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INTRODUCTION 
 
1. This document contains an extract from the report of the Expert Group Meeting on 
violence against women held from 11 to 14 April 2005 in Geneva. The meeting was organized 
by United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women of the Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs, in collaboration with the Economic Commission for Europe and the World Health 
Organization. This document reflects the discussions that took place among experts from 
National Statistical Offices, NGOs and research institutes on the status and challenges of 
measuring violence against women. Full report posted on the UN DAW website at the following 
address: http://www.unece.org/stats/documents/2005.04.vaw-stat.htm  

                                                 
∗ This paper has been prepared at the invitation of the secretariat. 
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I. SUMMARY OF THE DISCUSSION 
 
2. The Beijing Platform for Action adopted at the Fourth World Conference on Women 
categorizes violence against women as an obstacle to the achievement of the objectives of 
equality, development and peace. It underlines that violence against women violates and impairs 
or nullifies the enjoyment by women of their human rights and fundamental freedoms. The 
Platform thus confirms the categorization of violence against women as a human rights issue and 
the resulting accountability of States to prevent, investigate and punish acts of violence against 
women, whether perpetrated by the State or by private persons. The consideration of violence 
against women as a fundamental human rights violation critically enhances earlier approaches, 
such as criminal justice and public health approaches, to addressing all forms of violence against 
women. 
 
A. Definition of violence against women 
 
3. The Beijing Platform for Action provided an important impetus for data collection and 
research on violence against women. Specifically, it called attention to the lack of data on 
violence against women and exhorted governments to build national statistical capacity to collect 
such data and disseminate findings, and to encourage research into the causes and consequences 
of different forms of violence against women. It also urged governments to work with 
universities and other organizations from civil society to develop policies and institutional 
reforms on violence against women (strategic objectives D2 and H3, paragraphs 129 and 206).   
 
4. Since the emergence of violence against women as an important field of study, 
researchers and data collectors have been faced with the challenge of developing reliable and 
valid techniques to define and measure violence against women. Both the definition of violence 
against women and the means of measuring it vary widely from study to study and from country 
to country.  
 
5. The 1993 United Nations Declaration on the elimination of violence against women 
provides a very broad and inclusive framework for studying violence against women. According 
to this definition,  

"Violence against women" means any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is 
likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, 
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether 
occurring in public or in private life.” (General Assembly resolution 48/104 of 20 
December 1993, Article 1) 

6. Specifically, the Declaration outlines a broad variety of acts and circumstances that are 
included in this definition: 

Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, including battering, 
sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-related violence, marital rape, 
female genital mutilation, and other traditional practices harmful to women, non- spousal 
violence and violence related to exploitation; 
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Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring within the general community, 
including rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and intimidation occurring at work, in 
educational institutions and elsewhere, and trafficking in women and forced prostitution; 
 
Physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by the State, 
wherever it occurs. 

 
7. The Declaration recognizes that some groups of women are particularly vulnerable to 
violence, such as: women belonging to minority groups, indigenous women, refugee women, 
migrant women, women living in rural or remote communities, destitute women, women in 
institutions or in detention, female children, women with disabilities, elderly women and women 
in situations of armed conflict. 
 
8. Because it is so inclusive, the Declaration’s definition of violence against women 
provides a good conceptual framework for studying violence against women. However, because 
the types of violence vary greatly in their characteristics, the methods for collecting data on 
violence must be adapted according to the type of violence under study. Particular attention 
needs to be paid to addressing forms of violence against women, which remain underreported, 
and to assessing the prevalence of violence in certain hard to reach populations.  
 
9. The expert group discussed in-depth the strengths and weaknesses of the two most 
common forms of data collection on the subject – population-based surveys and service-based 
data. In addition to quantitative data collected through these methods, the group discussed the 
importance of using qualitative data to study other aspects of violence against women. 
Qualitative methods can be an especially effective tool for assessing the nature of gender-based 
violence in an environment where little or no systematic data exists, such as conflict-affected 
areas. They can also be used to gain deeper insight into the causes and consequences of violence 
against women and to gauge attitudes towards such violence. Recommendations for how to 
strengthen the use of these and other methods for collecting data on violence against women are 
presented in section III of this report. 
 
B. Population-based surveys 
 
10. Population-based surveys that query women drawn from representative samples about 
their experiences as victims of violence are the most reliable method for collecting information 
on the extent of violence perpetrated against women in a general population. Unlike data that are 
generated from other methods, such as administration records, in-depth interviews, and 
observation, population-based surveys obtain information from randomly selected samples.  
Thus survey results may be generalized to the overall population from which the sample was 
selected. Because they reflect actual occurrences of victimization rather than what is reported to 
officials, population-based surveys that query respondents about victimization also more 
adequately reflect the true levels of violence perpetrated against women. This makes them 
particularly useful for measuring the extent of violence against women, monitoring trends over 
time, building awareness, and developing policy.  
 
