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Abstract: Gender-based violence (GBV) remains a critical public health and human rights concern in
Timor-Leste, deeply rooted in intersecting social, economic, cultural, and institutional factors.
Grounded in intersectionality theory, this narrative review explores how multiple dimensions such
as gender, poverty, geographic isolation, health status, and customary norms exacerbate women’s
vulnerability to GBV. Drawing on recent literature, national reports, and policy documents, the paper
identifies key determinants that sustain violence, including entrenched patriarchal attitudes, weak
law enforcement, limited access to healthcare and legal aid, and persistent stigma— particularly for
women with disabilities or chronic illnesses such as HIV or tuberculosis. While legislative
frameworks like the 2010 Law Against Domestic Violence exist, their implementation is constrained
by cultural resistance and limited institutional capacity. The review synthesizes findings from
national and regional reports, including the 2016 and 2022 Demographic and Health Survey (DHS),
to highlight structural and institutional gaps that perpetuate violence and challenging effective
response. This contributes to the existing literature by synthesizing fragmented data, identifying
policy and service gaps, and aligning national challenges with global goals, particularly Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG) 3 (health) and 5 (gender equality). It calls for stronger coordination
between stakeholders to ensure comprehensive and contextually relevant GBV prevention and
response strategies.

Keywords: gender-based violence; Timor-Leste; intersectionality; public health; feminist theory

1. Introduction
1.1. Background

Gender-based violence (GBV) is a significant human rights issue worldwide, with women
disproportionately affected, it is estimated nearly one in three women have faced physical and/or
sexual violence at some point in their lives, most often at the hands of a current or former intimate
partner. [1] The prevalence of violence varies significantly across different countries due to a
multitude of factors [2—4]. These factors include historical, cultural, socio-economic, and legal aspects
that shape the experiences and vulnerabilities of individuals, particularly women, to violence, for
instance, in some countries, deeply rooted patriarchal traditions and cultural norms may contribute
to the acceptance of gender-based violence (GBV) as a private or familial matter rather than a societal
concern, in the other regions, economic dependence and lack of financial independence can make it
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difficult for individuals to leave abusive relationships. [4,5]. The Beijing Platform for Action was
instrumental in recognizing the continuum of violence, acknowledging that GBV manifests in various
forms—from rigid gender stereotyping and child marriage to sexual harassment, intimate partner
violence, and femicide. These forms of violence, though distinct, share a common root cause:
entrenched gender inequality and discriminatory social norms [5,6] Overall, understanding the
complex interplay of these factors is essential for addressing the root causes of violence and
implementing effective interventions to protect vulnerable populations and promote equality.

In the context of Timor-Leste, historical, cultural, and socio-economic factors contribute to the
heightened vulnerability of women to GBV. Despite concerted national and international efforts to
combat GBV, challenges persist in addressing the root causes and providing adequate support for
survivors. Gender-based violence (GBV) remains a critical issue in Timor-Leste, with a significant
proportion of women experiencing violence at the hands of intimate partners. According to UN
Women's Global Database on Violence Against Women, 58.8% of women in Timor-Leste have faced
physical and/or sexual violence from an intimate partner in their lifetime, while 46.4% have
experienced such violence in the past 12 months. Beyond intimate partner violence, 13.9% of women
in Timor-Leste have experienced sexual violence from non-partners. Despite ranking 56th out of 156
countries in the Global Gender Gap Index, gender inequality remains, with disparities in economic
participation, political representation, and access to justice exacerbating women's vulnerability. The
country’s 89th position out of 162 nations in the Gender Inequality Index further illustrates systemic
barriers that limit women's empowerment and contribute to the persistence of GBV. [7] Despite
national and international efforts to combat GBV, challenges persist in addressing the root causes and
providing adequate support for survivors. This review aims to address the following questions:
¢ Why does gender-based violence persist in Timor-Leste?

*  How do various factors contribute to women's vulnerability to gender-based violence in Timor-

Leste?

2. Methods

This paper uses a narrative review approach, suitable for synthesizing diverse literature across
legal, cultural, and public health domains [8-10]. Grounded in intersectionality theory [11,12] and
feminist political economy frameworks [13], the review critically examines how socio-cultural
norms, institutional structures, and health-related vulnerabilities interact to shape women's exposure
to GBV in Timor-Leste. [9,10]

2.1. Literature Selection

The literature reviewed for this article consists of a variety of sources, including Peer-reviewed
journal articles that examine the dynamics of GBV and its contributing factors in Timor-Leste and
similar post-conflict settings. Government reports and policy documents outline the legal
frameworks and national strategies aimed at addressing GBV in the country.

