
 

Get the Facts: 
Violence against Young Women and Girls 

 
Many adolescent girls and young women across the world live a silent pandemic of violence and abuse. 
This includes domestic violence, sexual assault and abuse, date rape, marital rape, sexual exploitation, 
trafficking, incest, harmful practices such as female genital mutilation/cutting and child and forced 
marriage, as well as so-called honour killings, femicide and murder by intimate partners.  
 
This reality is mostly ignored, hidden and neglected, despite being so widespread:  
 

 Worldwide, up to 50 percent of sexual assaults are committed against girls under 16.1 

 Up to 1 in 5 girls and young women under the age of 15 experience sexual abuse, most often by a 
male family member (other than a father or stepfather).2  

 According to WHO estimates from 2002, 150 million girls under 18 experienced some form of 
sexual violence.3  

 Young women are trapped in sexual slavery, and represent many of the women and girls trafficked 
across national borders every year. An estimated 80 percent of the 800,000 people trafficked 
annually are women, with an overwhelming 79 percent trafficked for sexual exploitation.4  

 Approximately 100 to 140 million girls and women in the world have experienced female genital 
mutilation/cutting, with more than 3 million girls in Africa annually at risk of the practice.5  

 Over 60 million girls worldwide are child brides, married before the age of 18, primarily in South 
Asia (31.3 million) and sub-Saharan Africa (14.1 million)6. Violence and abuse characterize married 
life for many of these girls.7  

 Many adolescent girls are forced to withdraw from school due to child marriage and school-related 
violence. Sexual violence increases absenteeism, dropping-out, and undermines educational 
achievement.8  
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Get the Facts: 
Young Women and Girls and HIV/AIDS 

 
More than 30 million people are today living with HIV. Globally, women now account for half of all 
infections. Gender inequality and violations of women’s rights make women and girls particularly 
susceptible, leaving them with less control than men over their bodies and their lives. The sixth 
Millennium Development Goal calls for reversing the spread of HIV and AIDS by 2015. For that, more 
resources and programmes are needed, targeting women in particular. At the UN General Assembly 
Special Session on HIV and AIDS in 2001, more than 180 countries agreed that gender equality and 
women’s empowerment are fundamental to reducing girls’ and women’s vulnerability to HIV and AIDS.  
 

 Globally, women and men are affected by HIV and AIDS in almost equal numbers. However, the 
proportion of women living with AIDS is increasing and young women constitute a growing share of 
new infections. About two-thirds of all new cases among people aged 15-24.9  

 Discrimination, violence and coercion against adolescent girls and young women fuels HIV and 
AIDS: Young women represent approximately 60 percent of all the 5.5 million young people in the 
world living with HIV and AIDS.10  

 In Southern Africa prevalence among young women aged 15-24 years is on average about three 
times higher than among men the same age. In Asia roughly 95 percent of infections among young 
people are among adolescents and in the Caribbean women account for approximately 50 percent 
of all infections, with prevalence being especially high among adolescent and young women.11  

 In 2009, the World Health Organization reported that HIV is the leading cause of death among 
women 15-44 years, in low and middle-income countries.12  

 Women and girls often have less information about HIV and fewer resources to take preventive 
measures. They face barriers to the negotiation of safer sex, including economic dependency and 
unequal power relations. Sexual violence, a widespread and brutal violation of women’s rights, 
exacerbates the risk of transmission. And while it is widely assumed that marriage provides 
protection from AIDS, evidence suggests that in parts of the world it can be a major HIV risk factor, 
especially for young women and girls.13  
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Get the Facts: 
Peace and Security for Young Women 
and Girls 

 

War has always impacted men and women in different ways, but possibly never more so than 
in contemporary conflicts. As much as 90 percent of casualties are among civilians, most of 
whom are women and children. While women remain a minority of combatants and 
perpetrators of war, they increasingly suffer the greatest harm, including as direct targets of 
systematic sexual violence. Even after conflict has ended, the impacts of sexual violence 
persist, including unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted infections and stigmatization. 
Yet, women’s voices are hardly included when peace is negotiated.  
 

Sexual violence exacerbates conflict and perpetuates insecurity. It holds entire communities 
hostage, and has an economic, social, cultural and inter-generational impact. Increasingly, sexual 
violence against women and girls is systematic and widespread. In 1994, 250,000–500,000 women and 
girls were raped during the genocide in Rwanda;14 20,000–50,000 women and girls were raped during 
the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina in the early 1990s15; 50,000–64,000 internally displaced women in 
Sierra Leone were sexually attacked by combatants16.; an average of 40 women and girls are being 
raped every day in South Kivu, DRC.17  

Young women and girls are particularly vulnerable to sexual and gender-based violations during 
armed conflict, including rape, genital mutilation, forced pregnancy, sexual slavery and enforced 
prostitution. In Darfur and Congo rape of girls and women is systematic, and used to displace and 
terrorize populations.1818  

While international law clearly prohibits the use of girls and boys in hostilities, government or rebel 
armies around the world have recruited tens of thousands of children. Worldwide estimates suggest 
girls may account for between 10 to 30 percent of children in fighting forces.  

During their time in captivity, adolescent boys are used as fighters, cooks, porters, messengers, 
medics, spies, lookouts, raiders, and domestic and agricultural labour. Adolescent girls perform the 
same roles, but are also forced to serve as sexual slaves to numerous males in forces. Sometimes, a 
girl is given to one male for his exclusive use as a captive ―wife‖.  

Forced cross-border migration due to internal armed conflict often results in girls being trafficked 
and forced to provide labour in illicit commercial operations, including mineral mines, rubber 
plantations, and logging operations.  

In contravention of numerous global commitments and UN resolutions, women's participation in 
peace negotiations remains ad hoc, not systematic — it averages less than 8 percent of the 14 peace 
processes for which such information is available. Fewer than 3 percent of signatories to peace 

agreements are women19. Exclusion of women from peace processes risks the neglect of women and 
girls’ interests and concerns in the peace agreements that set the roadmap for the post-conflict period.  
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