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Abstract

Violence against women and girls (VAWG) is a global human rights and public health con-

cern. Food insecurity is a sign of severe poverty, and likely to heighten women’s vulnerability

to VAWG and men’s perpetration of it. However, the extent of the association and the multi-

ple pathways between food insecurity and VAWG are not well understood. We systemati-

cally assessed peer reviewed quantitative and qualitative literature to explore this in low-

and middle-income countries. Fixed effects meta-analysis was used to synthesize quantita-

tive evidence. Qualitative data was analyzed using thematic analysis. From a search of 732

titles, we identified 23 quantitative and 19 qualitative or mixed-methods peer-reviewed man-

uscripts. In a meta-analysis of 21 cross-sectional studies with 20,378 participants, food inse-

curity was associated with doubled odds of reported VAWG (odds ratio [OR] = 2.38, 95%

confidence interval [CI] = 1.82–3.10). This finding was consistent for both women’s experi-

ence or male perpetration of VAWG. Qualitative and mixed-methods papers offered insight

that underlying conditions of inequitable gender norms, economic deprivation, and social

isolation frame both food insecurity and VAWG. Food insecurity may trigger survival behav-

iors due to household stress and lack of meeting expected gender roles, which leads to

VAWG. VAWG exposure may lead to food insecurity if women are more impoverished after

leaving a violent household. Potential protective factors include financial stability, the

involvement of men in VAWG programming, transformation of gender norms, and support-

ing women to develop new networks and social ties. Strong evidence exists for a relation-

ship between food security and VAWG. Future funding should target causal directions and

preventive options through longitudinal and interventional research. Strategies to ensure

households have access to sufficient food and safe relationships are urgently needed to pre-

vent VAWG.
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Introduction

The World Health Organization estimates that globally, one in four women experience violence

against women (VAWG) in their lifetime [1]. In sub-Saharan Africa, 44% of women experience

VAWG from an intimate partner and one in six experience non-partner violence [2]. VAWG

forms a persistent health crisis, leading to a high burden of injury, mental illness, physical

decline, and mortality [3, 4]. VAWG is also a human rights travesty that circumvents govern-

mental and bilateral commitments and undermines Sustainable Development Goals [5].

Emerging evidence suggests food insecurity may be one factor related to VAWG. Food

insecurity is defined as having uncertain or limited availability of nutritionally adequate food

or the inability to acquire safe, acceptable foods [6]. Beyond sheer hunger from insufficient

food intake, food insecurity also includes poor dietary quality and worry or anxiety over secur-

ing food supplies [7]. It can incorporate social and psychological elements of shame or status

in a community. In 2019, an estimated 1.3 billion people lacked regular access to food [8], and

this number is likely to have increased since the SARS Cov-2 pandemic (Covid-19) [9]. Food

security is also worsening due to global climate change, with droughts leading to insufficient

agricultural output [10].

Being food insecure seems to be related to women’s exposure to violence, though the pathways

for this are poorly understood. Meinzen-Dick and colleagues posit that safety from VAWG

improves women’s household bargaining power, thereby improving food security [11]. Hatcher

et al. theorized that food insecurity leads to VAWG perpetration by prompting conflict, relation-

ship control, and causing increased alcohol intake [12]. Cash transfer trials have found that elimi-

nating food insecurity may reduce household conflict and improve decision-making [13]. It is

plausible that a bidirectional relationship between these two conditions may exist.

The evidence on food insecurity and VAWG has yet to be brought together systematically.

The gaps around the links between food insecurity and VAWG as well as potential solutions

are crucial to fill if we are to inform future programs and sustainable development goals.

Methods

We conducted a mixed-methods systematic review. Using the quantitative evidence, we per-

formed a meta-analysis to estimate the effect of the association between food insecurity and

VAWG in populations living in low- and middle-income countries (LMIC). We analyzed the

qualitative evidence using thematic analysis and synthesized the qualitative and mixed meth-

ods evidence to explore the drivers of food insecurity and VAWG, with an emphasis on possi-

ble pathways linking these conditions. The methodology for this systematic review was

developed in line with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analyses (PRISMA) [9].

