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Children and Wartime Sexual Violence
In 2006, in an analysis prepared for the United Nations Division for the Advancement of
Women (UNDAW) and UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund), Dyan Mazurana and
Khristopher Carlson drew attention to sobering findings about the impact of war on children.
The authors reported that some 2 million children had been killed in armed conflicts around
the world over a 10-year period. An additional 6 million had been permanently disabled or
injured, over 14 million had been displaced, and more than a million had been orphaned and
separated from their parents. Over 250,000 children had been forced to serve in rebel, militia,
or government forces.188
While often drawn from official sources, these and similar claims are questionable, in large
part because reliable cross-national data on how conflict affects children are rarely available.189
But notwithstanding important caveats about the reliability of some of these findings, few
would dispute that huge numbers of children—those least able to protect themselves—are at
grave personal risk in wartime.
One of the many dangers that children confront in war-affected countries is sexual assault.
This includes not just the gang rapes by rebel forces and militias that capture the media
headlines, but also the largely invisible assaults by family members and acquaintances. Yet,
despite growing attention to the plight of children in armed conflict, despite many horrific
accounts of individual cases of child rape, remarkably little is known about the incidence or
prevalence of wartime sexual violence against children.
In this chapter we examine the fragmentary evidence that exists on the extent of wartime
sexual violence against children. We locate our discussion within the broader context of the
UN’s Children and Armed Conflict policy agenda that has become increasingly politically
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salient in the new millennium and addresses sexual violence against children along with other
“grave violations.” We point out that the UN’s own system for tracking the incidence of conflictrelated sexual violence against children is incapable of estimating either the extent or severity of
the problem. The system ignores domestic sexual violence in wartime completely, even though
the evidence suggests that it is far more prevalent than conflict-related sexual violence.
In the final section we examine some of the policy implications of our findings and ask if
it is possible to generate data on wartime sexual violence that is reliable enough to create an
evidence base for policy where none currently exists.

Key Findings
Many of our findings are similar to those that relate to sexual violence against adults. They
include:
 Claims made by high-level UN reports that wartime sexual violence against children has
been increasing lack any supporting evidence. The indirect evidence suggests that such
violations are decreasing worldwide. At the same time, the UN’s own system for reporting
violations against children in war-affected countries, the Monitoring and Reporting
Mechanism (MRM), grossly undercounts the incidence of conflict-related sexual violence
against children.
 Even though most sexual violence against children in wartime is perpetrated by family
members and acquaintances, not combatants, this form of sexual violence receives only
minimal attention in UN, NGO (nongovernmental organization), and media analyses,
and is not counted in the UN’s own reporting system.
 As is the case with adults, sexual violence rates against children vary substantially from
region to region and from country to country around the world.
 Unless respondents in surveys are given the option of responding anonymously to questions about any sexual violations that occurred when they were children, their responses
will underestimate the extent of the violations.
Determining the true global extent to which sexual violence affects children during wartime is currently impossible given the fragmentary and unreliable nature of the data. Not surprisingly, our knowledge of how war affects the incidence of sexual violence against children
in wartime is even more limited than is the case for adults.190
But one finding does emerge from the very limited data. As we argue below, the prevalence
of sexual violence against children appears to be quite different from that against adults.
Because children are clearly more vulnerable than adults, we might expect that they would
be more likely to become victimized by sexual violence. Not only are they less able to defend
themselves, but in the case of domestic sexual violence, children often live in a dependent
relationship with their abusers, making it extremely unlikely that they will seek help. In some
cases they may not even be aware at the time that they are being victimized.191
In fact, the prevalence rates of sexual violence against children appear to be significantly
lower than against adults. Rates of abuse differ to a greater degree than can be explained
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solely by the fact that sexual violence against children is under-reported. This suggests that
normative constraints are providing children with protection from sexual predation—during
wars as well as in peacetime.

