We need to accelerate 
investment in creating safe spaces in communities and in the workplace.  
A commitment is needed to long-term initiatives. Everyone one in society  
has a role to play in modelling the behaviour we would like to see. We should 
respect and listen to the voices of survivors and enhance their ability to build 
resilience and be empowered. The violence prevention approach should be 
intersectional and feminist.

https://ureport.in
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This table provides a comparison of the key elements in each of the five definitions.

Sector

What is 
violence 
prevention? Through? Who has to act? Outcomes? Impact?

Foundational 
principles

Children Combatting and 
minimising 
violence

Ways All stakeholders 
(i.e. the 
government, 
business, the 
media, NGOs, 
children, parents 
and civil society)

• Stopping current 
and future 
emotional, 
physical and 
psychological 
abuse

• Protecting the 
defenceless

• Avoiding harmful 
acts of injustice

NGOs Building peace Intentionally 
supported acts

Whole of society 
(i.e. citizens, 
leaders, 
communities, 
families, children 
and individuals).

• Strengthening 
core life skills

• Building healthy 
relationships

• Reducing 
systemic sources 
of harm and 
inequality

• Healing 
woundedness

Growing an  
ethic of mutual 
care, respect  
and inclusion

Researchers Violence 
prevention

Collective 
intervention

• Reducing the 
structural 
determinants  
of violence

• Reducing 
individual 
vulnerabilities  
to violence

• Reducing the 
conditions that 
perpetuate 
different forms  
of violence

Promoting healing, 
dignity and care in 
social systems

• Decolonial

• Transformative of 
gender inequality

• Strengthening  
and centring 
communities

• Building a fair 
society

• Achieving a fair 
distribution of 
resources

• Being inclusive

• Reducing 
inequality

• Building equity

• Being 
intersectional

• Practitioners to 
work with integrity 
and reflexivity

• Transdisciplinarity

COMPARISON OF KEY  
ELEMENTS IN DEFINITIONS
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Sector

What is 
violence 
prevention? Through? Who has to act? Outcomes? Impact?

Foundational 
principles

Government Violence 
prevention

A collective, 
intentional, 
socioecological 
(i.e. individual, 
interpersonal, 
organisational, 
community and 
public policy) 
mechanism.

• Eliminating 
mental and 
emotional states 
of being that may 
manifest in the 
violation of others

• Committing to  
the shared 
constitutional 
values and norms

• Adhering to rules 
of engagement 
that enable 
negotiation to 
resolve conflict 
and overcome 
differences to 
stop future abuse

Building the  
social fabric to 
achieve a peaceful 
co-existence

Development 
partners and 
the private 
sector

Violence 
prevention

• Harnessing 
the policies 
and 
programmes 
that reduce 
violent 
victimisation 
or 
perpetration

• Accelerating 
investment  
to create safe 
spaces

A social compact 
that fully unites 
government, the 
private sector, 
researchers, civil 
society, traditional 
leaders and healers, 
media actors, 
faith-based actors, 
police, and public 
safety professionals 
with professionals 
from the health, 
education and 
welfare sectors, 
liquor-licensing 
authorities, labour 
movements and 
anyone else who 
can take the actions 
needed to remove 
and reduce the 
underlying causes 
and risk factors of 
violence

Removing or 
reducing the 
underlying causes  
of violence (i.e. the 
structural drivers  
of inequality, social 
and cultural norms, 
traditional power 
structures, and risk 
factors at individual, 
family and 
community levels)

• All to model the 
behaviour we 
would like to see

• Long-term 
initiatives

• Respecting the 
voices of survivors

• Intersectionality

• Feminism
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Although the work of defining violence prevention is not complete, many participants across  
the sectors found the workshops to be worthwhile and left feeling refreshed and inspired by the 
robust dialogue. Participants appreciated the wealth of information shared and the cooperative 
group work and recognised the value of learning from each other. Many were also thankful for 
the opportunity to connect with old and new acquaintances. 

