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Getting It Wrong about Wartime Sexual Violence—
And Why It Matters
In the previous chapter we argued that research findings on wartime sexual violence are often
misunderstood and misreported, not only by the media and advocacy groups but also by the
United Nations (UN) and its agencies. In this chapter we ask why this might be the case and
look more closely at what implications this may have for policy.
No one doubts that the sexual violence experienced by countless individuals in countries
is one of the grossest violations of human rights. It scars its survivors mentally, as well as
physically; it rips families apart; and it inflicts humiliation, shame, enormous pain, psychological
trauma, and frequently death on its victims.
And as LaShawn Jefferson points out, it is “the only crime for which the community’s
reaction is often to stigmatize the victim rather than prosecute the perpetrator.”101
It is encouraging that the seriousness of these violations—which is not contested—is
increasingly being recognized. What is less clear, however, is why the mainstream narrative
should so persistently get it wrong about the sexual violence perpetrated by combatants.
Moreover, why should the domestic sexual violence that takes place in wartime, which claims
more victims than conflict-related sexual violence, be ignored almost completely?

Explaining the Biases
The pervasive biases that we described earlier are best understood in terms of the incentive
structures that underpin both media coverage of wartime sexual violence, and the reporting,
analysis, and advocacy of international agencies and NGOs (nongovernmental organizations),
whose mission includes humanitarian advocacy and service delivery.102

38

H U M A N S E C U R I t y re p o rt 2 0 1 2

p a r t I  cha p ter 2

Dramatically high rates of sexual violence, victim narratives that depict gang rapes by
armed groups, the savage physical violence perpetrated against victims, and the rape and
mutilation of children are newsworthy precisely because they are shocking. A core news
imperative of the global media business remains: “If it bleeds, it leads.”
The fact that there is little or no reported sexual violence perpetrated by armed groups
in many armed conflicts should be good news, but these cases are not newsworthy—newsgatherers rarely focus on things that do not happen.
Similarly, domestic sexual violence in countries in conflict is of little interest to the media.
It is not new, it takes place behind closed doors, and it is mostly invisible.

The Incentives That Drive Humanitarian Organizations
With respect to international agencies and NGOs whose mission includes humanitarian
advocacy and service delivery, the misleading claims are driven by rather different incentives.
Those engaged in humanitarian advocacy and service delivery—including for victims
of sexual violence—typically bring a strong, often passionate, commitment to providing
assistance for those in need. But securing funding to address these needs is a continuing
challenge. Humanitarian needs are great, but the demands on donors from UN agencies and
international NGOs are always greater than the funds available to meet them.
This is so despite the fact that the absolute level of humanitarian assistance has risen
significantly since the end of the Cold War, in part as a consequence of powerful advocacy
campaigns waged by international humanitarian organizations. Between 2000 and 2010,
humanitarian assistance almost doubled in value.103 And between 2000 and 2009, the share
of this aid concentrated in conflict-affected states had increased from about 40 percent to
65 percent.104
But despite the increase in overall funding, there remains a large gap between what
is requested via mechanisms like the UN’s Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP) and what is
actually allocated by the donors.105
With demand for humanitarian funding greatly exceeding supply, it is not surprising that
competition for funding among UN agencies that play a major humanitarian role (such as
UNICEF [United Nations Children’s Fund], UNHCR [United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees], and the World Food Program) between the agencies and NGOs, and between the
NGOs themselves, is often rife.
In their critical 2004 analysis of contemporary humanitarian practice, The Charity of
Nations, Ian Smillie and Larry Minear identified a dilemma that lies at the heart of today’s
humanitarian enterprise:
In a highly competitive environment—made competitive by great needs and
inadequate funding—exaggeration not only pays, it is sometimes the only thing that
will dislodge funding from donors who themselves have too few resources and too
many supplicants.106
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With funding never sufficient to meet humanitarian needs, UN agencies and NGOs have
a powerful incentive to seek the media headlines that most effectively highlight the plight of
those in need.
In this context, the so-called CNN effect can play an important role. The term refers
to the impact of the media in bringing home to those living in donor countries the extent
of a humanitarian crisis, the desperate plight of the survivors, and the moral and political
imperatives to assist them. The CNN effect can help pressure donors to respond to crises and
private individuals to give to appeals from humanitarian agencies and NGOs.
Fundraisers in humanitarian organizations well understand that emotive appeals for
assistance have a greater impact than the statistics—hence the frequency with which shocking
victim narratives of conflict-related sexual violence feature in major UN and NGO reports on
wartime sexual violence. The problem is that the affecting narrative accounts, while true, are
presented in such a way as to suggest that they are the norm. This is rarely the case and in this
sense they are misleading.
On the other hand, there is no incentive for humanitarian agencies to focus on domestic
sexual violence in wartime, even though it appears to result in far more victims than conflictrelated sexual violence. The fact that domestic sexual violence occurs both in times of peace—
as well as war—means that it is not seen as an emergency issue. As such, it is not a compelling
candidate for humanitarian assistance.
A further source of potential bias lies in the fact that assessments of humanitarian need are
rarely independent. Most requests to donors for humanitarian assistance are based on assessments by the very organizations that will be beneficiaries of any funding that is granted. This
inevitably causes conflicts of interest to arise. As a 2003 report from the Overseas Development
Institute put it, it is difficult to believe that analyses of humanitarian need are objective if the
organization making the assessment has a vested interest in the result.107
There is compelling evidence that many assessments of the gravity of humanitarian crises
by NGOs and UN agencies are exaggerated.108

Does Getting It Wrong Really Matter?
Few deny that the demand for resources to combat wartime sexual violence and to assist
its victims is far greater than the supply, so why should it matter if the scope and incidence
of sexual violence are exaggerated in order to secure the resources that everyone agrees
are needed?
After all, as Tufts University’s Kelly M. Greenhill and co-author Peter Andreas note:
large numbers often help stimulate and increase funding flows to agencies and
organizations whose mission is dealing with the negative externalities of conflict
(such as humanitarian crises).109
The beneficiaries of humanitarian assistance have no reason to be concerned about its
provenance. And humanitarian fundraisers can well argue that if protecting the vulnerable and
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“Magical Numbers” and Wartime Sexual Violence
Prize-winning New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof has played a critically
important role in drawing international attention to wartime sexual violence.
But some of his widely cited claims have also spread misinformation about the
extent of sexual violence in the worst-affected countries.
In a 2009 New York Times article, for example, Kristof claimed that, “as many as threefourths of women” had been raped in Liberia’s civil war.