The Children and Armed Conflict Narrative
What constitutes a child in today’s world is contested, particularly with reference to armed
conflicts. The UN and most humanitarian organizations hold that childhood does not end until
the age of 18, a view that finds legal support in the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child, which states that:
a child means every human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the
law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.192
But outside of international treaties there is little consensus about the age at which
adulthood begins. In many countries, individuals of 17 and younger see themselves as adults
and are treated as such. They marry, hold jobs, often lead independent lives, and are sometimes
held legally responsible for their actions.
The research literature on children and sexual violence reflects this divergence in views
about what constitutes childhood. Some research focuses on young children—those under 15
years old—and excludes the 15- to 17-year-olds. Other research and much of the advocacy is
guided by the UN definition—i.e., all individuals under 18 years of age are considered children.
We discuss the findings of both types of studies in this chapter.
The Children and Armed Conflict agenda, which began to emerge from the UN in the
second half of the 1990s, has played a critical role in framing the narrative on how war-affected
children are perceived in the international community and much of the media. In this narrative,
children are typically presented as “increasingly becoming the direct targets of violence.”193
The UN agenda was heavily influenced by a powerfully written 1996 report undertaken
for the UN on the Impact of Armed Conflict on Children by Graça Machel.194 Machel had been
a member of FRELIMO, Mozambique’s liberation movement against Portuguese colonial
rule, and was subsequently a minister in the post-independence government. Her hugely
influential report argued that the crisis facing children in war-affected countries had to be
understood in terms of new modes of armed violence that were emerging in the post-Cold
War era that were quite different from traditional forms of warfare. These “new wars,”195 as
they were later dubbed, were flourishing in a security environment that, as Machel put it,
had become:
devoid of the most basic human values; a space in which children are slaughtered,
raped, and maimed; a space in which children are exploited as soldiers; a space in
which children are starved and exposed to extreme brutality. Such unregulated terror
and violence speak of deliberate victimization. There are few further depths to which
humanity can sink.196
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The atrocities to which this passage refers have certainly taken place in wartime, but the
report presented a picture that was more than somewhat misleading. Similar to the reports
on wartime sexual violence against women discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, Machel discussed
particular—often extreme—cases as if they were representative of the situation for all children
in all armed conflicts. They are not.
The mainstream narrative has remained largely the same since the publication of Machel’s
report in 1996. Although researchers and some officials are increasingly arguing the need to
understand children as individuals with agency, not simply as passive victims, the website
of the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed
Conflict currently notes that children are:
the primary victims of armed conflict … [They] are killed or maimed, made orphans,
abducted, deprived of education and health care, and left with deep emotional scars
and trauma. They are recruited and used as child soldiers, forced to give expression to
the hatred of adults.197
But despite its partial and misleading nature, the depiction of the plight of children in
armed conflict produced by the Machel and subsequent reports has been highly effective
politically. Responding to pressure from advocacy organizations and the high-level official
reports, the UN Security Council has become increasingly engaged over the past decade and
a half with what has become a clearly defined Children and Armed Conflict policy agenda.
Since 1999 it:
has greatly elevated the relevance of child protection concerns within its international
peace and security agenda and has allowed for opportunities to improve efforts and
actions for the protection of children.198
Yet, despite the increased attention, and despite the fact that wartime sexual violence
against children has become a major issue for the Security Council, some 16 years after
the publication of the Machel report, the UN still has no real understanding of the scope
or severity of the problem worldwide. Moreover, there is little evidence that UN policies to
prevent sexual violence against children in wartime, or to bring its perpetrators to justice, are
having any real impact.

The Knowledge Gaps
The remarkable absence of reliable information in this area is part of a much broader problem
of inadequate data on almost all issues related to child protection in war-affected countries. As
Alastair Ager and co-authors have pointed out, without:
coordinated and reliable data collection … humanitarian action in support of children’s
protection will continue to be planned in a manner that is critically ignorant of scale,
circumstance and effectiveness of response.199
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The authors focused on the situation in Darfur, but the problems they identified are
common to most conflict- or crisis-affected countries.200 Among other things this means that
the international community lacks access to any reliable data that can determine whether the
incidence of sexual violence against children around the world is increasing or decreasing.
Official concern about the huge knowledge gaps in this area has, however, been growing
among donors and international agencies that are increasingly demanding that policy be
evidence-based. These pressures have given impetus to efforts at the UN to collect data on
children affected by armed conflict.
In 2005 the UN Security Council, responding to a series of reports and advocacy efforts
that drew attention to the plight of children in conflict-affected countries, established the
MRM to report on grave violations of children’s rights in wartime, to inform policy, and to help
bring their perpetrators to justice.
In 2006, however, the UN’s Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS) reported to the
Security Council on the workings of the MRM. It noted major problems:
There is no systematic picture—in a statistical, aggregate sense—available on whether
the extent to which [the situation of] CAAC [Children Affected by Armed Conflict], on
a country by country basis, or as a global phenomenon, has improved or deteriorated.
The cited estimates of two million children killed and continued existence of 250,000
or 300,000 global child soldiers, for instance, are entirely informal calculations that
have not been derived from MRM aggregation.201
The claims about the “300,000 global child

Donors and international
agencies are increasingly
demanding that policy
on child protection in
war-affected countries
be evidence-based.

soldiers” and “two million children killed in
wars around the world” that are noted in the
OIOS review are suspiciously similar to the
unsubstantiated, but widely circulated UNICEF
figures cited at the beginning of this chapter. They
are typical of the pervasive “urban myths” about
the effects of war that get endlessly recycled by
NGOs and UN agencies.202 (We examine some
other challenges the MRM confronts below.)

