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Abstract

Engaging men is a critical component in efforts to
reduce intimate partner violence (IPV). Little is
known regarding men’s perspectives of
approaches that challenge inequitable gender
norms, particularly in settings impacted by
armed conflict. This article describes men’s ex-
periences with a women’s empowerment pro-
gram and highlights men’s perceptions of
gender norms, poverty and armed conflict, as
they relate to achieving programmatic goals.
Data are from 32 Ivorian men who participated
in indepth interviews in 2012. Interviews were
undertaken as part of an intervention that com-
bined gender dialogue groups for both women
and their male partners with women’s only vil-
lage savings and loans programs to reduce IPV
against women. Findings suggested that in the
context of armed conflict, traditional gender
norms and economic stressors experienced by
men challenged fulfillment of gender roles and
threatened men’s sense of masculinity. Men
who participated in gender dialogue groups dis-
cussed their acceptance of programming and
identified improvements in their relationships
with their female partners. These men further
discussed increased financial planning along
with their partners, and attributed such increases

to the intervention. Addressing men’s percep-
tions of masculinity, poverty and armed conflict
may be key components to reduce men’s violence
against women in conflict-affected settings.

Introduction

Men’s use of violence against their female partners
(i.e. intimate partner violence [IPV]) is a pervasive
global health concern [1], as nearly one in three
women have reported IPV victimization at some
point in their life [2]. IPV and other forms of
gender inequalities, such as exclusion of women
and girls from economic and educational opportu-
nities can have negative impacts on women'’s health.
Health impacts of gender inequalities include
increased risk of poor maternal, reproductive and
mental health outcomes [3, 4].

Engaging men and boys in challenging societal
gender norms that perpetuate I[PV and the substatus
of women has been recognized as one critical com-
ponent of efforts to reduce IPV and to improve the
health of women and girls [5-7]. Gender trans-
formative approaches, which are programs designed
to challenge unequal gender norms and promote
equality between men and women, have also been
highlighted as an important strategy to im-
prove men’s health [8-10] through challenging

© The Author 2014. Published by Oxford University Press. All rights reserved.

For permissions, please email: journals.permissions@oup.com

doi:10.1093/her/cyu058


(
)) 
,[
, 
-
s

K. L. Falb et al.

traditional masculine ideologies associated with
poor health behaviors among men (i.e. multiple part-
nering) [11-13].

Gender transformative approaches that challenge
inequitable gender norms have more recently been
incorporated into traditionally women-centered eco-
nomic empowerment efforts (e.g. programs that
seek to enhance women’s power through social
change processes, [14, 15] such as microcredit activ-
ities) [16, 17]. This has largely been in response to
concerns about potential increases in women’s vul-
nerability to IPV as women gain greater access to
financial resources [18, 19]. These potential in-
creases in IPV against women have been posited
to occur as men may use violence to reassert their
own power and position in relationships with
women [20, 21]. Moreover, solely increasing eco-
nomic assets for women without addressing larger
inequitable gender norms, may not directly equate in
women’s increased decision making regarding the
use of any newly acquired financial resources [22].

Despite growing emphasis placed on the import-
ance of challenging gender inequities within the
context of women only economic empowerment
programs, very little research to date has been
devoted to understanding men’s perspectives and
experiences with such programming. As such, in-
vestigation into men’s perspectives and masculinity
has been recommended as an area of inquiry, in
order to bolster effectiveness of such programs
[21]. Notably, even less work on men’s perspectives
in gender transformative programming has been
conducted in regions impacted by conflict.
Increased understanding of men’s perspectives can
help shape interventions to appropriately target men
and employ implementation strategies that encour-
age adherence and engagement. Within Cote
d’Ivoire, a West African country affected by
recent armed conflict in the early 2000s and with
election-related violence in 2010-2011, poverty, in-
security and breakdown of infrastructure may also
intensify challenges for men in fulfilling their trad-
itional roles as family providers. In such settings
impacted by conflict, these economic threats to mas-
culinity are among a myriad of other factors, such
as normalization of violence against women or

stigmatization of women survivors of violence that
may also lead to increased IPV perpetration [23].