110

The provenance of this much-

publicized claim was not clear from the article, but Kristof was likely referring to a 2004 WHO
(World Health Organization) report.111
But even a cursory reading of the WHO survey report makes it clear that it could never
support such an extraordinary claim.
The WHO figures did indeed show that 77 percent of women in the survey had been
raped, but in fact all the respondents had been chosen precisely because they were survivors
of sexual violence.112 So the data revealed that three quarters of survivors of sexual violence had
been raped rather than suffered other forms of sexual assault. This is hardly surprising. Yet the
figure tells us absolutely nothing about the nationwide prevalence of rape.
The best estimate for the rate of sexual violence against females in Liberia in this period
was very high, but nothing remotely like the figure cited by Kristof and endlessly recycled in
the media by advocacy groups and even in UN publications.
In 2007, a major nationwide survey by the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS)
organization found that the lifetime prevalence rate of sexual violence among Liberian women
aged 15 to 49 was 18 percent.113 As we pointed out earlier, this is the same as the prevalence
rate for adult women in the United States.
While Kristof’s misleading claim has been reiterated countless times, the lower, and far
more accurate, estimate has largely been ignored by the media. It simply wasn’t newsworthy.
If this type of error—and the media treatment of it—were exceptional, there would be
little cause for concern. But it is far from exceptional. In fact, it is symptomatic of what Kelly M.
Greenhill calls:
the resilience of conflict-related magical numbers … that are deemed to be “true”
simply because they are widely believed to be true.114
The problem of inflated“magical number”war statistics is also evident in claims about the
global total of child soldiers, the number of children killed in modern wars, civilian deaths as
a share of all violent war deaths, and the intense controversies over war death tolls in Darfur,
Iraq, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). We examine the incentive structures
that drive such inflated claims—and why they matter for policy—in this chapter.
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saving lives requires an overemphasis on the extent and gravity of the problem, so be it—the
ends justify the means.
This attitude is understandable. But while inflated claims about the extent of wartime
sexual violence may help mobilize support for international action in the short term, they cannot form the basis for effective policy in the long term.
As Greenhill points out, bad data can have a decidedly negative impact on policy:
at best, inaccurate numbers can lead to wasted resources and effort where such
expenditures are unnecessary; at worst, they may result in too few supplies and
personnel being deployed where they are required most acutely.115
Not only will funds be allocated inequitably—and not necessarily for the most pressing
needs—but the competition for resources among advocacy organizations and service providers
may generate a quest for ever more shocking statistics and victim narratives.116 The resulting
distortion of evidence will likely increase the already considerable skepticism with which
donors regard many of the claims made by humanitarian agencies and NGOs about the gravity
of humanitarian emergencies.117 This “crying wolf” phenomenon may in turn affect donor
willingness to respond to future crises.

Why “Getting It Right” Matters for Policy
In this section we consider the policy implications of accepting the five myths about wartime
sexual violence identified in Chapter 1.
These myths, along with other misleading claims about wartime sexual violence, are
driven by what Andreas and Greenhill refer to as the “politics of numbers.” This, they warn,
“can help to perpetuate failing and flawed policies, distort funding, generate and support
misleading indicators of policy ‘progress’ and ‘success,’ manipulate media coverage and cloud
public debate.”118

The Bias towards the Extreme Cases of Conflict-Related Sexual Violence
In Chapter 1 we noted the disproportionate attention paid to those countries that are worst
affected by conflict-related sexual violence. And we pointed out that a significant number of
countries in conflict, which experience relatively little—or no—reported sexual violence, are
largely ignored in the mainstream narrative.
This means that almost no attention is paid by policy-makers—and little by researchers—
to the critical question of why some countries in conflict experience remarkably low levels of
sexual violence, while others suffer greatly.
Yet, a better understanding of what causes the difference in wartime sexual violence rates
could well help improve sexual violence prevention programs. Unfortunately, this issue is
of almost no interest to policy communities and receives very little attention in the research
community—the works of Elisabeth Wood, Dara Cohen, and Ragnhild Nordas being rare, but
important, exceptions.119
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The Policy Implications of the Unfounded Belief That Wartime Sexual Violence
Is Increasing
The widely-held conviction that conflict-related sexual violence around the world is increasing
means that there has been little policy interest in determining why it might be decreasing.
Little scholarly research has been devoted to this question either.
In fact, there are reasons for believing that conflict-related sexual violence has declined
since the end of the Cold War.
In Chapter 1 we argued that it was reasonable to expect that, all else equal, conflictrelated sexual violence will decline if the number and deadliness of armed conflicts declines
substantially. Given that wars have become less deadly and frequent over the past two
decades—and in the absence of independent trend data on sexual violence—we should
therefore assume that conflict-related sexual violence would have declined as well.120
If ending wars reduces conflict-related

Policy-makers are
unlikely to show interest
in determining why
sexual violence may be
decreasing if they are
convinced it is increasing.

sexual violence, then, as we explain below,
strategies to end wars—including peacemaking
(seeking to stop ongoing wars via negotiations)
and post-conflict peacebuilding (seeking to
prevent wars that have stopped from starting
again)—also become indirect strategies for
reducing conflict-related sexual violence.
Given that there is little evidence thus
far that any of the international strategies for

preventing wartime sexual violence in war-affected societies have had more than marginal
success,121 examining the potential for indirect strategies to achieve this end would make a lot
of policy sense.
But policy-makers are unlikely to show any interest in determining why sexual violence
might be decreasing if they are convinced that it is increasing, which is why seeking to “get it
right” with respect to sexual violence trends is important for policy.

