
 

 WHAT IS IT ? 

The process whereby young pubescent girls’ breasts are ironed, massaged and/or 
pounded down through the use of hard or heated objects in order for the breasts to 
disappear or delay the development of the breasts entirely.  

The custom uses large stones, a hammer or spatulas that have been heated over 
scorching coals to compress the breast tissue or an elastic belt to press the breasts so as 
to prevent them from growing in girls as young as 9 years old. 

Much like Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), breast-ironing has been identified by the UN 
as one of five under-reported crimes relating to female-to-female/gender-based 
violence. 

WHERE IS IT PRACTISED ? 

In all ten regions of Cameroon and reports of it being practised in Benin, Ivory Coast, 
Chad, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, Togo, Zimbabwe and Guinea-Conakry.  

Further detail is provided by the UN who estimates 3.8 million young women are at risk 
of breast ironing in Central and West Africa. In the UK, thousands of girls from 
Cameroon, South Africa, Nigeria, the Republic of Guinea, Togo and Côte d'Ivoire may 
also be at risk. 

 
WHY IS IT PRACTISED? 
The practice is performed usually by mothers and female relatives and it is believed that 
by carrying out this act: 

 young girls will be protected from harassment, rape, abduction  

 it will prevent early pregnancy that would tarnish the family name  

 it will allow the girl to pursue education rather than be forced into early marriage 

 delay pregnancy by “removing” signs of puberty  

 girls may not appear sexually attractive to men  

 It helps prevent early marriage and some mothers are equally worried that their 
daughters’ budding breast would expose them to the risk of sexual harassment.  

 

WHO MAY BE MOST AT RISK 

Young pubescent girls usually aged between 9 – 15 years old and from practising communities 
are most at risk of breast ironing. It is a well-kept secret between the young girl and her 
female relatives who are likely to carry out the practice.  

Breast Ironing / Breast Flattening 



 

WHAT DOES THE LAW SAY? 
There is no specific law within the UK around Breast Ironing. However, it is classified as 
physical abuse as is Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) and professionals must follow their 
Local Safeguarding Children’s Board Procedures.   
 
There have been no prosecutions related to breast ironing and there are no figures 
available for the number of teenage girls who might be affected within the UK 

Anti-FGM campaigner and psychotherapist, Leyla Hussein states that breast ironing “is 
also an act of mutilation that has the same justification as FGM - and, like FGM, it's 
shrouded in secrecy. Yet breast ironing is also child abuse, sexual abuse and another 
form of violence against women and girls.”   

 
 

Members of staff must follow the school’s normal safeguarding procedures, including 
reporting to the school’s designated safeguarding lead on the day they have a concern. All 

professionals should continue to have regard for their wider safeguarding responsibilities, which 
requires consideration and action to be taken whenever there is any identified risk to a child, 

whether in relation to breast ironing or another matter. 

 
  
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION & KEY DOCUMENTS 
 

 CAME Women’s and Girl’s Development Organisation (CAWOGIDO)  
Working in Cameroon and the UK to tackle the issue of breast ironing and believe that 
similarly to FGM the practice is happening but due to the hidden nature of the act it is 
difficult to detect. The organisation seeks to protect vulnerable women & girls and 
create a better understanding of the multiplicity of issues that impact on their health 
and well-being.    
 

 http://www.unwomenuk.org/breast-ironing-must-be-stopped/ 
 

 Working together to safeguard children - 2015 
 

 Keeping children safe in education - 2015 


