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Scope of this Paper

This paper explores the issue of violence perpetrated against mothers. It highlights the
specific forms of violence perpetrated against women that are directly linked to
motherhood, including pregnancy, postpartum, and child custody situations. This
aligns with Soroptimist International’s strategic focus on ending violence against all
women and girls.

Definition of motherhood

“Motherhood is the lived experience, status, and responsibility of being a mother,
encompassing the physical, emotional, social, economic and caregiving dimensions of
raising and nurturing a child. From a human-rights perspective, motherhood must be
recognised not as a private condition alone, but as an experience requiring equality,
dignity, protection, support, and non-discrimination.”

(Note: international human rights law does not itself provide a universally agreed legal
definition of “mother” or “motherhood.” The ICESCR, CEDAW and the UDHR recognise
special protection for maternity/motherhood, but do not define the term. This
formulation is consistent with the Special Rapporteur's 2026 approach.)

Current global overview

Motherhood does not protect women from intimate partner violence (IPV) or femicide.
Instead, it can increase risk. Perpetrators often use pregnancy, children, or custody
arrangements to control, threaten or harm mothers. Evidence shows that violence
often begins or becomes more severe during pregnancy and after birth. Children are
often used as tools of coercive control, and the risk of serious harm or death increases
when women try to leave abusive partners or during custody disputes.

Pregnant women and mothers often remain in abusive relationships due to financial
dependence, fear of losing their children, or ongoing contact with the abuser through
shared parenting. Women who are pregnant or recently pregnant may also face a
higher risk of being killed by an intimate partner.
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Gender inequality and harmful norms about women's roles increase these risks.
Expectations that women must obey partners or prioritise caregiving over their own
safety can trap mothersin abusive situations. Unpaid care work, lack of income, and
limited access to education or employment further reduce women'’s ability to escape
violence.

CEDAW obligates Member States to eliminate discrimination against women in all areas
of life, including rights to property, custody, safety, and protection from violence.
These obligations must be fully implemented with attention to the specific needs of
mothers.

Soroptimist International’s Position

Soroptimist International affirms that violence against mothers is a distinct and under-
recognised form of violence against women and girls. Motherhood can increase
women’s exposure to violence, particularly during pregnancy, after childbirth, and
during separation or custody disputes.

Mothers face specific risks due to economic dependence, caregiving responsibilities,
and the misuse of children and family law systems by perpetrators to maintain control.
These risks are not fully addressed in many legal and policy frameworks.

Violence against mothers remains under-reported and under-measured. Data is often
not disaggregated to show whether women are pregnant, postpartum, or have been
mothers for a long time. This limits effective prevention and protection.

Young mothers face specific risks of violence linked to their age, social stigma and
reduced access to income and support networks. Limited autonomy and heightened
dependence can increase vulnerability to coercive control and exploitation. Targeted
measures are required to ensure young mothers can access safety and protection, with
systems that recognise and respond to their specific circumstances.

Mothers with disabilities face heightened risks of violence. Discrimination,
communication barriers and institutional bias can prevent them from reporting
violence or accessing protection. Accessible support services and coordinated
safequarding systems are essential to address these risks and ensure equal protection
for all mothers with disabilities.

Special attention must be given to widowed mothers, regardless of civil or marital
status or other circumstances. Cultural and structural issues contribute to the
mistreatment of widows, including violence, loss of property, and the removal of
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children from their care. These risks must be addressed through stronger legal
protections and enforcement.

Soroptimist International Calls to Action

Under Soroptimist International’s strategic pillars, our key calls to action are:

Environment:

« Toensure that climate change adaptation and disaster-response policies
explicitly address the heightened risk of violence faced by pregnant women and
mothers during climate-related crises, displacement, and resource scarcity.

« Tointegrate protection from violence into climate-related humanitarian
responses, including safe shelter, protection services, and continuity of
maternal healthcare for mothers in climate-affected contexts.

« Toreduce therisk of violence caused by climate-related poverty, food
shortages, and displacement, by ensuring that climate policies protect and
support all mothers.

Empowerment:

« Tolink violence prevention with economic empowerment, including access to
education, employment, property ownership, and financial services.

« Toensure all mothers have independent income and resources to reduce
dependence on abusive partners.

« Toincrease funding for programmes that support mothers affected by violence,
including housing, childcare, and economic recovery.

Education:

« Toensure all pregnant women and mothers can continue education and training
without discrimination.

« Toprovide accessible information on rights, safety, and support services for all
mothers.

« Tochallenge harmful gender norms through education at all levels.

Health:

« Toensure universal access to safe, affordable, and high-quality maternal and
reproductive healthcare.
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« Totrain healthcare workers to identify signs of violence and provide safe
referrals during pregnancy and after childbirth.

« Torecognise sexual and reproductive healthcare as essential to women'’s safety
and autonomy.

Violence Against Women and Girls:

« Toensureimmediate, continuous, and non-discriminatory protection for all
mothers and pregnant women at risk of violence. This must include accessible
reporting mechanisms, rapid protection orders, safe shelter, healthcare, legal
and financial support, and coordinated risk assessment throughout pregnancy
and postpartum.

« Toensure custody and family law decisions prioritise the safety of mothers and
children and prevent misuse of custody for control.

- Toimprove data collection and strengthen laws so that violence against
mothers, including during pregnancy and postpartum, is clearly recognised and
addressed
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