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Abstract

Gender-based violence (GBV) has predominantly been studied as a problem affecting women and girls, leaving men's own
perceptions of violence comparatively invisible in research, policy and service provision. This study examined men's perceptions
and awareness of GBV in Madukani Ward, Dodoma City, Tanzania. A qualitative exploratory design informed by a
phenomenological approach was adopted. Twenty participants were purposively selected: fifteen men residing in the ward and
five key informants from ward administration, religious leadership, the police Gender and Children's Desk and the One-Stop
Centre. Data were generated through in-depth interviews and focus group discussions and analysed thematically. Most men
understood GBV mainly as physical violence against women, particularly wife-beating, while emotional, psychological,
economic and sexual abuse were rarely recognised and were often normalised as ordinary marital disagreements. Men were
seldom recognised as potential victims, and the boundary between marital conflict and violence was blurred. Interpreted through
Hegemonic Masculinity Theory, these findings show that dominant ideals of male strength, endurance and household authority
narrow what men count as violence and render male victimisation invisible. The study concludes that physically centred, female-
victim-focused understandings of GBV limit men's recognition of the full spectrum of gender-based harm. It recommends
community education that broadens men's understanding of GBV and gender-transformative interventions that engage men as
potential perpetrators, victims, witnesses and partners in prevention.
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1. Introduction

Gender-based violence (GBV) is recognised globally as an
endemic social problem, a public health concern and a viola-
tion of human rights, and international guidance emphasises
the need for clinical and policy responses that are sensitive to
the full range of survivors' experiences [1]. Although GBV re-
search and interventions have historically centred on women

and girls, emerging evidence indicates that men and boys also
experience gender-based violence, a dimension that remains
largely overlooked because gender stereotypes portray men as
strong individuals who are expected to confront hardship
alone [2, 3].

In Sub-Saharan Africa, cultural constructions that equate
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masculinity with power, authority and economic provision
continue to shape how men understand and respond to gender-
based violence [4, 5]. A systematic review and meta-analysis
of studies from the region shows that GBV against women re-
mains highly prevalent [6], while qualitative evidence from
South Africa shows that men tend to conceptualise GBV
mainly as violence directed at women and to explain it through
poverty, patriarchal norms and substance abuse [7]. In East
Africa specifically, evidence from Kenya shows that men who
experience violence from female partners rarely seek help and
describe enduring or "persevering" as the expected male re-
sponse, which discourages them from naming their experi-
ences as violence [8, 9].

In Tanzania, public discourse and policy on GBV have his-
torically centred on female victims, as reflected in national
surveys such as the Tanzania Demographic and Health Survey,
which provides extensive data on violence against women but
offers limited insight into men's experiences and perceptions
[10]. This imbalance leaves men who experience or witness
violence without a clear framework for identifying it as gen-
der-based violence. The Legal and Human Rights Centre has
documented a rising number of Tanzanian men reporting ex-
periences of violence [11], yet the extent to which men them-
selves recognise and understand these experiences as forms of
gender-based violence remains poorly documented, as most
existing studies on men and GBV in Tanzania have been con-
ducted in Dar es Salaam and Mwanza [5, 12].

Dodoma Region, and Madukani Ward in particular, has rec-
orded a rising number of GBV cases involving men, while
studies of GBV survivor services in Dodoma point to gaps in
service availability and readiness [13]. Where GBV is under-
stood narrowly, men's experiences of emotional, economic,
psychological and even physical victimisation may remain in-
visible to both communities and service providers [3, 14]. De-
spite this, no prior study has systematically examined how
men in Madukani Ward perceive and understand gender-based
violence, or the extent of their awareness of its different forms,
including violence directed at men themselves. This
knowledge gap constrains the design of gender-inclusive GBV
prevention and response programs. The present study there-
fore examined men's perceptions and awareness of gender-
based violence in Madukani Ward, Dodoma City, Tanzania.

2. Conceptualisation of Key Terms

This section defines the key concepts as they are used in
this study and in the context of Madukani Ward.

2.1. Gender-Based Violence

Gender-based violence is commonly defined as an umbrella
term for any harmful act perpetrated against a person's will
that is based on socially ascribed (gender) differences between
males and females, including acts that inflict physical, sexual
or mental harm or suffering, threats of such acts, coercion and
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other deprivations of liberty [15]. In this study, GBV refers to
any physical, sexual, emotional, psychological or economic
harm that occurs between women and men, most commonly
within marital, intimate and household relationships in Madu-
kani Ward, and that is rooted in local expectations about how
men and women should behave. The definition deliberately
includes violence in which men are the victims, and non-phys-
ical acts such as insults, public humiliation, and restriction of
a partner's movement and the withholding of money for
household needs.