Intersectionality theory may illuminate how com-
plex social identities of men, including masculinity,
poverty, insecurity and ethnicity, may interplay
among a group of conflict-affected men [10, 24].
Examining men’s experiences through this lens
may elucidate potential structural factors that
impact IPV perpetration [21] as analyses guided
by intersectionality draws attention to the relation-
ships between multiple forms of identity and criti-
cizes isolating social categorizations from each
other [25]. For instance, intersectionality theory rec-
ognizes inequalities within heterogeneous groups
and allows researchers to identify similarities be-
tween men and women through other social identi-
ties rather than only a woman/man dichotomy [25,
26]. Intersectionality theory can also guide analysis
of how men participate and perceive women’s em-
powerment activities [21] and provide insight into
programmatic implications by considering men and
women in their social structures [26].

A recently completed trial to reduce IPV in rural
Cote d’Ivoire offered a unique opportunity to exam-
ine perspectives of male partners in relation to
women’s empowerment strategies in conflict-af-
fected settings [17]. The need for such data has
been underscored by calls to engage men and boys
in the prevention of violence against women and as
partners in promoting women’s rights [5, 27, 28].
The objective of the overarching trial was to evalu-
ate the incremental effectiveness of combined social
and economic programming on reductions in IPV,
improvement in economic independence, household
decision making and equitable gender attitudes,
compared with economic programming only [17].
The trial yielded reductions in IPV and improve-
ment in gender equitable norms, with statistically
significant reductions in physical IPV among the
most adherent couples [17]. The specific objectives
of this current analysis were to provide qualitative
understanding of men’s perceptions of gender
norms, poverty and armed conflict, as they related
to achieving programmatic goals, and to under-
stand male partners’ participation in women’s em-
powerment programming in rural Cote d’Ivoire.
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The research questions were how men’s social iden-
tities manifest in this environment, what men’s atti-
tudes were towards economic empowerment
programming, why men participated and what bene-
fits they saw from the program.

Methods

The current investigation focuses on qualitative
data that were collected as part of a two-armed
randomized controlled trial conducted in rural
Cote d’Ivoire between 2010 and 2012: Reduction
of Gender-based Violence against Women in Cote
d’Ivoire. Both treatment and control arms received
the economic programming component, which
consisted of groups of women organized into vil-
lage savings and loans associations (VSLAs). In
addition to women’s participation in VSLAs, the
treatment arm also received gender dialogue
groups (GDGs), in which women and their male
partners or male family members were invited
to participate in an eight-session educational pro-
gram. Although sessions focused on household fi-
nancial well being, themes of gender equality,
women’s contributions to the household and
non-violence underscored all sessions. The
GDGs, which included supportive discussions
and activities, were based on the transtheoretical
theory [29] to reduce IPV and improve financial
decision making within households. Originally de-
veloped by the International Rescue Committee
(IRC), groups were facilitated by two field staff
(one male and one female staff who were trained
in either gender-based violence or economic re-
covery). Example sessions on financial literacy
included discussions on goal setting, modeling
positive communication methods between men
and women and activities to distinguish needs
and wants.

This trial was conducted within 24 villages in
rural, conflict-affected areas of Cote d’Ivoire. The
evaluation was led by the Yale School of Public
Health, in partnership with Innovations for Poverty
Action and IRC. Further study details are described
elsewhere [17].

