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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
This advocacy paper contributes to dialogues on 
sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment (SEAH) 
that see, and propose practice that recognize, 
commonalities. They are both human rights viola-
tions based on gender discrimination, intersecting 
with all forms of social inequalities, and are part 
of a continuum of violence (mainly) against 
women and girls and almost always committed by 
men. They are both expressions of and contribu-
tors to structural power inequalities that render 
the targeted persons less able, if at all, than per-
petrators to control the sexual engagement. 
Starting from the experiences of survivors – as a 
victim-centred approach requires - also recog-
nises that the same behaviors are involved across 
SEAH. Organisations in the development and hu-
manitarian sectors, including the United Nations 
and peacekeeping missions, have tended to ad-
dress these two forms of violence as separate and 
independent, often flowing into distinct proce-
dural and policy domains. This publication advo-
cates rethinking of the frameworks established to 
address SEAH in order more fully to reflect link-
ages between them. Recognising and uprooting 
the gendered, racialised and all power inequali-
ties that shape them is necessary for their elimi-
nation.  

No organisation should consider itself immune to 

SEAH taking place within it or in its name; like-
wise, gender inequality and hierarchical power 
structures are pervasive across organisations, in-
cluding those with laudable mandates. En-
trenched patriarchal systems exist in most if not 
all international organizations and men have his-
torically made up an overwhelming majority of 
decision-makers. Women’s movements have al-
ways demanded an end of all forms of sexual vio-
lence (calls that have been wider and stronger 
since 2017)  and rightly expect to those who seek 
to do good to be good by living the values they 
advocate, to be non-discriminatory and ensure 
the absence of abuse.  

This paper draws its content from the following 
two UN Women publications: Towards an end to 
sexual harassment: The urgency and nature of 
change in the era of #MeToo (2018) and What it 
will take? Promoting cultural change to end sexual 
harassment (2019) as well as practitioners and 
victims-rights advocates who have generously 
shared their time during its drafting. It draws from 
the specifics of the United Nations system, ac-
knowledging it can be and is a model for other in-
ter-governmental and civil society organizations 
working in this sector and/or that other organisa-
tions have very similar policies on SEAH. 
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I. DEFINING THE CONCEPTS: 
SEXUAL HARASSMENT, 
EXPLOITATION AND ABUSE 

1.1. Sexual harassment 

In UN Women’s publication Towards an end to 
sexual harassment: The urgency and nature of 
change in the era of #MeToo (2018), Professor 
Catharine A. MacKinnon1 outlines the core princi-
ples and elements of adequate policies and pro-
cedures on addressing sexual harassment.  

An effective policy needs to start by defining sex-
ual harassment for what it is: 

“a human rights violation of gender-based dis-
crimination, regardless of sex, in a context of un-
equal power relations such as a workplace 
and/or gender hierarchy. It can take the form of 
various acts including rape, other aggressive 
touching, forced viewing of pornography, taking 
and circulation of sexual photographs, as well as 
verbal sexual conduct”2. 

Data shows (see box 3 below) that gender ine-
quality is the primary axis in patterns of sexual 
harassment - where women are targets and men 
primary perpetrators. Sexual harassment is inter-
sectional: gender is the primary axis at play, and it 
combines with all dimensions of inequality, such 
as race and ethnicity, immigration status, age, so-
cio-economic status, disability, sexual orientation 
and gender identity, religion. Ensuring intersec-
tional approaches is key in responses to sexual 
harassment3 as these recognise and address the 
multiple power dynamics that underpin it. 

The central element of the definition of sexual 

harassment is “unwelcomeness” as distinct from 
“consent”. The unwelcomeness of sexual conduct 
is determined by the victim-survivor whereas the 
consent standard fails adequately or consistently 
to acknowledge that someone may acquiesce to 
sexual conduct that they may not welcome, in a 
context of inequality. The latter would still be read 
as consent. Consent allows acquiescence 
“whether or not a choice is real”4.    

Definitions of sexual harassment should avoid 
making moral judgments - such as requirements 
of the sexual misconduct to “cause offense”, and 
engaging in demeaning psychologizing – for ex-
ample, by using concepts such as “humiliation”, 
to define sexual harassment.5 

Sexual harassment comes in two forms: 

• Quid pro quo: when the employment or
employment benefits or detriments are
based on the acceptance or rejection of
unwelcome sexual behavior.