Although there are no reliable data that support these claims, they have become widely
accepted. This is not surprising. The assertions made are in line with the mainstream official
and media reporting and analyses that focus largely on the worst affected countries. They
are rarely questioned, in part because people assume that claims made by international
organizations and major NGOs are reliable, and in part because there are no alternative
sources of accessible and reliable data with which to challenge them. Last but not least—as
we noted in Chapter 2—focusing on the worst cases is useful for advocacy and for directing
public and donor attention towards the need to protect those who are most vulnerable in
war-affected countries.
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Is Wartime Violence against Children Increasing?
In 2009 a high-level follow-up study to Graça Machel’s influential 1996 report was released.203
Published by the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children
and Armed Conflict and UNICEF with funding from 12 governments and several other UN
agencies, the new study proclaimed that wars were having an “even more horrific impact on
children, and on civilians generally” than in the early 1990s.204
In fact, there is no evidence to support

There is no evidence
to support claims that
conflict-related violence,
including sexual violence,
is having an increasing
impact on children.

claims that conflict-related violence, including
sexual violence, was having a greater worldwide
impact on children in the 2000s than during the
1990s.205 But it is not difficult to understand why
such claims should have gained credibility.
In the years that followed the 1996 Machel
report, a so-called new wars thesis flourished
in the UN, as well as in parts of the research
community.206 New wars theorists argued that

the nature of armed conflict had changed since the end of the Cold War. “Old wars” were
fought for political ends by disciplined armies and paid heed to the proscription of deliberate
attacks on civilians. New wars are very different—more akin to the anomic savagery depicted
in the Machel report and described previously.207
New wars, it was claimed, are fought by undisciplined armed groups that lack popular
support and whose members are prone to extreme violence, including ethnic cleansing,
strategic rape, genocide, and other gross violations of human rights. New wars both occur in
failed or failing states, and also cause them to fail. They are motivated more by predation and/
or ethnic hatred than by the political or ideological ends that drove old wars.
And whereas the intentional killing of civilians was proscribed in theory, if not always
in practice, in most old wars, in new wars the same civilians have become prime targets.
To support this contention, new war analysts pointed to the widely cited claim that there has
been a dramatic shift in the ratio of civilian to military deaths over the past 100 years. At the
beginning of the 20th century, just 10–15 percent of war fatalities were civilian; by the late
1990s, it was claimed, the figure had ballooned to approximately 80 percent.208
If 80 percent of war victims are now civilians and if children under the age of 15 make up
between 30 and 40 percent of civilians in poor countries where most wars are fought,209 then it
follows logically that the threat to children must have increased considerably as a consequence
of the emergence of new wars since the Cold War era.
Yet, as the 2005 Human Security Report noted, the claim that the percentage of civilian war
deaths today is 80 or 90, while endlessly reiterated, including by the UN and its agencies, is yet
another an urban myth, one unsupported by any compelling empirical evidence.210
A 2009 study by Erik Melander and colleagues from Uppsala University points out that
the best evidence from historians is that the claim that 10 to 15 percent of war deaths at the
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beginning of the 20th century were civilians is wrong—the figure is far too low. There are in
fact no clear long-term trends in civilian to military fatality ratios over time, though the average
ratio would appear to have decreased since the end of the Cold War.211
As for the post-Cold War era, there is no evidence that warfare has become either more
deadly, or more barbarically fought. Nor is there evidence that civilians—and hence children—
are being increasingly victimized.
Critical assessments of the new wars thesis

While post-conflict
environments are far from
risk-free for children,
they are considerably less
dangerous than war zones.

have pointed out that it greatly exaggerates the
difference between Cold War and post-Cold War
conflicts.212 Its proponents also failed to note that
wars had become less numerous and less deadly
in the post-Cold War period, and that the number of genocides and politicides had declined by
some 80 percent since the late 1980s.213
The best cross-national indicator that we