11. Several governments routinely conduct population-based victimization surveys. For 
example, the United States of America has been conducting the National Crime Victimization 
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Survey (formerly known as the National Crime Survey) since the 1960s, and the United 
Kingdom has been conducting the British Crime Survey since 1982. The first population-based 
survey on violence against women was conducted in the United States in 1975 and focused on 
intimate partner violence. Since then, numerous independent population-based surveys 
specifically focusing on one or more types of violence against women have been conducted in 
various countries, including Australia, Cambodia, Canada, Colombia, Egypt, Finland, Nicaragua, 
Sweden and Zimbabwe. These surveys all show that the prevalence of violence perpetrated 
against women is greater than official crime or health data indicate.  
 
12. The second half of the 1990s, particularly in the wake of the adoption of the Platform for 
Action by the Beijing World Conference on Women in 1995, witnessed a great expansion in the 
number of surveys conducted to estimate the prevalence of different forms of violence against 
women, particularly intimate partner violence. In the decade since the Beijing Conference 
enormous progress has been made in documenting the extent and nature of violence against 
women. For example, a recent literature review found over 80 prevalence studies from more than 
50 countries on intimate partner violence (Ellsberg & Heise, 2005). These studies indicate that 
between 10 percent and 60 percent of women who have ever been married or partnered in an 
intimate relationship have experienced at least one incident of physical violence from a current 
or former intimate partner. Most studies estimate a lifetime prevalence of partner violence 
between 20 percent and 50 percent. Although women can also be violent, and abuse exists in 
some same-sex relationships, data from national crime surveys, the United States National 
Violence Against Women Survey, police, hospital and court records, and clinical and shelter 
sample surveys show women are overwhelmingly the victims of intimate partner violence and 
significantly more likely than men to be injured during attacks by intimates.  
 
13. Sexual assault and abuse of women by non-intimate partners has also been proven to be 
much more common than previously thought. Surveys find that between 20 and 40 percent of 
women have experienced sexual assault by men other than partners in their adult lifetime. 
Surveys also show that experiences of sexual violence often begin at an early age. A review of 
25 studies worldwide indicates that 11 to 32 percent of women report that they experienced 
childhood sexual abuse. 
 
14. The collection of data that has been conducted on violence against women has been 
carried out by a wide variety of agencies, including international agencies, government 
ministries, statistical offices, universities, non-governmental organizations and women’s rights 
organizations. These studies have been instrumental in convincing legislators and policy-makers 
about the high levels of violence against women, the needs of victims, and the urgent 
requirement for an effective response to such violence. Conducting these kinds of studies is 
therefore important, particularly in areas where little or no data on the extent of the problem 
exists. 
 
C. Characteristics of population-based surveys carried out to date 
 
15. The surveys that have been carried out to date vary widely with respect to the following:  
 

• Types of violence:  Population-based surveys have examined many different types of 
violence against women, including intimate partner violence, sexual abuse and rape, 
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incest, emotional abuse and female genital mutilation/cutting. While most studies focus 
on just one type of violence (e.g., rape, intimate partner violence, incest), a few examine 
multiple forms of violence. Intimate partner violence and sexual assault are the most 
commonly studied forms of violence against women. The term “domestic violence” is 
often used interchangeably with intimate partner violence, although in some settings, it is 
also used to refer to other types of violence occurring in the household, such as child 
abuse, elder abuse, abuse of domestic workers, or violence committed against women by 
members of the extended family, such as in-laws. It is also important to note that most 
surveys include a categorization for severity and frequency, often referred to as 
chronicity, whether directly addressed or embedded in the operationalization of the 
violence. 
Specific types of violence against women have been defined and operationalized in 
different ways across different surveys.  For example, some studies use a legal definition 
of victimization, while others allow respondents to self-define themselves as victims.  
Further, some surveys use a single direct question to query respondents about possible 
victimization, while others use multiple behaviourally specific questions. Multiple 
behaviourally specific questions, (e.g., ”Have you ever been slapped, kicked, or beaten?”) 
are generally considered more effective for eliciting disclosure on violence than questions 
that ask women to self-identity as victims (e.g., “were you ever abused?”). 
Less attention has been given to other forms of violence, such as economic violence, 
stalking, dowry-related violence, crimes committed in the name of honour, violence in 
armed conflict settings or trafficking of women for sexual exploitation.  (Notable 
exceptions are the United States Violence against Women Survey, the British Crime 
Survey, and the Canadian General Social Survey on Victimization, all of which 
addressed stalking very comprehensively.) Because these forms of violence occur less 
frequently, or in specific populations they are difficult to study using population-based 
methods, and are best addressed through other methods.  

• Prevalence: The majority of studies provide estimates on the prevalence of violence, that 
is, the percentage of persons within a demographic group, e.g., women over the age of 
18, who are victimized within a specific time frame, such as the person’s lifetime, or in 
the previous 12 months. 

