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ABSTRACT

Refugee youth disproportionately experience sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) and water insecurity, yet their SGBV experiences in

the context of water insecurity are understudied. In this qualitative study, we conducted six focus groups (n¼ 48) and in-depth individual

interviews (IDI) (n ¼ 12) with refugee youth aged 16–24, and IDI with refugee elders (n¼ 8) in Bidi Bidi Refugee Settlement, Uganda. We

applied thematic analysis informed by a social contextual framework and found that (1) SGBV is gendered, whereby adolescent girls and

young women (AGYW) were targets for violence (symbolic context), and is intertwined with gender norms linked to AGYW’s water collection

roles (relational context); (2) water scarcity and off-site access to water infrastructure, combined with limited lighting, provide insecure

environments that exacerbate AGYW’s SGBV risks (material context); (3) participant generated solutions to water insecurity-related SGBV

included engaging men and communities in dialogue and water collection (relational context), technology (e.g., solar lighting), improved

security, and additional water points (material context). Findings signal the need to integrate water and sanitation hygiene development

with SGBV prevention and sexual health (e.g., post-rape care) interventions. Refugee youth and communities should be meaningfully engaged

in developing contextually relevant, gender transformative services to mitigate SGBV risks and advance health and rights.

Key words: refugees, self-care, sexual and gender-based violence, WASH, water insecurity, youth

HIGHLIGHTS

• Water insecurity-related sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) research rarely includes refugees.

• Refugee adolescent girls and young women experience SGBV interwoven with their social roles as water collectors.

• WASH programs can focus on community mobilization and integration with SGBV prevention and care.
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GRAPHICAL ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

There are approximately 89.3 million forcibly displaced persons globally (UNHCR 2021a) who experience social and geo-
graphic disparities in accessing water and sanitation resources (Calderón-Villarreal et al. 2022). Lack of access to water
can cause multiple psychosocial stressors, including exposure to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) (Bisung & Elliott
2017; Wutich et al. 2020). Water insecurity can exacerbate poverty and contribute to poor social, health, and well-being out-

comes (Patrick 2021; Coughlin et al. 2022; Nunbogu & Elliot 2022) that may disproportionately affect girls and women –

signaling the need to attend to the ‘water–gender–health’ nexus (Pouramin et al. 2020) among refugees.
Girls and women, in particular, experience a high burden of household water management including water-based chores

(i.e., cooking and cleaning) and water collection (i.e., fetching household water), and may receive blame and/or violence
when insufficient water access disrupts household expectations (Geere et al. 2018; Brewis et al. 2019; Pouramin et al.
2020). Research has consistently revealed that water insecurity is associated with increased risk of SGBV. A scoping

review in non-humanitarian contexts identified four types of water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH)-related SGBV, including
(i) structural (e.g., political marginalization); (ii) physical (e.g., assault); (iii) psychological (e.g., shame and fear), and (iv)
sexual violence (e.g., rape) (Nunbogu & Elliott 2022). Existing research reports sexual violence concerns on journeys to col-
lect firewood, water, or other household resources (Mukuhlani & Nyamupingidza 2014; Bisung & Elliott 2016; Krumdieck

et al. 2016; Bisung & Elliott 2017; Pouramin et al. 2020). Evaluating the sustainability of sanitation systems is essential to
improving health outcomes, addressing resource scarcity, and preventing SGBV. Indexes such as the sanitation sustainability
index (SSI), the water and sanitation sustainability index (WASSI), or the WaSH performance index are useful tools for ensur-

ing adequate, equitable, and sustainability sanitation, thereby proactively managing the risk of WASH-related SGBV (Cronk
et al. 2015; Iribarnegaray et al. 2015; Hashemi 2020).