The Policy Implications of the Strategic Rape Thesis
If mass rape is strategic—e.g., if it has been initiated as part of a top-down policy intended to
terrorize civilians, or as part of a campaign of ethnic cleansing—the international community
may have some immediate leverage that can be used to pressure the leaders of the government
or rebel forces to stop. These may include threats to withhold aid to governments, to impose
sanctions,122 or to push for indictments in the International Criminal Court.
If, as studies suggest, rape perpetrated by soldiers and rebels is not part of a top-down
strategic plan, but is due to the fact that the military command system is simply too weak to
stop the abuse, there is relatively little that the international community can do in the short
term. In the longer term, however, bringing perpetrators of rape to justice may provide a measure of deterrence against sexual violence in future wars.123
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We have argued that some of the claims that sexual violence is deployed as a “weapon
of war” are based on little more than anecdotal accounts. Pushing for policy initiatives on the
basis of false assumptions is clearly a recipe for bad policy. It underlines yet again the need for
reliable data—the sine qua non of evidence-based policy.

The Failure to Address Sexual Violence against Males and Female Perpetration
In the mainstream narrative on wartime sexual violence, the overwhelming emphasis is on
sexual violence directed against women and girls. The attention devoted to this issue is long
overdue and wholly warranted—the impact of wartime sexual violence on women and girls
has been ignored for centuries, and women are far more likely to be victimized than men.
Less understandable is the fact that sexual violence against men and boys has been largely
ignored. While the UN continues to stress the importance of gender sensitivity, its policy
prescriptions continue to treat wartime sexual violence as a phenomenon that affects only
women or girls. Male victims are very rarely even mentioned in the reports related to the
Security Council’s 1325 agenda, and the issue of female perpetration of sexual violence remains
completely invisible.
The UN’s failure to address the issue of sexual violence against males in any meaningful
manner has led to considerable criticism.124 The Secretary-General’s 2012 report on ConflictRelated Sexual Violence belatedly acknowledges that men may be victimized by sexual violence,125
but then notes that:
recent information underscores that the situation of male victims … require[s] deeper
examination. The issue must be understood from all perspectives and addressed at all
levels as part of a comprehensive approach to protecting civilians.126
The second sentence in the above quote is far from clear, but it likely means that sexual
violence against men and boys will be dealt with as part of the UN’s broader Protection of
Civilians agenda, and not the Security Council’s agenda on conflict-related sexual violence.127
The omission of males from the mainstream analysis on conflict-related sexual violence
not only distorts our understanding of the nature of wartime sexual violence, it also has negative policy consequences—namely that the needs of male victims are systematically ignored.
The lack of attention to the male survivors is remarkable:
4076 nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) around the world address rape during
wartime and other forms of political sexual violence. Of these, only 3% mention the
experience of males in their informational materials, typically as a passing reference.128
And, as Charli Carpenter has pointed out:
while the humanitarian assistance community has taken strides in addressing the
physical and psycho-social needs of female rape survivors … services for male
survivors of such violence in conflict situations are nearly non-existent.129
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This is not to minimize the issue of sexual violence perpetrated by men against
women—far from it. The point is simply that if the substantial amount of sexual violence
against males is systematically neglected then policy responses are bound to be insufficient
and inequitable.
While international agencies and NGOs are slowly beginning to address wartime sexual
violence against males, the issue of female perpetration of sexual violence has attracted almost
no attention. This is in spite of the fact that, as

The point is simply that
if the substantial amount
of sexual violence against
males is systematically
neglected then policy is
bound to be insufficient
and inequitable.

we noted in Chapter 1, findings from the few
studies that ask about the gender of perpetrators
indicate that conflict-related sexual violence
perpetrated by women is more common than
usually assumed.
Bringing female perpetrators to justice
is unlikely to happen as long as national
governments and the international community
fail to recognize that female perpetration of
conflict-related sexual violence is a reality.

