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Abstract
Gender Based Violence (GBV) remains a critical human rights and public health challenge globally and in Tanzania, where nearly 40% of ever-married women report intimate partner violence. Conventional interventions have predominantly focused on protecting women and girls, often excluding men and boys from meaningful engagement and reinforcing the perception of GBV as a “women’s issue.” This study explores the role of men and boys in preventing GBV in Arusha District Council through a Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach. By involving 60 participants across two wards, the study facilitated cycles of reflection, dialogue, and action that positioned men and boys as co-researchers. Findings reveal that participants initially perceived GBV narrowly as physical abuse but, through participatory engagement, broadened their understanding to include emotional, psychological, and economic violence. PAR proved effective in promoting attitudinal change, with men and boys beginning to critically reflect on harmful masculinities and embrace more equitable behaviors. However, generational differences, peer stigma, and entrenched patriarchal norms remain significant barriers to sustained change. The study demonstrates that participatory, community-driven approaches can shift perceptions and foster ownership of GBV prevention strategies. It contributes to policy discussions on inclusive GBV interventions and provides practical insights into designing gender-transformative programs that align with Tanzania’s national priorities and Sustainable Development Goal 5.
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Introduction
Gender Based Violence (GBV) remains a persistent and deeply rooted challenge worldwide, posing significant threats to human rights, public health, and social development. In many societies, GBV manifests through physical, sexual, psychological, and economic abuse, disproportionately affecting women and girls across age groups and socio-economic backgrounds. Globally, the World Health Organization (WHO, 2021) reports that one in three women has experienced some form of physical or sexual violence, often at the hands of intimate partners. Tanzania mirrors this disturbing trend, with the 2022 Tanzania Demographic and Health Survey (TDHS) revealing that nearly 40% of ever-married women have faced intimate partner violence. These statistics underscore the urgency of developing inclusive and effective prevention strategies that address the root causes embedded in social and gender norms, rather than only focusing on survivors.
Historically, interventions in Tanzania have predominantly centered on women and girls, focusing on protection, empowerment, and access to justice and services. While these efforts remain vital, they have unintentionally reinforced the perception of GBV as a “women’s issue,” sidelining men and boys from meaningful engagement (Jewkes, Flood, & Lang, 2015). In communities such as those in Arusha District Council, entrenched traditional gender roles continue to perpetuate patriarchal values that normalize male dominance and control over women (Lwambo, 2013). Boys are often raised in environments that discourage emotional openness and respect for women’s autonomy, while promoting aggression and authority as markers of masculinity. This socialization fosters conditions where violence is tolerated, sometimes justified, and transferred across generations. Despite ongoing national efforts, men and boys in Arusha District Council remain largely uninformed or disengaged from GBV prevention initiatives, which typically rely on top-down, awareness-based campaigns that seldom provide opportunities for reflection or behavioral transformation (Greig & Edström, 2012).
Recent scholarship and practice increasingly emphasize the importance of engaging men and boys as proactive allies in preventing GBV. Gender transformative approaches, such as those advanced by MenEngage Africa and Sonke Gender Justice, demonstrate the potential of shifting norms by encouraging men to critically reflect on gender roles, power relations, and cultural expectations (Greig & Edström, 2012). However, these initiatives often remain concentrated in urban centers, externally driven, and disconnected from the lived realities of rural and peri-urban communities such as Arusha District Council. This limits their effectiveness in fostering deep, sustainable attitudinal and behavioral change.
Participatory Action Research (PAR) presents a promising alternative by repositioning men and boys not as passive recipients but as co-researchers and co-creators of solutions. PAR encourages participants to interrogate their own identities, values, and behaviors while collaboratively developing locally grounded strategies for change (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Flood, 2011). Unlike conventional awareness-raising approaches, PAR fosters community ownership, facilitates critical dialogue, and empowers participants to challenge harmful gender norms from within their own social context. Yet, despite its potential, the application of PAR in GBV prevention is underexplored in Tanzania, particularly in community-based settings. Limited empirical evidence exists on how participatory approaches can systematically engage men and boys in reshaping attitudes, behaviors, and community norms around gender and violence.