• Hostile environment: when sexual har-
assment creates an intimidating or hostile 
working environment for the recipient of
unwelcome sexual attention or atmos-
phere.6
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1.2. Sexual exploitation and abuse 

Sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) are defined in 
the United Nations Secretary-General’s Bulletin on 
Special measures for protection from sexual ex-
ploitation and sexual abuse (2003)9 as follows: 

Sexual exploitation is “any actual or attempted 
abuse of a position of vulnerability, differential 
power, or trust, for sexual purposes, including, 
but not limited to, profiting monetarily, socially or 
politically from the sexual exploitation of an-
other”.  

Examples of behaviours that constitutes sexual 
exploitation include transactional sex (the ex-
change of money, employment, goods or services 
for sex, including sexual favours), solicitation of  

transactional sex, exploitative relationship, hu-
man trafficking, etc10.   

Sexual abuse is “the actual or threatened physi-
cal intrusion of a sexual nature, whether by force 
or under unequal or coercive conditions”.  

Examples of sexual abuse include rape, sexual 
assault, sex or sexual activity with anyone under 
the age of 1811.  

This definition recognises that “differential 
power” forms part of the dynamic of SEA though 
it does not use the word inequality. The defini-
tion is also used by different organisations in de-
velopment and humanitarian sectors12. All ef-
forts to eradicate it must start by its conceptual-
isation as a human rights violation and ensure 
that gender perspectives and intersectional ap-
proaches are reflected in definitions (see section 
1.4. below). 

BOX 1 

The United Nations’ System Model Policy on Sexual Harassment 

The United Nations’ System Model Policy on Sexual Harassment7, adopted in 2018, shows the United 
Nations’ commitment to a zero-tolerance approach and to strengthening and harmonising sexual 
harassment policies throughout the United Nations system. This Policy recognises that “sexual har-
assment results from a culture of discrimination and privilege, based on unequal gender relations and 
other power dynamics”. 

It provides the following uniform definition of sexual harassment: 

“Sexual harassment is any unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature that might reasonably be expected 
or be perceived to cause offense or humiliation, when such conduct interferes with work, is made a 
condition of employment or creates an intimidating, hostile or offensive work environment. Sexual 
harassment may occur in the workplace or in connection with work. While typically involving a pat-
tern of conduct, sexual harassment may take the form of a single incident. In assessing the reason-
ableness of expectations or perceptions, the perspective of the person who is the target of the con-
duct shall be considered”.  

Similar definitions of sexual harassment are used by other organisations in development and human-
itarian sectors.8  
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1.3. Distinction between sexual 
harassment and SEA 

 

The United Nations, and other organisations 
working in development and humanitarian sec-
tors, makes a procedural distinction between the 
protection of their own personnel and the obliga-
tions they have towards those being served by the 
United Nations (known as “beneficiaries”)13. This 
is the foundation for the separation of sexual har-
assment and sexual exploitation and abuse 
(SEAH). Behaviours are divided based on the on 
the location/status of victim-survivors: whether 
or not they are United Nations personnel/operat-
ing under its name (or from any given organisa-
tion working in the development and humanitar-
ian sectors). This distinction, including in the poli-
cies and procedures addressing them, implies that 
they are discrete and separate problematics, en-
couraging these forms of sexual violence to be un-
derstood as distinct, not as connected expres-
sions of (predominantly) male sexual entitlement 
to (predominantly) women14. 

Conduct tends to be categorised as sexual harass-
ment if the victim-survivor is part of United Na-
tions personnel. Sexual harassment, as per the 
United Nations, constitutes a behaviour that “in-
terferes with work, is made a condition of employ-
ment or creates an intimidating, hostile or offen-
sive work environment”15. SEA tends to be de-
fined as occurring when victim-survivors are “ben-
eficiaries” of a service provided by the United Na-
tions, or are vulnerable members of the commu-
nity16.  There needs to be clarity and consistency 
in these categorisations which mystify many, in-
cluding survivors and personnel; at present the 
definitions can be confusing and applied incon-
sistently. 

The definitions of SEAH conceptually and proce-
durally divide the abuse by categorizing victim-
survivors based on their employment status and 
their connection with the perpetrators, despite 
the commonalities and overlaps in the behav-
iours. For example, both sexual harassment and 
SEA may take the form of attempted or actual 

sexual assault, including rape. 