Publications from international organizations such as the United Nations (UN WOMEN), WHO,
World Bank, and local and international NGOs involved in addressing GBV in Timor-Leste. A
comprehensive search was conducted in academic databases like Google Scholar, and PubMed using

Va7

relevant keywords, including “gender-based violence,” “women’s vulnerability,” “Timor-Leste,”
“patriarchy,” “human rights,” and “post-conflict societies.” In addition to peer-reviewed literature,
grey literature, such as reports from the UN and various NGOs, was incorporated to offer a fuller
understanding of the issue in Timor-Leste. No specific criteria were applied for the inclusion or
exclusion of references found in the search engines. However, publications in English, Tetum, and

Portuguese were given priority.
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2.2. Data Extraction and Analysis

Data was systematically extracted from the selected studies and organized into key thematic
areas: socio-cultural factors, economic factors, and institutional responses to GBV. The analysis was
conducted through the using Feminist Theory, Intersectionality Theory, and health determinants
perspectives. These theoretical perspectives guided the identification of common themes,
contradictions, and gaps in the existing literature. Through this approach, this paper highlighted the
factors that exacerbate women’s vulnerability to GBV and explored potential interventions and
strategies for reducing gender-based violence in Timor-Leste.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Feminist Theory in Post-Conflict Contexts

Feminist theory provides a critical framework for analyzing gender-based violence (GBV) by
highlighting how patriarchal structures, gender norms, and intersecting inequalities contribute to
women’s vulnerability, feminist theory highlights patriarchal structures that perpetuate male
dominance and women’s subordination, while Post-Conflict Framework, recognizes that societies
emerging from conflict, such as Timor-Leste, often experience high levels of GBV due to weakened
institutions and lingering militarized masculinities [14-17]. Traditional theories of violence and crime
have often excluded women’s experiences, failing to account for the ways in which power, control,
and social expectations influence GBV. In Timor-Leste, deeply entrenched patriarchal values
reinforce male dominance, making it difficult for women to challenge gendered power imbalances
and access justice. In post-conflict societies like Timor-Leste, where militarized masculinities persist,
many men continue to assert control over women through physical and sexual violence as a means
of reaffirming their dominance. Feminist criminologists further highlight how criminal behavior,
including violence, is gendered, meaning that both perpetrators and victims experience crime
differently based on gender roles [18]. In this context, GBV can be understood as both a product of
systemic gender inequality and an individual means of asserting power. Timor-Leste has deeply
rooted patriarchal traditions that define women as subordinate to men. These norms contribute to
the acceptance of GBV as a private or familial matter rather than a societal concern. [19,20]

Violence against women and girls in Timor-Leste persists even in the context of illness, with
many women experiencing gender-based violence (GBV) while suffering from diseases such as
tuberculosis (TB) and HIV. Rather than receiving care and support, women with these health
conditions may face increased stigma, neglect, or abuse —by their partner. [21] Women's movements
in Timor-Leste have a long history, originating during the colonial occupation, where women played
a crucial role in resistance movements against foreign rule. Over time, these movements evolved from
anti-occupation struggles to broader efforts aimed at combating gender discrimination and
inequality. Today, campaigns and strategies continue to develop progressively, focusing on women’s
rights, political participation, legal reforms, and protection against gender-based violence. These
efforts have been instrumental in improving policies, raising awareness, and challenging deeply
entrenched societal norms that perpetuate gender disparities. [22-26]

The historical context of gender-based violence in Timor-Leste is closely connected with the
country’s tumultuous past, characterized by colonial oppression and violent conflict. For decades,
the Indonesian occupation, followed by a struggle for independence, created an environment where
violence became normalized, particularly against women. This legacy is manifest in contemporary
issues, as women continue to face high rates of gender-based violence, severely hindering their
chances for social and economic advancement [23,25,27,28]. Despite efforts from the government to
address these issues, violence against women persists, illustrating the connection between security
and development in fragile states. Furthermore, the patriarchal culture in Timor-Leste influence
gender inequity, complicating women full participation in society and governance, studies
emphasize that entrenched patriarchal norms continue to define gender roles, upholding male
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dominance and reinforcing GBV. While some progress is noted in women’s empowerment, resistance
to change persists, especially in rural areas. [14,25,29,30].

Understanding this historical background is essential for addressing the vulnerabilities faced
by women in the ongoing efforts against gender-based violence in Timor-Leste. There are report and
research about the vulnerability of women to gender-based violence in Timor-Leste, it is a social issue
that demands appropriate exploration, particularly considering the country’s recent sociopolitical
transformations. Since gaining independence, Timor-Leste has made significant changes, however,
inequalities and violence persist.