This study therefore seeks to fill this gap by exploring the role of men and boys in preventing GBV in Arusha District Council through a Participatory Action Research approach. By examining how men and boys perceive GBV, how cultural and social norms shape their behaviors, and how participatory engagement can catalyze attitudinal and behavioral change, the study aims to provide practical insights for designing gender-transformative programs that are inclusive, sustainable, and community-led. The findings will contribute to Tanzania’s National Plan of Action to End Violence Against Women and Children (2017–2022) and to the achievement of Sustainable Development Goal 5, which calls for the elimination of all forms of violence and the promotion of gender equality.
Objectives
General Objective
The general objective is to assess the role of men and boys in preventing gender based violence using a Participatory Action Research approach in selected Tanzanian communities.
Specific Objectives
i) To explore how men and boys perceive genderbased violence (GBV)
ii) To examine the effectiveness of Participatory Action Research (PAR) in promoting attitudinal change among men or boys toward the prevention of GBV.
Methodology
The Participatory Action Research (PAR) methodology for promoting attitudinal change among men and boys toward the prevention of genderbased violence (GBV) in Arusha District was designed with a strong emphasis on community involvement, reflection, and action. The research process followed an adaptive and flexible approach, moving through cycles of planning, action, observation, and reflection. These phases involved continuous engagement with the community, particularly men and boys, allowing them to take an active role in cocreating knowledge and identifying solutions to GBV.
The target participants for this research were men and boys from various settings within Arusha District, including local schools, community organizations, and religious institutions. They were not merely subjects of the research but were integrated into every stage of the project as coresearchers, ensuring that the research was reflective of their experiences and perspectives. The study ensured that a diverse range of men and boys, from different social and economic backgrounds, were included to provide a broad and representative understanding of the community’s attitudes toward GBV.
The Participatory Action Research (PAR) on promoting attitudinal change among men and boys toward the prevention of genderbased violence (GBV) was conducted in Arusha District Council, with sampling focused on two wards: Oltrumet and Nduruma. These wards were purposively selected based on prior assessments indicating high incidences of GBV and the presence of active community structures, including schools, religious institutions, and youth groups, which provided a conducive environment for engagement and learning.
Within each ward, a purposive and stratified sampling approach was employed to ensure representation of diverse perspectives among men and boys. The research targeted males aged 15 and above, including students, outofschool youth, young adults, adult men, community leaders, and faithbased actors. Participants were selected with the assistance of ward executive officers, community development officers, and school heads to ensure that those involved had relevance to the topic and the capacity to engage actively in the research process. In total, 60 participants were engaged across the two wards 30 from each ensuring a balance between youth and adult men, as well as representation from different socioeconomic backgrounds.
The use of stratified sampling within each ward allowed the research team to compare perspectives across age groups and social roles, which was critical in understanding the layered nature of attitudes toward GBV. This sampling approach also facilitated the identification of both shared norms and generational differences in perceptions of gender roles, masculinity, and violence. Participants were involved in all stages of the PAR process, including problem identification, analysis, and action planning, ensuring that the findings and subsequent interventions were grounded in their lived experiences and contextual realities.
For data collection, the research team conducted Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with men and boys across different communities within Arusha District. These discussions explored the root causes of GBV, the existing attitudes toward gender roles, and how these perspectives influenced the community’s approach to prevention. The facilitation of these FGDs was designed to create a safe and open environment, enabling participants to speak freely and share their views without fear of judgment. Additionally, semistructured interviews were conducted with key informants such as community leaders, local educators, and social workers, to gain deeper insights into how gender norms and community attitudes shaped behaviors surrounding GBV.
Participatory mapping was another key data collection tool used to engage the community in identifying the sources of GBV in their locality. Men and boys in the study were asked to map out the locations where GBV occurred, the triggers for violence, and potential communitydriven solutions. This exercise helped the participants understand the broader social and environmental factors contributing to GBV. Workshops and roleplaying activities were also integral to the process, where men and boys participated in scenarios that allowed them to confront harmful behaviors, explore alternative responses, and understand the concepts of healthy masculinity and gender equality.