Here is what some of the participants of the 12th VPF workshop series had to say: 

‘It was extremely valuable to be part of the group again – I have been away 
[from the VPF] for a while. It has been exciting to be part of a process 
working towards a result that was very pleasing to have seen at the end.  
I am appreciative to have seen the engagement in this sort of way.’ 
– Zeni Thumbadoo (NGO workshop participant) 

‘Thank you to all the participants for creating a safe space for talking. It was 
incredible because everyone was welcoming. I also did not expect that we 
would have a solid definition by the end of the workshop. That speaks to the 
rich discussion, but also to how well planned and coordinated this forum has 
been. It was great to meet new faces; hopefully we will continue with this 
interaction.’ 
– Lehlogonolo Makola (researcher workshop participant)

‘I found it to be very informative and relevant in my line of work because  
we are currently implementing a multisector, interdepartmental school  
safety intervention strategy to combat bullying in schools through  
violence-prevention interventions’ 
– Thobeka Magcai (government workshop participant)

‘When we started, I mentioned that I was in a listening mode because I was 
new and I wanted to learn and hear from the other participants. That is exactly 
what I did. I appreciate the intimate time we shared to discuss an important 
topic – not only for South Africa. I think globally, we have realised that we 
have really struggled to gain traction when it comes to violence prevention. 
Today gave us a chance to reflect. As we look at the definition, I think we all 
realise how complex the issue is, which requires the contribution of various 
players. We also need to have the humility to be able to say that ‘we don’t 
have all the answers and how can we learn from each other.’
– Muriel Mafico (development partners and private sector workshop participant)

‘It has been a pleasure to participate in the VPF workshop. It was a first for 
me. I gained a lot out of this discussion because we do a lot of work across 
the continent – in South Africa, the Horn of Africa and the Lake Chad basin. 
These are communities where we actually see the interconnection of 
individual forms of violence with more systemic forms of violence that are 

REFLECTIONS ON THE 12TH  
VPF WORKSHOP SERIES



34 |  DEFINING VIOLENCE PREVENTION

cross-border and are truly resilient to any kind of responses that are brought 
to them. I gained a lot from the reflections about peacebuilding because  
they feed directly into our work. But, more importantly, reflections on how  
to connect the different spaces of violence prevention would be very useful  
to us. So, I leave inspired and in awe of looking at the detail to be able to 
project outwards and tackle issues from the roots. It has been very refreshing 
for me.’ 
– Fonteh Akum (NGO workshop participant)

‘It was an engaging, non-violent way of hearing multiple voices. I appreciate 
the consideration that went into the planning and the technology as well; 
thanks to the whole team. It was my first formal engagement with this forum 
so I really feel more connected and appreciate the conversations. I feel 
energised and I am inspired by the collective.’ 
– Tanya Jacobs (researcher workshop participant) 

‘Firstly, I am delighted to have been invited, it was a great pleasure to be  
with everybody. I loved the moment of reflection. It is always good to stand 
still and brainstorm on the magnitude of violence and, therefore, violence 
prevention. Secondly, I love meeting new people, so it has been a great 
pleasure. Lastly, because the definition is so broad, where do we begin with 
building an investment case? We need to understand how to accelerate the 
investments as per the socioecological model to help with violence prevention 
initiatives. I look forward to learning more about that.’ 
– Mayke Huijbregts (development partners and private sector workshop participant)
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The process of defining violence prevention in different sectors was just as important as leaving 
the workshop series with five tangible definitions. The workshops provided a space for people  
to think, share knowledge and begin to agree on the key elements of violence prevention. This 
series also revealed large gaps and weaknesses in international literature and national policy 
that speak to violence prevention. The largest weakness observed in the international literature 
and national policy across all sectors pertained to the absence of systemic or structural violence 
as one of the most significant underlying causes of violence. These gaps and weaknesses in 
international literature and national policy tell us that violence prevention needs to be defined 
in a holistic manner that pays close attention to contextual history. It also tells us that striving 
for a violent-free South Africa will be difficult if we do not collectively and authentically heal 
from past wounds inflicted by a brutally violent system. Moreover, this realisation gives us a 
mandate for how we should holistically engage violence prevention in the future. As we continue 
to define violence prevention, we should consider the following: 

• Who we would like to involve in achieving violence prevention in the South African 
context?

• How should we assign responsibility for violence prevention? 

• What is our goal in achieving violence prevention?

• How can we reflect and work non-violently among ourselves as we define violence 
prevention? 

• How will we know when we have effectively prevented violence? 

