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“I think there are critical reasons why men need to be involved in the campaign to end female
genital mutilation (FGM). From the men’s perspective, FGM affects whole families. It harms girls
who are cut, often leading to life-long trauma and pain. It can harm the girl’s future marriage, with
great suffering during intercourse and childbirth. Many husbands feel helpless and confused
about their wife’s experiences and responses to intimacy. This, in turn, can damage relationships
and lead to men suffering poor mental health and low self-esteem. In order to tackle a harm that
affects whole families, we need to think about everyone affected.”
Kate Agha, Executive Director, Oxford Against Cutting

Introduction
Oxford Against Cutting (OAC) is an Oxford-based charity committed to working to help prevent
female genital mutilation (FGM) of girls and women living in the Thames Valley. OAC has recognised
the importance of involving men in the fight against FGM, and engaged in projects working with men
since 2015. The following report looks at why it is important to involve men in our work, and
summarises our early work in this area to provide background and context. We then describe our
latest and most substantive piece of work with men and boys, supported by The Funding Network.
Through producing this report, we aim to share learning and contribute to the discussion on the role
of men in helping to end FGM.

Why is it important to involve men in the campaign against FGM?
There has been a range of projects to engage men in the process to end FGM, sometimes as part of
wider initiatives to end violence against women and girls and promote gender equality, both
nationally and at EU level1.
Wider work on equality has, for some time, recognised
“I've spoken to Gambian, Nigerian, Eritrean and
that relations between the genders have many
Tanzanian men about FGM and they have gone
dimensions and are complex and changing. Any
back to speak to their wives about it. One African
consensus for change must, therefore, include men2.
man told me there is a lot of pressure to have girls
Though, traditionally, it has been taken for granted that
cut and his relatives will think it is a "shame" that
domination and control of women by men has
his daughter hasn't been cut when he goes to his
perpetuated the practice, some work, for example, by
country.”
UNICEF has shown that many men wish the practice to
Hassan Sabrie, Men’s Champion against FGM
stop, though this can be constrained by a lack of
communication between women and men about the practice.
Studies show the importance of men’s involvement, in
ways which include youth- and men’s-work for
educational or therapeutic purposes, the strengthening
of men’s knowledge and skills to enable their general
advocacy; peer education and mentoring; and fostering
networks to support community-wide change3. Models
for change often recognise that it is essential to address
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peers, families and communities, which, in turn, influence individual’s attitudes and behaviours4.
Decisions relating to FGM can be made by multiple actors, with men having some power to
influence. This should not be disregarded. Greater awareness of the complications of FGM, for
example, has been shown to positively influence how willing men are to play a role in its
prevention5. Communication between men and women is crucial if FGM is to be eradicated, though
the taboos that prohibit this remain very strong. Furthermore, religious and community leaders, who
are usually men in FGM-affected
“Some guys have never even heard about FGM. We had
communities, have a role to play,
an African student in our men's group who had no idea
particularly if they will speak out
what FGM was, the harm and the statistics and now we
against the practice.
talk about FGM whenever we meet. He was shocked
about the practice and is worried about his friends..."
Our work with men and men’s
Men’s anti-FGM advocate
groups (2015-2018)
In support of established ideas around models for change, OAC’s ongoing work has included
education and advocacy, engaged peer and family groups to draw men into discussions and started
to foster networks. The following provides a brief description of our work between 2015 and 2018,
including group sessions, the development of awareness-raising and educational materials such as
videos and a poster campaign. It then addresses the more recent and substantive project.
Family Immigration and Human Rights Forum (December 2015)
Our first event, an immigration and human rights
“We know now that some traditions have been
around for hundreds of years that are unacceptable
now … We have to start from this and raise
awareness, for example, for teachers to know the
signs of kids about to be taken home.”
Man attending Immigration and Human Rights
Forum
forum, was held at East Oxford Community
Centre. Around 18 people attended overall,
with the men’s group comprising seven men
from African communities (including Gambian
and Nigerian), one white British man and one
white Portuguese man. Following a talk on the
law relating to FGM and a Q&A on any aspect
of immigration law for everyone by local immigration solicitor, Philip Turpin of Turpin Miller, the
group was separated. The men-only session was then facilitated by a Gambian man with support
from the OAC Community Outreach Director. The session started with a short film, ‘Sara’s Story:
FGM Aware’, leading into a wider group discussion. The women continued discussions and
socialising whilst enjoying henna adornment in the next room. The itinerary for this event is
provided in Appendix 2.
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The men’s discussion highlighted some gaps in men’s understanding about the harm caused by FGM,
and confusion around related subjects such as the differences between male and female
circumcision. This showed a need for greater education around FGM. The men’s group discussion is
summarised in this word cloud.
Nigerian Muslim Group (May 2016)
This was a one-hour session attended by 11 men and four women, which included prayer time and
group business, and included discussion on Islamic duty as well as encouragement to sing African
songs. An educational session followed, with explanations that FGM is not a religious requirement,
discussions based on models of female genitalia to educate about the different types of FGM and
the harm; and the sharing of resources with the showing of a film and the Let’s Talk FGM App. The
session was well received, and sowed the seeds that an all-male group would be helpful.
East Oxford United boys’ project (May 2018)
East Oxford United is a community football club that
encourages young people from low-income families, in
deprived areas of Oxford to participate in football.
We worked with 19 boys from the club, who ranged from
13 to 17 years of age, and included participants from a
wide number of ethnic and national origins, including
East African, Eastern European, Middle Eastern, South
Asian, British African and Asian and English. The project
aimed to encourage social cohesion by supporting boys
to become anti-FGM champions and learn about healthy
relationships. The boys took part in "football workshops"
on four subjects: relating to the ‘roles’ of girls and boys;
healthy/unhealthy relationships; FGM (including the
reasons, the harm and the law) and creating change/becoming a champion. This learning sits at the
heart of family life and will help support
healthy decisions for the next generation. It
will also help families understand that FGM
is not a "women's" issue that should be
understood/tackled only by women. The
football project brought communities
together from different cultural groups and
supported intergenerational conversations
between boys and their families about FGM
and abuse issues.
Engaging with faith leaders (2018)
In recognition of the importance of including faith leaders in the discussion about FGM, this project
began with outreach work carried out by an OAC Community Outreach Director, during which she
successfully managed to link with Sheik Ramzy (Oxford) and Deacon Bob Hughes (Banbury). Both
faith leaders were invited to join one of OAC’s training sessions at a local primary school. The session
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covered what FGM is (harm, reasons, law etc), and how to safeguard children. Both faith leaders
were present during the training, and Sheik Ramzy spoke after the session. Following this, both faith
leaders were invited to take part in a short interview. The interview covered a range of topics, such
as misconceptions about FGM, female sexuality and how we can come together to help eradicate
the practice.
The interview was filmed by an OAC Young Champion, who, along with another filmmaker volunteer
prepared the final clips (selected by the OAC team based on those they felt would be most
powerful/effective for use in future media campaigns). Both faith leaders were then asked to pledge
to speak about FGM with their congregation each year before the summer holidays. A factsheet
created by OAC was shared to help faith leaders to talk about FGM6.
Resources developed7
Men speak up – helpline poster (2016)8
During 2016, OAC used the annual summer poster campaign to include male voices in the anti-FGM
agenda. This aimed to appeal to a wider audience
and encourage men to take an active role to help
“Our message in this [poster] campaign is to speak up.
stop the practice. The image of an African man
The helplines are for everyone, not only girls at risk.”
was based on the previous year’s, which had
Kaddy Touray, OAC Community Outreach Director
depicted a young woman removing a gag to
‘speak up’, with helpline numbers listed for
advice and support.
Using the image of a man was intended to move to a stage of identifying those men who can help
prevent the practice, reflecting how important it is for men from FGM-affected communities to
understand what happens if their daughter is cut and how this will impact on her life. The poster was
displayed across Oxford in GP surgeries, community centres, police stations and schools and local
press coverage included radio interviews for Jack FM and coverage by the Oxford Mail9.
Men’s narratives (2016)
OAC introduced a narrative, added to those collected from women to help communities manage any
pressure they are under to have their daughters cut10.
Film: Men Speak Up – are you ready to speak? (2017)11
The initial men’s discussion groups had highlighted a need for supporting resources to include men
and develop their understanding of the issues surrounding FGM. In response to this, we held an
event for men in a workshop style with food and an opportunity for men to network and befriend
men from other communities. OAC facilitators presented short films to start conversations about
FGM and in particular to address knowledge gaps on the harm caused by FGM. Group work included
