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Defining Adolescent Gender-Based Violence (AGBV)

Adolescent Gender-Based Violence (AGBV) refers to harmful acts directed at individuals between

the ages of approximately 10 and 19 based on socially ascribed differences between males and

females. This violence encompasses a broad spectrum of behaviors, ranging from psychological

manipulation and emotional abuse to physical assault and sexual coercion. Crucially, AGBV is

rooted in systemic gender inequality and the misuse of power dynamics, which are often

amplified during the turbulent period of adolescent identity development and the formation of initial

romantic or intimate relationships. Unlike general youth violence, AGBV targets individuals

because of their perceived gender, sexual orientation, or deviation from rigid societal gender

norms, making it fundamentally structural in nature.

The definition of AGBV must differentiate it clearly from generalized conflict or aggression typical of

the developmental stage. AGBV specifically includes actions that maintain or reinforce subordinate

positions for certain genders, most often women and girls, but also non-binary and LGBTQ+ youth

who challenge the gender binary. This violence is not merely interpersonal conflict but a

mechanism of social control enacted within various contexts, including schools, families,

communities, and increasingly, digital spaces. Understanding the context is paramount, as the

violence often occurs in spaces where adolescents are expected to feel safe, such as during

school activities or within dating relationships, leading to profound developmental disruption.

The spectrum of AGBV is wide, often incorporating behaviors that are normalized or minimized by

peer culture, complicating identification and reporting. These behaviors include controlling access

to social media, demanding passwords, isolation from friends, constant surveillance, and the use of

technology to harass or threaten. Because adolescents are often navigating relationships for the

first time, they may lack the cognitive and emotional tools to recognize controlling behavior as

abusive, particularly when it is framed within cultural narratives of intense, possessive love.

Therefore, AGBV requires a definition that accounts for both overt physical harm and insidious

forms of emotional and psychological control.

Prevalence and Scope of AGBV

Measuring the true prevalence of AGBV presents significant methodological challenges due to

consistent underreporting, definitional inconsistencies across studies, and the sensitive nature of

the topic. However, data from global institutions, including the World Health Organization (WHO)

and UNICEF, indicate that violence in adolescent relationships is alarmingly common worldwide,

often mirroring rates found in adult intimate partner violence. Studies focusing on Teen Dating

Violence (TDV) frequently reveal that a substantial percentage of adolescents, both male and

female, report experiencing psychological aggression, and a notable minority report experiencing

physical or sexual violence before reaching adulthood. The complexity of quantifying this issue is
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further amplified by the fact that many forms of AGBV, such as emotional manipulation or cyber-

harassment, may not be perceived or reported as 'violence' by the victims themselves.

The scope of AGBV is geographically and socioeconomically diverse, yet certain patterns emerge

consistently. In low- and middle-income countries, AGBV often intersects with issues of early

marriage, forced sexual initiation, and limited access to education, making girls particularly

vulnerable to physical and sexual harm perpetrated by older partners or community members.

Conversely, in high-income settings, while physical violence remains a concern, the prevalence of

technology-facilitated abuse has surged dramatically. This digital form of abuse, encompassing

cyberstalking, non-consensual sharing of intimate images (NCII), and persistent online

harassment, allows perpetrators to exert control and cause harm across physical distances,

making escape significantly more difficult for the victim.

It is essential to recognize the disproportionate impact of AGBV on marginalized adolescent

populations. Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and questioning (LGBTQ+) youth often

face compounded layers of violence, including bullying, harassment, and assault based on both

their gender identity and sexual orientation, frequently perpetrated by peers or family members.

Furthermore, adolescents with disabilities, those living in institutional settings, or those who are

refugees or internally displaced are at a significantly heightened risk of experiencing severe and

chronic forms of gender-based violence, underscoring the necessity of tailored and intersectional

prevention strategies that address the specific vulnerabilities created by systemic marginalization.

Theoretical Frameworks for Understanding AGBV

The most comprehensive understanding of AGBV is achieved through the application of the

Ecological Model, popularized by Urie Bronfenbrenner, adapted for violence prevention by

researchers like Heise. This model posits that violence results from the complex interplay of factors

operating at multiple levels: the individual, the relationship, the community, and the societal (or

macrosystem) level. At the individual level, factors such as a history of trauma or substance abuse

may increase risk. At the relationship level, poor communication skills or normalization of conflict

within the peer group contribute. The community level includes factors like poverty and weak social

institutions, while the societal level encompasses patriarchal norms, gender inequality, and

discriminatory laws that condone or minimize gender-based violence. Effective prevention

strategies must therefore target interventions across all these interwoven spheres.