Search strategy

We searched five databases (PubMed, Web of Science, CINAHL, Global Health, and PsycInfo)

from January 2000 through to July 2021. A full search strategy included key words and Medical

Subject Headings (MESH) terms around the four constructs (S1 Text): food insecurity,

VAWG, NOT plants or animals and LMIC settings.

Eligibility criteria

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were constructed and applied to all results that came up rela-

tive to the search terms. The search terms can be found in S1 Text. Studies were limited to

original research published in peer-reviewed journals in the English language in low-and
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middle-income countries. The review included quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods

interventional or observational study designs.

Studies must have also reported the association between food insecurity and VAW among

adult populations, defined as aged 15 and above, with the study setting in a LMIC based on

current World Bank rating. Food insecurity is defined as the situation in which an individual

or household has difficulties accessing sufficient, safe, culturally appropriate and nutritious

food to meet dietary requirements and preferences for a healthy life due to lack of money or

other resources [4]. Qualitative studies were included if they used focus groups and/or inter-

views to assess experiences with food insecurity and access [13]. Studies were excluded if they

did not include a food insecurity measure as an exposure for VAWG or if they did not assess

food insecurity and VAWG together.

Study selection followed a three-step process: title and abstract review, full text review, and

quality appraisal. First, multiple authors (AMH, SP, LvE, IP) reviewed all identified study titles

and abstracts using a double-blind process. Duplicates and studies that did not meet the inclu-

sion criteria were removed. The same authors independently assessed the full papers of those

abstracts that met the eligibility criteria.

Finally, the authors conducted a quality appraisal on all full texts using the Newcastle–

Ottawa Scale (NOS) for observational studies [14]. NOS is a tool to assess the quality of non-

randomized studies to be used in a systematic review. Each study is judged with a ‘star system’

on three points: the selection of the study groups, the comparability of the groups, and the

ascertainment of the exposure or outcome.

At each stage of the process, reviewers assessed discrepancies and garnered input from the

senior authors (CM and HS) until a consensus was reached. Finally, the three authors manu-

ally searched the reference lists of the included articles for further key studies that could poten-

tially be included in the analysis.

Data abstraction. The following data was extracted and summarized in tables: citation;

year of publication; country; study design and sampling; characteristics of the study population;

outcomes (VAWG type); measures used (for food insecurity and VAWG). When available,

adjusted odds ratios (aOR) and similar estimates (e.g. relative risk, hazard ratio) with confidence

intervals were extracted. Additionally, count data was extracted in a two-by-two table to be

interpreted as an odds ratio. When count data was not presented in the published manuscript,

authors were contacted by email to invite them to share a simple two-by-two table.

Data analysis. Quantitative outcomes were extracted into an Excel table. Pooled unad-

justed odds ratio (OR) estimates were calculated using random effects meta-analysis metan
command in STATA 12.0 [15]. Sub-analyses were conducted to assess meta-analytic findings

by sex (experience among women or perpetration by men), VAWG type (physical vs. sexual

vs. emotional), and geography of study setting.

Qualitative data were thematically coded by summarizing themes from each included quali-

tative paper [16]. These themes were grouped inductively by three researchers (AMH, CM,

SP). We highlighted any geographical or methodological gaps in the current literature. In a

section on mixed-methods findings, we explored what the current literature says around

mechanisms on why food insecurity and IPV might be related? Here we drew upon available

quantitative data that highlights mediators or directionality between the two conditions.