have of the direct impact of war on noncombatants is the death toll from the targeted and
unopposed killing of civilians by both non-state armed groups and government forces.
Here the data, which we review in Chapter 8 of this Report, is unequivocal: deadly violence
against civilians, a large proportion of whom are children, did not increase after 1996 as the UN
report claimed; indeed, the total death toll declined by around half from the 1990s to the 2000s.214
As we noted in Chapter 1, and as Part II of the Report demonstrates, the number and
deadliness of armed conflicts have dropped substantially since the 1990s. Given this, we have
reasonable grounds to expect that the worldwide level of wartime violence against children,
including conflict-related sexual violence, will have declined as well. While post-conflict
environments are far from risk-free for children, they are considerably less dangerous than
war zones.
Notwithstanding the indirect evidence that suggests that sexual violence against children
may have declined, UN officials have persisted in claiming that it has increased. For example,
the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed
Conflict asserts that:
The rape and sexual violation of children and women is increasingly a characteristic
of conflict.215
Typically, no evidence was provided to support this assertion.
Why should international agencies and NGOs believe that conflict-related sexual violence
has been increasing while conflict numbers and battle deaths have declined substantially, as
have deaths of civilians?
Part of the reason is that the statistical data that reveal these declines are little known
outside the research community. Reports by and for the UN are often based on extrapolations
from individual case studies, plus horrendous victim narratives on sexual violence from
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countries that are worst affected by it. These narrative accounts are buttressed by statistical
urban myths, like the false assertion discussed above that the vast majority of those killed
in war since the end of the Cold War have been civilians, or the claim that three out of four
women in Liberia were raped in the civil war noted in Chapter 1 of this Report.
But there is, as we suggested earlier, an additional factor. Since the end of the Cold War,
the reporting of sexual violence by the media and advocacy organizations has greatly increased,
which has created the impression that the violence itself has increased.216 But, as Chapter 1
pointed out, increased reporting does not necessarily mean increased violations. The neartotal lack of reliable reporting of wartime sexual violence in the Cold War period, contrasted
with the explosion of reporting over the past decade, has made it appear that wartime rape has
increased. Absent reliable and accessible data to act as a reality check, appearances can indeed
be deceptive.

The UN’s Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism
As noted earlier, in 2005 the UN established its own system of monitoring rights violations
against children. MRM was intended to provide “timely, objective, accurate and reliable
information”217 on six major rights violations—including sexual violence—perpetrated against
children affected by armed conflict.
The MRM initiative was an indication of

MRM task forces in the
field underestimate the
extent of sexual violence
against children.

growing UN awareness of the importance of
monitoring and evaluation, and MRM reports
contain much useful information on specific
violations. But, in its present form, it is incapable
of providing reliable data on the extent, or
nationwide severity, of rights violations.
The reality is that the reports from the MRM

task forces in the field severely underestimate the extent of sexual violence against children in
war-affected countries, as a number of MRM Task Force reports to the Security Council have
pointed out. In addition, the MRM does not have task forces in all countries in conflict.
The main problem is that the MRM relies on reports of violations from UN agency and
other staff in the field. This approach, while useful for many purposes, notoriously underreports the nationwide incidence of sexual violence against children—and indeed the incidence
of other severe violations.
A 2008 Watchlist review of the workings of the MRM noted that in one 14-month period
in Nepal, the MRM country Task Force recorded just 11 cases of sexual violence. In Sri Lanka,
zero cases had been reported. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the MRM
Task Force“faced challenges verifying the hundreds of cases it received between June 2006 and
May 2007.”218
Nationwide population surveys are the only instruments that can provide approximate
estimates of the nationwide incidence of sexual violence, but the MRM does not include data
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from such surveys.219 Indeed, the 2010 MRM guidelines do not even mention surveys as a
possible source of data.220
If comprehensive data on rights violations against children in war-affected countries were
being collected by other parts of the UN or other international agencies, the MRM failure to do
so would be of little consequence. But no such data is being collected elsewhere.

What Do We Know?
The most comprehensive information on the extent of sexual violence in poor war-affected
countries comes from well-run population surveys. But as we noted earlier, few of these surveys
have been undertaken, and of these only a handful have sought to estimate the prevalence of
sexual violence against children.
Some of the major surveys discussed previously—those that examined the incidence of
wartime sexual violence in Liberia and the DRC published in the Journal of the American Medical
Association, for example—provided no data on sexual violence perpetrated against children.221
The influential Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) organization has a domestic
violence module that asks a series of questions about sexual violence, of which some answers
can be disaggregated on the basis of age.222 In principle, this module could be used to determine
the prevalence of sexual violence against
children—but it has not been included in many
surveys in war-affected countries, and it collects
no data on sexual violence against men or boys.
Moreover, in the very small number of waraffected countries where the violence module
has been included in a DHS survey, the data in
the public domain on sexual violence against

Only a handful of wellrun population surveys
have sought to estimate
the prevalence of sexual
violence against children.

children do not appear to have been disaggregated on the basis of age.
UNICEF also conducts major surveys focusing on women’s and children’s health. Unlike
DHS, however, UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) do not collect any data
on sexual violence perpetrated against children. This is somewhat remarkable since child
protection, including protection from sexual violence, is central to UNICEF’s mandate.223

Findings on the Prevalence of Sexual Violence against Children
The most comprehensive research effort to estimate the global prevalence of sexual abuse
against children (here defined as individuals under 18 years old) published to date was based
on a meta-analysis of the prevalence data from 217 studies published between 1980 and 2008.224
Most of these studies were undertaken in developed countries that were not war-affected.
The meta-analysis, whose key findings were published in 2011 in the journal Child
Maltreatment, found that the prevalence of sexual abuse of all children (girls and boys)
worldwide was 11.8 percent. For girls, the rate was 18 percent; for boys, 7.6 percent.225
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If the definition of sexual violence included only acts that involved penile or other forms of
penetration of the victim, the rate for girls under 18 drops to 15 percent. The rate for boys drops
to approximately 7 percent.226
Reflecting the findings of other studies, the results of this study revealed significant
differences between continents with respect to rates of sexual violence against children. North
America (USA/Canada), Australia/New Zealand, and Africa had the highest prevalence rates;
Asia, the lowest.227
This relatively new analysis has, as yet,

