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Founded in 1915, the Women'’s International League for
Peace and Freedom (WILPF) is a membership-based
feminist peacebuilding organisation with member
Sections and Groups in over 40 countries across the
Americas, Africa, Europe, Asia-Pacific, South Asia and
the Middle East and North Africa. Feminist, pacifist and
antimilitarist in values and approach, WILPF promotes
and amplifies the voices of women and allies who

are advancing peaceful and sustainable alternatives

to crises and conflicts. As a mobiliser, convenor and
thought leader, WILPF works hand in hand with
activists, networks, coalitions, platforms and civil
society organisations worldwide to advance a future of
peace, justice and equality for all.

Supported by Pathfinders and hosted by NYU’s CIC,
GENSAC leads global efforts for peace and inclusion.
This cross-regional network promotes gender-sensitive
arms control and violence prevention, connecting
experts in security, peacebuilding, and development
across the Western Balkans, Latin America and the
Caribbean, and Africa.
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This report was drafted by Dr Anna Antonakis and
Dean Peacock with significant input by Callum
Watson, Claire Taylor, Luisa Portugal, Mike Kane, Daniel
Friedman, and Dragan Bozanic. The meeting itself
would not have happened without the administrative
and logistical support of Roberta Nardi and the

joint resources provided by the Canton of Geneva,
Pathfinders, Small Arms Survey, and WILPF. The co-
hosting organizations thank Global Affairs Canada and
the German government for their ongoing support.
We also thank each of the participants who traveled
from near and far and spent three days in rich and
generative discussions which, despite the difficult
content, inspired optimism, connection and a sense of
new possibilities.

© GENSAC/NYU Center on International Cooperation,
Women’s International League for Peace & Freedom,
2025. All Rights Reserved.
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Executive Summary and Key
Takeaways

From 15 to 17 July 2024, the Women’s International
League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), the Gender
Equality Network for Small Arms Control (GENSACQC),
and the Small Arms Survey brought together 40
participants from the United Nations (UN), policy
think tanks, civil society and academia in Geneva,
Switzerland.

The meeting’s objective was to “understand and
explore strategies to counter widely used marketing
practices that exploit ideas about manhood and
masculinities to increase demand for weapons and
normalized their misuse.”

Organisations represented were: Brady: United
Against Gun Violence, Control Arms, Conflict
Research Network West Africa, Geneva Centre for
Security Sector Governance (DCAF), Everytown

for Gun Safety, Equimundo, Gun Free South Africa,
Global Action on Gun Violence, Geneva Graduate
Institute, Geneva Academy, Geneva Centre for
Security Policy, International Gender Champions,
MenEngage, Netzforma, Sandy Hook Promise, Sou

da Paz, Trinidadian Women’s Institute for Alternative
Development, University of Bern, University of Georgia,
Violence, Inequality and Power Lab at the University
of San Diego, WILPF Cameroon, and the following

UN agencies: Office of the UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights (OHCHR), United Nations Development
Programme South-Eastern and Eastern Europe
Clearinghouse for the Control of Small Arms and
Light Weapons (UNDP SEESAC), UN Institute for
Disarmament Research (UNIDIR), UN Office for
Disarmament Affairs (UNODA).
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In preparation for the Geneva meeting, a desk review
was prepared by WILPF identifying five areas of inquiry
which served as the basis for the thematic focus and
structure of the meeting:

1. Militainment, or the behind-the-scenes collusion
between militaries, film and television.

2. Video games, product placement and military
recruitment.

3. Gun advertising.
4. Social media, guns and platform governance.

5. Fear-based marketing by the gun lobby.

The meeting also drew on a 2023 WILPF and GENSAC
commissioned research report authored by Henri
Myrttinen and Mia Schéb titled

. The report
noted that the “real and symbolic links between
masculinities and small arms are reproduced in popular
culture and are also reinforced by arms manufacturers,
almost always owned and run by men.”

The three-day program contained expert inputs in ten
different panels of ninety minutes each, three speakers
and a moderator per panel, and it included open
sessions which were used to review key themes, identify
knowledge gaps, explore potential joint research, and
discuss a spectrum of possible next steps.