opportunities for creative thinking about how FGM can be tackled within communities. At the end of
the session, the men were invited to volunteer to continue their discussions and six (representatives
from Gambian, Nigerian, Sudanese and Kurdish communities) were involved in creating a short film
with film-maker Stephen Fontaine. In addition to developing the film as a wider learning resource,
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the session provided learning about FGM for the men involved and increased dissemination of OAC
materials into their communities.
The film is suitable for young people at secondary school and 16 plus, and as at March 2019, this
video had received over 270 views on YouTube.
Film: Let’s Talk FGM – Men Speak Up about FGM (2017)12
This video, a shorter and more accessible version of ‘Men speak up…’ is also available via YouTube as
well as being a part of the healthcare workers’ ‘Let’s Talk FGM’ app13. As at early April 2019, this
video had received over 130 views.
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Men talking about Female Genital Mutilation - #wetalkedFGM (2018-19)
Recognising from previous work that men and boys can engage and be supportive agents for change,
the #wetalkedFGM campaign for men was introduced in May 2018. Supported by The Funding
Network, this consisted of a range of work that included men’s discussion groups, case studies and a
social media campaign. The project encourages men and men’s groups to ‘pledge’ to talk about FGM
to other men, having a conversation with another man about FGM and asking him to speak to
another man, and so on. To date, organisations that have pledged include NASUWT Milton Keynes
Local Members Association, Milton Keynes Somali Outreach Project and East Oxford United.
Experience from the #wetalkedFGM project has shown that it can be difficult to develop working
relations with men’s groups for anti-FGM work, especially to convene larger groups. Initial outreach
work led to some engagement with existing groups, though there was some reluctance to take part
in an initiative, which involved face-to-face facilitation. Instead, some success has been achieved by
working with smaller groups and individuals to capture case studies for learning, and these are
reported on in the following section. These activities have contributed to a range of learning, which
we summarise below.
Men’s Group – Milton Keynes (November 2018)
Nine participants took part in a training and discussion session. The OAC facilitators included one
facilitator from an FGM-affected community and they talked about the role that men can play in
helping to eradicate the practice. The men were introduced to the idea of the pledge and the
hashtag; however, they were not yet ready to pledge. There was some discussion at the beginning,
where a participant questioned whether this group were being targeted because they are Muslim
which created some tension. This might have been alleviated by providing greater clarity about what
will be discussed before the session. The facilitator discussed FGM in relation to other religions and
generally diffused the resulting tension. However, only the Imam in attendance openly spoke out
against FGM during the session.
On reflection and despite the tension, the facilitators
felt that it was a positive session. All of the men
stayed and listened to what the OAC facilitators had
to say, with the session including 45 minutes of menonly discussion. In some sense, this session probably
had more of an impact than previous sessions where
(most) men had been openly against FGM. Whilst
more sessions would be needed for this group to change attitudes/speak
out against FGM, at least the session introduced the conversation to a
group of men who would have otherwise not spoken about the topic at
all. At the end, some attendees were photographed, and featured on
Twitter with the #wetalkedFGM hash tag.
Men’s Community Group – Oxford (November 2018)
Ten participants took part in a training and discussion session, facilitated
by an OAC team of Community Outreach Director and a Project
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Coordinator. During the discussion, it was recognised that FGM is harmful and a violation of human
rights. In Africa, it was argued, there is still an incentive to carry out FGM because people can make
money from carrying it out. Change, though, would only come through educating people, not least
to separate out FGM as a cultural rather than religious requirement. It is important to speak to the
younger generations, and also involve older community members. In later feedback on the session,
it was identified that male facilitators might be preferred (particularly from the perspective of
religious leaders), as such discussions include talking about sexual issues. In particular, one facilitator
was from an FGM-affected community and wearing a hijab and it was felt that this was less
appropriate for a men’s group than a white, British female facilitator.
In all, the session included 45 minutes of men-only discussion. After the session, the group were
photographed, and featured on Twitter with the #wetalkedFGM hash tag.
Case studies (2019)
OAC also engaged with and interviewed two individual men from FGM-affected communities. The
discussions showed an understanding of some of the enablers and barriers which men supporting
anti-FGM campaigns might face, and we have summarised these below. The questions asked are
shown in Appendix 3.