A recent study found
that there are significant
differences in the rates
of sexual violence against
children between genders,
and across continents.

attracted relatively little attention. The best
known study to date that has cross-national
data on sexual violence and also looks at girls
aged 15 years and under is the WHO’s (World
Health Organization) Multi-Country Study on
Women’s Health and Domestic Violence against
Women noted in Chapter 1.
The WHO research program was initiated
in 1997 and drew on questionnaire data from

24,000 women respondents in 10 countries around the world.228 The fact that the WHO surveys,
unlike many others referred to earlier, used a common methodology and definitions meant
that the results are commensurable and can be used for comparative analysis.
One limitation of the WHO surveys is that in most of the countries the areas that were
surveyed were not nationwide—although they are usually treated as if they were nationally
representative both in media reporting, and by many researchers. In half of the countries two
sizeable surveys were carried out, one taking place in a major city and the other taking place
in a province with a mix of urban and rural populations. In four other countries, only a city or
a province was surveyed, while there is only one country—Samoa—for which the survey was
designed to be representative nationwide.
The countries surveyed were Bangladesh,
Brazil, Ethiopia, Japan, Namibia, Peru, Samoa,
Serbia

and

Montenegro,

Thailand,

and

Tanzania—a group that is both culturally and
geographically diverse. Approximately half of
these countries had been involved in conflict
at some time in the lifetimes of many of the
respondents.

The WHO surveys,
unlike many others, used
a common methodology
and definitions. Hence,
the results can be used
for comparative analysis.

Unusually, the WHO surveys collected data
on prevalence rates of sexual abuse against
girls—here defined as females under 15 years of age. Women respondents—the age group was
15 to 49 years—were asked not only if they had been sexually abused in their lifetime but also
if they had been sexually abused before the age of 15. Figure 3.1 below shows the results.229
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Figure 3.1 Prevalence of Sexual Violence
against Women before Age 15
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Percent of Women Aged 15 – 49 Repor ting Sexual Violence before Age 15

Data Source: WHO.231

Women are more likely to report that they were sexually abused as children
if allowed to answer questions anonymously. The prevalence rates of sexual
violence for children are still significantly lower than for adults.
Note: No anonymous reports were collected in Bangladesh.

There are three notable findings here. First, the data reveal the remarkable extent of crossnational—and sometimes also within-country—variation in the sexual violence prevalence
rates of female children younger than 15. This is similar to the cross-national variation in the
sexual violence prevalence rates for adult females noted in Chapter 2.
Second, the rates of sexual violence for girls under 15 are sharply lower than those for
women aged 15–49 years. We discuss this further below.
Third, the WHO survey researchers gave women respondents the opportunity to respond
anonymously to sensitive questions about their exposure to sexual violence as children.230
Where both face-to-face and anonymous data are available, the differences between the
responses to the questions that could be answered anonymously (the red columns in Figure 3.1)
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and those that were asked directly are striking. In all but two cases—one being Peru city and
other being Thailand province—the anonymous responses recorded child sexual violence rates
that were appreciably higher than the face-to-face responses.
The findings from the WHO survey provide compelling evidence that even well-run
population surveys are likely to underestimate the true extent of sexual violence—unless
they give respondents the opportunity of answering questions anonymously. Very few
currently do so.

Sexual Violence against Girls Is Less Common Than against Adult Women
The above-cited 2009 report on children and armed conflict, co-published by the Office of the
Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict and UNICEF,
claimed that “almost half of all sexual assaults are against girls 15 years of age or younger.”232
In spite of the fact that no evidence was ever produced to support this extraordinary—but quite
incorrect— assertion, it has been has been repeatedly cited by advocacy groups, governments,
and major international organizations.
There are no reliable global data on the

Well-run surveys can
still underestimate the
extent of sexual violence
if respondents are not
given the chance to
answer anonymously.

number of sexual assaults against children or
adults. The prevalence data from the WHO
multi-country study however, tell a story very
different from the assertion that was made in
the UNICEF report.
When we compare prevalence rates of
sexual violence among adult women, on the
one hand, and female children (under 15 years
old), on the other, the WHO data show that far

smaller percentages of girls under 15 than adult women were victims of sexual violence.
Figure 3.2 reveals that across the 15 sites surveyed by the WHO, between 8 and 44 percent
of female respondents experienced sexual violence as adults, i.e., from ages 15 to 49.233 The data
on sexual violence against females before age 15 reveal much lower levels of sexual violence.
Figure 3.1 above shows that prevalence rates recorded in the anonymous reports ranged from
4 to 21 percent.234 The total prevalence rate of sexual violence against adult women across all
surveyed areas was 33 percent; three times higher than the average prevalence rate of sexual
violence against children at just 11 percent for the anonymous reports and 5 percent for the
face-to-face reports.235
The WHO study did not specifically address
sexual violence against children during wartime, but as we will see below, there is evidence
to suggest that the rate of sexual violence
against children is also lower in the context of

There are no reliable
global data on the number
of sexual assaults against
either children or adults.

armed conflict.