The meeting did not aim to arrive at consensus
positions or generate shared commitments to any
joint advocacy. Instead, participants were encouraged
to share insights from a range of different disciplines,
explore and debate research findings, understand
current and proposed advocacy strategies, and
establish new connections.

This executive summary provides key findings and
themes from the discussions. More detailed information
on the background, overarching goals and objectives of
the meeting, the detailed program and participants can
be found in the full report.
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Analysis of the current context and the opportunities
for effective gun violence prevention focused on
decreasing demand

Drawing on the desk review prepared for the meeting,
speakers identified the following opportunities in the
current moment for a discussion about marketing,
gender stereotypes and the creation of demand for
small arms and light weapons (SALW):

1. Wars and conflicts are generating a sense of
urgency to halt the normalisation of war and
weapons.

2. Emerging international and regional commitments
offer leverage for advocacy, including at the UN
Security Council, the UN Human Rights Council, the
African Union, amongst others.

3. A growing body of restrictions on gender
stereotyping in advertising are now implemented
in several countries around the world and offer
potential insights.

4. Creative legal strategies are being used to hold
industry and governments accountable and offer
potential lessons for the use of strategic litigation to
address the marketing of weapons.

There is a growing awareness of the extent of collusion
between militaries, arms and gun manufacturers

and various parts of the entertainment sector and
pioneering work with the film and television industry to
challenge this.

There is a growing interest in addressing the forces
driving demand for guns and weapons amongst civil
society and multilateral actors.
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Understanding Gender
Exploitative Marketing
Strategies

This section summarized session presentations and
discussions. The focus was on open discussion and this
section simply summarizes some of the points made.
The points below do not represent any sort of formal
agreement or recommendations from those present.

* To address the growing global demand for guns
and arms, it is important to understand the role of
gender exploitative marketing, which manipulates
ideas about gender to link manhood with gun
ownership.

* Marketing strategies exploit deeply rooted gender
norms and emotions, such as pride and protection,
and tailor their messages to different audiences.

* The gender exploitative marketing of guns has
proven powerful and adaptive and attempts to
harness narratives about women’s empowerment
and right to self-defence in the context of
pervasive sexual violence and assault, just as other
industries have done historically.

* The marketing of guns, arms and the military
has multiple cultural avenues, many of which link
stereotypical notions of men and manhood to gun
ownership, including through film, television, video
games and gaming platforms, and online social
media platforms—usually adapted to a specific
geographical context.

* The spread of content by extremist groups such as
hate speech and disinformation often play a role in
perpetuating stereotypes and justifying violence,
and currently lacks a set of coherent transnational
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legally binding content moderation mechanismes.
Proposed mechanisms will need to balance the
sometimes competing imperatives of freedom of
expression and safety.

* The online space is under-regulated (in
comparison to other spaces) in most parts of
the world, and platform policies are not clear or
consistently enforced, especially with regards
to the acknowledgement of sponsorship by gun
industry actors or “gunfluencers,” as well as the
more general gender stereotypical advertising of
guns.

* The US gun lobby actively undermines multilateral
efforts to regulate the gun and arms industries
while also exporting its marketing and lobbying
strategies to other countries around the world,
including Canada, Brazil and South Africa, where
US originated arguments about citizens’ rights to
gun ownership are now being used to normalize
civilian gun ownership.

* There is a lack of transnational approaches in
understanding the marketing strategies used by
the firearms industry in different jurisdictions and
geographic areas.

* Knowledge, expertise and analysis about the
relationship between violence, masculinity and
misogyny is usually not present in mainstream
media.

* Partnerships with academic institutions and gun
violence centres offer opportunities for research.

* Project-based work structures and short-term
funding make it difficult to establish long-
term strategies. This is difficult in the backdrop
of an industry that has established powerful
transnational marketing strategies and employing
forecasts of ten to twenty years.

Besides the trade in legal weapons and official
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advertisement, corruption, illicit trade and unofficial
marketing practices are also gaps. Here, digital
perspectives and the dark web pose particular

risks and challenges and could benefit from further
investigation.

Working on the supply side includes:

* Holding supply actors responsible (manufacturers,
distributors, retailers, lobbying groups, advertising
agencies).