3.2. Intersectional Factors Contributing to Women’s Vulnerability to GBV in Timor-Leste

Grounded in Crenshaw’s intersectionality theory [11], this paper examines how intersecting
identities—such as gender, poverty, rural location, and health status (including conditions like HIV,
TB, and disability) —compound women’s vulnerability to gender-based violence (GBV) in Timor-
Leste. This vulnerability is not caused by a single factor but emerges from the interaction of socio-
cultural norms, economic and structural inequalities, weak legal and institutional frameworks, and
health-related stigma. Together, these overlapping determinants reveal the complex and
multidimensional nature of GBV, emphasizing the need for holistic, health-sensitive, and context-
specific responses.

Socioeconomic Determinants of Gender-Based Violence (GBV)

Socioeconomic inequalities significantly increased women’s vulnerability to gender-based
violence (GBV) in Timor-Leste. Women with limited access to education and economic opportunities
are more likely to be financially dependent on their partners, making it harder to leave abusive
relationships. The World Bank (2022) further notes that poverty increases household stress and limits
access to essential support services, such as shelters, healthcare, and legal aid. [31]

The 2016 Timor-Leste Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) provides critical insights relevant
to understanding women’s vulnerability to gender-based violence (GBV) in the country.
Approximately 35% of women reported experiencing physical or sexual violence from an intimate
partner in the past 12 months, underscoring the widespread prevalence of GBV. The survey also
highlighted persistent gender norms, with only 34% of women and 40% of men believing a woman
is justified in refusing sex with her husband under certain circumstances, reflecting deep-rooted
attitudes that undermine women's autonomy. Educational disparities remain significant, with 22%
of women and 19% of men aged 15-49 having received no formal education—an important factor
that limits women’s awareness of their rights and access to opportunities. Furthermore, women'’s
underrepresentation in the formal labor market and vulnerability within informal sectors contribute
to economic dependence on abusive partners. Together, these findings demonstrate how social
norms, limited education, and economic insecurity intersect to heighten women’s risk of GBV in
Timor-Leste. [32-34]. While economic empowerment is often seen as a protective factor, evidence
suggests that it must be accompanied by broader cultural and structural shifts to effectively reduce
GBV [35]. These findings emphasized the need for integrated interventions that address both
economic inequalities and the social norms that perpetuate GBV.

Law and Culture

Legal and Cultural Norms: Barriers to Justice and Protection

Cultural beliefs in Timor-Leste significantly shape how gender-based violence (GBV) is
perceived and addressed. Domestic violence is often viewed as a private family issue rather than a
criminal offense, encapsulated in the local Tetum proverb “kanuru ho bikan mak tarutu” —literally, "a
clash between the spoon and the plate" —suggesting that conflict within marriage is routine and
should be endured rather than resolved through formal justice mechanisms [22], which translates
to "a clash between the plate and spoon,”. Imply that such conflicts are routine in marriage, most
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women just accept the occurrence of the violence [14,36,37]. This perception discourages the reporting
of abuse and stigmatizes survivors, pushing them to reconcile with their abusers.

Customary justice systems focus more on compensation rather than justice, which perpetuates
impunity and discourages survivors from seeking formal legal remedies. Timor-Leste’s adoption of
the 2010 Law Against Domestic Violence was a significant milestone in aligning national policy with
international human rights standards. However, the law’s implementation is not consistent and
limited in reach. Structural and institutional challenges persist. Law enforcement officers often lack
the training or sensitivity to handle GBV cases appropriately, and legal literacy among the public is
low. Many survivors are unaware of their rights or the protections afforded under the law, while
those who do seek justice frequently encounter procedural delays, inadequate support, or retaliation
from the community. [36,38,39]

Moreover, there is a critical gap in the coordination between formal legal institutions and
customary justice systems. Survivors frequently navigate conflicting approaches that may either
dilute justice or delay access to essential services. The lack of legal aid, psychosocial services, and safe
shelters particularly in rural and remote areas remains a major barrier to effective legal resources and
survivor protection.

Overall, while the legislative framework in Timor-Leste reflects progress, entrenched cultural
norms and weak institutional capacities undermine the law's intent and effectiveness. Addressing
GBYV in Timor-Leste therefore requires not only legal reform but also community-level engagement
to challenge harmful norms, invest in survivor-centered services, and bridge the divide between
formal and customary systems.