1.4. Rethinking current frameworks 
 

SEAH fall along the continuum of violence per-
petrated (mainly)17 by men against women and 
girls – the centring of women’s experiences will 
strengthen work to address them; procedural 
separation risks conceptual separation, which in 
turn risks extinguishing the structural connec-
tions between them. Framing them as part of 
this continuum of violence is necessary to ade-
quately address the root causes of gender ine-
quality that enable them (see section 2.1. be-
low). It also permits addressing SEAH for what 
they are: forms of sexual violence independent 
of the employment conditions or service receiv-
ing status of the victim-survivor. There is no dif-
ference *to the person raped* between rape 
classified within a sexual harassment framework 
from a case of rape happening within the SEA 
framework. 

Although SEAH are connected through the un-
derlying causes, the specificities of the context 
within which SEAH take place are relevant. For 
example, a perpetrator’s status as a supervisor 
or a senior official can be pertinent in the pursuit 
of justice for victim-survivors. This is not equiva-
lent to reducing the entirety of case manage-
ment to this single criterion. Current frame-
works for addressing SEAH render contextual 
and relational factors as determinative of pro-
cesses, and potential actions to take. 

SEAH are human rights violations based on gen-
der inequality intersecting with all social ine-
qualities. Only with this understanding of these 
forms of violence against women will policies 
and practices address the core problematics and 
reflect the relevant normative standards (see 
Annex I below).  
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• Framing SEAH as human rights violations
recognises that violence against women is 
a result of structural discrimination and a
manifestation of historically unequal
power relations between men and
women18. The Committee on the Elimi-
nation of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW Committee) recognises violence
against women as a form of discrimina-
tion19 and that the right to a life free from
gender-based violence is “indivisible from 
and interdependent with other human
rights”20. This framing also puts an end to
widespread beliefs that such abuse is
simply an unavoidable fact of life, includ-
ing in the world of work.

• Incorporating a gender perspective cen-
tres recognition that such abuse has pre-
dominant sex and gender inequality di-
mensions and requires conceptualising
SEAH as part of the continuum of violence 
against women (see section 2.1. below).

• An intersectional approach requires the
range of experiences of victim-survivors
across inequalities to be centred, further-
ing the Agenda 2030 commitment to
leave nobody behind. Ending the margin-
alisation of those who experience inter-
sectional discrimination brings fuller com-
prehension of SEAH and improves efforts
towards elimination (see section 2.2. be-
low).

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/
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II. THE CONTINUUM OF
VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN: 
POWER AND INEQUALITY 
All forms of violence against women are linked to and expressions of cultures of sexism that dis-
criminates against and seeks to silence women21. The CEDAW Committee considers violence 
against women to be “one of the fundamental social, political and economic means by which the 
subordinate position of women with respect to men and their stereotyped roles are perpetu-
ated”22. Addressing behaviours shaped by sexism and tolerated by the prevailing rape culture is 
paramount for its elimination. 

BOX 2 

International definition of sexism 

In March 2019, the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe adopted a Recommendation on 
Preventing and Combating Sexism23. This recommendation contains the first ever internationally 
agreed definition on sexism: 

“Any act, gesture, visual representation, spoken or written words, practice or behaviour based upon 
the idea that a person or a group of persons is inferior because of their sex, which occurs in the public 
or private sphere, whether online or offline, with the purpose or effect of:  

i. violating the inherent dignity or rights of a person or a group of persons; or

ii. resulting in physical, sexual, psychological or socio-economic harm or suffering to a person
or a group of persons; or

iii. creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment; or

iv. constituting a barrier to the autonomy and full realisation of human rights by a person or a
group of persons; or

v. maintaining and reinforcing gender stereotypes.”
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Discriminatory gender stereotypes, cultural as-
sumptions and tolerance of these are some of the 
factors that contribute to normalizing a culture of 
inequality and discrimination. The global mobili-
sation of the #MeToo movement, as well as other 
social media campaigns such as #NiUnaMenos 
(Not One Fewer), Argentina24, #BalanceTonPorc 
(Rat Out Your Pig), France25, The First Time I Got 
Harassed I Was …, Egypt26, #WithYou, Japan27  and 
#PrimeiroAsseido (First Harassment) Brazil28, 
showed how sexual harassment, and sexual vio-
lence more generally, are more common than 
they are exceptional. 