The IRC field staff introduced the study to vil-
lages and asked eligible women (over 18 years, no
previous experience with microfinance) to partici-
pate. During endline data collection that occurred
between July and August 2012, qualitative indepth
interviews were conducted among a subsample of
female study participants and male partners to
understand their experiences with the intervention.
Villages where interviews took place were selected
based on their high exposure to violence during the
crisis in Cote d’Ivoire. For the subsample, maximum
variation sampling of women participating in the
intervention was employed in order to have a
range of ethnicities. Male partners were then se-
lected to participate based on the selection of their
female partners from VSLA administrative records.
To preserve confidentiality and minimize safety
concerns, men and women were interviewed in sep-
arate villages and were not from the same couple.
Overall, a total of 32 male partners were invited to
participate. Three men declined participation due to
prior obligations that would not allow them to be in
the village during the scheduled interview. One
woman’s husband had fled the village and thus
was not available for the interview. These four
men were replaced by selecting the partners of
four additional women participating in the study,
based on the same criteria described above.
Interviews with women were of insufficient quality
for analysis and thus, only men’s interviews are
included in the current analysis.

All interviews, lasting no longer than 1.5 h, were
conducted in a private location by trained male re-
search assistants. Interviewers were language
matched to participants; the majority of interviews
were conducted in French eight were conducted in
local languages (four were in Yacouba, three were in
Guere and one in Dioula). Research assistants ob-
tained verbal consent from participants, given con-
cerns of low literacy. Audio-recording devices were
used during the interview and participants were pro-
vided a list of health resources at the end of the
interview. All study protocols were approved by
the Yale School of Public Health and Innovations
for Poverty Action institutional review boards.
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Interview guides began with general issues re-
garding gender roles, such as roles of men and
women in the household and in the village, chal-
lenges and advantages for men and women, conse-
quences of not fulfilling responsibilities, and
perceptions of IPV in their communities. For ex-
ample, specific questions included, ‘“What are your
responsibilities in the household?’ and ‘What hap-
pens when a man does not fulfill his responsibilities
in the house?’ Issues specific to the intervention cen-
tered on rationale for joining the groups, perceived
benefits for women and their partners after partici-
pation, changes in relationship dynamics during the
study period and identification of potential mechan-
isms through which perceived changes occurred,
such as “What has changed with you and your part-
ner since starting the group? What role do you think
the group had in these changes?’ Only men in the
treatment arm were asked the latter questions.

French-language interviews were transcribed and
translated into English by outside bilingual French/
English interpreters and were subsequently re-
viewed by Ivorian research staff for consistency
and meaning. The eight interviews that occurred in
the local languages were transcribed and translated
into French by research staff and then translated into
English by the outside interpreters. Coding struc-
tures were developed a priori by two research assist-
ants and the principal investigator based on research
questions focusing on process evaluation. These
questions focused on the goals of the overarching
study as well as process evaluation questions per-
taining to the VLSA + GDG arm. Codes were also
revised as themes emerged based on discussions
with the research team through an inductive analytic
approach [30]. All analyses were conducted in
NVivo 10 [31].

Results

Findings are divided into four key themes that
emerged from the data drawn from 32 inter-
viewees related to the current investigation’s re-
search questions: (i) intersections of masculinity,
economic stress and exposure to armed conflict,

(i) attitudes towards economic empowerment
programming, (iii) motivations for participating
in programming and (iv) perceived benefits
of GDGs.

Theme 1: intersections of masculinity,
economic stress and exposure to armed
conflict

Nearly, all men described traditional gender roles in
their household and villages, such as men econom-
ically providing for the family or being in charge of
decisions within households or village meetings.
Men were described as typically engaging in
income generating activities such as working in
the fields or managing a small business with min-
imal direct family caretaking responsibilities. A
usual day for women included managing the house-
hold, cooking and cleaning. However, a few men did
discuss that some women have the dual burden of
income generation and household responsibilities
and must take on additional responsibilities, above
and beyond those of men. For instance, one male
reported:

“It is true that when you are born a woman
you suffer. Today, when men finish their work,
the women are the ones who keep on working.
They are under the rain, they weed; And
sometimes when they come back home they
are tired; They go home and they start cook-
ing; They sometimes tell us: “you men have
nothing to do; we are now at an important
moment, we are in a difficult period, we
weed; we get tired and when we go back
home, we must go in the kitchen to cook”.
For these reasons we can say that the
women also have a great responsibility.”
(VSLA + GDG)