There is insufficient research explicitly examining experiences of water insecurity-related SGBV among refugee adolescents

and youth who may experience water scarcity (Calderón-Villarreal et al. 2022) and a high prevalence of SGBV before, during,
and following conflict-related migration (Stark et al. 2017; Logie et al. 2019a). Refugee youth, however, are situated at the
nexus of water insecurity-related stressors and SGBV risks. Uganda provides the context to explore this water–gender–vio-

lence nexus among refugees as the largest refugee hosting nation in Africa with more than 1.5 million refugees (UNHCR
2021b) and an environment where drought and water scarcity exist (Mukasa et al. 2020). Environmental safety issues in refu-
gee camps, such as exposure to violence while collecting firewood, have been noted across diverse geographical contexts
(Robbers & Morgan 2017). In Uganda, outside of refugee contexts, water insecurity has been associated with increased

risk of emotional distress (Mushavi et al. 2020), sexual violence (Pommells et al. 2018), and missed educational opportunities
(Cooper-Vince et al. 2017).

This study addressed knowledge gaps regarding the lived experiences of water insecurity-related SGBV among refugee

youth (Bisung & Elliott 2017; Pouramin et al. 2020). To this end, this study aims to explore (a) experiences of SGBV related
to water access and (b) coping strategies and suggested innovations and solutions to mitigate the water insecurity-related risks
of SGBV among refugee youth in Bidi Bidi Refugee Settlement, Uganda.

Journal of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene for Development Vol 12 No 12, 884

Downloaded from http://iwaponline.com/washdev/article-pdf/12/12/883/1153340/washdev0120883.pdf
by UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA user
on 28 June 2023



METHODS

Study design and setting

This qualitative study was conducted in February 2020 among refugee youth and elders living in Bidi Bidi Refugee Settlement,

Uganda. We conducted (a) six focus groups with refugee youth aged 16–24, three groups were held with adolescent girls and
young women (AGYW) and three groups with adolescent boys and young men (ABYM); (b) 12 in-depth individual interviews
with refugee youth aged 16–24 who had lived experience of SGBV, including six with AGYW women and six with ABYM;

and (c) eight in-depth individual interviews with refugee elders who were identified by youth peer navigators as older,
respected people in their community.

Bidi Bidi, among the largest refugee settlements in the world, has approximately 240,000 residents with 25% of the popu-

lation comprised of youth aged 15–24 and 52% women. The majority of residents are from South Sudan (Refugee Statistics
February 2022 – Bidi Bidi 2022). This study was a collaboration between academics, Uganda’s Ministry of Health, and a com-
munity-based partner (Uganda Refugee and Disaster Management Council, URDMC) who provide border resettlement

services, collection, and transit centers for newly arrived refugees, and social and livelihood programs with refugee youth
in Bidi Bidi.

Data collection

Working with URDMC, we hired and trained eight peer research assistants (PRA) who were refugees themselves aged 18–24

living in Bidi Bidi Zone 3 and fluent in English, Juba Arabic, and Bari. The study team provided training in research methods
and research ethics, including confidentiality to PRA. PRA conducted convenience sampling, using word of mouth and snow-
ball sampling, to recruit youth and elder study participants from their social networks. URDMC also shared study information

with collaborators and other community agencies and community leaders.
Focus groups and individual interviews were conducted by trained qualitative researchers; a trained translator was present

to translate from Juba Arabic to English if the participant did not speak English or Luganda (the two languages spoken by the

researchers). Participants received an honorarium of 36,000 Ugandan shillings (∼10 USD) to cover transportation, childcare,
or other costs for travelling to and attending the data collection activities. In-depth interviews and focus group discussions
explored key themes including, but not limited to, resource scarcity, gender roles, personal relationships, experiences of

SGBV, and community responses to violence. The same questions were asked across data collection methods to enhance tri-
angulation across data sources, including ‘What is the situation of sexual and gender-based violence like in Bidi Bidi
settlement?’, ‘What are some of the causes behind sexual and gender-based violence in your community?’, ‘Who is most vul-
nerable to sexual and gender-based violence in your community?’, ‘What is done to prevent violence in your community?