“Sexual violence against women and girls is 
rooted in centuries of male domination. Let us 
not forget that the gender inequalities that fuel 
rape culture are essentially a question of power 
imbalances.” — United Nations Secretary-Gen-
eral António Guterres29 

The dominance of rape culture has produced so-
cieties with prevailing attitudes that excuse and 
promote sexual violence30. Rape culture silences 
victim-survivors from naming their experiences 
and creates an environment of disbelief and/or 
victim-blaming. Cultural assumptions impreg-
nated in all societies privilege abusers, sustain the 
codes of silence that protect them and denigrate 
those who name abuse or discrimination31. SEAH 
are cultural concerns.  

The United Nations Secretary General has recog-
nized that we live in a “male-dominated world 
with a male-dominated culture”32. Gender equal-
ity is fundamentally a question of power; power 
that has been jealously guarded by men for mil-
lennia33. Transforming the balance of power and 
redistributing power are essential for the elimina-
tion of violence against women, including SEAH.  

Elimination requires behavior change: efforts to-
wards this must create environments where these 
changes happen and organizations play an im-
portant role in changing culture34. UN Women’s 

publication What will it take? Promoting cultural 
change to end sexual harassment, outlines the fol-
lowing six areas of work to bring the necessary 
cultural change: (1) leadership and messaging; (2) 
understand and practice zero tolerance; (3) un-
derstand and embed victim-centred approaches; 
(4) update training; (5) practice and promote col-
lective ownership; and (6) organizational trans-
parency35. 

2.1. Continuum of violence 

Acts of violence against women are not isolated 
occurrences; they are connected and form a 
continuum of violence that women and girls ex-
perience across their lifetime, including sexual, 
physical, psychological, emotional and economic 
violence36. The continuum of violence sits at 
odds with laws and policies that separate acts of 
sexual violence as distinct, isolated or random; 
this is as true of SEAH as it is of rape, child abuse 
and domestic violence37.  

All sexual violence, no matter their perceived se-
verity, should be taken seriously. Hierarchies of 
abuse are not always helpful38. The continuum 
of violence provides a framework to respect 
women’s understanding of violence. It also rec-
ognizes that women’s different experiences of 
violence originate from the same patriarchal 
structures that promise male sexual entitlement 
and privilege men over women. While common 
forms of sexual violence “are more likely to be 
defined by men as acceptable behaviours (for 
example, seeing sexual harassment as ‘a harm-
less bit of fun’), they are connected to the forms 
of violence which are currently defined as crimes 
within the law”39. 
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\

BOX 3 

Illustrative data on sexual harassment 
• Australia: A study on the prevalence of sexual harassment and assault at Australian Universities

found that women were almost twice as likely as men to have been sexually harassed and that
the majority of perpetrators were male40. (2016)

• African Union: A High Level Committee investigating allegations of harassment against women
at the African Union Commission confirmed sexual harassment within the organisation stating
that “senior departmental staff, who position themselves as ‘gatekeepers’ and ‘kingmakers’, are 
well-positioned to make believable promises to young women that they will be offered contracts 
(...) according to interviewees, the young women are exploited for sex in exchange for jobs”41.
(2018)

• European Union: A study conducted by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights
found that 55% of women experienced some form of sexual harassment since the age of 15. 71% 
of them indicated that the perpetrator was a man42. (2015)

• Mexico: The vast majority of reports of sexual harassment in the Mexican Public Federal Admin-
istration were made by women (91%) and 90% of the alleged perpetrators were men43. (2016)

• United Kingdom: A workplace survey found that 68% of LGBT respondents experienced sexual
harassment at work. Compared to white women, black and minority ethnic (BME) women were
more than twice as likely to report being sexually assaulted at work (45% BME, 18% white)44.
(2019)

• Uganda: A survey conducted in over 2,910 organisations found that 90% of women have been
sexually harassed at work by their male seniors45. (2014)

• Morocco: A study to inform UN Women Rabat’s Safe City Programme found that 92% of women
had experienced sexual harassment in their lifetime46. (2017)

• USA: 81% of women and 43% of men reported experiencing sexual harassment in their lifetime.
Of those who reported sexual harassment in the previous six months, 32% were women aged
between 18 and 24 years old, 35% were black women, and 39% were lesbian or bisexual
women47. (2019)
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2.2. Intersectionality 

Sexual violence can be experienced by anyone, 
but it is not likely that everyone is equally tar-
geted nor a perpetrator. SEAH are subject to such 
interplays of inequalities; not exempt from them. 
The above data shows the gendered characteris-
tics of sexual violence: sexual violence dispropor-
tionately affects those, especially women and 
girls, who belong to historically marginalized 
groups, including those who experience intersect-
ing inequalities of race, sexual orientation and 
gender identity, disability, age, class, immigration 
status, etc48.  