The data analysis process in this study was collaborative, with both the researchers and participants reflecting together on the findings. This joint analysis helped identify key patterns and contradictions in the community's attitudes and behaviors toward GBV. Thematic analysis focused on understanding how masculinity, power dynamics, and social control influenced gendered attitudes. Storytelling was also used as a method for participants to share personal experiences, providing valuable insights into the complexities of GBV and highlighting opportunities for change.
Result & Discussion
Study findings
Perceptions of GenderBased Violence Among Men and Boys
The study found that many men and boys in Arusha District, particularly in Oltrumet and Nduruma, had a limited understanding of the full scope of GenderBased Violence (GBV). Most initially associated GBV solely with physical violence, especially wife beating, while overlooking psychological, emotional, and economic dimensions. However, once engaged in the participatory sessions, there was a noticeable openness to reflect and learn. In Oltrumet Ward, a youth participant expressed his realization during a session;
“Before this program, I thought GBV only meant beating a woman. I didn’t know that denying her money or shouting at her all the time was also violence.”
This sentiment was echoed by an adult male participant in Nduruma Ward, who shared his personal transformation:
“These discussions have helped me see things differently. I used to think yelling at my wife was normal. Now I understand it is part of emotional violence.”
Despite this growing awareness, the influence of entrenched gender norms remained evident. Across both wards, men described the strong societal expectations that shape their behaviorexpectations that emphasize male dominance, authority, emotional control, and economic superiority. These norms were often transmitted through family, religious teachings, and peer pressure. A middleaged man in Oltrumet Ward stated;
“As a man, you are taught not to cry, not to show weakness. If your wife talks back, you must remind her who is the head of the house.”
These findings indicate that men and boys internalize harmful masculinities early in life, often perceiving them as non-negotiable aspects of identity. However, a key insight from the study was the generational divergence in perceptions. While older men tended to defend traditional roles, younger participants showed greater flexibility and willingness to embrace change. During a group discussion in Nduruma, a male youth participant remarked;
“Our elders think it is weakness when a man helps his wife with house chores. But we, the younger ones, are tired of these old ideas.”
In contrast, a local elder from Oltrumet resisted such shifts, saying;
“When I was a young man, women stayed quiet. Now they want to talk back, and I don’t understand this change.”
Such responses highlight the intergenerational tensions surrounding gender norms and suggest that younger men may offer a strategic entry point for transformative GBV prevention efforts.
Effectiveness of Participatory Action Research (PAR) in Promoting Attitudinal Change
The PAR methodology proved highly effective in encouraging introspection and promoting attitude change among men and boys in both wards. The research created structured yet safe spaces for dialogue, critical reflection, and experiential learning through role plays, mapping exercises, and storytelling. Participants were not just passive recipients of information but were treated as coresearchers who could critically examine their behaviors and social environments.
In both Oltrumetand Nduruma, participatory mapping exercises allowed men and boys to identify local GBV hotspots, the triggers of violence, and the social pressures that sustain them. A youth from Nduruma reflected after a mapping session;
“I realized that most of the violence starts in places where men gather and gossip about their wives. We normalize it without knowing how damaging it is.”
Through role playing exercises, participants confronted scenarios involving emotional abuse, economic control, and coercion, which they initially dismissed or justified. These dramatizations allowed them to step into the shoes of victims, prompting empathy and self-reflection. A participant from Oltrumet Ward shared;
“During the role play, I acted as a woman being shouted at. It felt humiliating. I had never thought how our actions make women feel.”
The FGDs also generated strong emotional reactions that pointed to emerging shifts in consciousness. In one session in Nduruma, an adult male admitted;
“I used to think that if my wife made a mistake, I had to punish her to show I’m a man. Now, I see that talking and understanding is also strength.”