How could these efforts be improved?’ Focus groups lasted between 45 and 60 min and in-depth individual interviews
lasted 30 min. Inclusion criteria were (a) identifying as a refugee living in Bidi Bidi; (b) for refugee youth, identifying as
being aged 16–24, and for refugee elders, identified as being over 50 years old and/or someone who was an elder person;

(c) fluent in English, Luganda, or Juba Arabic; (d) for youth individual interviews, identifying as ever having experienced
SGBV in their lifetime; and (e) able to give informed consent.

Data management and analysis

Data were digitally recorded, transcribed verbatim, and then translated into English for analysis. Translations were shared
with peer navigators to ensure accuracy and validity. We applied thematic analysis, an approach that is theoretically flexible
and includes both deductive and inductive analysis (Attride-Stirling 2001; Braun & Clarke 2006). We followed the steps

detailed in this analytic approach, including becoming familiar with the data by reading and re-reading across multiple
authors, applying codes of water access/security and violence to the data systematically across the dataset, exploring the
ways that codes could be organized into larger themes, reviewing the themes across the dataset to create a thematic map,
refining the themes and the overarching narrative communicated by the analysis, and extracting quotations and presenting

the final report (Braun & Clarke 2006).
We applied a contextual analysis informed by conceptualizations of social environments that are health enabling and com-

prised of (a) symbolic contexts, the ways in which socio-cultural norms, values, and expectations construct who and what is

de/valued (e.g., in/equitable gender norms); (b) material contexts, including resources for survival, e.g., food, water, and
employment; and (c) relational contexts that include social capital, social networks, and the ability to realize social partici-
pation and influence (Campbell & Cornish 2012; Gibbs et al. 2018).
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RESULTS

Participant characteristics

Participant demographic characteristics are reported in Table 1. Among youth (n¼ 60; mean age: 20.7 years, standard devi-

ation (SD): 2.16), half were young women (n¼ 30/60) and half young men (n¼ 30/60). Most were from South Sudan (n¼ 50/
60), with the remaining from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) (n¼ 10/60). Among elder participants (mean age 58.2
years, SD: 3.88; 4/8 women, 4/8 men), most were from South Sudan (n¼ 7/8).

Contexts of water insecurity-related SGBV

Key findings across participant narratives were (1) violence is gendered, whereby adolescent girls and young women (AGYW)

were targets for violence (reflecting the symbolic context of gender ideologies and who is valued and respected and afforded
dignity and worth (Campbell & Cornish 2012)), and this violence is intertwined with gender norms whereby AGYW’s roles
and expectations were to collect water for the household (signifying the relational context, where social systems of relation-

ships are shaped by gender ideologies (Gibbs et al. 2017)) and (2) water scarcity resulted in AGYW walking long distances
and late at night to collect water, often with limited visibility due to the lack of lighting and bushes, and this, in turn, exacer-
bated concerns of violence (exposing the material context, the ways in which agency among people in poverty is shaped by

Table 1 | Sociodemographic characteristics of IDI and focus group participants (n¼ 78) in Bidi Bidi Refugee Settlement, Uganda

Focus group youth (n¼ 48) IDI youth (n¼ 12) IDI elders (n¼ 8)

Age (mean) 20.9 19.9 58.2

Range (minimum–maximum) 16–24 16–24 50–62

Gender (n (%))

Man 24 (50) 6 (50) 4 (50)

Woman 24 (50) 6 (50) 4 (50)

Country of birth (n (%))

South Sudan 41 (85.4) 9 (75) 7 (87.5)

DRC 7 (14.6) 3 (25) 1 (12.5)

Duration of years in

Uganda (mean) 2.05 2.4 2

Range (minimum–maximum) 0.5–4 1–4 1–5

Immigration status (n (%))

Refugee 91 (91.7) 12 (100) 8 (100)

Undocumented 4 (8.3) — —

Level of education (n (%))