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

71

p a r t I  cha p ter 3

Figure 3.2 Prevalence of Sexual Violence
against Women since Age 15
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Data Source: WHO.236

In the countries surveyed, one-third of women reported having been sexually
abused as adults, with rates ranging from less than 10 percent to more than
40 percent in the worst affected areas.

Sexual Violence against Children in War-Affected Countries
Most studies on the impact of war on sexual violence ignore children, while most studies of
child sexual violence ignore the impact of war. In the remainder of this chapter, we discuss the
findings of the few surveys that can help us gain some understanding of the extent of sexual
violence against children during wartime.
To the best of our knowledge, no researchers have examined differences in the overall
prevalence (or incidence) rate of sexual violence against children as a country moves from
peace to war. The very small number of quantitative studies that have collected data on
children and sexual violence in wartime tend to confirm the findings of research on child
sexual violence in peacetime and the findings on sexual violence against adults in wartime
discussed in Chapter 1.
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The neighbourhood-method surveys237 that collect data on sexual violence against
children in war-affected countries are briefly reviewed below. Their results support general
finding revealed by the WHO data—namely that there are very large variations between rates
of sexual abuse from country to country, but that in all cases the rates at which children are
victimized in war-affected countries are substantially lower than the rates at which adults
are victimized.
Moreover, as is the case with the findings

Neighbourhood-method
surveys indicate variations
in rates of sexual abuse
between countries, and
lower rates of victimization
for children than for adults.

on sexual violence against adults in war, there is
evidence to suggest that girls are more likely to be
sexually abused by family members or someone
known to the family than by combatants—rebels,
militias, or government soldiers. Note, however,
that there are only a few surveys that have
collected and published data on perpetrators of
sexual violence against children.
The much lower levels of reported sexual

violence for children than for adults are also evident in studies of hospital and care centre
patients in individual countries in conflict, such as the DRC, as a major study published
in 2009 makes clear. Malteser International’s relief program for rape victims in the DRC’s
South Kivu province registered some 20,500 female rape survivors between January 2005
and December 2007.238
Figure 3.3 below reveals that cases of child rape appear to constitute a very small percentage
of female rape victims in one of the conflict areas in the DRC that is worst affected by war.
Even if we assume that rape cases of children are less likely to be reported, there appears to
be a clear difference between the victimization rates for adults and children—who constitute
almost half of the population in the DRC and on average between 30 and 40 percent in
developing nations generally.239
Girls aged 15 and under constituted 1.5
percent of the rape survivors for whom the
survey collected age information.240 For every
girl under 16 who is raped, the study finds that
66 adult women are raped. Even if we add the
16- to 20-year-olds, the share of the 20-yearolds and under is still only 13 percent of the total
number of survivors.

Child rape constitutes a
very small percentage of
female rape cases in South
Kivu, one of the worstaffected conflict regions
of the DRC.

It is important to note that because this
sample of sexual violence victims is not randomly selected, the results of the study should be viewed with appropriate caution. But if the
data are not completely misleading, it would appear that children—including teenagers—were
at a much lower risk of being affected by sexual violence in South Kivu.
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Figure 3.3 Age Distribution among Rape Survivors in South Kivu
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Sexual violence against children is much less common than against adults.
In one of the regions of the DRC worst affected by war, those under 16 made
up only 1.5 percent of rape survivors.

This may suggest that even in severely war-affected areas children receive a considerable
degree of protection from sexual violence simply by virtue of being children. If the data from
the WHO multi-country study and the Malteser study in the DRC are indicative of overall
patterns, there appears to be a norm against engaging in sex with children, even those who are
sexually mature. Like all norms, this would be far from being universally respected, but it may
serve to reduce the risk of young children being directly assaulted.
A second study based on hospital data on the sexual abuse of children in the war-affected
eastern region of the DRC found that 81 percent of the perpetrators were civilians, while only
13 percent were described as wearing a military uniform. Records about the reported relationship
between the victim and the assailant revealed that 74 percent of the perpetrators were known
to the the family of the victim while 26 percent were strangers.241 We know this pattern to be
the case for adults, but this study, and some of the neighbourhood-method surveys discussed
below, are among the very few that indicate that even in areas highly affected by warfare,
most sexual violence against children is perpetrated by family members or acquaintances, not
members of armed groups.242