2.2. Men's Perceptions of Gender-Based
Violence

Men's perceptions refer to the meanings, beliefs and inter-
pretations that men attach to GBV: what they consider to count
as violence, who they believe can be a victim or a perpetrator,
and when they regard a behavior as acceptable or unaccepta-
ble within a relationship. In this study, perceptions are treated
as socially shaped by local gender norms, religious teaching
and men's everyday experiences of marriage and household
life in Madukani Ward, rather than as purely individual opin-
ions.

2.3. Awareness of Gender-Based Violence

Awareness refers to the extent to which men know about
and can recognise the different forms of GBV (physical, sex-
ual, emotional or psychological, and economic), know that
men as well as women can be victims, and know the formal
channels for reporting and support, such as the Police Gender
and Children's Desk and the One-Stop Centre. In this study,
awareness was examined through the forms of GBV that men
mentioned spontaneously when asked what they understood
by the term, and through how they responded when other
forms, including male victimisation, were raised during inter-
views and discussions.

2.4. Masculinity

Masculinity refers to the socially constructed ideals, roles
and behaviors associated with being a man in a given society
[16]. In the context of Madukani Ward, it refers in particular
to local expectations that a man should be the household head
and provider, physically and emotionally strong, able to en-
dure hardship without complaint, and in control of his house-
hold.

3. Literature Review

3.1. Empirical Review

A growing body of empirical evidence demonstrates that
men's awareness of gender-based violence is generally narrow,
with recognition skewed heavily toward physical violence. A
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qualitative met synthesis of survivors' experiences shows that
the harms of GBV extend well beyond physical injury to emo-
tional, psychological and relational wellbeing [17], yet studies
of men's understandings show that these non-physical dimen-
sions are less consistently acknowledged [5, 7]. This pattern is
reinforced by evidence that traditional gender-role expecta-
tions lead men to interpret controlling or demeaning behaviour
as ordinary relational dynamics rather than as violence [18].

In Sub-Saharan Africa, a systematic review and meta-anal-
ysis of cross-sectional studies documented a high prevalence
of physical, sexual and emotional violence against women [6],
reflecting a research tradition that has approached GBV
mainly through a female-victim lens, with limited attention to
male-directed forms of harm. Qualitative research from Kenya
shows that male survivors of intimate partner violence seldom
seek formal help and describe enduring abuse by female part-
ners in silence [8, 9]. Evidence from South Africa similarly
describes violence against men as a "muted reality", in which
masculine norms and community stigma discourage men from
recognising or reporting abuse, including economic and psy-
chological abuse [3, 14].

In Tanzania, masculinities scholarship shows that cultural
expectations of strength, authority and endurance continue to
shape how men understand and label experiences of violence
within intimate relationships [4]. In Mwanza, men's conceptu-
alisation of emotional abuse was bound up with notions of
male power and respect, and with structural constraints such
as poverty [5], while research among boys and young men in
Northern Tanzania shows that violence is widely treated as a
normal part of masculine socialisation [19]. Research in Dar
es Salaam found that men exposed to gender-based violence
by female partners frequently normalise non-physical harm
and rarely report it formally [12]. At the regional level, about
one in four married men in East Africa justify physical vio-
lence against their wives [20].

Collectively, existing studies confirm that men's awareness
and recognition of gender-based violence remain constrained
by narrow, physically centred definitions across diverse set-
tings, and that men's own experiences of victimisation are par-
ticularly likely to remain unrecognised. However, this litera-
ture has not adequately captured how men in specific Tanza-
nian communities such as Madukani Ward define the bounda-
ries of GBYV, recognise or fail to recognise themselves as po-
tential victims, or distinguish gender-based violence from or-
dinary marital conflict. This study addressed this gap by ex-
amining men's perceptions and awareness of gender-based vi-
olence in Madukani Ward, Dodoma Region.