Case study A, is a man from Egypt originally, who has lived in a middle-eastern country in addition to
the UK. Case study B, is originally from north east Africa though he has lived in the UK for many years.
Firstly, they identified a number of factors that can contribute to a lack of understanding about FGM.
These included a lack of education about genitalia or sex at school, though both had educated
themselves about the practice. Videos and Facebook were identified as useful tools for learning (where
less reading is required and information can be absorbed more quickly).
Both, though, were knowledgeable about the facts relating to and the myths surrounding FGM. For
example, they cited research to support their arguments, such as studies that show FGM does not make
any difference to women’s sexual activity. They also identified that FGM is not attached to any religion,
both understanding that it is a cultural practice.
They recognised that several factors contribute to its continuation, with entrenched ideas that
perpetuate despite being wrong. These included the argument that FGM prevents girls being
promiscuous, that it keeps them ‘polite’; cultures where men must “prove their ‘menship’” and women
their dignity; cultures which “blame the girl” for any violence she suffers. One, though, argued that
stigma may occur less within diaspora communities. This, they felt was because, as there is not one
single person doing the cutting, the community is less likely who knows who has or hasn’t been cut.
Both identified ways in which men can contribute to ending FGM. These covered:





In cultures like their own where men have greater authority and “as communities they listen to
the men more than women”, “they can say ‘don’t do it’”, especially once they understand the
harmful consequences of FGM;
Producing solid arguments within religious text that there is no evidence these religions support
FGM
Men speaking to men, particularly religious men
Support arguments with facts and research
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Barriers to men talking about FGM to one another were mainly the sensitivity of the subject as sex and
relationships are rarely discussed. The fact that FGM is illegal, and that they may be revealed to the
police would also put people off from discussing it in the UK. They may also be “scared” to reveal their
name on something like Twitter.

Other projects
Work with men’s groups has also been successful elsewhere in the Thames Valley. Within The
Alliance for Cohesion and Racial Equality
(ACRE), whose with core activities are to
promote
equality,
community
empowerment and community cohesion
in Reading, a group of men were
concerned about the impact of FGM on
women. Because of this, they supported
the local campaign to raise awareness of
the harmful impact of FGM among
affected communities and Reading
society. Since September 2017 they have
galvanised a number of men in Reading to
support the campaign against FGM, and
to raise awareness of the harmful nature within affected communities. In addition, the group
provides peer support with over 40 people attending the groups over the last year, from nine
different national and ethnic backgrounds (including the UK).

