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Organisations across Europe come together to address the elephant 
in the bedroom: Sexualised violence in relationships 
25 November 2019, Berlin 
 
“Men’s sexualised violence against their partners constitutes most sexual abuse in Europe and 
causes women severe physical and psychological harm – We must start acting on this evidence!”  

– Alessandra Pauncz, WWP EN Executive Director 

Today, the European Network for the Work with Perpetrators of Domestic Violence (WWP EN) is 
launching the 2019 “Responsible Together” Perpetrator Work Campaign. Throughout the 16 Days of 
Activism against Gender-Based Violence, 12 member organisations from 8 countries are organizing 
activities to  

• Educate the public about misconceptions around sexualised violence in relationships, 
• fight the prejudices towards survivors of sexualised violence in relationships and  
• shift the focus from women being responsible for their safety to what men can do to ensure 

a safe and consensual sexual relationship. 
 

Why is sexualised violence in relationships a concern? 

Sexualised violence in relationships is a crucial, European-wide concern, which is not taken seriously 
enough by most media, the justice system or policy makers. 

One in five women worldwide will be a victim of rape or attempted rape in their lifetime1, while 
decades of research have shown that their male partner is most likely to be a woman’s rapists2. A 
recent study discovered that this is the case for 64% of European women who experienced 
sexualised violence since the age of 153. Adding legal impunity, marital rape was legal in many 
European countries, until quite recently4.  
 

At the same time, rape myths about dark streets, unknown assailants and victim blaming influence 
the believability of survivors of sexualised violence in relationships, keeping women from 
acknowledging they experienced sexualised violence5, as well as discouraging victims with close ties 
to their assailant to report the crime6.  
 

However, this can be lethal. Not only do women victims of intimate partner sexual assault sustain 
more severe genital injuries, but perpetrators are also more likely to use several types of violence, 
e.g. strangulation, to subdue their partners – leading to serious and potentially life-threatening 
harm7. In a shocking turn, this evidence of additional injuries after a partner’s death is being used as 
a criminal defence all over Europe8. 
 

Prosecution rates for rape are still abysmally low in almost all European countries (e.g. just 1.5% of 
all rape cases lead to charge or summons in England & Wales, only 8,4% of  reported rape cases lead 
to a conviction in Germany). Other more subtle types of sexualised violence, such as sexual coercion 
and exploitation, reproductive violence or unwanted exposure to pornography still often go 
completely unnoticed – especially, if they are perpetrated in relationships. 
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What needs to change and what can you do? 

We need to start holding men accountable. Men make up the majority of perpetrators of sexualised 
violence, both against men and women. Rather than give up, we need to become active against this.  
A simple step is to speak up against sexist comments, views and behaviours. This can be in a group 
of friends or on Twitter – but it needs to happen to show that disrespecting women is not ok and that 
it will have social consequences.  
Second, we need to start conversations on pornography and the way it has popularised violent 
sexual encounters. Holding men accountable for watching women being brutalised and used is ok – it 
doesn’t make anybody anti-sex or prude. 
Last, we must make perpetrators visible. Instead of implying that women have responsibility for the 
violence they experience, by telling them not to drink or go out alone at night, we need to start 
speaking and writing about the men who believe they have the right to force their needs on a 
woman.  
 

To ensure that victims of sexualised violence receive the protection and support they need and 
deserve, all European governments need to sign, ratify and effectively implement the Istanbul 
Convention. The convention includes a list of recommendations for the protection of survivors of 
sexualised violence, as well as for the prevention of violence against women. 
A list of countries that have already signed or ratified the convention can be found here. Those living 
in the EU and wanting to support efforts towards ratification of the most comprehensive 
international treaty on violence against women and girls can get in touch with their Members of the 
European Parliament and send a message of support for the Istanbul Convention. 
 

For a clear picture of the extent of the problem, all regulations on interventions against domestic 
violence should explicitly and consistently include addressing and gathering data on sexualised 
violence. While specialised services, such as rape crisis centres, are a crucial part of the support 
system, we need to stop thinking of domestic and sexualised abuse as separate. This will improve 
services offered to survivors, as well as perpetrators. 
 

Lastly, we must work together to dismantle harmful gender stereotypes and misconceptions 
around sexualised violence that keep women from seeking help and receiving qualitative support. 
This can be done in a myriad of ways, e.g. 

• by getting educated about rape myths 
• by calling out sexism in conversations, in advertisement, … 
• by using clear language (not forced sex, instead rape) when talking about sexualised violence 

 

For more information on the campaign, men’s sexualised violence against their partners or European 
perpetrator work, get in touch with WWP EN Communications Manager Anna McKenzie 
anna.mckenzie@work-with-perpetrators.eu or check out our website at https://www.work-with-
perpetrators.eu/. 
 
WWP EN is a European network with 58 members from 31 countries, which promotes capacity 
building, as well as information sharing and the exchange of good practices between organisations 
working with perpetrators and survivors of domestic violence. The focus of WWP EN is violence 
perpetrated by men against women and children. 
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