Less than primary 15 (31.2) 3 (25) 2 (25)

Less than secondary 21 (43.7) 8 (67) 3 (37.5)

Completed secondary 8 (16.7) — 2 (25)

Attended technical college 2 (4.2) — —

Some university 2 (4.2) — 1 (12.5)

University degree — 1 (8) —

Current employment status (n (%))

Unemployed 19 (39.6) 2 (20) —

Looking for work 17 (35.4) 8 (80) 6 (75)

Employed 3 (6.2) — 2 (25)

Student (not employed) 1 (2.1) — —

Self-employed 8 (16.7) — —
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access to resources (Campbell & Cornish 2012)). These key themes are illustrated in Figure 1. We describe each of these con-

texts in the below sections.

Water insecurity-related SGBV: symbolic and relational contexts

The ways in which violence was gendered, overwhelmingly targeting girls and women, were discussed alongside the gender
roles of girls and women as collectors of water and firewood that elevated their exposure to SGBV. A young woman
explained, ‘Here in Bidi Bidi the cases of SGBV are common as many girls and women are victims as they go to fetch fire-
wood in the forest and also to fetch water such cases can be raped’ (young women, focus group [FG] 2). A young man’s

statement corroborated this, also discussing how this violence can be directed toward young women collecting firewood/
water in both the refugee settlement as well as in host national land: ‘SGBV do happen in this community both among
the host community and refugee settlement in Bidi Bidi as the girls face more of these cases of rape in their way to fetch

water and collect firewood’ (young men, FG 2).
Some participants described that sexual violence was increasing in Bidi Bidi, for instance: ‘In Bidi Bidi settlement the

sexual and gender-based violence happens here, for instance cases of rape are on high increase in this settlement especially

when the girls go to fetch water’ (elder, man, individual in-depth interview [IDI] 7). This perception of sexual violence as an
increasing problem was also discussed alongside perspectives that violence, in general, toward women was increasing: ‘The
rate of sexual and gender-based violence is still on the rise in Bidi Bidi, these include child abuse, rape, fighting between a
woman and a man, at times when these girls go to fetch water men try to rape them’ (young man, IDI, 11). Despite perceived

increases in SGBV, participants discussed a lack of justice:

‘A survivor was among the many girls that were waylaid while from collecting water and she happened to be the culprit of

rape. He[r] friend ran off and in the process the person scared her with a panga [machete] and raped her and she reported to
her mother; unfortunately, she conceived after the incident. (Young man, IDI, 5).’

This narrative also described unplanned pregnancies as a negative consequence of sexual violence.

Water insecurity-related SGBV: material context

The physical environment was also discussed as a context that facilitated SGBV for girls and women who were collecting
water and firewood. For instance, participant narratives spoke to limited visibility due to women’s journeys in the night
and a lack of lighting, as well as bushes. As an elder described:

Figure 1 | Conceptual framework of water insecurity-related contexts of SGBV among refugee adolescents and youth in Bidi Bidi Refugee
Settlement, Uganda.
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‘The young boys rape girls in the night who move to discos, video halls and even returning from fetching water, firewood.

The places are bushy where they get firewood from, which is why the bad men can easily hide there waiting for the girls and
women who at times move alone (elder, woman, IDI 2).’

This narrative also noted that risks were higher for women walking alone. Others discussed limited lighting and darkness as
risks for violence, largely due to collection in the night: ‘Rape cases occur when women return late from the market, when
collecting firewood or fetching water’ (elder, man, IDI 6) and ‘SGBV doesn’t only happen during collection of firewood but
also at water sources, dark places and during disco dances etc.’ (young women, FG 1).

Finally, participants noted that the long distances needed to walk to get water was a safety risk. In response to being asked
about causes of violence, an elder (man, IDI 7) described: ‘among the young girls, are the long distances to water places.’ This
may be particularly true in the dry season when persons may need to walk further: ‘The water sources are insufficient due to

dry season which exposes the women to dangers of being raped in the night as they fetch the water from far places’ (elder,
man, IDI 5).