The term intersectionality, coined by Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, draws attention to the interplay of in-
equalities that makes a person experience specific 
forms of discrimination, which cannot be under-
stood when analysing the discrimination experi-
enced separately by single vectors of inequality49. 
Following Crenshaw, the discrimination suffered 
by white women or black men, is different from 
that experienced by black women. Black women 
may experience discrimination based on their 
gender and race, like women or black men, yet the 
combination of these shapes their lives in specific 
ways.  

Intersecting inequalities shape the form of vio-
lence, the experiences of women and how their 
reports (if made) are handled. Targets are often 
those habitually denied equality rights and jus-
tice; perpetrators tend to be those who enjoy 
privilege and power and are shielded from ac-
countability50. Intersectional discrimination also 
plays a role in shaping whose voices are worthy of 
being heard, respected and believed; often down-
playing or denying credibility to victim-survivors. 
For example, data in the USA shows that reports 
of sexual violence by black women are less likely 
to be believed than those of white women51. Sim-
ilarly, patriarchal and ableist attitudes diminish 
the testimonies of women with disabilities who 
speak of sexual violence, including sexual harass-
ment52. 

Attempts to address SEAH from a single categor-
ical axis risks leaving behind far too many 
women and girls – those whom the Agenda 2030 
for Sustainable Development has promised to 
put at the forefront of all work. “Leaving no one 
behind” obliges us to find, hear and respect the 
lives of those on the margins and place them at 
the centre of all efforts towards elimination. This 
means recognising victim-survivors as 
knowledge-holders who are core to improving 
policies and practices towards the elimination of 
SEAH. Raising the status of their accounts shifts 
some of the power imbalance in favour of the 
hitherto marginalised. 

BOX 4 

Sexual harassment: gender intersects 
with race 

A study from Harvard Business Review53 de-
bunked the standard image of a senior male 
perpetrator and junior female victim. Refer-
ring to a problem of asymmetric power and 
disrespect, the study found that one in three 
Asian women who had been harassed said 
that the perpetrator was a junior colleague. 
Further, it found that more than one in five 
black men had been sexually harassed by a 
colleague, compared to 13% of white men. 
Nearly one in four black women who had 
been sexually harassed said that the perpe-
trator was a more junior colleague (22%) or 
another woman (23%). 

Disaggregation of data in this way permits im-
proved understandings of intersectional pat-
terns that build a foundation for effective 
policies and practices to end sexual harass-
ment. 
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III. A VICTIM CENTRED-
APPROACH 
A victim-centred approach (VCA) ensures that victims’ wishes, safety and wellbeing are prioritized 
and shape any actions that are taken in their name54. It requires reorienting the organisation’s 
corporate culture to identify the interests of the organisation with the interest of victim-survi-
vors55.  

Experiences and knowledge of victim-survivors 
should lead efforts to end SEAH. When properly 
understood and applied, a victim-centred ap-
proach (VCA), together with efforts to making re-
porting rational, can encourage victim-survivors 
to use institutional reporting systems56 though 
they have the right not to do so or to use national 
(rather than organisational) justice options. It im-
plies refusing to pre-judge the veracity of an ac-
count (particularly prominent in rape culture, 
where assumptions of malice or fabrication filter 
the hearing of women’s accounts), empowers vic-
tim-survivors and provides legal, medical psycho-
social services by experts.  Following a VCA, inves-
tigating procedures – whether for SEA or sexual 
harassment - should avoid making prejudicial as-
sumptions and begin by acknowledging the possi-
bility that what is being reported might have hap-
pened.  

“The dynamics of sexual violence commonly 
lead victims to have feelings of powerlessness 
and a loss of control in their lives. Shame, self-
blame, fears of others’ reactions, threats by 
the abuser, and cultural norms that condone 
violence or blame victims create an environ-
ment that is isolating and silencing. As such, 
survivors may experience what is referred to 
as ‘loss of choice and voice’”57.  