Health Determinants: Disease, Disability, and Increased Vulnerability to GBV

Health-related vulnerability is both a cause and consequence of GBV. Women with chronic
illnesses or physical disabilities in Timor-Leste face heightened risks of gender-based violence (GBV),
compounded by stigma, dependency, and inadequate access to services. Women with illnesses such
as tuberculosis or HIV are at increased risk of GBV due to stigma and dependency on caregivers
[37,40], in the other hand, women with disability in Timor Leste also experience gender base violence
[41], lack of supportive environment in the health facilities in Timor Leste, heightens vulnerability
and discourages help-seeking [42]. Additionally, COVID-19 pandemic along has been identified as
one of the associated to gender based violence, due to isolation, loss of job that perturbate household
income [37,43]. Access to healthcare and protection remains particularly limited in rural areas. GBV
prevention policies and health interventions in Timor-Leste somehow neglect these intersections, not
adequately integrate disability-sensitive and chronic illness-responsive frameworks. Recognizing the
interplay between health status and GBV is essential for designing inclusive and survivor-centered
responses.

There remain significant research gaps in understanding and addressing gender-based violence
(GBV) in Timor-Leste. These include a lack of longitudinal data on GBV trends [44], limited
exploration of survivor-centered justice models [40], and insufficient evidence assessing the
effectiveness of economic interventions in reducing GBV . Furthermore, a deeper understanding is
needed of men’s roles in both perpetuating and preventing GBV, including how male attitudes may
be shifting in post-conflict contexts [14].

Relevance to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

The findings of this review align with two key global development priorities—SDG 5: Achieve
gender equality and empower all women and girls, and SDG 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote
well-being for all at all ages. Gender-based violence (GBV) directly connected to SDG 5.2, [45] which
calls for the elimination of all forms of violence against women and girls, including trafficking and
sexual exploitation. In Timor-Leste, persistent GBV —driven by patriarchal norms, legal gaps, and
socioeconomic dependency —continues to threaten women'’s safety, autonomy, and participation in
public life Addressing GBV through a holistic, intersectional, and public health-centered approach is
thus essential not only for safeguarding women’s rights but also for achieving broader health and
development outcomes.
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Add to the discussion, this paper presents a framework to summarize the factors contributing
to women's vulnerability to gender-based violence. The following framework offers a contextually
grounded contribution to the literature on gender-based violence by situating women’s vulnerability
within the unique socio-political and post-conflict landscape of Timor-Leste. By integrating feminist,
intersectional, and public health frameworks, it moves beyond one-dimensional explanations to
divulge how multiple factors such as gender, poverty, health status, and cultural norms interact to
drive GBV. The conceptual framework developed in this review is both analytical and advocacy-
oriented, making it a practical tool for policy formulation and program design.

This paper adds to the limited research that connects GBV with physical and mental health
outcomes, particularly among women with TB, HIV, and disabilities, thus reinforcing the importance
of addressing GBV as a public health priority. In doing so, it bridges critical gaps in both academic
discourse and policy action, while also amplifying under-researched voices in the Timorese context.

Socio-Cultural Norms Legal determinants
e \Weak implementation of GBV laws
« Patriarchal norms and gender roles  Barriers in law enforcement and

judicial response

e Cultural acceptance of violence o ;
e Limited legal aid and support systems

e Customary justice systems

Women’s
vulnerability to
Gender Based

Economic determinants Health Determinants
e Poverty and economic dependence e Pandemic COVID-19
e Poverty and Household Economic e Existing illnesses: TB, HIV
Stress ¢ Physical Disability

e Limited support to the survivors due
to lack of provider knowledge

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework: Factors Influencing Women's Vulnerability to Gender-Based Violence in

Timor Leste.

Limitations

First, there may be publication bias, as studies published in English, Tetum, or Portuguese were
prioritized, potentially excluding valuable research published in other languages or formats.
Additionally, while this review aims to be comprehensive, the complexity of GBV and the diverse
experiences of women across different ethnic, economic, and social groups may not be fully captured.
Consequently, certain marginalized or underrepresented groups may not be adequately addressed
in the reviewed literature, knowledge gaps in general context also limit this paper discussion.

Conclusions

Gender-based violence (GBV) in Timor-Leste is both a public health and social issue rooted in
intersecting social, economic, and cultural determinants. Using intersectional and feminist
perspectives, this paper highlights how the roles and connection of the factors—such as poverty,
illness, disability, and rigid gender norms in increased women’s vulnerability to violence. Cultural
acceptance of violence and reliance on customary justice mechanisms reveal persistent legal gaps that
challenge survivors’ access to justice. Women affected by illnesses like HIV or tuberculosis, or those
with physical disabilities, often face stigma and limited access to care and protection. While efforts
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have been made to respond to GBV, greater investment in community engagement and survivor-
centered, multisectoral interventions—including legal, social, and economic strategies—is essential.
Further research is needed to develop effective and culturally appropriate solutions that address both
immediate needs and long-term structural change.
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