Learning points and impact
The work which OAC has completed on working with men has helped develop our understanding
further on ways to make this successful. The factors which led to events and discussions being
positively received have included:








Framing community events to include a range of discussions of interest (immigration law,
human rights) and cultural activities such as song or prayer or henna adornment. These can
then include an element of education relating to FGM.
Creating a shared space with men and women (eg, for initial discussions), whilst respecting
the fact that men will only wish to discuss sensitive issues with other men. This may be
particularly the case for some groups, such as some Muslim men, and religious sensitivities
around gender should be taken into account. This may promote discussion within families
after the event, encouraging men and women to communicate.
Recognising that it can take time to build understanding and consensus, and the success of a
discussion may be measurable simply by the fact that participants have engaged and
listened to the facts about FGM.
Including a faith leader to open up discussion about FGM as a cultural, rather than a
religious practice.
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It is also important to be mindful that some communities, for example, some Muslims may already
feel pressurised by wider society and therefore concerned about discussing FGM. Many community
members may also be concerned about discussing FGM because of its illegality, further supporting a
case for providing a safe, non-judgemental space for discussion.
Some of the needs of men in FGM-affected communities were identified, and include a need for
more education around issues such as the harm that FGM can cause. Such discussions should
predominantly take place in male-only spaces, though video and social media were identified as
useful points of learning. These are a helpful source of knowledge for men to access in their own
time and space. This may be supported by the fact that OAC’s YouTube videos featuring men have
been viewed over 400 times. The projects have also reached and engaged with a diverse range of
communities.
Involvement with OAC projects has provided learning for men to communicate further within their
communities, and educate other men on the harm caused by FGM. Some men were also willing to
be identified as anti-FGM advocates, for example, through social media. This will hopefully begin to
establish a set of role models and allow others to question and seek a better understanding of FGM.
Furthermore, this work has started to foster networks to support change. This work is in its early
stages in Oxford, though as this report demonstrates, Oxford Against Cutting has already made
impact with its work, and learned valuable lessons about what works for this type of initiative. This
will contribute to building a group of men as advocates and campaigners against FGM. As the case
study from Reading shows, this type of community, ‘ground-up’ support can lead to long-term,
sustainable activities which begin to change societal norms.

“It is a girl’s human right to be safe from harm and everyone has a responsibility to protect
children. Men in FGM-affected communities are often key decision-makers in families and we
know they can make a significant difference to stop the practice. While some men have shown
great commitment to help end FGM in the Thames Valley, there is still a very long way to go.”
Kate Agha, Executive Director, Oxford Against Cutting
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Appendix 2 - Itinerary for Family Immigration and Human Rights Forum

Time

Activity

Lead Person

12:00pm Arrival and sign up

OAC Community Outreach Director

12:20pm Lunch and Networking

OAC team

13:00pm Forum- Immigration and Human Rights talk

Immigration Lawyer

13:30pm Law on FGM

OAC team

13:40pm Split groups

OAC Community Outreach Director

13:55pm FGM video- Sara’s story

OAC Community Outreach Director

14:05pm Discussion about Sara’s video
(what participants learnt from the video-pick
up main points)
14:15pm Needlecraft Video

OAC Community Outreach Director

OAC Community Outreach Director

Would we all be quiet if groups were cutting off ears
and noses?
We need to think about FGM in the same way..?

14:20pm Men Speak-up

Male facilitator

14:25pm Man2Man discussion
&
Question and Answer

Male facilitator

15:10pm Group together & closing
Remarks

OAC team
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OAC Community Outreach Director
(observation)

Appendix 3 – Men’s case study - questions

NOTE: It should be made clear to interviewees that any cases of actual FGM which are raised will
have to be reported by the professional taking the case study.

When did you first become aware of FGM?

In what ways do you think men can make a difference when it comes to FGM? (in creating
awareness/changing mindsets/ending the practice)

Have you had any conversations with men about FGM? If yes, what have their thoughts been?

What reasons do you think are given for FGM?

Do you think men see women’s sexual pleasure as important?

In what ways do men in your community have the power to make decisions and stop FGM from
happening?

In what ways can we act to end FGM?

Do you think that there are particular tools which are helpful to have conversations? The hashtag,
the app, hard copy e.g. booklet, etc.

Who do you think is best placed to talk about FGM with men?

Are you connected to any (men’s) groups that might benefit from training?
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Website: https://www.oxfordagainstcutting.org/
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