Men also described the challenges of being a man
in rural Cote d’Ivoire, which largely centered on the
lack of financial means to provide for their family’s
food, school fees for children or clothing. Many men
also described the ability to financially provide for
their family as an integral component of their defin-
ition of manhood and being a respected man in their
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household and village. For instance, one male
stated:

“When you are in the village, it is necessary to
work to have money. When you have money,
you are happy. When you dont have money, it
means you are not a man.” (VSLA only)

Another male described:

“What I like in being a man is when you have
means, you are highly regarded by your
friends and even by your children; but as
you do not have means, you are not respected
by your children; you are weak and your
wife and your children can’t do anything.”
(VSLA only)

As exemplified above, economic prosperity ap-
pears to be a key definition of manhood and mascu-
linity in this setting. However, as illustrated below,
men also described the financial hardships that they
endured during the recent election-related violence
in Cote d’Ivoire. Financial stressors from the elec-
tion-related violence ranged from an inability to re-
place household items due to property theft to
uncertainty regarding restarting a business for fear
of having to flee in the future. These stressors dir-
ectly created an environment of financial insecurity
and inability to save for the future. As one man
stated:

“Personally, I got many problems; I lost many
things. Those who are here know that. I was
completely broke because of the crisis. I had
two shops, some properties, some mills. All of
them were destroyed in the crisis. It happened
that there was no understanding between my
wife and me because there was nothing for
food. Every day, she was in the habit of getting
some kitchen money from me; it is what I have
told you right now ...” (VSLA + GDG)

This climate of financial insecurity and property
theft due to widespread violence and displacement
often created additional stressors within men’s rela-
tionships with their intimate partners as described by
men. Guided by intersectionality theory, these eco-
nomic stressors may have negatively impacted their

perceived ability to fulfill their role as a man in their
family. Other men also noted that in addition to fi-
nancial insecurity, election-related violence also
inflated prices for household purchases which cre-
ated additional financial strains on families:

“It is money that is at the basis of all that we
do. When you do not have money you cannot
live. The crisis had bad impacts on us, the
farmers in the village. We lack money. We
do not know how to get dressed. The medical
care is expensive. You cannot go to the hos-
pital if you do not have money . . . If you do not
have money you die. It was like that during the
crisis. The crisis made everything expensive.”
(VSLA + GDG)

Other men also noted that even if they did have a
reasonable amount of money, the instability and vio-
lence made it difficult for men to begin new eco-
nomic ventures, for fear of renewed armed conflict.
For instance, one man stated:

“If peace is there and you have 25 CFA
[Central African Franc] you can do a lot of
things with it. But if there is no peace, you are
not safe and each night you are scared be-
cause you are asking yourself if things won’t
start again. If you start to undertake some-
thing, you will leave it and run away. This
has scared everyone and I don’t want it to
start again.” (VSLA + GDG)

Taken together, the perspectives gleaned from
men suggested how traditional male gender norms,
which are rooted in men’s role as economic pro-
viders of the family, may be threatened during per-
iods of armed conflict. These concerns may be
particularly salient for men at the lowest rungs of
socioeconomic status in an already impoverished
context. Figure 1 shows a conceptual model adapted
from Logie et al. [32], which illustrates the inter-
actions of these social identities at the individual
level within a larger multilevel framework
of IPV perpetration in settings impacted by armed
conflict [23].

Men were asked by interviewers about their
thoughts on the consequences of unfulfilled

1019


in 
, 
,
,
,
-
.
m
shows
, 
 that

K. L. Falb et al.

Fi

SYCtions | n wasteful SPE

Nancial Knowledg® iog

Fig. 1. Conceptual model of the intersections of men’s social identities and intervention pathways to reduce intimate partner violence.