Responding to Domestic Sexual Violence in Wartime
The focus on rape perpetrated by rebels, militias, and government troops has—understandably—
been intensive, yet, as we pointed out in Chapter 1, the more pervasive threat to the rights
and integrity of women posed by domestic sexual violence in wartime has been ignored
almost completely.
Just how domestic sexual violence in wartime can be countered is a challenge that is
both complex and lacking in any obvious short-term solutions. One thing is clear however:
until the problem is taken more seriously, by both the international community and national
governments, there will be little effective action to resolve it.
Lack of interest is not the only challenge in determining appropriate policy responses.
Indeed, as we point out later in this chapter:
 The policy prescriptions that are advocated by the UN for preventing conflict-related
rape have little relevance for domestic sexual violence.
 The fact that marital rape is neither a crime nor a priority for most governments in waraffected countries rules out many obvious domestic law and order responses to domestic
sexual violence in war-affected states.
 The fact that domestic sexual violence is prevalent in peacetime as well as wartime
means that it does not, by definition, qualify as an emergency issue. This may complicate
the access that survivors of domestic violence have to medical and psychological support,
since most assistance in conflict settings is humanitarian, i.e., it is specifically designed
to bring assistance to those suffering as a consequence of emergencies—a term that
includes wars as well as natural disasters.
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The UN and Wartime Sexual Violence
The reason why the five myths outlined in Chapter 1 have had an impact on policy-making
is that despite the increased attention that the issue of wartime sexual violence has received,
little effort has gone into collecting reliable evidence. The systems in place to monitor patterns
of sexual violence are clearly insufficient.
In October 2000 the UN Security Council passed the groundbreaking Resolution 1325 on
Women, Peace and Security and took responsibility, among other things, for creating a policy
framework and process for dealing with the manifold challenges of addressing conflict-related
sexual violence.
The political and legal framework that has guided this process has been informed by a
series of Security Council resolutions that included—and followed—Resolution 1325.130
But while the Council had set itself—and UN member states—a large number of
challenging goals, it has taken only perfunctory and inadequate steps towards monitoring
progress to meet those goals.
What this lack of reliable statistics has meant in practice is that almost 12 years after the
passage of Resolution 1325, which had flagged the need to “consolidate data on the impact of
armed conflict on women and girls,”131 neither the UN, nor any other international agency, has
any idea whether wartime sexual violence is increasing or decreasing, either worldwide or in
individual war-affected countries.
The same lack of the most basic data means that policy-makers have little idea whether or
not their sexual violence prevention policies are having any impact. And it has permitted the
misleading claims about the extent of conflict-related sexual violence noted in Chapter 1 to go
largely unchallenged.
Things are, however, slowly beginning to change. The UN is finally addressing the
need to acquire data on wartime sexual violence. It is far from clear, however, that what
will be provided will be adequate to monitor whether or not wartime sexual violence
is increasing or decreasing, or to determine the impact of UN and other sexual violence
prevention programs.
In April 2010 the UN Secretary-General submitted a report to the Security Council
that called for data to be collected on, among other things, the “incidence of sexual violence
in conflict-affected countries.” The report stressed the importance of collecting data on
quantitative indicators:
Indicators are signposts of change; a means for determining the status quo and
the progress towards the intended goal. They indicate trends and … are critical for
effective monitoring and evaluation.132
The Secretary-General’s report noted that indicator data on the incidence of sexual
violence would be collected by population surveys.133 But this, he cautioned, would require
“specialized and careful technical and conceptual development.”134 The pilot phase of data
collection on the incidence of wartime sexual violence could take two to five years.135
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How the implementation of such surveys would be funded was unclear, and the past
reluctance of donor governments to pay for data collection in this area suggests that lack of
sufficient funding may pose a significant barrier to progress.
In December 2010 the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1960, which formally
requested the UN Secretary-General to establish monitoring, analysis, and reporting
arrangements on conflict-related sexual violence.136 But it is clear from the cautious language
of the Secretary-General’s January 2012 report on Conflict-Related Sexual Violence that data
collection is seen as problematic:
Common information bases and methodologies for data collection for cases of
conflict-related sexual violence are under discussion and continue to remain a challenge
owing to the varying mandates and responsibilities of partner institutions.137
It is extraordinary, though perhaps not surprising given political sensitivities among
member states, that almost 12 years since the passage of Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace
and Security, the collection of the most basic data on conflict-related sexual violence should
still be “under discussion.”
The Secretary-General’s 2012 report noted that a “technical-level working group” was
being established to:
review information, monitor and verify incidents of sexual violence, analyse data,
trends and patterns, [and] prepare reports.138
How this would be accomplished, or when the technical working group might start
reporting on its findings, was not spelled out. Perhaps significantly, there was not a single
reference in the Secretary-General’s 2012 report to the use of population surveys, which had
been stressed as the primary means of gathering sexual violence data in the 2010 report.
In fact, the 2012 report makes clear that the
UN’s primary mode of collecting data will be
based, not on surveys, but on the “monitoring
and verification of incidents.”139 The model here
is the Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism
(MRM) that the UN uses to collect data that is
relevant to its mandate on children and armed
conflict, and which is discussed in detail in
Chapter 3. In collecting sexual violence incident

Almost 12 years since the
passage of Resolution 1325,
the collection of the most
basic data on conflictrelated sexual violence is
still “under discussion.”

data, the 2012 report emphasizes the need for
coordination with the MRM’s data collection exercises.
MRM-type data are useful for a variety of purposes, from identifying the perpetrators of
conflict-related sexual violence, to providing information on particular incidents, and recording
government and UN efforts to stop and prevent rape. But they are not useful for measuring
overall trends in rates of sexual violence.
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The MRM relies on counts of incidents of sexual violence that are reported to the UN.
But this grossly understates the extent of wartime sexual violence, compared with the data
derived from high-quality population surveys.
In other words, the methodology now being
used by the UN to report on sexual violence in
wartime cannot provide the reliable, objective,
and comprehensive data that the SecretaryGeneral’s report claims is the goal of the new

Population surveys are
the only way to access
accurate and robust data
on wartime sexual violence.

monitoring and reporting arrangements.
Some idea of the extent to which the UN’s
methodology undercounts the incidence of sexual violence is evident in a recent article by
Tia Palermo and Amber Peterman in the Bulletin of the World Health Organization (WHO):
More than 15,000 rapes were reported each year to the United Nations mission in the
DRC in both 2008 and 2009 … The major limitation of this figure is that it is based
only on cases reported to the United Nations mission. In contrast, a recent study using
population estimates and data from the nationally representative Demographic and
Health Survey (DHS) conducted from 2006–2007 showed that the rate of rape among
women aged 15 to 49 years in a 12-month period was 26 times higher than the estimates
based on reports to United Nations authorities.140
The only way to access reasonably accurate and robust data on the nationwide incidence
and prevalence of wartime sexual violence is via high-quality population surveys—like those
used in the major international effort to track progress towards the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs). Nothing remotely like this effort currently exists for tracking trends in wartime
sexual violence, and the January 2012 Secretary General’s report, Conflict-Related Sexual Violence,
suggests that little progress is likely on this front any time soon.