Results

Study characteristics

Our original search yielded 742 titles. Including seven papers found by contacting authors in

the field, a total of 38 papers were included in the systematic review (Fig 1).
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Our search identified 23 studies that examined the quantitative association between food

insecurity and VAWG (Table 1). The majority of studies (n = 20) examined VAWG experience

among women, while five studies looked at men’s VAWG perpetration. Studies were pub-

lished from 2012–2020 and were conducted in Africa (Cote d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Kenya, Liberia,

South Africa, Eswatini, Uganda), Asia (Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Khazakstan, Nepal), and

Original Search
PubMed: 206

Web of Science: 271
PsychInfo / Global Health: 265

Duplicates: 188

Title / Abstract Screening: 554

Excluded: 487
• Review articles
• Case report

• Non-peer reviewed 
• Animal research
• Plant research

Full Text Review: 67

Excluded:
• Lacked predictor (food inse-

curity): 2
• Lacked outcome (VAWG): 6
• Paper unavailable: 3

• No data presented (review 
or think piece):4

• No association examined: 
10

Included: 38

Quant: IPV Victimization: 19 Quant: IPV Perpetration: 5 Qualitative:15

• Intervention trials: 7

Excluded:
• not in SSA: 5

Programme Review: 2

AIM 1 AIM 1 AIM 2

AIM 3

Fig 1. Study selection flow diagram.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479.g001
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South America (Brazil). All included studies were cross-sectional reports. Of the 18 qualitative

and mixed-methods papers included in the synthesis, 9 took place in sub-Saharan Africa, 4 in

Asia, and 2 in Latin America (Table 1).

Measurement

Overall, measurement of food insecurity and VAWG in included studies was of high quality.

Most studies used self-reported measures to assess food insecurity (with one study objectively

assessing malnutrition by measuring body mass index [17]). All studies used self-reported

measures of VAWG. While self-reports represent the state of art for food insecurity and

VAWG research, there are clear limitations in reporting bias for this type of measure, such as

underreporting and social desirability bias.

Multiple studies used comprehensive measures of food security. The Household Food Inse-

curity Access Scale (HFIAS) and the Brazilian Food Insecurity Scale (BFIS) measure constructs

of quality and quantity of food supply as well as anxiety around food supply. Four studies used

HFIAS [18–21] and two used BFIS [22, 23]. Another strong measure is the USDA Household

Food Security Scale [24]. Three papers used 3-items of HFIAS related to household hunger

(called the Household Hunger Scale [HHS]) [12, 25, 26]. Several studies used a single item to

assess food insecurity [27–31], which may increase the risk of misclassification.

Measurement of VAWG varied but a majority used validated scales that assessed between 9

to 14 behaviourally-specific actions to classify whether violence occurred or not. Tools

included the World Health Organization multi-country study instrument [12, 20, 24–26, 29,

30, 32–35], the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale [17, 22, 23, 27, 36, 37], the Sexual Experiences

Survey [33], and the Demographic Health Survey Domestic Violence module [18]. Three stud-

ies used non-validated 1 to 3 single item questions asking participants whether they experi-

enced any physical or sexual intimate partner? violence [21, 28, 31].

Ethical considerations of studies

Many studies included an explanation of the ethical procedures undertaken if a participant dis-

closed experience of or perpetration of VAWG. While this was not a focus of the review, it is

important to note that this ethical section is required by most experimental trial reporting and

represents best-practice in the violence research field.

Association between food insecurity and VAWG

Eighteen studies examined the association between food insecurity and VAWG experience among

women. The majority of these studies were among adult women in the general population. Five

studies were conducted among women aged 18+ [26, 28, 29, 31, 33] and four among pregnant adult

women [21, 36, 37]. Shai et al. examined migrant workers [30], while Naved et al. conducted

research among factory workers [35]. The young women Logie et al. interviewed were displaced by

migration [28]. Every study reporting adjusted associations of food insecurity and VAWG experi-

ence among women found statistically significant results. The odds ratios ranged from 1.22 to 8.36,

suggesting that the two conditions are significantly and strongly associated in cross-sectional data.