In September 2021, the forum will continue the work of defining violence prevention and 
continue to envision how we can realise a vision for a safer, more equal, kinder, gentler society 
that is inclusive. The outcomes we would like to achieve in the 13th meeting of the violence 
prevention forum are:

• A definition of violence prevention that all participants and sectors can stand for  
with pride

• Clarity about the contribution of each sector to prevent violence in their sphere of 
influence and how that can be communicated across sectors

• Agreement about what we will do with this definition and how we can make it work for 
us, given the opportunity that the current situation in our country provides to move the 
agenda for violence prevention forward

• Guidelines on the steps needed to prepare a presentation to parliament

• A sense of connectedness.

CONCLUSION
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Participants of the 12th VPF11

NGO participants 

Name and Surname Organisation

Blanche Rezant The Parent Centre

Bronwyn Pithey Women's Legal Centre

Fonteh Akum Institute for Security Studies 

Gavin Andersson Andersson Afrika

Katharine Frost Ububele

Laura Washington Project Empower

Mpume Danisa Clowns Without Borders South Africa 

Nomfundo Mogapi Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation 

Rachel Rozentals-Thresher Dlalanathi

Steve Miller Save the Children South Africa

Suzanne Clulow Children in Distress Network

Tarisai Mchuchu Mosaic

Thamsanqa Mzaku Phaphama Initiatives 

Wilmi Dippenaar Seven Passes Initiative

Zeni Thumbadoo National Association of Child Care Workers 

Research participants

Name and Surname Organisation

Aník Gevers Sexual Violence Research Initiative

Carmen Abdoll Cornerstone Economic Research 

Diketso Mufamadi Institute for Security Studies

Elizabeth Dartnall Sexual Violence Research Initiative

Gareth Newham Institute for Security Studies 

Jean-Paul Kloppers Save the Children

Jill Ryan UWC: School of Public Health

Jonathan Okeke University of Pretoria/UN (Vienna office)

Lehlogonolo Makola UCT/Children's Institute

11 The list from the children’s workshop was not included, to protect the identity of participants.
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Name and Surname Organisation

Matodzi Amisi Institute for Security Studies 

Nwabisa Shai Medical Research Council South Africa 

Penny Parenzee UCT School of Governance 

Suki Goodman University of Cape Town

Tanya Jacobs UWC: School of Public Health

Thandi van Heyningen Institute for Security Studies 

Winnie Arthur Abdul Latif Poverty Action Lab

Xolelwa Kashe-Katiya Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection

Zithobile Ngidi Reducing school violence, a peace education programme 
among stakeholders at Umlazi

Government participants

Name and Surname Organisation

Cynthia Nyoni Department of Social Development 

Kgaugelo Moshia-Molebatsi Department of Planning, Monitoring & Evaluation 

Major General Oswald Reddy South African Police Services 

Nomsa Nabo Department of Women

Patricia Watson Department of Basic Education

Ronelle Hlongwane Department of Basic Education

Sophie Nemaguvhuni Department of Basic Education

Stellah Masombuka Department of Planning, Monitoring & Evaluation

Thobeka Magcai Department of Basic Education 

Tshepiso Machabaphala Department of Health 

Development partners and private sector participants

Name and Surname Organisation

Marcel Koth Anglo American

Jessie Chiliza Charlize Theron Africa Outreach Project 

Begoña Castro Vázquez GIZ

Mayke Huijbregts UNICEF

Thulani Mahlangu GIZ

Nicky Le Roux Ford Foundation 

Sinah Moruane UNICEF

Muriel Mafico UNICEF

Joan Moeketsi GIZ 

Aurelie Voix European Union External Action (Pretoria) 

Shamiso Chideme Tshikululu
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Appendix B:

Violence prevention definitions from the World Health Organisation,  
literature and national policy

WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION

Violence prevention refers to the reduction in the frequency of new cases of 
violent victimization of perpetration through direct efforts to remove or reduce  
the underlying causes and risk factors, and by harnessing the indirect effects  
of other policies and programmes that may contribute to reducing exposure to 
underlying causes and risks. Violence prevention can only be achieved fully  
by uniting police and public safety professionals from healthcare, education, 
welfare, liquor licensing authorities, and other sectors who can take the actions 
needed to remove or reduce the underlying causes and risk factors. In addition  
to actions that can have immediate violence reduction effects, a commitment  
to long-term initiatives is imperative – initiatives that will show result in 5, 10  
or 15 years.