Combating Wartime Sexual Violence: The Key Challenges
Since the end of the 1990s, the protection of civilians in war-affected countries from“imminent
threats of physical violence” (including sexual violence) has become an increasingly important
policy focus within the UN—and a source of considerable debate. In 1999 a landmark report
by then Secretary-General Kofi Annan noted that the protection of civilians:
is fundamental to the central mandate of the Organization. The responsibility for the
protection of civilians cannot be transferred to others.141
The UN, the report argued, was the only international organization that could undertake
this role. But in 2009 a major independent study commissioned by the UN’s Department of
Peacekeeping Operations and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs noted
that, a decade after the first peacekeeping mission was mandated to protect civilians, there was
still considerable confusion within the UN as to what this meant:
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the UN Secretariat, troop- and police-contributing countries, host states, humanitarian
actors, human rights professionals, and the missions themselves continue to struggle
over what it means for a peacekeeping operation to protect civilians, in definition and
in practice.142

Stopping sexual violence
in today’s civil wars is
perhaps the greatest
challenge confronting
the UN’s protection
of civilians agenda.

The report highlighted the shortcomings
of the UN’s current approach to protecting
civilians, pointing to gaps in policy guidance,
planning, and preparedness; lack of missionwide strategy; inconsistent civilian and military
leadership; resource constraints; and a lack of
capacity to collect and analyze information on
day-to-day threats and potential crises.143
Given these challenges, it is not surprising

that one of the report’s authors subsequently wondered publicly whether the protection of
civilians in volatile war-affected countries might not be an “impossible mandate.”144
Stopping sexual violence in today’s civil wars is perhaps the greatest challenge confronting
the UN’s protection of civilians agenda. Indeed, Anne Marie Goetz of UN Women (or the
United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women, UNIFEM) has
suggested that stopping wartime sexual violence amounts to a “doubly impossible” mandate for
UN peacekeepers.145
Providing effective protection against conflict-related sexual violence is extraordinarily
challenging. The taboos and sensitivities that relate to rape are associated with massive underreporting, and the government security forces, including police and military, that have primary
responsibility for protecting civilians from sexual attacks are often major perpetrators.146
In most cases, UN peacekeepers are simply too few in number to provide adequate protection
for civilians at risk.
At the UN there have been increasingly
insistent calls to end the pervasive and enduring
culture of impunity that continues to protect
perpetrators—government forces as well as
rebels—from prosecution. Bringing perpetrators
to trial and punishing them would not only
serve the cause of justice, but would also, so it
is claimed, act as a deterrent to future violations.

There have been
increasingly insistent
calls to end the culture
of impunity that protects
perpetrators from
prosecution.

There has been real progress at the normative level over the past decade. Specific acts of sexual violence have been designated as both
war crimes and crimes against humanity under the Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court (ICC), and a number of high-level officials have been indicted for crimes involving
sexual violence.
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But while few doubt that these international legal developments are important, particularly
for the long term, there is little evidence that they have—thus far—had a major impact
in terms of deterring sexual violence in countries.
This is not surprising. Those ultimately responsible for acts of sexual violence are unlikely
to be deterred from sanctioning rape or other forms of sexual violence unless they believe
that there is a finite possibility that they may be
arrested, tried, and punished.
There is some statistical evidence that the
deterrent effect of national human rights trials
can be effective over time in reducing violations,
but that evidence does not yet include deterrence

The UN often has too
few resources to provide
adequate security for all
civilians that are at risk.

of crimes of sexual violence.147
A second approach to preventing conflictrelated sexual violence, one that has a more immediate impact and that has been adopted by
the UN in its peace operations, focuses on the direct physical protection of women and girls
in war-affected countries. Here a range of tactics are already being used to a greater or lesser
extent in peacekeeping missions. These include:
 Using peacekeepers to escort women who are attending markets, looking after crops or
livestock, or collecting water, firewood, or animal fodder away from home.
 The creation of mobile stand-by Rapid Reaction Force units that can be deployed rapidly
to deal with threats to the peace—including rape.
 The establishment of protected safe havens.
 Gender-sensitive design and management of Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) and
refugee camps.148
These and other physical protection measures can make an important difference in
particular situations, but no one in the UN believes that they are sufficient. As the UN’s
Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) points out:
 We often protect civilians in harsh conditions, with limited or insufficient resources, and
with partners who sometimes lack the will or capacity to do their part.
 Peacekeeping operations often deploy amidst the unrealistic expectation that they will be
able to protect all civilians at all times.
The problem is that in the countries worst affected by conflict-related sexual violence the
UN simply has too few resources for its physical protection measures to provide adequate
security for all civilians that are at risk.149
Although there is currently little evidence that either deterrence or physical protection
measures are having an impact on the incidence of conflict-related sexual violence, this does
not mean that there are no other prospects for improvement.
Currently, the most effective strategies for substantially reducing the worldwide incidence
of conflict-related sexual violence appear to be international action to end the wars in which it
flourishes—and to prevent wars that have ended from starting again. There is now considerable
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evidence that what the UN calls peacemaking—the use of mediation to negotiate peace
agreements between the warring parties—has played an important role in stopping conflicts
since the end of the Cold War.150 And the evidence suggests that post-conflict peacebuilding
programs that seek to stabilize post-conflict settings and prevent wars from recurring also have
a positive effect.151
And as we have noted previously, we have good reason to assume that when conflicts end,
the incidence of sexual violence perpetrated by soldiers and rebels will also decline, though it
may not cease entirely.