3.2. Theoretical Framework

This study was guided by the Hegemonic Masculinity The-
ory [16, 21], which explains gender relations through socially
constructed and hierarchically organized forms of masculinity.
The theory argues that dominant masculine ideals, character-
ised by stoicism, physical power, dominance and emotional
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control, are exalted by society and confer power and legiti-
macy on men who display them, while men who do not are
stigmatised. With regard to gender-based violence, hegemonic
masculinity discourages men from admitting vulnerability,
from considering GBV a legitimate issue that could affect
them, and from recognising the full range of behaviors, be-
yond physical assault, that constitute violence [22]. The theory
is relevant to this study because, in a peri-urban setting such
as Madukani Ward where traditional gender roles persist
alongside urbanisation, it helps explain why many men dis-
play narrow, physically centred understandings of GBV and
limited recognition of male victimisation.

4. Study Methods

4.1. Study Area

The study was conducted in Madukani Ward, an urban ward
within Dodoma City Council, Tanzania, with a population of
39,324 and a population density of 10,687 persons per square
kilometre [23]. The ward comprises five streets, namely
Sululu, Massi, Jamai, Kamili and Reli, and is characterised by
a mix of residential, business and institutional land use. It was
selected because of its recorded prevalence of GBV cases in-
volving men.

4.2. Research Design, Population and Sampling

The study adopted a qualitative research approach with an
exploratory design informed by a phenomenological perspec-
tive, which is appropriate for developing an in-depth under-
standing of men's lived experiences and interpretations of
GBY within their natural social context [24]. The study popu-
lation comprised adult men living in Madukani Ward, together
with local officials and service providers who handle GBV
matters in the ward. Men were purposively selected to vary in
age, marital status, education, occupation and socio-economic
background, while key informants were selected because of
their direct role in receiving, mediating or responding to GBV
cases. Recruitment continued until data saturation was
reached, that is, until new interviews no longer generated new
codes or insights [25]. The final sample comprised twenty par-
ticipants: fifteen men and five key informants, namely a Ward
Executive Officer, two religious leaders, a police officer at-
tached to the Gender and Children's Desk, and a social worker
linked to the Regional One-Stop Centre.

4.3. Data Collection

Data were collected using in-depth interviews (IDIs) and
focus group discussions (FGDs). IDIs were conducted with all
five key informants and with individual men, to explore per-
sonal experiences and interpretations in depth. The FGDs in-
volved the men participants only; key informants did not take
part, so that men could speak freely without officials present.
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Two FGDs were held, one with seven men and one with eight
men. All interviews and discussions were audio-recorded with
participants' informed consent and transcribed verbatim.

4.4. Data Analysis and Trustworthiness

Data were analysed using thematic analysis following the
six-phase framework [26, 27]: familiarisation with the data,
generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing
themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final
analysis. Both semantic and latent levels of analysis were ap-
plied, and open coding was used to allow codes to emerge in-
ductively from the data. Trustworthiness was established
through prolonged engagement, member-checking and trian-
gulation of IDI and FGD data, consistent with established
standards for rigorous qualitative inquiry [28].

4.5. Ethical Considerations

Ethical clearance was obtained from the University of Do-
doma, together with research permits from Dodoma City and
Madukani Ward authorities. Informed consent, confidentiality,
anonymity and voluntary participation were maintained
throughout the study.

5. Results and Discussion

5.1. Socio-Demographic Characteristics of the
Men Participants

This section presents the demographic profile of the men
participants (Table 1). Their diversity in age, marital status,
education and occupation strengthens the trustworthiness of
the findings by capturing perspectives across different life
stages and socio-economic positions.

Table 1. Socio-Demographic Characteristics of the Men Participants (n = 15).

Characteristic Category

24-29 years
Age 3045 years
50 years and above
Married
Single
Marital Status
Divorced
Widowed
Primary education
Secondary education
Education
Certificate/Diploma
University degree

Small-scale business owner

Informal trader/boda-boda operator

Occupation

Casual labourer/unemployed

Government/private-sector employee

Frequency (n)

N D W oD W N A

Note. The five key informants described in Section 4.2 are not included in this table.

The men participants ranged in age from 24 to 58 years,
with the majority aged between 30 and 45 years, an economi-
cally active group typically heading households. Most were
married, and educational attainment varied from primary edu-
cation to university degrees. Occupations fell into four groups.
Small-scale business owners were men who own and run their
own small enterprises, such as retail shops, kiosks or stalls.
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Informal traders were men engaged in unregistered petty trade,
such as street vending, while boda-boda operators were mo-
torcycle-taxi riders who carry passengers and goods for a fare,
a common source of income for young men in Tanzanian
towns. Government or private-sector employees were men in
salaried jobs in public offices or private firms, and casual la-
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bourers were men hired on a daily or short-term basis for man-
ual work, together with men who had no regular work at the
time of the study. This diversity enabled the study to capture
how men across different life stages, family situations and so-
cio-economic positions in Madukani Ward perceive and inter-
pret gender-based violence.