(Adapted with permission from [32] and [23]) .

traditional gender roles for both men and the women
in their respective villages. Responses from men
indicated that consequences of not fulfilling such
roles were different between the two genders. For
instance, women were held accountable for not ful-
filling their household responsibilities, which may
also involve elders:

“If she does not work, you can tell her parents,

your older brothers...They will therefore
call the woman to speak to her and tell her
that what she is doing is not good. They will
give some pieces of advice so that she behaves
well.” (VSLA only)

In some cases, men explicitly mentioned perpet-
ration of IPV against their wives:

“Before, when she did something wrong,
I beat her and she ran away to her older
sisters...” (VSLA + GDG)

When men did not fulfill their responsibilities,
they discussed feeling a loss of respect in the com-
munity. Unlike the consequences faced by women,
as described the male interviewees, the impacts
were largely felt by his family as opposed to the
man himself. As exemplified below, many men
described the impact of a husband’s inability to fi-
nancially provide for his family and the conse-
quences they may suffer as a result. For example:

“...when the husband does not play his part,
there is a lack at home; the children can’t do
anything and there will be hunger. When you
have no means to meet your needs, and if your
wife is equally inactive, there will obviously
be a food shortage at home. When she is pen-
niless, the husband is solely responsible
for every charge. I think this may cause
the children to be involved in robbery.”
(VSLA + GDG)
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The above quote reveals the profound perceived
effects a man’s inability to provide economically for
his family may have on children’s health and well
being. Additionally, while women were punished by
men directly for not fulfilling their responsibilities,
men were not equally punished nor held accountable
by women in terms of violence. As seen in the pre-
ceding dimensions in this article, men may have
difficulty financially providing for their family, a
key gender role in this setting, during times of
armed conflict. Reliance on such traditional gender
norms may in turn create additional challenges for
families, which may include increased food insecur-
ity and IPV. As illustrated by the arrows in the con-
ceptual model, men’s individual identities and
experiences may be shaped by multiple interper-
sonal, community and structural levels. Specific
characteristics of these levels included scarce re-
sources and gender inequality. Taken together,
these factors may exacerbate levels of IPV in
times of conflict or instability.

Theme 2: attitudes towards economic
empowerment programming

After discussion of gender norms, poverty and
armed conflict in villages, interviews shifted to
focus on men’s perceptions of women’s economic
empowerment programming. Men were first asked
about their thoughts on their female partners’ par-
ticipation in such programming.

Perceptions of VSLA programs were generally
favorable, particularly among men who also partici-
pated in the GDGs, as they were pleased their wives
had increased income. However, a small number of
men expressed concerns, such as perceiving VSLAs
and GDGs to be primarily for women’s rights, with-
out having direct benefits for the men and increased
mobility of women that is required for attending
meetings of group-based economic programming.
For instance, one man stated:

“The negative aspect . . . is that they hold their
meeting up to midnight whereas they are all
married women with all that it implies.
We accepted that our wives join but still it is
necessary to change.” (VSLA only)

Nonetheless, while some men had mixed percep-
tions of their female partners participating in the
VSLASs, most men had positive views.

Theme 3: motivations for participating

in programming

After discussion of VSLAs, the male partners who
participated in the gender transformative component
of the intervention, GDGs, were asked additional
questions. Of the 32 total male interviewees, 14
men participated in the GDG programming along
with their female partners. The following only
uses data drawn from these 14 men.

Given the tenuous climate in rural Cote d’Ivoire
of vacillating peace and instability and widespread
poverty, it was not surprising that men were eager to
learn financial skills through participation in the
GDGs. In addition, while financial motivation was
what drew men to initially join the program, and was
used as a ‘selling point’ by program staff, men
articulated multiple reasons for participation, as illu-
strated below:

“What drove me to join the group, it is like a
school. What also drove me, it is that we
learned how to live with your wife in the
house in order not to have of argument, how
to save our goods, how to raise our children so
that they can succeed. There are several
things like that which encouraged me to join
the group.”

