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What is Empowerment Self Defense? 

ESD is a set of skills and strategies that empowers students to avoid, interrupt, defend 

against, and heal from harassment, abuse, and assault. ESD:  

● Directly condemns victim-blaming, honors survivors and their actions, and 
holds perpetrators solely responsible for gender-based violence. 

● Addresses verbal, emotional, and physical forms of violence, ranging from 
irritating to life-threatening, and recognizes patterns of violence—including systemic 
violence such as racism, homophobia, and sexism. 

● Addresses the social conditions that facilitate sexual assault and the 
psychological barriers to self-defense that women face as a result of gender 
socialization. Challenges the social norms that support gender-based violence.  

● Allows people to share past experiences, express vulnerabilities, and receive 
support and guidance in a non-judgmental setting.  

● Is accessible, including physical techniques that are simple to learn, easy to 
remember, and able to be done by people of different ages, sizes, and abilities. They 
require minutes or hours, rather than months or years, to master.  

● Is realistic about the kinds of assaults women, children, and LGBTQ people 
suffer and the kinds of responses that are most likely to stop these assaults. 

● Confronts stereotypes and misinformation that can endanger us. ESD 
addresses common misconceptions about who perpetrates violence and who is 
targeted. It provides strategies to stop violence from people we know, people we 
love, and strangers. It focuses on situations with known aggressors, since that is 
where most violations happen. 

● Includes awareness and verbal self-defense strategies as well as physical 
techniques. These skills empower women to stop assaults in the early stages, before 
they escalate to physical danger. Students are also more likely to use verbal skills 
(such as with a co-worker, boss, family member, classmate, teacher, or harasser). 

● Offers a toolbox of skills and strategies for avoiding and interrupting violence, 
and, rather than teaching a single “best” way to respond to violence, empower 
women to choose the options that are appropriate for their own situations.  
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● Presents a range of options for preventing and interrupting violence, 
recognizing that there are many ways to defend oneself and that ultimately the 
defender makes the choice that is right for them. 

ESD embraces the “self-defense paradox.” The paradox holds that aggressors alone are 

responsible for gender-based violence and that there is nothing any victim could do -- or not 
do -- that would make them deserve to be assaulted. It is also true that those at risk of 
gender-based violence can take action to increase their own safety. Failing to acknowledge 
this truth limits the choices and agency of those primarily targeted for sexual violence: 
women, children, and LGBTQ people.  
 

What are the benefits of ESD? Does it work? 

ESD is proven to reduce women’s risk of rape by up to 50% and lower rates of attempted 
assault.  

The lower rate of attempted assault suggests that ESD training empowers a woman to 
interrupt perpetration early in an assault. Once an assault is underway, defensive tactics 
consistent with those taught in ESD reduce the risk of rape completion by more than 80% 
without increasing the risk of additional injury.  

Three recent major studies, including a large, randomized control trial, have found that 
women who complete an ESD class are at least 50% to 60% less likely to experience an 

assault over the following year than similar women who did not learn self-defense.  

Learning self-defense empowers women in ways that go far beyond preventing assault. 
ESD training itself decreases fear and anxiety and increases women’s confidence, their 
sense of self-efficacy, and their self‐esteem. Learning self-defense helps women feel 
stronger and more confident in their bodies. Women trained in ESD also have a better ability 
to assess situations, and more options for handling conflict and violence. Women report 
more comfortable interactions with strangers, acquaintances, and intimates, both in 
situations that seem dangerous and those that do not.  

Because self-defense training provides such a wide range of benefits, it helps change 
gender norms and ultimately prevents sexual assault more broadly across the culture. 
 

How is Empowerment Self-Defense different from other “self-defense”? 

ESD is distinct from other forms of self-defense, many of which: 

● are fear-based and emphasize “stranger danger,”  
● focus solely on physical skills, ignoring the everyday harassment, threats, and 

violations women face, 
● are not based in the realities of how women and LGBTQ people are targeted,  
● rely on physical strength and memorization of complex routines,  
● are unsupported by efficacy research, 
● suggest measures such as staying home, relying on others for protection, and 

limiting one’s clothing or alcohol consumption-- all of which constrain women’s lives,  
● and often reinforce victim-blaming and/or violence-promoting gender norms.  
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