Participant identified solutions to water insecurity-related SGBV

Participants also shared their perspectives on solutions for reducing water insecurity-related SGBV. In the relational context,
participants discussed ongoing activities including dialogue, men sharing water collection responsibilities and/or accompa-
nying girls and women during collection, and changing the timing of water collection. In the material context, narratives

focused on unmet needs for water sources, lighting/visibility, and security. These findings, illustrated in Figure 2, are detailed
below.

Solutions to water insecurity-related SGBV: relational context

Participant narratives discussed community-based initiatives underway to reduce the issues of water insecurity-related SGBV.
A common discussion was regarding men walking with girls and women for collecting water, (violence) as discussed by an
elder: ‘Some men escort the women to collect firewood, fetch water, people are positive in supporting to prevent, by closing

water sources early, to encourage women to return home early’ (elder, man, IDI 6). This narrative also discussed closing
water sources early, corroborated by another elder:

‘The water sources are closed early to prevent women from fetching late in the night. We have tried to restrict the video
halls and discos on ages of those that are allowed in, and the hours of operation. We have advised and sensitized families
who employ their young girls to sell alcohol to stop. The men have been advised to move with their women to collect fire-

wood. We have tried to hold frequent dialogues with the community members (elder, man, IDI 5).’

Another participant discussed a change in gender roles, whereby men collect the water and firewood: ‘Men now go to fetch

water and firewood in order to protect the women from being raped or assaulted during such scenarios’ (young men, FG 3).

Figure 2 | Conceptual framework of water insecurity-related solutions to mitigate SGBV among refugee adolescents and youth in Bidi Bidi
Refugee Settlement, Uganda.
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Participants also discussed the centrality of community engagement in developing these violence mitigation strategies. For

instance, an elder discussed community dialogue across multiple sites:

‘There is sensitization to prevent violence through meeting, dialogues, churches, markets and even radio stations. The com-

munity dialogues normally have topics to do with co-existence with the host communities. They have stopped videos halls
from operating till late to avoid the young girls who go there from getting trapped in the right. The men have been encour-
aged to escort their daughters and wives to fetch water and firewood. (Elder, woman, IDI 2)’

Another perspective recommended by a young woman included community awareness, physical accompaniment for water
collection, as well as supporting survivors of violence and seeking justice and punishments for perpetrators:

‘Creation of awareness and sensitization. Girls need to be advised not to move alone to fetch water or firewood, women not
to stay alone in dark places. Immediate and appropriate punishments should be given to the perpetrators instead of provid-
ing continuous advice, some people take things for granted. Many partners also need to provide help as well for the victims

for quick solutions (young woman, IDI 7).’

Solutions to water insecurity-related SGBV: material context

The most common solution raised regarding reducing violence when collecting water was additional water sources. Partici-
pants described wanting water sources in closer proximity to communities: ‘I would like to see the water points brought closer
to people especially in communities where most of girls and women are raped’ (young women, FG 2) and ‘implementing part-

ners on issues of water should bring water closer to community’ (young men, FG 3). Others noted the need for increased
water supply: ‘Water resources need to be increased to serve the community better’ (elder, man, IDI 5).

The other aspiration was regarding the need for additional security. This was discussed in relation to security alongside

lighting pathways to water sources: ‘Security should be improved and tightened, dark places in the community, boreholes
and water sources pathways should all be with light (solar)’ (young women, FG 1). In another narrative, a young woman dis-
cusses community requests for closer water sources and security: ‘The community sometimes talks to leaders to provide water
sources near and they also talk about providing security in the area’ (young women, FG 2).