* Monitoring and regulating mechanisms enabling
and facilitating illicit supply online (regulations,
social media algorithms).

* With the high rates of gun ownership in the
traditional US markets, advertising targeting
women and people of color is now increasing in
order to expand sales.

Marketing has shifted to online spaces where
“gunfluencers”—many not explicitly associated with
the gun industry that pays them—have millions of
active online followers across the world and glorify gun
culture and violence and equate guns with manhood.
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Understanding Current
Opportunities To Address
Exploitative Marketing
Strategies

Successful strategies addressing the marketing of
militarized masculinities have taken a multi-layered
approach, combining regulatory and cultural approaches
(addressing shared values, beliefs, norms, practices, and
symbols and their various forms of mediatisation).

» Affected nations are increasingly utilising their
regulatory frameworks to pressure the US
government and its firearms industry. This includes
pushing for stricter export controls, demanding
transparency in arms deals, and using strategic
litigation to enforce international and regional
human rights standards.

* Internal policies by platforms restricting and
prohibiting content are increasing (and need to be
applied throughout).

* National, regional, and international regulations
for platform governance represent important
opportunities for holding tech platforms and their
advertisers accountable including, for instance, the
European Union (EU)’s new Digital Services Act.

* There is momentum at the multilateral level where
international norms can be utilized to address
gender exploitative marketing by the guns,
weapons and defence industry. These include in
particular the Resolution adopted by the United
Nations Human Rights Council (UNHCR) on 11
July 2024 on Human Right and the “

”and

11 11

* The addresses the
impact of arms transfers on human rights as well
as the link between conventional weapons and
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https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/g24/121/34/pdf/g2412134.pdf
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/g24/121/34/pdf/g2412134.pdf
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/g23/150/41/pdf/g2315041.pdf
https://thearmstradetreaty.org/

gender-based violence (GBV) and can be a useful
source of leverage and accountability.

The Women, Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda
can be mobilized on different levels (i.e. WPS
National Action Plans constitute an entry point to
address gender exploitative marketing strategies).

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) contains
important links between gender stereotypes and
gun violence.

Targeted interventions, including educational programs
and media campaigns, can address the cultural and
social factors that drive demand for firearms and

need to be context relevant to be effective. Creating
counternarratives can contain reframing messaging and
appeal to opposite emotions. This may be a particularly
important strategy as research and data evidence often
appears insufficient to popularized knowledge and
change narratives or behavior. Examples include:

Centring community and belonging instead of
isolation to strengthen community connections as
protective factors.

Shifting brandings of guns and weapons as
providing safety to focus on the risk to safety they
represent.

Disrupting narratives that present guns as ways to
signify male power.

Positioning the protection of children from
militarism and gun violence as a common
denominator that can be successfully mobilized to
generate action on gun violence.

Representatives of film, TV and video industries
can depict weapons differently and change
cultural narratives about their acceptability, as has
been done in the case of cigarettes.

Leverage the clear language increasingly used in
UN Human Rights Council resolutions on civilian
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acquisition of firearms and their accompanying
reports to hold the gun industry accountable for
their marketing strategies, including especially
those that distort and manipulate gender
stereotypes.

Public pressure, awareness raising and strategic
litigation can make investors divest from gun
manufacturers. Where possible, direct partnership
with manufacturers dedicated to responsible
practices.

Identifying research gaps and find ways of working
together to address them, including cross-regional
perspectives.

Learning from experience: in order to create
collective learnings, it is critical to document,

learn from, and share lessons from other social
movements and global health advocacy that have
achieved success, such as AIDS activism for access
to antiretroviral medication or successful multi-
country efforts to regulate the tobacco industry.

A community of practice that brings together
diverse expertise in marketing, lawyers,
researchers, advocacy specialists, computer
engineers, creates potential opportunities for
collective learnings, research, advocacy, litigation
and civil society engagement related to gender-
exploitative marketing.

Working with different actors and members of
society includes training journalists on how to
report on guns; working with doctors to address
the issue of guns in the home, how they should be
stored and the health risks they pose; marketing
experts can help create counter-narratives and
support CSOs’ advocacy work.

Raising media and information literacy, placing
advertisement in harmful online spaces.

Engaging with schools, and communities in
learning and prevention programs.
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