Five studies included measures of men’s perpetration of VAWG [12, 23, 26, 27, 30]. Four

studies were among adult men in the general population, though Gibbs et al. conducted

research among adult men aged 18–30. Gibbs et al. and Hatcher et al. conducted research in

informal, urban settings [26] while Gilbert et al. and Shai et al. focused on migrant communi-

ties [27, 30]. Three studies reported significant associations between food insecurity and

VAWG perpetration by men [12, 23, 27]. The adjusted odds ratios for studies reporting a sig-

nificant association ranged from 2.18–4.37. The two studies in South Africa and Nepal that did
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not report a significant association presented no data on the adjusted relationship between

food insecurity and VAWG perpetration [26, 30].

Meta-analytic findings

The meta-analysis included 21 studies with relevant bivariate data (Table 2). Overall, the rela-

tionship between food security and VAWG was significant (Fig 2). Being food insecure dou-

bled the odds that a participant reported VAWG exposure (odds ratio [OR] = 2.38, 95%

confidence interval [CI] = 1.82–3.10).

When examined by sex, the meta-analytic findings stay consistent (Fig B1 in S1 Fig). Stud-

ies examining women’s VAWG reporting found that food insecurity more than doubles the

odds of them experiencing VAWG (OR = 1.98, 95%CI = 1.79–2.18). If men are food insecure,

they report roughly double the odds of perpetrating VAWG (OR = 1.90, 95%CI = 1.63–2.22).

Results vary somewhat by VAWG type, though this should be tempered by the limited

number of studies in each category (Fig B2 in S1 Fig). When studies measured VAWG as “any

physical, sexual or emotional form of violence”, food insecurity more than doubled the odds of

violence (OR = 2.27, 95%CI = 1.89–2.72). When studies measured it as “physical violence

only”, the association was similar and slightly stronger (OR = 2.55, 95%CI = 2.17–3.01). By

contrast, using a measure of “any physical and/or sexual violence” led to 70% increased odds

of VAWG (OR = 1.70, 95%CI = 1.55–1.87). The number of studies included in “sexual only”

(n = 2) or “physical and/or emotional” (n = 1) VAWG were too small to be interpreted, though

both were above three-fold odds.

The meta-analytic results vary slightly by region (Fig B3 in S1 Fig). African studies show a

stronger association between the two conditions (OR = 2.17, 95%CI = 1.97–2.39) compared to

Asian studies (OR = 1.86, 95%CI = 1.67–2.09). In terms of timeframe (Fig B4 in S1 Fig), studies

conducted before El Nino in 2016 show a weaker association between food insecurity and

Table 2. Qualitative and mixed-methods studies included in systematic review.

Author Year Country Population group Data collection method Sample size

1 Ager, 2018 Uganda Women, Men, Boys and girls Focus Groups 64 Groups

2 Bellows, 2015 Georgia & South Africa States Case study n/a

3 Bonatti, 2019 Tanzania Men, Women Survey/ Workshop 333

4 Buller 2016 Ecuador Men, Women Qual interviews + Focus Groups 48 IDIs; 8 FGDs

5 Buller 2018 Global Peer-review publications Lit Review n/a

6 Cardoso, 2016 Côte d’Ivoire, Men and Women Focus group 91

7 Davis, 2018 Zambia Men and Women Survey 204

8 Derose, 2017 Dominican Republic Women with HIV Qual interviews 30

9 Deuba, 2016 Nepal Pregnant women Qual interviews 20

10 De Moraes 2016 Brazil Women Quantitative 849

11 Fielding-Miller 2019 Eswatini Women victims of VAWG Qual interviews 20

12 Hatcher 2019 South Africa Men Quantitative 2604

13 Lemke, 2003 South Africa Men and Women Qual interviews 166

14 Lentz, 2019 South Asia Women Qual interviews 134

15 Meinzen-Dick 2019 Global Peer-review publications Lit Review n/a

16 Miller, 2011 Uganda Women & Men Qual interviews 41

17 Roy 2019 Bangladesh Women Qual interviews not stated

18 Sethuraman, 2006 South India Women & children Focus group 820

19 Zakaras 2017 Kenya Women & Men Qual interviews 54

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479.t002
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VAWG (OR = 1.51, 95%CI = 1.33–1.70). Studies conducted after the El Nino year show a

stronger association between the two conditions (OR = 2.38, 95%CI = 2.18–2.61).