5.2. Men's Perceptions and Awareness of
Gender-Based Violence

Analysis of the data generated three interrelated themes
concerning men's perceptions and awareness of gender-based
violence in Madukani Ward: GBV predominantly understood
as physical violence directed at women; weak recognition of
men as potential victims; and blurring of the boundary be-
tween normal marital conflict and actual violence.

5.2.1. GBV Mainly Understood as Physical Violence
Directed at Women

When asked to explain what they understood by gender-
based violence, most men immediately and almost exclusively
associated the concept with physical acts of aggression against
women, particularly wife-beating. Non-physical forms such as
emotional abuse, economic control and psychological humili-
ation were rarely mentioned spontaneously. The following
statement was given by a man during an in-depth interview, in
response to the opening question on what GBV means. It il-
lustrates how the term was equated with wife-beating, while

insults and the withholding of money were explicitly excluded:

"Gender-based violence is when a man beats his wife. That
is the form that is widely known and recognised. Once you
beat her, you have abused her. Other things, such as insult-
ing her or withholding money from her, are not really re-
garded as abuse." (Male IDI Participant, Madukani Ward)
The police officer from the Gender and Children's Desk,
who receives and records GBV complaints in the ward, con-
firmed that this narrow framing is common among the men
the officer meets in the course of that work:
"When many men are interviewed, they explain GBV only
as being beaten. They have not seen the other side, eco-
nomic, emotional, or even that men themselves can be vic-
tims." (Key Informant, Police Gender and Children's Desk)
This finding is consistent with regional evidence that gen-
der-based violence continues to be conceptualised predomi-
nantly in physical and female-victim terms, with limited
recognition of psychological, economic and male-directed
forms of harm [3, 7]. It also reflects broader evidence that tra-
ditional gender-role expectations lead men to interpret con-
trolling behaviour, such as withholding money, as a legitimate
exercise of household authority rather than as abuse [18]. This
pattern aligns with Tanzanian masculinities research showing
that cultural expectations of authority and provision shape
how men label experiences of harm within intimate relation-
ships [4, 5]. From the perspective of Hegemonic Masculinity
Theory, control over household money is part of the provider
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and household-head role that confers legitimacy on men, so
withholding it is read as the exercise of authority rather than
as violence.

5.2.2. Weak Recognition of Men as Potential Victims

A second prominent finding was limited recognition among
participants that men themselves can be victims of GBV.
Many respondents hesitated, expressed surprise, or rejected
the idea outright when asked whether men could experience
GBY, associating victimhood with weakness and a failure to
fulfil masculine roles of strength and authority. The following
response came from a 34-year-old man during an in-depth in-
terview, when he was asked directly whether a man can be a
victim of GBV. It shows that he rejected the idea and linked
reporting to public ridicule:

" A man cannot be a victim of GBV. That is a women's issue.

A man is supposed to endure. If you report, you will be

laughed at: 'this one is not a real man'." (Male IDI Partici-

pant, 34 years, Madukani Ward)

During a focus group discussion on the same question, an-
other participant acknowledged that men do experience hu-
miliation and beating from their wives, but explained why
such experiences are kept silent:

"We men feel ashamed. Even if a wife humiliates you or

beats you, you keep quiet. You tell yourself 'l will endure

it'. Because society expects a man to be strong." (FGD Par-
ticipant, Madukani Ward)

This pattern of limited recognition is supported by Kenyan
evidence showing that men who experience violence from fe-
male partners rarely seek help and describe "persevering" in
silence, much as the participants here spoke of enduring [8, 9].
It is further corroborated by South African evidence that mas-
culine norms and community stigma jointly discourage men
from identifying as victims of gender-based violence [3, 14],
and by Tanzanian evidence that men abused by female part-
ners seldom report it [12]. Evidence from other regions con-
firms that male victims of intimate partner violence under-re-
port their experiences because acknowledging victimisation is
perceived as incompatible with masculine identity, a pattern
that persists even where formal recognition of male victims is
more advanced [2, 29, 30]. In terms of Hegemonic Masculin-
ity Theory, endurance and stoicism are central to the dominant
ideal of manhood, so admitting victimisation places a man
outside that ideal and exposes him to the ridicule the partici-
pants described.