Men’s financial motivations for participation in
the GDGs may be linked for their desire to be re-
spected in their villages. Again, the definition of
manhood in this context is paramount, whereas
money, financial prosperity and respect from
others are inextricably linked. Additionally, many
men described a desire to learn information about
how to be a better husband and father, above and
beyond learning about financial planning and bud-
geting. For instance, one man stated:

“What prompted me to take part in this group
is the advice that people give; how to manage
and have a happy family; how to manage to
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take care of the family. It is all that I like and
which prompted me to join.”

Theme 4: perceived benefits of
participation

After dialoguing about their motivations for partici-
pation in the gender transformative component of
the program, men were asked about their perceived
benefits. Subthemes regarding the perceived bene-
fits of the combined social and economic empower-
ment approach centered on: (i) financial decision
making (individual level), (ii) improved relation-
ships within couples and social support among
men in the village (interpersonal level) and (iii) chal-
lenging inequitable gender norms (community
level) and are illustrated in Fig. 1 in the intervention
pathway box.

Individual level: financial decision making
and reductions in wasteful spending

Almost all men in the VSLA+GDG group
described changes in couple negotiations around
spending and saving money in their household,
which had the potential to result in benefits for
men, women and children. For instance, men started
making financial decisions jointly with their wives
based on the needs of the household:

“Before, when I had money, I spent it
alone. But from now on, when I have money,
I do not spend it alone anymore; I present it
to my wife so that we make expenditure for
the family.”

Another man described increased communication
between his wife and himself, including transpar-
ency of household finances:

“Before each had his/her money; when
I earned money, [ spent it without her
say;, and what remained 1 kept it. But
now, we do everything together; and what re-
mains like money with me I show her that.
That has changed me a lot! We should
not hide what we have to our wife or our hus-
band. It is like that.”

These findings are mirrored in the quantitative
analyses which demonstrated that women who par-
ticipated in the VSLA and the GDGs with their male
partner reported a 61% reduction in economic abuse
compared with women randomized to VSLA only
[17]. In addition to increased communication and
joint decision making, a salient-related dimension
was the reduction of wasteful spending, particularly
on alcohol. For instance, one man stated:

“There was a change of lifestyle. We wasted
what we earned. I am a smoker and I am an
alcohol drinker. But now, I have changed a
little; I even changed a lot. I stopped, it is
difficult to give that up, it is gradually that 1
will be able to completely stop that. It is thus
the change which has come.”

Other men also described increased savings as a
result of decreasing wasteful spending. In sum,
while traditional gender norms suggest men be
seen as the primary provider and decision maker
in these rural villages, participation in the GDGs
may have aided some transformation regarding
household norms for financial spending.

Interpersonal level: improved relationships
within couples

Many men also described reduced arguments in the
household around financial issues and general im-
provements in communication and non-violent
approaches to solving conflict. In addition, the ma-
jority of men also reported increased respect for
their wives and women’s ability to financially con-
tribute to the household as well as increased recog-
nition of their non-monetary contributions to the
household.

“Since we are in the group, there are no
longer arguments . .. Before, when there was
argument, each one made his/her things indi-
vidually. There is a great difference; there is
no more individuality; one makes all the
things together. When we want to do work,
we decide of which work to do, and when we
earn money from the work, we decide on what
we are going to do with the money. When it’s

1022


-
T
1
-
); 
2
;
3
-
, 
t
,
to 
-
theme
,
a 
-
I

Engaging men in Cote d’Ivoire

like that, there is no quarrel, there is no argu-
ment in the household.”

In addition to increased communication among
couples, men also described changes in anger and
the use of violence against their wife and children, as
illustrated below:

“The change that I like the most is the fact that
I left my anger. I saw that violence is not im-
portant. Violence towards my wife and chil-
dren is not worthwhile. Between the man and
the woman, there will always be something
which will annoy one of them. This will
always happen. But I think that now I know
how to control myself, I can now control
myself and avoid that behavior in my life be-
cause of the training I have had.”