Sociocultural theories further illuminate the roots of AGBV by focusing on the role of rigid gender

socialization and cultural mandates. These theories argue that violence is learned behavior,

reinforced by cultural scripts that dictate acceptable masculinity (often emphasizing dominance,

aggression, and sexual entitlement) and acceptable femininity (often emphasizing passivity,

emotional responsibility, and deference). Adolescence is a period where young people actively
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seek to prove their adherence to these scripts, leading boys to potentially engage in coercive

behavior to assert dominance and girls to potentially accept abusive behavior as a feature of

romantic intensity. Media consumption, which frequently romanticizes possessive and controlling

relationships, acts as a powerful reinforcing agent in this process.

Developmental theories provide a crucial lens by examining the unique cognitive and emotional

characteristics of the adolescent brain. The prefrontal cortex, responsible for impulse control, long-

term planning, and consequence assessment, is still maturing during the teenage years. This

developmental stage, combined with intense peer pressure and the heightened emotionality

associated with forming first intimate bonds, can increase the likelihood of impulsive, aggressive,

or coercive acts. Furthermore, adolescents who have witnessed or experienced violence in their

early lives may lack the necessary emotional regulation skills and healthy relationship models,

increasing their risk of both perpetrating and experiencing AGBV later in life, perpetuating an

intergenerational cycle of violence that requires specialized therapeutic intervention.

Manifestations and Forms of AGBV

Adolescent Gender-Based Violence manifests across several distinct, yet often overlapping, forms,

with Teen Dating Violence (TDV) being a primary context. Physical violence in TDV ranges from

pushing and slapping to severe assault, often initiated during arguments stemming from jealousy

or perceived disrespect. Sexual violence is equally prevalent and includes unwanted touching,

sexual coercion, and non-consensual sexual acts. Coercion is particularly insidious in adolescent

relationships, as perpetrators often exploit emotional dependence or use subtle intimidation rather

than overt force, blurring the lines of consent for the victim who may feel obligated or pressured to

comply to maintain the relationship or avoid conflict.

Psychological and emotional abuse often represent the most pervasive and damaging forms of

AGBV. This category includes behaviors such as constant criticism, gaslighting (manipulating the

victim into questioning their own sanity or reality), extreme isolation from friends and family, and

monitoring of all communications. These non-physical tactics are effective tools for establishing

and maintaining control, systematically eroding the victim's self-esteem and independence.

Because these behaviors leave no visible marks, they are often difficult to document, report, or

even recognize as abusive, leading to prolonged suffering and severe mental health consequences

that persist long after the relationship has ended.

Technology-facilitated AGBV has transformed the landscape of abuse, making it inescapable for

many young victims. Key manifestations include cyberstalking, which involves persistent

monitoring of the victim's online activity and physical whereabouts using GPS tracking or social

media check-ins, and digital harassment through threatening messages or spreading malicious

rumors. Perhaps the most devastating digital form is the non-consensual distribution of intimate
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images or videos (often termed "revenge porn"), which weaponizes technology to inflict public

humiliation and reputational damage. The instantaneous and permanent nature of online

distribution ensures that the violence continues indefinitely, impacting educational opportunities,

future employment, and psychological well-being, demanding specialized legal and technical

responses.

Risk and Protective Factors

Risk factors for perpetrating or experiencing AGBV operate across multiple ecological levels. At the

individual level, key risk factors for perpetration include having witnessed violence in the family

home, early initiation of substance abuse, possessing poor anger management skills, and strongly

endorsing rigid, traditional gender roles that legitimize male dominance and aggression. For

victimization, individual risk factors include having a history of sexual abuse, low self-esteem,

chronic depression, and a tendency toward high-risk behaviors. These individual vulnerabilities

often create a predisposition that, when combined with adverse environmental factors, significantly

increases the likelihood of involvement in violent relationships.

Contextual risk factors further amplify the probability of AGBV. Within the family environment, low

parental monitoring, parental conflict, and exposure to parental intimate partner violence are strong

predictors of both perpetration and victimization among adolescents. At the peer level, association

with friends who normalize or engage in aggressive behaviors, coupled with a school environment

that lacks clear anti-violence policies or fails to intervene effectively in bullying, creates a

permissive culture for AGBV. Community factors, such as high rates of neighborhood violence,

economic instability, and limited access to mental health services, contribute to a macrosystem

that fails to adequately protect vulnerable youth.

Conversely, identifying and strengthening protective factors is essential for effective prevention.

Key protective factors include strong, supportive relationships with non-violent peers and caring

adults, particularly parents who model healthy communication and equitable gender roles. High

academic achievement and strong school connectedness serve as powerful buffers against violent

involvement. Furthermore, individual protective characteristics such as high self-efficacy, effective

coping mechanisms, and critical media literacy--which allows adolescents to deconstruct harmful

gender stereotypes presented in popular culture--significantly reduce the risk of both perpetration

and victimization, empowering young people to navigate relationships safely and assertively.