Meta-analyses were visually inspected for potential publication bias through funnel

plots and Egger’s test for small-study effects (S2 Fig). There was no evidence of publication

bias (p = 0.09).

Qualitative and mixed-methods findings on common drivers and their

pathways

The analysis of qualitative and mixed-methods findings suggests that the relationship between

food insecurity and VAWG is underpinned by entrenched poverty and gender-inequitable

norms. The following describes how the pathways of economic deprivation, alcohol use, and

underlying drivers of violence such as gender norms and social ties lead to an increase of
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Fig 2. Meta-analysis of cross-sectional studies of relationship between food security and violence against women and girls.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479.g002
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VAWG, through routes of individual, relationship, and social behaviours. These potential

pathways are highlighted in Fig 3.

Individual pathways. Poor mental health that results from trauma or chronic stress,

especially due to food insecurity, also plays a role in perpetrating VAWG. Among men who

are experiencing food insecurity depression seems to be an important pathway leading to

VAWG perpetration [28]. Several papers presented the idea that “If the house is not peaceful,

food is not eaten” [38]. One mechanism for this may be the psychological distress caused by

VAWG exposure. Women reported not eating food because of stress and fear of violence

caused by their husband’s behaviour [39, 40].

Alcohol use may be a maladaptive coping mechanism of being food insecure [12]. Stress

and alcohol use depletes psychological resources required to enact self-control over the violent

act. Alcohol use may further entrench household conflict if household income is used to buy

alcohol instead of purchasing food necessities [41]. Alcohol misuse by men may be related to

over-compensating among men who fail to meet the role of provider [42].

Relationship pathways. Food insecurity can cause women to engage in risky survival

behaviours, such as resorting to exploitative transactional sex to meet food needs [38, 41, 43,

44]. In post-conflict settings in Uganda, families sometimes arrange marriages for younger

women in their family to secure access to resources, placing the girls at higher risk of violence

[38]. Women themselves may strategically chose abusive relationships as an alternative to

being without food [39, 41, 43].

Quarrelling within the household manifests through conflict over resource allocation [38,

45, 46]. In many settings, men are in a position to control assets and may spend household

income on non-food items, including to buy alcohol [45]. Quarrels are also caused by the gen-

eral stress induced by the lack of food, which compromises the family well-being [46]. If food

insecurity is caused by a man losing his job, the financial burden can create relationship con-

flict and VAWG [41].

Re
la

tio
ns

hi
p

So
ci

al

Mental health decline:
• trauma
• depression

Food Insecurity

Malnutrition 

Hunger 

Inability to 
fi nd food in 
acceptable 

ways Few social 
support networks

Emotional 
reactivity

Isolation

Aggression

Violence
against

Women & Girls

Rigid gendered beliefs

• decision-making
• food practices
• men control resources 

In
di

vi
du

al

Alcohol as coping 
strategy to
• mask hunger

Alcohol misuse and 
dependence

Risky partnerships or early marriage to secure food

Threats to masculinity:
• low libido
• loss of breadwinner role
• women gaining agency

Women have limited access 
to land, property, credit

Relationship 
confl ict

Quarreling

Unequal
sexual power

Chronic stress

Gender power dynamics:

Fig 3. Conceptual framework of pathways between food insecurity and VAWG.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479.g003

PLOS GLOBAL PUBLIC HEALTH Systematic review of food insecurity and violence against women

PLOS Global Public Health | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479 September 14, 2022 11 / 18

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479.g003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479