In some instances, increased communication led
to reductions in emotional abuse as described below:

“The change that I like very much is the fact
that between my wife and me everything is
alright, there are no more violent words,
and there are no more exits without the per-
mission of the man, exits without having the
woman aware. When we want to go out, we go
together; when we want to do something, we
sit down and we discuss. I believe that it is this
change that I noticed.”

Overall, men seemed to discuss improved rela-
tionships with their partners and children which
they attributed to their participation in the GDGs.
Although the intent-to-treat quantitative evaluation
of the program did not reveal statistically significant
reductions in IPV, women who attended at least six
of eight GDG sessions with the male partner re-
ported a relative decrease in physical IPV by 55%,
compared with women who were in the VSLA only
group [17].

Increased social support with other men
in community

A common benefit described by male participants
was social support they had received from other men
in the discussion groups. The majority of these men

described how other males provided advice and
guidance regarding behaviors in the household and
not limited to only the discussion group sessions. A
few men also described how they would help settle
problems in other households of men who did not
participate in the groups:

“We continue after the training sessions to
interact and give advice to each other. We
are informed each day about how others are
doing. How is his family doing? If there is
something that is not doing well, we take
one day and give him advice. Therefore, we
live like brothers.”

However, one participant noted that because
males were not engaged in the economic component
of VLSAs, there was limited social cohesion among
men in the GDGs:

“...But I have no personal relationship with
the men who attend the group too. It is at least
women . .. Because they said the training was
only for women. We men, we participate in it
freely. We have not even got any ideas to ini-
tiate things the way the women did. So, there is
no sincerity among us. It was difficult to the
women. We, men, took part in it as their hus-
bands. We, men, did not get any personal re-
lationship with the training. There was none!”

Although not a common criticism of the program,
it appeared that some men may be jealous of women
who participate in economic empowerment pro-
grams, such as VSLAs. Again, this criticism may
in large part be due to pervasive inequitable
gender norms and instability threatening livelihoods
in this context.

Community level: challenging inequitable
gender norms

Men were also asked about their general perceptions
of the GDGs and if they would recommend them to
other men in the community. Understanding accept-
ability and men’s propensity to challenge inequit-
able gender norms in their communities is critical
to assessing the potential for replicability and
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sustainability of the program. Most men‘s inter-
views indicated that these groups were acceptable
as they described being generally pleased with the
programming. Acceptability was also shown
through attendance: nearly half of men attended at
least six of eight GDG sessions along with their
female partner. Once the program was completed,
they actively spread information to other men in the
community who did not participate in the study.
For instance:

“When we completed the training I went to see
a brother . .. I went to tell him we have been
trained, this training has really changed our
way of living in the home. The training is over,
but we will not stop. We who have been
trained, we cannot stop; I will also train
you. I will give you the information I received
because it is very important.”

Overall, it appeared that men found the groups
acceptable and were overwhelmingly supportive of
this program’s approach to women’s social and eco-
nomic empowerment programming.

Discussion

In this rural Ivorian context, findings document the
profound interlinking of traditional gender norms,
poverty and armed conflict and their impacts on a
household’s well being. Violence against women
may be intensified due to these synergistic factors
in the aftermath of conflict, in which different social
identities interact across multiple levels to perpetu-
ate IPV [23]. In particular, interviews highlighted a
strong reliance on traditional gender norms in which
men were the economic providers of the family, a
common norm in other settings [28, 33]. Therefore,
their perceptions of their own masculinity may have
been threatened in times of armed conflict, primarily
due to property theft and an inability to start future
business opportunities. This, in turn, may catalyse
instances of IPV in households where men may use
violence to reassert their power. Similar findings
have been documented in East Africa, in which
men compensate for their reduced sense of

masculinity through increased numbers of sexual
partnerships and sexual control over women [34],
as well as among resettled refugees in Australia, in
which men’s loss of ‘breadwinning’ status was iden-
tified as a precipitating factor in IPV perpetration
[35]. In addition, other studies have also docu-
mented additional factors, including exposure to
political violence, which have been implicated in
escalated odds of perpetrating IPV among other
populations [36-38]. The complex interplay of in-
stability, masculinity, trauma experiences and pov-
erty suggest that intersectionality may be a useful
framework in conflict-affected environments to
understand men’s experiences as they relate to per-
petration of IPV. Quantitative evaluations with men
should seek to understand causal pathways between
armed conflict experiences, masculinity and [PV
perpetration.