John Carnochan et al., Violence prevention: An invitation to intersectoral collaboration, 
World Health Organisation, 2011.

1997 SHERMAN REPORT FOR US CONGRESS: DESCRIPTION OF 
VIOLENCE PREVENTION

Communities are the central institution for crime prevention,the stage on  
which all other institutions perform. Families, schools, labor markets, retail 
establishments, police and corrections must confront the consequences of 
community life. Much of the success or failure of these institutions is affected  
by the community context in which they operate. Our nation’s ability to prevent 
serious violent crime may depend heavily on our ability to reshape community life 
… The causes correlated with serious crime are basic and interconnected, while 
the programs are superficial and piecemeal … for most of this century, community 
crime prevention programs have failed to tackle the governmental policies and 
market forces that fuel inner-city violence … Ironically, a central tenet of 
community prevention programs have been empowerment of local community 
leaders to design and implement their own crime prevention strategies. This 
philosophy may amount to throwing people overboard and then letting them 
design their own life preserver. The scientific literature shows that the policies 
and market forces causing criminogenic community structures and cultures are 
beyond the control of neighbourhood residents, and that ‘empowerment’ does not 
include the power to change these policies. … It is one thing, for example for 
tenants to manage the security guards in a public housing project. It is another 
thing entirely to let tenants design a new public housing policy and determine 
where in a metropolitan area households with public housing support will live. … 
Thus the major causes of community crime problems are lik handcuffs locking a 
community into a high crime rate. The most frequently evaluated community-
based crime prevention programs do not try to break those handcuffs. Rather 
they operate inside of those constrains, attempting ‘small wins’ within the limited 
range of risk factors they can manipulate. But, until the handcuffs of race-based 
politics themselves are unlocked, many analysts expect relatively few major 
improvements from programs addressing only the symptoms of those constrains.

Lawrence Sherman et al. (eds), Preventing crime: What works, what doesn’t, what’s 
promising. Report to the United States Congress prepared for the National Institute of 
Justice, Washington DC, February 1997.
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DEFINITIONS FROM SOUTH AFRICAN POLICY

The National Strategic Plan on Gender-based Violence states the prevention 
means addressing the range of risk factors that drives gender-based violence, 
femicide and violence and contributes towards the normalisation of violence.

The Programme of Action to Address Violence Against Women and Children 
defines violence prevention as preventing VAWC from occurring through  
a sustained strategy for transforming attitudes, practices and behaviours.  
It emphasises addressing the root and underlying causes of VAWC to stop  
it before it occurs. It states that emphasis will be placed on transforming  
attitudes, practices and behaviours to ensure that South Africa reject VAWC.
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The Social Crime Prevention Strategy uses concepts of primary, secondary  
and tertiary prevention. The strategy does not define prevention, but offers 
definitions of the different levels of prevention.

Primary preventions are defines as interventions that will address risk factors  
in the general population known to be associated with criminal trends, such as 
youth unemployment or lack of economic opportunities for women. It is aimed  
at strengthening and building capacity and self-reliance in a child within the 
family by providing public education and awareness campaigns, strengthening 
community-based responses and family preservation, and ensuring that children 
remain in school. This included the Department of Social Development’s aims  
of making social grants accessible to all those who qualify. The introduction of 
the Extended Public Works Programme (EPWP) is also one of the government’s 
poverty alleviation programmes targeting unemployment young people and  
their families.

Secondary preventions are defined as interventions that target situations where 
people or neighbourhoods are particularly at risk, such as helping youth at risk,  
or providing extra public health nurses for teenage mothers in disorganised 
communities. Services delivered at this level make use of developmental and 
therapeutic programmes to ensure that children who have been identified as 
being at risk are assisted before they require statutory services, which are  
most intensive.

Tertiary prevention refers to strategies that prevent recidivism by assisting  
with the social reintegration of offenders and other preventive mechanisms 
(reintegration programmes), as prescribed in Chapter 8 of the Children’s Act  
(Act 41 of 2007).

The 2018 White Paper on Safety and Security uses the three-tiered prevention 
model. The White Paper talks of building safer communities. It states that the 
site of primary prevention is the general public or environment; the site secondary 
prevention are those who have already succumbed to either criminality or 
victimisation. It further argues that only through a combination of all three 
prevention areas – primary, secondary and tertiary – that safer communities an  
be achieved.
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