Food insecurity can alter gender power dynamics in the household. A woman may take on

work outside the home to supplement household earnings or men may leave the home to look

for work [45]. In either instance of a deepening of traditional roles or a subversion of typical

roles, a woman may be at higher risk and further exposed to VAWG [47]. Men may feel their

identity as providers are threatened, which can lead to unhealthy coping strategies such as

abusing alcohol, taking on multiple partners, or perpetrating VAWG [42, 43]. Women’s gen-

dered position as sexually accessible can be compromised if food insecurity leads to a loss of

libido [43, 46]. Disempowerment caused by poverty limits the ability of women to circumvent

the norms that make them more vulnerable to malnourishment [48].

Food practices are also gendered, where being a “woman at the table” means eating later or

accessing lower quantity or quality of food. In some settings, women were required to eat after

the man and the children, leading some to suggest that women can be exposed to a sort of

“food-related violence” [41, 45]. When male partners determine how much money can be allo-

cated to food purchases, their control over women’s access to nutrition may similarly be

viewed as a form of economic violence [40]. This pattern may explain why studies looking at

intra-household malnutrition find that women suffer more than men from under-nutrition

[43]. Ager suggested that some women “preferred being beaten [if] children can eat”, confirm-

ing that strict norms around the ability of women to care for children were sometimes priori-

tized over individual safety [38, 41].

Social pathways. Social ties seem crucial to empower women, but these are challenging

to maintain in the context of food insecurity [48–50]. In a study among HIV positive people,

lack of food was leading to VAWG partly due to disruptions in social networks due to HIV-

related stigma, which distanced people from sources of food support [50].

Material resources of land, property and credit can be protective for women. When wid-

ows inherit land or other assets, this could lead to increased food security and prevent women

from engaging in sexual relationships for food and other goods, as show in [country x] [44].

Women involved in farming cooperatives report improved social assets (networking), human

assets (capacity building) and natural assets (access to land) [41]. Other types of empowerment

included women’s improved decision making [47], managing resources (incl through access

to credit) [44] or by attending nutritional sessions or saving groups [13, 42]. In one program

in South Africa, there was a new acceptance that there could be a number of income earners in

the household and therefore also several decision-makers [48]. Indeed, access to networks is

one of the pathways through which successful interventions seem to reduce violence [13, 48,

51].

Discussion

Evidence from published literature suggests that food insecurity and VAWG are deeply inter-

twined. In meta-analysis of more than 20,000 participants we found food insecurity is associ-

ated with more than double the odds of experiencing or perpetrating VAWG. This finding is

consistent across various types of VAWG assessed, study region, and publication timeframe

(pre vs. post-El Nino). Food insecurity seems to similarly impact women’s exposure to VAWG

and men’s perpetration of this type of violence.

Growing evidence pinpoints why and how food security and VAWG are related. We identi-

fied a robust, if relatively small, body of qualitative and mixed methods studies in LMICs.

Together, these findings inform a conceptual ecological framework capturing individual, rela-

tionship, and social levels. At the individual level, hunger and lack of nutrition can inhibit

mental health or lead to maladaptive coping via alcohol use. At the relationship level, economic

stress and household conflict over resources can threaten gender roles, aligning with past
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(non-systematic) literature reviews [52]. Socially there is an overlap with rigid gender norms

that confine women to community positions without access to land, credit/savings, or other

material resources. Because food insecurity further isolates women, this has grave implications

for their ability to respond to VAWG.

Our evidence synthesis suggests interventions aiming to improve food security and safety

for women and girls can operate along three pathways: Addressing mental health and alcohol,

shifting power dynamics within the household, and women’s social empowerment through

material resources and networks. These three layers fit well with promising VAWG prevention

intervention research from LMICs. For example, among men, addressing mental health and

alcohol misuse seems to be a promising way to limit VAWG perpetration [53–55]. Cash trans-

fers that offer financial stability show promise in reducing couple conflict and household stress

[13, 42, 46, 47]. Improving food security may enhance the quality of the couple’s relationship

in general, and sexual intimacy in particular [46].