DISCUSSION

Study findings revealed that refugee AGYW were often the targets for violence while collecting water and other household

survival resources such as firewood, and this violence was interwoven with their social roles as water and firewood collectors.
In this way, symbolic contexts of who is valued and afforded dignity – such as bodily autonomy – reflect inequitable gender
norms whereby AGYW are largely targets of violence perpetrated by men (Tannenbaum et al. 2016). This violence is enacted

during the fulfillment of socially prescribed gender roles for AGYW to collect water, thus reflecting the ways in which the
relational context of gender norms that categorize AGYW’s actions, roles, and expectations (e.g., as water collectors) are
entangled with larger symbolic contexts that structure their inequitable access to power and constrain sexual well-being.

Sexual health and well-being include the right to be free from violence and to realize sexual safety and security, sexual respect,
and sexual rights (Mitchell et al. 2021). The physical environment and the lack of WASH infrastructure played a role in
exacerbating SGBV exposure, as many persons had to walk long distances for water, dry seasons made water particularly

difficult to access, and there was limited visibility during water collection due to a lack of lighting and thick bushes (Figure 1).
At the same time, participants discussed the potential of community mobilization to mitigate risks of SGBV and articulated
WASH infrastructure needs (Figure 2). Together these findings add to the larger WASH-GBV literature by highlighting the
lived experiences and aspirations for change among refugee adolescents and youth.

Findings corroborate prior research in non-humanitarian contexts that reveal the interactions between socio-cultural (e.g.,
gender roles), structural (e.g., power relations), and environmental (e.g., distance) factors that shape risks for WASH-related
SGBV (Nunbogu & Elliott 2022). Participant narratives also align with descriptions of WASH-related physical stressors (long

distance walking to a water source, insufficient water), social stressors (fear and experiences of sexual assault), and stressors
linked with perceived inequities (related to patterns of access and population- or group-specific water shortages) alongside
coping (community dialogue and mobilization) (Bisung & Elliott 2017). Our findings of water-related SGBV vulnerabilities
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add to the literature on environmental safety issues in refugee camps such as firewood collection and signal the need for

additional focus on water insecurity-related SGBV (Robbers & Morgan 2017).
Findings from a scoping review in non-humanitarian settings identified individual and collective strategies enacted to cope

with WASH-GBV, noting that women managed sanitation insecurity by defecating with the safety of accompaniment by hus-

bands and male household members (Nunbogu & Elliott 2022). Our finding that girls and women engaged men in collecting
water and/or accompanying them to collect water to increase safety similarly reflects men’s engagement in challenging SGBV
through shifting gender relations and gender roles. Other studies in different contexts note the shifting roles of men to address
water insecurity-related SGBV. For example, adjusting gender roles within families emerged as an adaptive strategy to combat

water challenges in India, where men participated in water collection to protect women from experiencing sexual violence
(Singh & Singh 2015). Other coping strategies for water insecurity, including at the individual (e.g., water reuse) and commu-
nity (e.g., water sharing) level (Nunbogu & Elliott 2022), did not emerge in participant narratives. Coping strategies that

emerged among participants in our study included community mobilization to prevent water collection in the evening, com-
munity dialogues to raise awareness of water-related SGBV, and men’s engagement in supporting women and girls in water
collection. These coping differences could be due to our study’s focus on youth compared to adults, or the refugee context

itself, where the strategies that emerged focused on individual household relational contexts as well as on calls for external
provision of infrastructure (more water points, solar lighting) and security.

Calls for additional lighting and security to reduce SGBV risks have been noted among youth in other humanitarian con-

texts, such as with forcibly displaced youth in Haiti (Logie et al. 2016). In fact, these calls shared by study participants align
with recommendations in ‘The Sphere Handbook: Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian
Response’ (Sphere Association 2018) for water points no more than 500 m from dwellings and for adequate lighting
around WASH infrastructure to help with security. Our participants noted that changes in relational contexts were already

underway – signaling the agency enacted even in situations with constrained access to resources and power (Logie & Daniel
2016; Nunbogu & Elliott 2022) – while participant suggestions for the material context were aspirational and expressed
changes they wanted to see enacted by government, non-government, or other humanitarian actors.

