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IMPLEMENTING A PUBLIC HEALTH APPROACH 
TO PREVENTING VIOLENCE 

South Africa: The Violence Prevention Forum 
 

South Africa has one of the highest rates of violence globally, with gender-based violence a significant 
concern. In 2015, the Institute for Security Studies established the Violence Prevention Forum (VPF), 
originally in partnership with UNICEF, to address identified barriers to effective violence prevention: 
fragmented responses, adverse intersectoral relations, limited opportunity to share knowledge across 
sectors, and challenges scaling evidence-based programmes. The VPF is grounded in the principle that 
violence prevention depends on strong, trusting, collaborative relationships across sectors. 

  
KEY FEATURES  

• Participation and scale: The VPF meets twice annually for two-day sessions with a maximum of 
40 participants. Over time participants have represented more than 45 institutions, including 
government, non-governmental organisations, civil society, research organisations, the 
private sector, donors and development partners.  

• Inclusivity and flattening of hierarchies: The forum encourages equal contributions by 
balancing research evidence with personal and professional experience. Meetings are 
intentionally hierarchy-free, with participants sitting in a circle and laptops discouraged to 
promote open sharing. This communicates that all perspectives and forms of knowledge and 
experience are valued equally.  

• Value driven: Seven forum values (respect, empathy, deep democracy, active listening, 
commitment and courage, collaboration and partnerships, and fun) were co-developed to guide 
the type of behaviour expected of participants, fostering a sense of ownership.  

• Driver group: Committed multi-stakeholder volunteers steer the VPF and ensure it is responsive 
to participant needs and contextual realities.   

• Facilitators: Highly skilled, independent facilitators enable dialogue that adapts to the group’s 
needs, typically represent a mix of races and genders, and have experience in peacebuilding, 
gender transformation, conflict resolution and leadership development.  

• Theory of change: The VPF is guided by a theory of change and regularly evaluates, assesses and 
monitors its progress to ensure it continues to inform decision-making across sectors.  
 

EVIDENCE OF IMPACT 

• Co-authored policy briefs: Since 2017 the VPF has produced policy briefs that incorporate the 
views, research and experience of cross-sectoral partners. These have guided South African 
violence prevention policy.  

• South African Parenting Programme Implementers Network (SAPPIN): Emerging from the VPF 
in 2018, SAPPIN is a national knowledge-sharing network delivering evidence-based parenting 
programmes to support parents and caregivers.  

• Expansion to the Western Cape: A provincial VPF was established in 2021, as well as a local VPF 
in a small town, using the same methodology to foster community dialogue, collaboration, and 
problem-solving.  

 
WHY THIS MATTERS 

South Africa’s VPF is a model of collaborative violence prevention in a resource-constrained 
environment, facilitating regular dialogue among diverse stakeholders for ongoing cross-sector 
engagement. Through a values-driven system that fosters trust, respect, and empathy, the VPF supports 
effective information-sharing across research, programme design, testing, and implementation.  

Find out more: violence-prevention.org 
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