Domestic Sexual Violence in War-Affected Countries
The UN’s policies for addressing wartime sexual violence focus almost entirely on abuses that
are conflict-related. The domestic sexual violence in war-affected countries, which the evidence
suggests claims far more victims than that perpetrated by combatants, is ignored completely
in the mainstream narrative.
Note that we are not arguing that domestic sexual violence in general is ignored by the
international community. It is, in fact, the central focus of numerous programs around the
world undertaken by the UN and its agencies, as well as countless NGOs, all of which seek to
prevent all forms of violence against women and bring assistance to its victims.152 The majority
of these efforts take place in peacetime, but because today’s conflicts rarely encompass all of
the national territory of war-affected countries, some programs will likely continue during
periods of conflict in parts of the country not directly affected by the fighting.
However, the fact that the mainstream narrative on wartime sexual violence ignores
domestic sexual violence completely, while the UN has excluded it from its Women, Peace and
Security agenda, means that it has become invisible politically in wartime. This in turn means
that it receives little or no high-level political attention and few of the resources that are devoted
to addressing the far more highly publicized challenges of conflict-related sexual violence.
Key officials have, however, made it explicit that the UN’s focus lies elsewhere. In her
opening address to the much-cited 2008 Wilton Park conference on the role of peacekeepers
in dealing with conflict-related sexual violence, the UN’s Anne Marie Goetz described three
types of sexual violence that occur in today’s war-affected countries. They are:
 Widespread and systematic rape—i.e., organized campaigns of sexual violence during
wartime.
 Widespread and opportunistic rape—i.e., large-scale unorganized sexual violence in
war-affected countries.
 Isolated and random rape—“rape that occurs at all times, in all societies and that is unrelated
to political strategy (widespread and systematic sexual violence) or the chaos of armed conflict
(widespread and opportunistic sexual violence).”153
Goetz does not mention domestic sexual violence per se, but it is likely included in the
latter category. Domestic political violence in wartime is, however, far from being “isolated and
random.” Indeed, as we have pointed out, the limited evidence we have indicates that it is far
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more pervasive than conflict-related sexual violence, even in cases like the DRC where the
level of conflict-related rape rates are extremely high.
It is clear that domestic sexual violence is not an issue that the UN believes that the
Women, Peace and Security agenda should address. It follows that, like isolated and random
rape, it should be treated as “a domestic criminal matter warranting a domestic law and order
response, quite distinct from sexual violence as a matter of international peace and security.”154
But in many war-affected countries, domestic sexual violence cannot be dealt with via
a national or international law and order response. First, as we flagged earlier, in the large
majority of poor countries where most wars take place, marital rape is not illegal. Indeed, less
than 60 countries in the world have legislation explicitly criminalizing marital rape.155 And even
in those countries where it is illegal, the perpetrators are often protected by a de facto culture
of impunity.
Second, domestic sexual violence is neither a war crime nor a crime against humanity
under international law, and cannot thus be prosecuted by national governments under the
terms of the Rome Statute—nor, indeed, by the International Criminal Court itself.
This is not all. The physical measures intended by the UN to provide protection against
conflict-related sexual violence—like firewood patrols and escorting women to markets—are
wholly irrelevant when it comes to protecting women and girls from sexual violence within
the home.
The neglect of domestic sexual violence is not restricted to the Security Council’s agenda
on wartime sexual violence. UN Action against Sexual Violence in Conflict, which was launched
in March 2007, is a concerted effort by 13 UN entities to end sexual violence in war and its
aftermath by:
improving coordination and accountability, amplifying advocacy and supporting
country efforts to prevent conflict-related sexual violence and respond more effectively
to the needs of survivors.156
But there is no high-level multi-agency
effort that is remotely comparable to UN
Action that addresses the pervasive problem of
domestic sexual violence in wartime.
The UN’s reluctance to address domestic
sexual violence in wartime under its Women,
Peace and Security agenda is understandable.
Peacekeepers lack the resources to tackle

Fewer than 60 countries
have laws against marital
rape. Even where it is
illegal, perpetrators are
often protected by a de
facto culture of impunity.

conflict-related sexual violence effectively, let
alone the more pervasive problem of wartime
domestic sexual violence. And, as noted earlier, because domestic sexual violence is a
persistent and endemic problem, it is difficult to characterize it as an emergency issue requiring
humanitarian assistance.
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There remains, however, a real inequity in the current situation. Domestic sexual violence
may appear less serious than conflict-related rape—it certainly is not associated with the wellknown savageries of mass gang rapes that have been common in some war zones. However,
domestic sexual violence is not only more pervasive than conflict-related sexual violence but it
also tends to be more persistent. Unlike conflict-related sexual violence, it can, and often does,
continue over many years.
But whatever the relative seriousness of the
two types of sexual violence, the reality is that
conflict-related sexual violence is receiving long
overdue attention from the UN, particularly the
Security Council, and its survivors have been
receiving greatly increased assistance from the
international community. At the same time,
however, the plight of the survivors of domestic

Domestic sexual violence
is both more pervasive and
persistent than conflictrelated sexual violence.
It can, and often does,
continue over many years.

sexual violence in wartime has been excluded
from the Security Council’s policy agenda on wartime sexual violence. And although more
pervasive and persistent than conflict-related sexual violence, it has become virtually invisible
in the mainstream narrative.
There are legal and practical reasons for this exclusion—it is difficult, for example, to claim
that domestic sexual violence in wartime is a threat to international peace and security. The
result, however, is the same—the victims/survivors of domestic sexual violence in wartime are
rendered effectively invisible at the highest level in the UN and their plight is ignored.

Focusing on Normative Change
Preventing either conflict-related or wartime domestic sexual violence is extraordinarily
difficult. It is true that growing numbers of states are introducing legislation to provide women
with legal protection from domestic sexual abuse, but translating new laws into effective policy
on the ground is likely to be a very lengthy process. Progress requires not just new legislation
but major changes in popular and official attitudes.
A major impediment to reducing the level of sexual violence in many developing
countries—in conflict situations as well as in peacetime—is that substantial percentages
of women believe that their partners have the right to have sex with them, even if they do
not want to—and that it is acceptable for their male partners to punish them physically
if they refuse. In Sierra Leone, for example, the 2002 Physicians for Human Rights survey
found that:
Despite 80 percent of women expressing that there should be legal protection for the
rights of women, more than half of women reported that their husbands had the right
to beat them and that it was a wife’s duty to have sex with her husband even if she
did not want to.157
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As Figure 2.1 from a WHO multi-country study, shown below, makes clear, the attitudes
of women in Sierra Leone are far from being exceptional. In many of the surveyed areas,
especially those with rural populations, a significant proportion of the interviewed women—
and sometimes the large majority—did not believe that refusing sex with a husband is
acceptable if a woman does not want to have sex.