Psychological and Developmental Consequences

The psychological toll of AGBV on victims is often profound and immediate. Exposure to violence,

whether as a victim or a witness, frequently precipitates mental health crises, including the onset of

acute stress disorder, generalized anxiety, and severe depression. Victims are at a significantly
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increased risk for developing Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), characterized by intrusive

memories, avoidance behaviors, and hyper-vigilance, which can severely impair daily functioning.

Moreover, AGBV victimization is strongly correlated with self-harm behaviors, eating disorders, and

elevated rates of suicidal ideation and attempts, underscoring the critical need for immediate and

sustained mental health intervention following disclosure or identification of abuse.

Beyond immediate psychological harm, AGBV inflicts significant long-term developmental

consequences that can derail an adolescent's life trajectory. Victims often experience poor

educational outcomes, including decreased concentration, increased absenteeism, and higher

rates of dropping out, which limits future economic opportunities. The experience of violence also

fundamentally shapes future relationship schemas; victims may struggle with trust, boundary

setting, and intimacy in adulthood, often finding themselves trapped in subsequent abusive

relationships or exhibiting difficulty forming healthy attachments. This developmental disruption

highlights how AGBV is not merely a transient teenage issue but a critical public health concern

with lifelong implications.

The impact extends to the perpetrators as well, who often face long-term consequences related to

their behavior. Adolescents who perpetrate AGBV are more likely to exhibit antisocial behaviors,

engage in risky substance use, and experience difficulty maintaining stable employment or healthy

adult relationships. Without effective intervention, adolescent perpetrators are significantly more

likely to continue patterns of intimate partner violence into adulthood. Therefore, addressing AGBV

requires therapeutic approaches that focus not only on victim support but also on perpetrator

accountability and rehabilitation, aiming to interrupt the cycle of violence before it becomes deeply

entrenched in adult behavior patterns.

Intervention and Prevention Strategies

Effective intervention and prevention strategies for AGBV must be multi-layered, encompassing

primary, secondary, and tertiary approaches. Primary prevention, which targets the entire

adolescent population before violence occurs, is considered the most impactful long-term strategy.

This includes universal school-based programs that challenge rigid gender norms, promote critical

media literacy, and teach comprehensive relationship skills, including explicit education on

consent, healthy boundaries, and non-violent conflict resolution. These programs must move

beyond simply warning against violence and actively promote equitable gender attitudes and

bystander intervention skills.

Secondary prevention focuses on early identification and intervention for adolescents showing

early signs of victimization or perpetration. This includes training teachers, school counselors, and

healthcare providers to recognize subtle signs of abuse, providing confidential reporting

mechanisms, and offering immediate, accessible counseling services. Effective secondary
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strategies often involve specialized psychoeducational groups for at-risk youth that focus on

emotional regulation, self-esteem building, and developing positive coping mechanisms, aiming to

mitigate the immediate consequences of exposure to violence and prevent escalation.

Tertiary prevention involves comprehensive support for adolescents who have experienced severe

AGBV. This includes trauma-informed therapy, safety planning, and access to legal and protective

services. Intervention must be coordinated and multi-sectoral, involving collaboration between

mental health professionals, child protective services, law enforcement, and community advocates.

Furthermore, prevention efforts must increasingly integrate digital literacy and online safety

components to address the evolving nature of technology-facilitated abuse, ensuring that

adolescents understand how to seek help and protect themselves in virtual spaces.

Policy and Legal Responses

Addressing AGBV requires robust policy frameworks and legal responses that acknowledge the

unique developmental stage and context of adolescent relationships. Nationally, legislation

governing intimate partner violence must be reviewed to ensure it adequately covers minors in

dating relationships, including provisions for age-appropriate protective orders and restraining

mechanisms that do not inadvertently place the victim at further risk. Globally, adherence to

conventions like the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Convention on the

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) provides the ethical and legal

mandate for governments to protect youth from gender-based harm.

A critical area for legal reform concerns technology-facilitated AGBV. Existing laws often struggle

to keep pace with the rapid evolution of digital abuse, necessitating specific legislation targeting

cyberstalking, digital harassment, and, most importantly, the non-consensual sharing of intimate

images. Policies must mandate clear reporting protocols for social media platforms and

educational institutions, ensuring that perpetrators are held accountable and content is swiftly

removed, minimizing the long-term damage to the victim's reputation and psychological well-being.

Furthermore, legal systems must develop specialized training for judges and law enforcement

personnel to ensure they are trauma-informed and understand the dynamics of adolescent power

and coercion.

Ultimately, effective policy requires sustained governmental commitment and adequate resource

allocation. This involves funding for comprehensive sexuality education programs, mandatory

training on gender equity and violence prevention for all school personnel, and dedicated financial

support for community-based organizations that provide essential crisis intervention and long-term

therapeutic services. The goal of policy must extend beyond punitive measures to create systemic

change that challenges the underlying gender norms that fuel AGBV, ensuring that all

adolescents can form relationships based on respect, equality, and mutual consent.
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