5.2.3. Blurring of "Normal Marital Conflict" and
Actual Violence

The third theme concerned a strong tendency to normalise
controlling, humiliating or economically restrictive behav-
iours as ordinary marital disagreements rather than recognis-
ing them as GBV. Participants reserved the label of gender-
based violence for extreme physical acts resulting in visible
injury, while behaviours such as restricting a wife's movement
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or withholding money were described as everyday aspects of
married life. The following statement was made during an in-
depth interview in which the participant discussed everyday
disagreements in marriage. It shows where he placed the line
between a family quarrel and GBV:

"If you quarrel with your wife because she did not cook or

she went out without permission, that is not GBV. That is

household discipline. GBV is when you go too far, when
you beat her severely until she is injured." (Male IDI Par-
ticipant, Madukani Ward)

This narrow threshold for what qualifies as gender-based
violence mirrors Tanzanian evidence that men's understanding
of emotional abuse is bound up with notions of male authority
and respect [5], and regional evidence that about one in four
married men in East Africa consider physical violence against
a wife justified in some circumstances [20]. It is also con-
sistent with evidence from Dar es Salaam that men exposed to
gender-based violence often normalise non-physical harm and
frame it as a private household matter rather than as GBV [12].
Viewed through Hegemonic Masculinity Theory, describing
restrictions on a wife's movement as "household discipline"
reflects the belief that a man's authority over his household is
legitimate, so only violence that clearly exceeds that authority
is labelled as abuse.

Taken together, these findings indicate that men's percep-
tions and awareness of GBV in Madukani Ward are multidi-
mensional but constrained by patriarchal norms, narrow defi-
nitions of violence, and limited recognition of male victimisa-
tion. These constraints reduce the likelihood that men will
identify harmful behaviours in their own relationships, dis-
close their own victimisation, or support comprehensive GBV
interventions and formal reporting mechanisms.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

6.1. Conclusion

This study concludes that men's perceptions and awareness
of gender-based violence in Madukani Ward are significantly
constrained by narrow, physically centred and female-victim-
focused conceptualisations of the phenomenon. Non-physical
forms of violence, including emotional, psychological and
economic abuse, remain largely unrecognised and are fre-
quently normalised as ordinary marital disagreements. The
weak recognition of men as potential victims, reinforced by
hegemonic masculine expectations of strength and endurance,
further compounds this limited awareness. In line with Hege-
monic Masculinity Theory, the findings show that the same
ideals of strength, endurance and household authority that le-
gitimise male control also prevent men from recognising non-
physical abuse and their own victimisation. Addressing gen-
der-based violence comprehensively in Madukani Ward there-
fore requires expanding community understanding of GBV
beyond physical violence and actively challenging the gen-
dered assumptions that render male victimisation invisible.
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6.2. Recommendations

The study recommends that community education and
awareness programmes be deliberately designed to broaden
men's understanding of gender-based violence beyond physi-
cal violence, incorporating emotional, psychological, eco-
nomic and sexual forms of abuse, and explicitly acknowledg-
ing that men can also be victims. Gender-transformative inter-
ventions should engage men in critical reflection on masculin-
ity and create safe spaces for discussing vulnerability and vi-
olence without stigma. Service providers at One-Stop Centres
and Gender and Children's Desks should receive training on
recognising and responding to male survivors without rein-
forcing stereotypes that position men only as perpetrators. Lo-
cal government authorities should strengthen coordination be-
tween formal and informal structures to promote consistent,
gender-inclusive messaging about the full spectrum of gender-
based violence. Future research should examine men's percep-
tions of GBV across other wards and regions of Tanzania, and
explore how targeted awareness campaigns influence the evo-
lution of men's understanding of gender-based violence over
time.

Abbreviation

FGD Focus Group Discussion

GBV Gender-Based Violence

IDI In-Depth Interview

IDIs In-Depth Interviews

1PV Intimate Partner Violence

KII Key Informant Interview

Klls Key Informant Interviews

LHRC Legal and Human Rights Centre

MCDWGS  Ministry of Community Development,
Gender, Women and Special Groups

NBS National Bureau of Statistics

NGO Non-Governmental Organization

SDG Sustainable Development Goal

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals

TDHS Tanzania Demographic and Health Survey

TDHS-MIS  Tanzania Demographic and Health Survey
and Malaria Indicator Survey

UDOM University of Dodoma

WHO World Health Organization

WEO Ward Executive Officer

0OSC One-Stop Centre

OSCs One-Stop Centres
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