Figure 2.1 Women’s Views on a Wife’s Right
to Refuse Sex with Her Husband
Tanzania province
Samoa
Tanzania city
Bangladesh province
Ethiopia province
Peru province
Bangladesh city
Brazil province
Thailand province
Namibia city
Thailand city
Peru city
Japan city
Brazil city
Serbia & Montenegro city
10

0

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Percent of women who believe that a wife has a right to refuse
to have sex with her husband “if she does not want to”

Data Source: WHO.158

Women’s views on their rights vary significantly. But in several areas only a
minority believe that women who do not want to have sex with their husbands
have the right to refuse.

Since marital rape is not illegal in the large majority of poor countries where most wars
take place, it is unlikely that the often dramatic cross-national variation in the rates of domestic
sexual violence is a function of legislation and law and order policies—though these may make
a difference in particular cases. The variation is, however, strongly associated with differences
in popular norms and beliefs about the acceptability of sexual violence—beliefs that are held
not only by perpetrators but sometimes by their victims as well.
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It is probably no coincidence that the WHO study recorded low levels of domestic violence
in areas where women’s rights norms are more entrenched. In the nine surveyed areas where a
majority of women believed they had a right to refuse sex with their husbands, the prevalence
of intimate-partner sexual violence was 19 percent on average, just over half the average for
the remaining regions.159
WHO has pointed to other norms and beliefs that help perpetuate sexual violence:
 “Family responses to sexual violence that blame women without punishing men, and
concentrate instead on restoring ‘lost’ family honour.”160
 “Sexual violence committed by men is to a large extent rooted in ideologies of male sexual
entitlement. These belief systems grant women extremely few legitimate options to refuse
sexual advances.”161
 Weak legal sanctions for sexual violence send the message that such violence is condoned,
and may even exclude certain forms of sexual violence from the legal definition.162
The large degree of variation in levels of sexual violence, both within and between
countries, demonstrates that such violence is not an immutable consequence of “human
nature.”163 And the fact that widely held norms and attitudes about sexual behaviour have
made domestic sexual violence appear “acceptable” in many countries makes changing such
norms an obvious prevention strategy.
Changing norms via policy interventions has been successful in other contexts. In fact,
there is a long history of national- and community-level public health education campaigns
that have sought to change norms and attitudes that are associated with social behaviours
that have a negative impact on health—notably those against smoking, drinking and driving,
drinking while pregnant, not wearing seatbelts, and practicing unsafe sex. Some of these
campaigns, which have often been undertaken in conjunction with legislative change and
stress on penalties for noncompliance, have been notably successful.
During the past two decades, there has also

Low levels of domestic
violence tend to occur
where women’s rights
are more entrenched.

been increasing interest among public health
professionals, as well as human rights advocacy
groups, in initiatives that seek to change the
social norms and attitudes that have normalized
and legitimized sexual violence and other
violations, even in countries where it is legally
proscribed.164 Few of these interventions have

been rigorously evaluated,

165

but some community interventions to reverse long-established

practices that put women at risk appear to have been remarkably successful. One such practice
is female genital cutting, which is widely practiced in Muslim communities in parts of Africa.
In Senegal, for example, a movement to end the prevalent practice of female genital cutting
has been spreading “through the very ties of family and ethnicity that used to entrench it.”166
In the past 15 years, the movement has gained such momentum that “a majority of Senegalese
villages where genital cutting was commonplace have committed to stop it.”167
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This remarkable change was not achieved by legislation or domestic law enforcement—in
fact, police had put little effort into enforcing the ban on female genital cutting imposed by the
Senegalese parliament in 1999. Rather, the change in this previously widely accepted practice
has been driven by relatively low-cost community-level activism directed at changing norms
and attitudes.168 Community activists stressed both the health risks of the practice and the fact
that there is no religious requirement for genital cutting in Islam. In fact, the practice predates
Islam’s arrival by centuries.169
The Senegal case is far from unique. Findings from similar campaigns in Ethiopia, Egypt,
Kenya, and the Sudan suggest that in all cases there have been:
substantial reductions in FGC [female genital cutting] and accompanying shifts in the
norms that undergird the practice.170
Included in the successful campaigns to reduce genital cutting were the following:
 Programs that encouraged “community deliberation, collective reflection and changes in
social attitudes and norms.”
 Appeals for change that were“value-centred”and involved,“some process of consciousness
raising and deliberation on values, rights and gender-based discrimination.”
 Approaches that built on local traditions and “introduced rights-based concepts, without
necessarily using human rights language.”171
Interestingly, a 2004 study of the Senegal campaign against genital cutting found that it
also reduced the incidence of intimate-partner violence.172
While these campaigns are not necessarily blueprints for reducing domestic sexual violence, they demonstrate that it is possible to make major changes in norms that relate to highly
sensitive sexual practices that harm women.