Programmatically, findings suggest that incorpor-
ation of men into women’s social and economic
programming may be a feasible approach to address
IPV in this conflict-affected setting, as downward
trends of physical and/or sexual IPV and economic
abuse that were documented in the quantitative
evaluation when economic empowerment program-
ming of women was combined with a gender trans-
formative approach [17]. In particular, recruitment
of men through learning opportunities to manage
finances seemed particularly appealing, and thus
served as a platform to introduce discussions
around larger gender norms and IPV. Recruiting
men into gender transformative programming,
based on the prospect of gaining financial literacy
may be particularly advantageous, given the eco-
nomic challenges both men and women face in con-
flict-affected settings, as well as other impoverished
areas. Mechanisms of change, which may operate at
multiple levels, presented within the qualitative
findings, may have included increased communica-
tion and joint decision making around finances,
which are particularly salient in regards to the
observed reductions in economic abuse. Future
women’s empowerment interventions should quali-
tatively and quantitatively measure these potential
pathways and women’s access to resources and de-
cision making around the use of resources [39, 40].
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Recent research from the Democratic Republic of
Congo suggests that engaging men and understand-
ing their perspectives may be important in the post-
conflict period as a long-term strategy to improve
gender equity [28]. Current findings bolster this rec-
ommendation for future programming efforts in
conflict-affected settings. Nonetheless, it is impera-
tive that men only or combined couple-level inter-
ventions that seek to reduce gender-based violence
against women do not validate masculinities that
serve to threaten the well being of women [41].
For instance, careful facilitation should be imple-
mented in order to avoid the domination of discus-
sions by men over women in couple-level
interventions. Furthermore, program experience
suggests that activities should only be implemented
with direct feedback and guidance from women in
the community [42]. As women experience an add-
itional level of oppression based on their lower
social status in comparison to men, ensuring that
the building of women’s agency while engaging
men should remain at the forefront of programmatic
priorities. In the current trial, this was accomplished
by underscoring the important contributions women
made to household well being and non-violence in
all GDG sessions that centered on household
finances.

There are several considerations when interpret-
ing the results of the current study. Primarily, the
respondents were not randomly chosen for inter-
views as they were selected in areas that were
highly affected by recent election-related violence.
Therefore, we have a uniquely vulnerable sample of
men, and the relationships of poverty, conflict and
gender norms, may not reflect the diversity of ex-
periences of men during this tumultuous period in
Cote d’Ivoire. In addition, the men are partners of
women who were participating in a randomized con-
trolled trial and may be different from other men
whose female partners chose not to or were not
allowed to participate in the overarching study.
We were also unable to quantitatively assess
men’s reports of perpetration of violence and com-
pared them to the women’s experiences of victim-
ization, nor were women’s qualitative interviews
included in the present analyses. These comparisons

would illuminate possible reporting differences and
highlight potential social desirability bias in the
qualitative interviews.

Despite these limitations, the analyses offer im-
portant insights regarding men’s experiences and
engagement with programming for women’s em-
powerment. In this context, men demonstrated po-
tential to be active partners in empowering their
female partners through economic programming,
which could have far-reaching effects on house-
holds’ well being. Considerations of inequitable
gender norms and its intersections with economic
status, conflict and wider instability must be con-
sidered in humanitarian programming seeking to
reduce IPV in the aftermath of conflict.
Understanding and addressing these structural deter-
minants of I[PV may have the potential to promote
resilience in women, couples and families in these
unstable contexts.
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