Despite this positive change, several structural and social barriers to sustained engagement were identified. Some participants expressed fear of being stigmatized or ridiculed by peers and elders for adopting what were seen as “feminine” behaviors. In Oltrumet, a young adult noted;
“If you treat your wife gently, some men say you are under her control. It makes change hard.”
Moreover, participants in both wards raised concerns about the lack of support structures, such as funding, follow up sessions, and backing from local leaders to sustain the momentum generated during the research process. In an interview, a community leader from Nduruma stated;
“This program opened our eyes, but without ongoing support and involvement of influential leaders, it may not last.”
Nevertheless, the research affirmed that when men and boys are meaningfully engaged through participatory, reflective, and context sensitive methods, significant attitude changes are possible. The experience of co-producing knowledge helped participants gain ownership of the solutions and commit to modeling more respectful and non-violent forms of masculinity within their communities.
Discussion
The findings of this study reaffirm the growing body of literature that underscores the importance of engaging men and boys in the prevention of gender based violence (GBV) through participatory and gender transformative approaches. In line with existing studies, the current research demonstrates that while many men in rural Tanzanian communities initially possess limited awareness of the diverse forms of GBV, participatory engagement can lead to significant shifts in attitudes, self-awareness, and behavior.
Several international and regional studies have shown that traditional notions of masculinity characterized by control, emotional suppression, and dominance, are among the most persistent root causes of GBV (Jewkes, Flood, & Lang, 2015; WHO, 2021). Similar to the findings in Arusha District, research by Lwambo (2013) in Eastern DR Congo reveals that societal expectations placed on men to uphold authority and emotional stoicism contribute to the normalization of violence, especially in intimate relationships. In this study, participants echoed these pressures, acknowledging that from a young age, they were taught to assert dominance over women and conceal vulnerability attitudes they later began to question through Participatory Action Research (PAR) processes.
This study aligns with Greig and Edström (2012), who emphasize that engaging men through structured, critical reflection rather than solely through awareness campaigns can catalyze deeper behavioral and normative transformation. The success of the PAR methodology in this study supports this approach, showing that when men are positioned not merely as targets of intervention but as co researchers and co-creators of solutions, they develop a stronger sense of ownership and accountability. Activities like role playing, participatory mapping, and storytelling mirrored the effective strategies documented in the MenEngage Africa and Sonke Gender Justice programs, which advocate for reflective, experiential learning to challenge harmful masculinities (Casey et al., 2018).
Furthermore, this study adds empirical weight to Flood’s (2011) argument that sustained, community embedded processes are more effective than externally driven campaigns. The active participation of men and boys in all stages of this PAR project, problem identification, analysis, planning, and implementation, created avenues for sustained engagement and contextual relevance. The generational differences observed, where younger participants showed greater openness to gender equality than older counterparts, are also consistent with findings from Casey et al. (2018), who note that youth are often more receptive to gender equitable messaging, especially when it is delivered in peer group formats.
However, the study also highlights persistent structural and cultural barriers to long term transformation. Resistance from older men, stigma against nontraditional male behavior, and the lack of institutional and financial support for community led initiatives present critical obstacles and findings echoed in studies across East Africa (Greig & Edström, 2012; Jewkes et al., 2015). As participants noted, the fear of being seen as weak or “controlled by women” continues to discourage men from fully embracing non-violent, equitable masculinities.
Compared to conventional GBV interventions that focus primarily on empowering women, this study supports the assertion by Jewkes et al. (2015) that shifting social norms requires engaging all genders in dialogue and transformation. The findings suggest that the integration of PAR into community level programming may bridge the gap between policy level ambitions and grassroots realities, particularly in rural and periurban settings where cultural norms are tightly held.
Conclusion 
This study contributes to the growing recognition that transform deeply rooted gender norms requires participatory, sustained, and context specific approaches. It confirms that men and boys, when engaged as reflective partners rather than passive recipients, can critically evaluate and alter their own roles in perpetuating or preventing GBV. However, for such attitudinal shifts to translate into longterm behavioral change, broader community and institutional support systems must be established to sustain momentum and address the systemic barriers identified.
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