Gender Inequality and Wartime Sexual Violence
Underpinning much of current discussion in UN agencies and elsewhere about the causes
of sexual violence is the widely held conviction that, as WHO puts it, “gender inequalities
increase the risk of violence by men against women and inhibit the ability of those affected
to seek protection.”173 This thesis applies to sexual, as well as physical, violence and should in
principle apply to sexual violence in wartime.
There is some indirect statistical evidence to support the idea that gender inequality
increases the probability of conflict-related sexual violence, notably econometric studies
by Mary Caprioli of the University of Minnesota–Duluth and by Uppsala University’s Erik
Melander, both published in 2005.174
Caprioli found, “The higher the level of gender inequality within a state, the greater the
likelihood that such a state will experience internal conflict.”175
Melander, who examined the impact of gender equality on the deadliness of conflict, rather
than on the risk of conflict onsets, found that more gender-equal societies “are associated with
lower levels of intrastate armed conflict.”176
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In 2010 Stanford University’s James Fearon reviewed both studies and found generally
weaker associations when using additional data. But he also noted that:
overall there is some indication that higher levels of gender equality associate with a
lower propensity for conflict.177
If the findings are correct, this would mean that as the risk of conflict drops, greater gender
equality should also be, indirectly, associated with less conflict-related sexual violence.
It is important, however, to note that none of these studies had particularly robust
results. Moreover, there may not be a clear causal link between increasing gender equality
and decreasing the risk and deadliness of armed conflict. Fearon argues that the finding may
simply indicate that societies that endorse the idea of gender equality “are the sort of societies
that are less likely to have civil wars.”178
Increasing gender equality is, of course,

Cross-national evidence
shows that where women
have higher levels of
income and education,
they tend to be at lower
risk of sexual violence.

important in its own right and during the past
decade there has been a huge expansion in
efforts to achieve change in this area. These
have included legislative action, education
programs in schools, media interventions—
including media advertising and “edutainment”
campaigns—and interventions at the community level.179 Data collected to measure progress
towards achieving MDGs indicate that there has

been an overall improvement in gender equality during this period.180
WHO has reviewed a number of individual case studies of efforts to reduce domestic
sexual violence by reducing gender inequality. A major WHO report points out that while
some of these efforts have indeed been associated with reductions in sexual violence, few of
the programs have been subject to any kind of scientific impact evaluation.181 This is important
because there is some cautionary evidence that campaigns intended to promote gender
equality, and thus reduce sexual violence, can have perverse effects—i.e., they can lead to a
backlash that can actually worsen domestic sexual violence.182
During one such campaign in Nicaragua, for example, the reported incidence of sexual
violence doubled over a period of a year and a half.183 Researchers evaluating the program
noted that while some of the increase was simply a function of more reporting of sexual
violence, it was also due to a violent male backlash against the growing resistance of women
to male hegemony.
This and other cases serve as a reminder of the possible unintended consequences of
policy initiatives in this field.184 Just how great a threat such backlash reactions are to gender
equality and empowerment programs is currently impossible to say.
There is cross-national evidence to support the thesis that where women have higher levels
of income and education they tend to be at lower—not negligible—risk of sexual violence.
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But overall the evidence is inconclusive thus far and the very limited data that exists suggest
that the process of achieving greater gender equality can threaten traditional male roles, which
in turn may be associated with increased risks of intimate-partner violence.185

Conclusion
The first two chapters of this Report have presented a critical analysis of the assumptions that
underpin the mainstream narrative on wartime sexual violence.
We have argued that this narrative—which has become increasingly prominent since
the passage of Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security in 2000—
is misleading in two important ways. First, the level of conflict-related sexual violence is
overstated in a number of different ways. Second, domestic sexual violence, sexual violence
against males in wartime, and the role of women in perpetrating sexual violence have been
largely ignored.
We also argued that these misleading assumptions have negative implications for policies
aimed at preventing wartime sexual violence and bringing assistance to its survivors and
justice to its perpetrators.
The mainstream narrative we suggested is driven in large part by the very different—
but complementary—incentive structures that shape media reporting and the humanitarian
advocacy and service delivery imperatives of international agencies and major NGOs. But it is
also the case that the misleading claims we have identified have been able to flourish largely
unchallenged in large part because there are no reliable cross-national data that could be used
as a corrective.
With respect to reducing wartime sexual violence, the challenges remain daunting.
In the long term, ending the culture of impunity that protects combatants who perpetrate
sexual violence during periods of war should make a difference. But while impunity has become
an issue of increased concern and debate,
particularly among international lawyers, there
has thus far been little concerted action on the
ground where it counts the most. The number
of perpetrators brought to justice remains
extraordinarily small compared with the number
of sexual violence crimes that are perpetrated
in wartime.

Misleading assumptions
affects policies to prevent
sexual violence and bring
assistance to survivors and
justice to perpetrators.

The UN’s goal of providing women and
children with physical protection from conflictrelated sexual violence in peace operations continues to be an “impossible mandate,” largely
because peacekeeping forces lack the resources needed to undertake this hugely demanding
task effectively.
The governments of countries in conflict have an important potential protection role to
play here, but government forces and militias are often the major perpetrators of the very sexual
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violence they are supposed to prevent. Where this is the case they are part of the problem, not
the solution.
These somewhat bleak realities do not mean that the prospects for reducing conflictrelated sexual violence are minimal, however.
We argued previously that it was reasonable to assume that sexual violence perpetrated by
soldiers and rebels will decline when conflicts come to an end. We further argued that given
that there has been a substantial decline in the number and deadliness of wars since the end of
the Cold War, there is good reason to believe that the worldwide incidence of conflict-related
sexual violence will also have declined.
The evidence presented in the last Human Security Report indicates that this decline is due
in considerable part to initiatives by the international community to end wars and prevent
them from starting again—“peacemaking” and “post-conflict peacebuilding” in UN-speak.186
Insofar as this is true, then such initiatives are also important indirect strategies for reducing
conflict-related sexual violence.
Reducing domestic sexual violence in wartime presents an even greater challenge, not
least because the problem remains largely unacknowledged in the many poor countries where
marital rape is not a criminal offence, and in part because the UN Security Council ignores the
problem completely in its high-profile Women, Peace and Security mandate.
But here, too, there are grounds for cautious optimism about the future. There is evidence
from campaigns to reduce female genital cutting that indicates that carefully crafted policies
engaging local communities can greatly reduce harmful practices.187 Similar approaches could
potentially yield success regarding domestic sexual violence in wartime.
In Chapter 3 we turn to examine the impact of conflict on the incidence of sexual violence
against children. Here the challenge of policy analysis is even greater, because reliable crossnational data are almost nonexistent.
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