The Neighbourhood Survey Method
One of the few sources of data on sexual violence against children in war-affected countries
comes from a series of surveys of sexual violence in a number of countries using the novel lowcost neighbourhood methodology developed by Columbia University’s Program on Forced
Migration and Health.243
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The findings of surveys using the neighbourhood method are subject to a considerably
greater degree of uncertainty than surveys that use a more conventional data collection
methodology and a larger number of respondents. The survey results are robust enough to
detect major differences in rates of sexual violence, however.
The data from these surveys do in fact confirm other research that finds that while the
incidence of sexual violence against female children varies greatly between countries, it is
almost always much less than for adult females. In these studies, children are conventionally
defined as being less than 18 years old.
The principal findings of the surveys include the following:
 In 2008 a neighbourhood survey of an Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) camp in
Trincomalee, Sri Lanka, found that less than 1 percent of girls (one out of 483) had become
rape victims over an 18-month period—a remarkably low figure. In a village-based survey,
the incidence of rape was even lower—a single rape victim under 18 in the sample of 1,022
girls.245 The proportion of adult women in both samples who had been raped was also
low—just over 3 percent—but still much higher than the rate for children.246
 A 2008 survey of Somali refugees in the Aw Barre camp in the Somali region of Ethiopia
found that 2 percent of females under 18 were raped over an 18-month period. For females
18 years or over, the rate was 40 percent—20 times higher. In the Kebribeyah refugee
camp, 3 percent of girls under 18 were victims of rape, while 35 percent of women who
were 18 or over were raped.247 In all sites, the most common perpetrators of rape against
females under 18 were—unusually—strangers (32 out of 63 cases in total).248
 A neighbourhood survey undertaken in two war-affected counties in Liberia in 2007
examined, among other things, rates at which women and girls experienced rape outside
marriage over an 18-month period. In Montserrado County, 13 percent of girls under
18, and 23 percent of women aged 18 or over were identified as having experienced rape
or sexual abuse outside of marriage. In Nimba County, the rate for girls under 18 was
11 percent, for women 18 or over, it was 32 percent.249 The survey report includes information
about the perpetrators of rape, but it does not distinguish between women and children
in this regard. Overall, the vast majority of rape and sexual abuse was perpetrated
by family members and acquaintances, while a maximum of 2 percent was attributed
to strangers.250
 A 2009 neighbourhood survey taken in the Central African Republic found that the
annual rape rate for girls between five and 17 in the severely war-affected north was
1.7 percent; for women 18 and over it was 3.4 percent.251 In the south of the country,
which was less affected by war, the annual rape rate for girls was approximately
0.75 percent; for women 1.8 percent. Almost half of all reported rapes in the war-torn
north were committed by family members and neighbours, while only 26.5 percent were
attributed to armed groups. In the south, there was only one case (1.6 percent) of rape by
a member of an armed group. Note, however, that again the perpetrator data were not
listed for women and girls separately.252
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The fact that these surveys include large numbers of individuals from neighbouring
households who are not questioned directly presents a particular challenge when dealing with
sensitive topics like sexual violence. For this and other reasons, the findings of these surveys
are subject to considerable uncertainty.253

Conclusion
As we have shown, the available data suggest that sexual violence is committed against children
to a much lesser extent than against adults, but sexual violence against both adults and children
is very similar in other respects. Most of the findings—and related policy implications—that
derive from our analysis of the impact of war on sexual violence against adults are also relevant
to wartime sexual violence against children.
First, the large cross-national variations in wartime sexual violence rates that are evident
for adults are also evident with respect to children.
In the case of children, it is—in principle at least—possible that the variation in rates
between countries could be due to differences in the efficacy of child protection policies.254 But
since effective protection policies are extremely rare in war-affected poor countries, this is not
very likely.
Second, there is compelling evidence to suggest that for children as well as adults,
the greatest threat of sexual violence in wartime comes from family members, friends, and
acquaintances, not from armed combatants. Yet, as is the case for adult survivors, the child
victims of domestic sexual violence receive a disproportionately small share of attention—and
assistance—from the international community.
Third, as indicated in Chapter 1, the issue of
sexual violence against men in wartime is rarely
dealt with—not least by the UN. The same is
true with respect to boys. The landmark Security
Council Resolution on conflict-related sexual
violence, Resolution 1325 on “Women, Peace
and Security,” and subsequent documents that
determine UN policy on sexual violence, ignore

Most of the findings and
policy implications on the
impact of war on sexual
violence against adults
are also relevant to sexual
violence against children.