Victim-survivors’ decision to report (or not) is 
highly dependent on their trust in the organisa-
tion’s handling of their report and their under-
standing of how the process will be conducted. 
There is a variety of offices involved in the man-
agement of cases of SEAH, complex procedures, 
impenetrable language and papers that set out 
policy and procedures: any and all of these can 
hinder understanding of processes, marginalise or 
confuse the abused  and require multiple re-tell-
ing of the abuse. UN Women recommends that 
organisations tasked with responding to and end-
ing SEAH must ensure that: 

• Procedures are simplified and made ac-
cessible to non-specialists.

• There are clear timelines for each step in
the process.

• Limits are established on the number of
investigators and other personnel with
whom the involved parties need to
speak.

• Investigation services are independent
from the organization and perceived as
such.

• Victim-survivors are kept informed of the 
developments (or lack of developments)
in their case; this is essential to building
individual and collective trust. For exam-
ple, they need to be made aware of steps
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taken, including when the alleged perpe-
trator is told about any allegations 
against them.  

• Wishes of victim-survivors are heard dur-
ing the process, including in the

disciplinary process. Their wishes need to 
be respected alongside the duty of care 
of the organisation; conflicts between 
these require organisational review and 
agreement on handling. 

3.1. Duty to report versus duty of care 

In numerous organisations, including at the 
United Nations, personnel have an obligation to 
report any and all misconduct of which they be-
come aware, including cases of SEAH. This duty 
constitutes an area of discussion among practi-
tioners and policymakers advocating for a VCA. 
The preference of victim-survivors to report (or 
not) should be ascertained, acknowledged and re-
spected in the main, though in a number of cir-
cumstances this will not be possible, for example, 
in cases involving minors or rape perpetrated by a 
senior manager.  

A duty to report might be at odds with a victim-
survivor’s preference yet understandable in the 
pursuit of accountability and prevention efforts: 
organisations have a duty of care to protect their 
employees or so-called “beneficiaries” and need 
to act upon knowledge of SEAH. Targets of SEAH 
have necessarily experienced a lack of control; 
disregard of their wishes risks fuelling that dis-
empowerment. Consultation, negotiation and 
regular, transparent communication will help to 
navigate this area of complexity and potential 
tension.  Targets do have a right not to report. 

BOX 5 

Core elements of a victim-centred approach for addressing sexual harassment58 
1. Give control.
2. Clarify issues of privacy and confidentiality.
3. Ask and listen, without judgement.
4. Keep victim-survivor informed throughout any processes and before any action.
5. Protect / ensure safety.
6. Have procedures and regulations to ensure timeliness in communications and investigations, if

any.
7. Regulate for and ensure equal treatment of victim and alleged perpetrator during any process,

including investigation.
8. Have a range of administrative actions ready as response, use swiftly as appropriate with victim

preference taken into account.
9. Assume neither guilt nor innocence: start from the possibility that what the victim is reporting

may indeed have happened.
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BOX 6 

Steps taken by the United Nations to address SEAH 

The United Nations has stated commitments to a zero-tolerance approach to SEAH and strengthening a 
victim-centred approach to both prevention and response efforts.  

In 2017, the United Nations established a system-wide task force on addressing sexual harassment which 
has: 

1. Promulgated a system-wide Model Policy on Addressing Sexual Harassment59. 

2. Promulgated a Model Code of Conduct to Prevent Harassment, including Sexual Harassment, at
United Nations System Events60.

3. Created a system-wide screening database that includes the names of personnel against whom
allegations of SEAH were substantiated following an investigation or those who resigned while the 
subject of a pending investigation and/or disciplinary process; the database is intended to prevent
re-hiring by any United Nations agencies.

4. Established a specialized team of investigations for cases of sexual harassment.

The United Nations has a four-part strategy to improve its response to SEA61: 
1. Elevating the voices of victim-survivors and putting their rights at the forefront, including by im-

proving the medical, social, legal and financial assistance provided to them. 
2. Ending impunity of perpetrators and establishing greater transparency on reporting and investi-

gations, as well as on administrative and judicial processes and outcomes, including by clarifying 
the limitations on the United Nations to ensure criminal accountability. 