An important caveat is the potential for food security interventions to increase VAWG if

they lead to backlash by male partners of female participants. If men feel that women have bet-

ter access to household resources and livelihood opportunities, they may feel their masculinity

being threatened and retaliate with violence [47]. Evidence on the frequency of this backlash is

not consistent though and recent reviews have not identified it in relation to food insecurity

[56–58]. Further, it is plausible that coupling food insecurity provisions with gender empower-

ment programming may help to reduce or prevent male backlash [47].

Limitations

The systematic review had several limitations. Papers were only reviewed in English, which

limits our ability to draw from papers from all LMIC settings. It is plausible that a larger review

inclusive of Spanish and Portuguese language publications would be in a better position to

assess the association in that region as only few studies were included that were conducted in

Latin America. Because we focused on peer-reviewed literature, we underrepresent perspec-

tives from reports or other grey literature. This may be an acceptable shortcoming for meta-

analytic outcomes, but they represent a potentially important gap in our qualitative and mixed

methods result. The quantitative studies also used different scales to measure food insecurity

and VAWG. It is important to note here that two South American studies included in our

review were not included in meta-analysis due to methodologic differences in reporting (and

authors were not able to provide additional data by email). We did not abstract information

from the studies around research ethics, but given the sensitive nature of the research topics

this might be an important area for future reviews to examine more closely.

Next steps for research, policy, and practice

There is, to date, little evidence of directionality. Since completion of this review, one longitu-

dinal study among men in South Africa suggests food insecurity leads to later VAWG perpe-

tration add reference. The authors found no quantitative association between VAWG

perpetration and later food insecurity, though it is plausible that data from women survivors

might have distinct findings. The included literature relied on a heterosexual framing of pub-

lished findings in LMICs. Violence against LGBTIQ communities is higher than in other pop-

ulations and follows similar patterns of power and control as heterosexual relationships,

suggesting food insecurity may be an important dynamic to explore in these samples.

There are major gaps in understanding how policy and broader political forces shape the

food security and VAWG intersection. For example, the effect of climate change is likely to be

monumental, yet no extant literature, to our knowledge, exists on climate change, food and
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VAWG. There is emerging information about Covid-19 and VAWG as well as around Covid-

19 and food security. However, we are unaware of publications that combine these three inter-

secting conditions. There is also a lack of data around how these issues affect young people, a

crucial oversight since adolescents and young adults represent a growing proportion of LMIC

citizenry.

Evidence for efficacious strategies that jointly target food insecurity and VAWG prevention

is limited. This gap is crucial to fill, since these two social drivers of health are highly prevalent

in many LMIC communities. Multiple programming approaches have the potential to be sus-

tainable, scalable and cost-effective, but these have limited research demonstrating their effi-

cacy. For example, Gender Action and Learning, a community-based methodology adopted

by large-scale organizations such as Oxfam and IFAD, adds gender reflections and visioning

exercises to agricultural and financial planning trainings. Gender Champions, a program

implemented by Catholic Relief Services, conducts three home visits and implements ‘safe

spaces’ where women and men can discuss common issues. Social Analysis and Action in

Food and Nutrition Security, implemented by Care in more than 20 countries, asks commu-

nity members to take practical steps to address gender, discrimination, or social norms

through analysis-action-reflection. According to qualitative or anecdotal evidence, each of

these programs seem to improve attitudes about VAWG and decision-making for women,

lead to more equitable household division of labour, and offer better economic opportunities.

However, none of these has been tested rigorously using experimental study designs, highlight-

ing the importance of funding for research around food and safer relationships programming.

It terms of strategies going forward, programming should be framed as focused on family

well-being to benefit households (rather than programming to transform gender). Women’s

empowerment should be an implicit strategy of the intervention, even if this is not necessarily

highlighted during community onboarding. Additionally, improving networks and social ties

could be a promising strategy for promoting resilience for both food and violence prevention.