Notably, participant narratives in our study regarding water insecurity-related SGBV reduction strategies did not discuss
changing the inequitable gender norms that drive violence targeting AGWY – reflective of the symbolic context (Campbell
& Cornish 2012). As water insecurity and its impacts are amplified by gender-unequal norms, water insecurity interventions

need to address root causes of gender-inequity (Mushavi et al. 2020). Successful programs for addressing water insecurity in
non-refugee contexts aim to increase high-quality water supplies and decrease distances to water. Not only does decreasing
distance reduce SGBV risks, it addresses the time burden associated with water collection and increases the amount of water
fetched, thereby impacting health outcomes that are affected by the lack of adequate and clean sources of water (Cassivi et al.
2018, 2019; Alexander & Córdova 2021). Reviews of programs to prevent and respond to sexual violence in refugee settings
do not explicitly mention water security but do advocate for changing inequitable gender norms and community-based
responses (Robbers & Morgan 2017) and address firewood-related SGBV (Spangaro et al. 2013, 2021). A review specifi-

cally on SGBV reduction and empowerment among adolescent girls in humanitarian settings notes a paucity of
evidence-based interventions, with promising approaches focused on safe space creation and social asset building
(Noble et al. 2019). Future research that integrates WASH-GBV issues focused on refugee youth is needed. This research

can address the integration of youth-friendly WASH, SGBV prevention, and post-rape clinical care including self-care
sexual and reproductive health strategies such as emergency contraception, HIV self-testing, and post-exposure prophylaxis
(Logie et al. 2019b).

This study has limitations. We did not explicitly examine all dimensions of violence noted as important to WASH-GBV,
including psychological and structural violence (Nunbogu & Elliott 2022). As the focus was on SGBV risk factors at
large, we did not explicitly explore sanitation insecurity-related violence or menstruation insecurity. We did not interview
humanitarian actors focused on WASH, and this could provide insights into contextually specific challenges and

opportunities. Climate change and extreme weather events affect water insecurity (Thurston et al. 2021), and future
research should explicitly examine impacts of climate change on WASH-GBV among youth in humanitarian contexts.
Despite these limitations, our study shows the importance of examining and addressing water insecurity-related SGBV

among refugee youth in a large humanitarian context. By triangulating refugee youth experiences across methods
(individual interviews and focus groups) and perspectives (AGYW, ABYM, elders), we increased the robustness of
findings.
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CONCLUSION

These findings signal the urgent need to better understand and address water insecurity-related risks for SGBV among refugee
youth. While WASH-GBV stressors are well articulated in non-humanitarian contexts (Bisung & Elliott 2017; Pouramin et al.
2020; Wutich 2020; Nunbogu & Elliott 2022), there is a dearth of literature on environmental-related SGBV risk factors in

refugee contexts that include water insecurity. Refugee youth perspectives are also understudied in WASH-GBV, as youth is a
key developmental phase and refugees already have elevated exposure to violence (Stark & Ager 2011; Stark et al. 2017;
Logie et al. 2019a), addressing the water–gender–violence nexus among refugee youth is key to their long-term healthy devel-

opment (Malti 2020). Empowerment in WASH programs can include capacity building – including collective problem-
solving; community engagement in decision-making, with attention to the needs and rights of youth; and integration of
WASH programming with sexual health and post-rape care services, including self-care options (Narasimhan et al. 2019;
Dery et al. 2020; Tsekleves et al. 2022). Future research can engage refugee youth in ways that foster empowerment in
WASH-SGBV prevention and care. Community-based programs that integrate contextually specific WASH-related SGBV
risk reduction and SGBV care, gender transformative approaches for transforming inequitable gender norms, and youth lea-

dership and empowerment, have the potential to advance sexual health, rights, and well-being for refugee youth.
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