boys completely. Yet, if the worldwide peacetime
ratio of sexual violence prevalence rates among
girls to those among boys (found in the meta-analysis discussed earlier)255 prevails during periods of conflict as well as peace, then the Security Council is ignoring the plight of a significant
proportion of children victimized by wartime sexual violence.
Finally, we noted that every survey we have examined indicates that sexual violence
prevalence rates among children are substantially lower than those among adults, despite the
fact that children are more vulnerable than adults. This suggests that there may be normative
constraints in place that provide children, particularly young children, with a greater degree of
protection from sexual violence than is the case for adults.
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Policy Implications
The policy implications of these findings are similar to those for adults:
 Understanding if, how, and why societal norms protect children from sexual violence in
wartime to a much greater degree than adults could provide important insights for child
protection policies.
 If policy-makers and researchers—wrongly—believe that sexual and other violations
against children are increasing in war-affected countries, effective evidence-based policy
becomes impossible.
 Not knowing whether or not the incidence of sexual violence against children is increasing
or decreasing means that national governments in war-affected countries, international
agencies, and donor governments have no way of determining the overall impact of their
policies to prevent or reduce such violence.
 The absence of reliable information on the extent of sexual violence against children
in war-affected countries greatly hampers the task of needs assessment and equitable
resource allocation for assisting the survivors. As noted earlier in this chapter, the data
collected by the UN’s MRM on conflict-related sexual violence and other human rights
violations against children severely underestimate the true extent of the problem.256
Insofar as these data are used for needs evaluation, the amount of assistance needed will
be severely underestimated. And if only a very small fraction of cases of sexual violence
are reported—a necessary condition for bringing their perpetrators to justice—this will do
little to break down the culture of impunity that protects sexual predators in so many waraffected countries.

Addressing the Knowledge Gaps
A key lesson from this review is that the absence of reliable cross-national data on the extent of
sexual violence against children—and adults—means that the aspiration of donor governments
and international agencies for policy in this area to be evidence-based cannot be realized.
Evidence-based policy needs evidence.
The UN’s current approach to collecting data on wartime sexual violence—with respect to
both children as well as adults—cannot, by its very nature, provide reliable nationwide data on
the extent of sexual violence, domestic or conflict-related.
The population surveys reviewed in this Report can, in principle, provide far more realistic
estimates of the extent of sexual violence in wartime than the reporting methods used by the
UN and human rights organizations.
As we have pointed out, however, very few such surveys have been carried out—and almost
all have been undertaken in the last decade, which means that conflicts of previous periods
are rarely covered. And aside from the series of neighbourhood-method surveys cited above,
both methodology and definitions (e.g., the definition of “children” and “sexual violence”) vary
to a considerable degree between surveys in different war-affected countries. As a result, the
findings are rarely directly comparable.
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Only sensitively implemented population surveys that are specifically designed for the
purpose can determine the nationwide extent of sexual violence in war-affected countries with
a degree of accuracy sufficient to usefully inform policy.
As the UN Statistics Division noted in a 2009 report on using surveys to estimate the
extent of violence—including sexual violence—against women:
Compared to the two other sources of statistics—censuses and administrative
records—statistical sample surveys have the advantage of being less costly; more
flexible in terms of the depth of investigation of certain—survey instruments can
accommodate a larger number of more detailed questions; producing statistics of
better quality as a consequence of the fact that interviewers can be better trained and
prepared compared to census enumerators.257
Ideally, the incidence and prevalence of sexual violence in war-affected countries would be
estimated by surveys dedicated wholly to this issue. In reality, despite the cost advantages of
surveys compared to censuses and administrative records, they may be too expensive. The alternative is to incorporate a sexual violence module in general-purpose surveys. As noted earlier,
the DHS organization has a violence module that can be incorporated into one of its standard
surveys. The module includes questions about sexual violence—though not against males.
In the last Human Security Report, we addressed the more general information deficit
that confronts international agencies and policy-makers embarked on peacebuilding and
development programs in post-conflict societies. These actors rarely have access to timely
and reliable nationwide data on livelihoods, health, education, security, and human rights
violations—including sexual violence.
We proposed that the mandate of new

The mandate of new
UN peace operations
should require nationwide
retrospective population
surveys to create an
evidence base for policy.

UN peace operations should therefore include
a requirement to undertake a nationwide
retrospective population survey addressing the
knowledge gaps noted above. Such a survey
would have a violence module—including
questions on sexual violence against males
as well as females. Data on sexual violence
perpetrated against children could be gathered,
as we saw with the multi-country WHO survey,

by asking respondents whether or not they had been subject to sexual violence as a child.
Children would not be questioned directly.
The data thus collected could be used for needs assessment and policy formation, and
the baseline data collected would provide benchmarks measuring progress, given follow-up
impact evaluation surveys at appropriate intervals.
Such surveys would, in other words, create an evidence base for policy where none
currently exists.
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