3. Building a multi-stakeholder network to support the United Nations efforts to prevent and re-
spond to SEA. 

4. Reorienting strategic communications to address the stigma and discrimination faced by victim-
survivors. 

In 2017, the United Nations appointed the first Victims’ Rights Advocate. The post holder is responsible 
for putting the rights of victims, their experiences and their needs at the forefront of the United Nations’ 
fight against SEA62. To maintain contact with victim-survivors on the ground, there are also Field Victims’ 
Rights Advocates in Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Haiti and South Sudan. 
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IV. POTENTIAL AVENUES
FOR CHANGE 
Experts and practitioners from the United Nations system, inter-governmental and civil society or-
ganisations and academia working on SEAH, were invited to contribute to this paper. Their contri-
butions have been incorporated in the following list of actions. These recommendations are spe-
cific to the United Nations but may have relevance to other organisations. Equality was identified 
as the key route to ending sexual violence by all those consulted. 

Develop an integrated approach. SEAH involves 
similar patterns of behaviours and are part of the 
continuum of violence against women and girls. 
They should not be understood or treated as dis-
tinct. Compartmentalising these forms of sexual 
violence through different policies and practices 
leads to thinking about them as separate, uncon-
nected abuse. Unifying and simplifying policies on 
SEAH is central to dismantling the root causes of 
sexual violence.  

Prioritize gender. To achieve lasting and substan-
tive change, the root causes of gender inequality 
and intersecting forms of discrimination must be 
recognised, named and addressed. A gender per-
spective should be included in all policies, proce-
dures and initiatives in order adequately to ad-
dress SEAH. Gender intersects with all forms of in-
equality to shape uniquely experiences of vio-
lence. An intersectional approach is necessary to 
ensure a fuller understanding of these forms of vi-
olence against women and centre the voices of 
marginalised women (see section 2 above). 

Reconnecting to United Nations values and prin-
ciples. The United Nations system, as well as or-
ganisations in the development and humanitarian 
sectors, should lead by example and live up to the 
obligations and principles enshrined in interna-
tional and regional human rights treaties. These 
include the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW), Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) and Con-
vention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD).   

Challenge power structures. Identifying and chal-
lenging the existing unequal power dynamics is 
fundamental to eradicating SEAH. All perpetrators 
abuse the power that derives from their structural 
positioning and the authority vested in them by 
their organisational position. As the Secretary 
General has stressed, power must be urgently 
transformed and redistributed63 . 

Create a chain of accountability. Organisations 
have a duty of care towards their employees (and 
“beneficiaries”), including prevention and protec-
tion from gender-based violence. Managerial re-
sponsibility is to be exercised, and held to ac-
count, in the adequate and timely response to 
sexual abuse, as well as in prevention efforts.  
Transparency. The United Nations should be 
transparent about cases of SEAH, while always 
maintaining the confidentiality of victim-survi-
vors. Victim-survivors’ trust in the organisation in-
creases when confidentiality and independence 
of investigation procedures is ensured (see sec-
tion 3 above). 

Simplify reporting procedures. Reporting and re-
ferral procedures should be as simple as possible, 
to ensure that victim-survivors (and their 
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advocates) clearly understand and can navigate 
them. Organisations should also provide different 
routes for reporting. When different departments 
in the same organisation (or outside) are involved 
in addressing SEAH, it can create fragmentation 
and confusion. Guidance and leadership should 
shape and ensure delivery of effective strategies. 
Personnel’s duty to report SEAH remains debated 
by the advocates of a VCA (see section 3 above). 

Ensure professional assistance to all victim-survi-
vors. Support for victim-survivors SEAH, including 
those without access to legal, medical, economi-
cal or psychosocial assistance, is to be provided 
and resourced. This is especially important when 
abuses occur in locations with security threats or 
remote locations; areas where victim-survivors 
might not have access to these services. Experts 
with knowledge and experience on the preven-
tion of SEAH should be deployed to assist affected 
individuals (see section 3 above) and advise on or-
ganisational developments towards elimination. 

Deliver onboarding training. Experts on gender-
based violence, including sexual violence, should 
be in charge of delivering in-person training. UN 
Women’s publication Stepping up to the chal-
lenge: Towards international standard on training 
to end sexual harassment (2020)64 provides fur-
ther guidance on effective training on sexual har-
assment, including addressing discriminatory cul-
tural norms on gender. 

Include SEAH in all aspects of security opera-
tions, including in security training, the vetting of 
security policies/personnel and the shaping of a 
gender-balanced security workforce.  

End impunity and abstain from applying diplo-
matic immunity. Perpetrators must be held ac-
countable with appropriate sanctions. Diplomatic 
immunity must not serve as an obstacle to achiev-
ing accountability and should not be exploited for 
this purpose. This is in line with Sustainable Devel-
opment Goal 5.2 which pledges to eliminate all 
forms of violence against all women and girls in 
the public and private spheres and does not have 
an exclusion clause for diplomats. 