Existing innovations in the field should be accompanied by rigorous evidence generation. This

can be accomplished by adding VAWG and food security to ongoing trials, carefully evaluat-

ing scale-up activities in quasi-experimental design, and funder requirements for practice-

based research that includes effectiveness findings.

Conclusion

This review synthesizes the evidence base on food insecurity and VAWG, and finds these two

conditions are statistically and qualitatively related. Both women’s experience of VAWG and

male perpetration of VAWG are doubled when participants disclose food insecurity. The

bidirectionality of these conditions is highlighted in emerging qualitative findings that (1) food

insecurity may lead to household stress or tension around gender roles, and/or (2) VAWG

exposure may lead to food insecurity if women are more impoverished after leaving a violent

household. The review identifies promising strategies for addressing food insecurity and

VAWG concurrently: financial stability, gender-transformative approaches, and supporting

women’s social ties. Global goals to improve nutrition, achieve gender equity, and reduce

household poverty will only be accomplished if food security and safer relationships are placed

at the forefront of policy and funding decisions in the coming years.
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1. Sardinha L, Maheu-Giroux M, Stöckl H, Meyer SR, Garcı́a-Moreno C. Global, regional, and national

prevalence estimates of physical or sexual, or both, intimate partner violence against women in 2018.

The Lancet. 2022; 399(10327):803–13.

2. Muluneh MD, Stulz V, Francis L, Agho K. Gender based violence against women in Sub-Saharan africa:

a systematic review and meta-analysis of cross-sectional studies. International journal of environmental

research and public health. 2020; 17(3):903. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17030903 PMID: 32024080

3. Collaborators GBDRF. Global burden of 87 risk factors in 204 countries and territories, 1990–2019: a

systematic analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2019. Lancet. 2020; 396(10258):1223–49.

Epub 2020/10/19. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30752-2 PMID: 33069327; PubMed Central

PMCID: PMC7566194.

4. Sandoval GA, Marinho F, Delaney R, Pinto IV, Lima CMD, Costa RM, et al. Mortality risk among

women exposed to violence in Brazil: a population-based exploratory analysis. Public Health. 2020;

179:45–50. Epub 2019/11/15. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2019.09.019 PMID: 31726400.

5. Garcı́a-Moreno C, Amin A. The sustainable development goals, violence and women’s and children’s

health. Bulletin of the World Health Organization. 2016; 94(5):396. https://doi.org/10.2471/BLT.16.

172205 PMID: 27147771

6. Radimer KL, Olson CM, Greene JC, Campbell CC, Habicht JP. Understanding hunger and developing

indicators to assess it in women and children. Journal of Nutrition Education. 1992; 24(1 suppl.):36S–

44S.

7. Bickel G, Nord M, Price C, Hamilton W, Cook J. Guide to Measuring Household Food Security, Revised

2000. Alexandria, VA: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, 2000 March, 2000.

Report No.

PLOS GLOBAL PUBLIC HEALTH Systematic review of food insecurity and violence against women

PLOS Global Public Health | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479 September 14, 2022 15 / 18

http://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/article/asset?unique&id=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479.s002
http://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/article/asset?unique&id=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479.s003
http://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/article/asset?unique&id=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479.s004
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17030903
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32024080
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736%2820%2930752-2
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33069327
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2019.09.019
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31726400
https://doi.org/10.2471/BLT.16.172205
https://doi.org/10.2471/BLT.16.172205
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27147771
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0000479


8. United Nations. United Nations Food Issue. Geneva: UN, 2020.

9. World Bank. Food security and COVID-19. Washington D.C.: World Bank, 2021.

10. UNFPA. 2016.

11. Meinzen-Dick R, Quisumbing A, Doss C, Theis S. Women’s land rights as a pathway to poverty reduc-

tion: Framework and review of available evidence. Agricultural Systems. 2019; 172:72–82.
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