Recognise victim-survivors as knowledge-hold-
ers. Practitioners and policymakers will benefit 
from listening to and learning from victim-survi-
vors. All efforts to eliminate SEAH need to be 
shaped with the knowledge of victim-survivors, 
emanating from their lived experiences. Their 
needs should be centre stage in all policies, pro-
cedures and practices for improved responses to 
SEAH and prevention efforts. 
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V. CONCLUSION_ 

The United Nations, including peacekeeping mis-
sions, and other organisations in the humanitarian 
and development sectors address sexual violence 
using different pathways determined by the loca-
tion of victim-survivors: whether they are United 
Nations (organisational) personnel or “beneficiar-
ies” of a service. This paper proposes revisions of 
these approaches to provide effective and com-
prehensive responses and prevention efforts. 
There are tangible commonalities across SEAH in-
cluding the root causes of gender inequality and 
discrimination, including their recognition on the 
continuum of violence against women and girls. 
Unifying and simplifying policies on SEAH will pro-
gress work collectively to address root causes of 
sexual violence. 

Agenda 2030 includes a commitment to end vi-
olence against women and girls and leave no 
one behind. Ending SEAH requires institutional 
commitment to recognize and end structural 
inequalities. Cultures that sexualize subordina-
tion create space for gender-based discrimina-
tion that is antithetical to the mission of devel-
opment or humanitarian work. It is the respon-
sibility of organisations that promote equality, 
peace, development and rights to end inequal-
ity and associated discrimination not only in 
the world but also inside their organisations 
and their work. This is a matter of rights and 
justice.



Bridging the Gap: Sexual Exploitation, Abuse and Harassment (SEAH)  17 

ANNEX I: INTERNATIONAL AND 
REGIONAL NORMATIVE 
STANDARDS 

Global 

The CEDAW, adopted in 1979, provides that dis-
crimination against women is “any distinction, ex-
clusion or restriction made on the basis of sex 
which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nul-
lifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by 
women, irrespective of their marital status, on a 
basis of equality of men and women, of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, 
economic, social, cultural, civil or any other 
field”65.  

General Recommendation 19 (1992) recognises 
that gender-based violence is form of discrimina-
tion under the CEDAW and, as such, is a violation 
of women’s human rights66. This recommendation 
is updated by General Recommendation 35 
(2017)67, which recognises the intersecting forms 
of violence that women experience. 

The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 
against Women, adopted in 1993, provides an in-
ternational definition for violence against women 
and urges States to condemn violence against 
women and “not invoke any custom, tradition or 
religious consideration to avoid their obligations 
with respect to its elimination”68. The Beijing Dec-
laration and Platform for Action, adopted in 1995, 

includes violence against women as one of the 
twelve critical areas of concern. Both docu-
ments recognise the continuum of violence 
against women and girls, that includes sexual 
harassment and SEA. 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
adopted in 2015, launched a call to eliminate 
all forms of violence against all women and 
girls in the public and private spheres. SDG 5 
commits to achieve gender equality and em-
power all women and girls, and has a specific 
target, 5.2, on ending all violence against and 
exploitation of women and girls.  

Regional 

The Protocol to the African Charter on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women 
in Africa (Maputo Protocol), adopted in 1995 
by the African Union, obliges States Parties to 
take measures to eliminate all forms of dis-
crimination against women, including gender-
based violence. The African Commission has 
also development Guidelines for Combating 
Sexual Violence and its Consequences that ad-
dresses the elimination of sexual violence69. 

The Inter-American Convention on the Pre-
vention, Punishment and Eradication of 
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Violence Against Women (Belem do Para 
Convention), adopted in 1995 by the Organi-
zation of American States (OAS), enshrines the 
right of women to live free from violence in 
both the public and private spheres. The OAS 
adopted the Inter-American Model Law to 
Prevent, Punish and Eradicate the Violence 
Death of Women (Femicide/Feminicide) 70 
(2018), which recognises that the root causes 
for killing women are the cultures and tradi-
tions sustaining a patriarchal system that sub-
ordinate women to men. 

The Convention on Preventing and Combat-
ing Violence against Women and Domestic Vi-
olence (Istanbul Convention), adopted by the 
Council of Europe in 2011, obliges States Par-
ties to take the necessary measures to elimi-
nate gender-based violence. 
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