• Incidence: Another way to measure violence is to count the number of separate 
victimizations or incidents of violence perpetrated against persons within a specific 
demographic group during a specific time frame. These incidents can be presented as an 
incidence or victimization rate, which is obtained by dividing the number of 
victimizations committed against persons in a demographic group by the number of 
persons in that group and setting the rate to a standard population base, such as 1,000 or 
100,000 persons. Some types of violence are more difficult to classify according to 
incidents, since a women may experience several acts of one of more types of violence at 
one time. 

• Reference period of victimization: The more common time frames for measuring the 
prevalence and incidence of violence against women are lifetime, since adulthood (e.g., 
since age 15, 16 or 18), the previous 5 years, previous 12 months, or the previous 6 
months. 

• Frequency/duration:  Many studies include some measure of frequency (number of 
incidents), others also examine duration of the violence.  Together, frequency and 
duration are sometimes referred to as chronicity. 
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• Severity: Many studies include measures of severity, determined either by actual injuries 
or by classifying the acts according to their risk of injury. Some studies have used other 
types of measures to classify severity, such as violence during pregnancy, whether the 
woman feared for her life, the emotional impact of the violence, being unable to work or 
care for children as a result of the violence, the number of violent incidents, or physical 
and sexual violence together. 

• Perpetrators:  The relationship between victim and perpetrator is a key category for 
classifying the types of violence. The majority of surveys measure intimate partner 
violence, which is defined as violence perpetrated by current and former spouses, co-
habiting partners, dates, and boyfriends. Some studies include violence by same-sex 
intimate partners. Other surveys, particularly, the International Violence Against Women 
Survey (IVAWS) and the crime victimization surveys, include violence by a variety of 
perpetrators, including strangers, family members other than spouses, authority figures 
(e.g., teachers, police officers, religious leaders, doctors) and acquaintances. The DHS 
module, while focusing on intimate partner violence, also measures violence by other 
perpetrators. The same is true for the WHO studies. 

• Setting:  Some surveys specifically look at violence committed in different settings, such 
as the home, schools, workplaces, and situations of armed conflict. 

• Dedicated versus general surveys: Some studies are specifically designed to measure 
various forms of violence against women (dedicated surveys), while others are surveys 
designed primarily for other purposes that have included some additional questions on 
violence against women (general surveys). The number and depth of questions added to 
general surveys varies considerably. There is also a hybrid form in which a separate 
module on violence against women is appended to a general survey. 

• Modes used in administering the questionnaire: In resource- poor settings, the great 
majority of surveys are conducted as face-to- face interviews.  In more developed 
settings, postal surveys, telephone interviews, and self-administered questionnaires, often 
incorporating computerized technologies such as CATI (computer-assisted telephone 
interviewing), CAPI (computer-assisted personal interviewing), CASI (computer-assisted 
self interviewing), are commonly used. 

• Questionnaire design: There is a great deal of variation in the design of questionnaires 
used in surveys and this ultimately affects the comparability of the data across different 
surveys. The wording and the number of questions used to identify women who 
experienced violence affect the quality of the results and in particular the validity of the 
estimates of the number of women who have experienced violence. 

• Study population:  Population-based violence against women surveys vary widely with 
respect to the age and marital status of the population being examined. Surveys that 
collect information on health outcomes often interview only women of reproductive age 
(15 - 49 years), whereas other surveys include all women over a certain age (15 or 18 
years). Some surveys, particularly in industrialized countries, interview both men and 
women about their experiences as victims of violence. Some studies, particularly in the 
United States of America and Europe, have focused on the experiences of children and 
youth as victims of violence. 

• Coverage: Some studies are national in coverage, whereas others are representative of 
one or more regions or local communities. 

• Study organizations: Relatively few studies are carried out under the auspices of National 
Statistics Offices. More often, they are conducted by universities, independent research 
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institutes and non-governmental organizations (often under the auspices of or with 
funding from government or international agencies). In some countries where National 
Statistical Offices are not directly involved in conducting the survey, they have provided 
assistance with sampling methodology. 

 
16. While a great deal has been accomplished already, there are still challenges and gaps in 
developing knowledge on violence against women in all parts of the world.  Problems exist with 
respect to both the reliability and validity of the data being collected, as well as with the 
comparability of data across studies. There is a lack of standardized methods and instruments for 
data measurement and collection. Thus, more work is needed to ensure greater uniformity and 
comparability in the collection and reporting of data on all forms of violence against women. For 
example, many of the prevalence estimates for intimate partner violence are not comparable, due 
to methodological differences in the way that violence has been defined and measured, although 
recent international efforts such as those of the WHO and the IVAWS have sought to address the 
issue of comparability. Besides the issue of comparability and quality of data, there are 
enormous gaps in terms of territorial coverage, the populations addressed, and types of violence 
against women measured.  
 
D. Gaps and challenges in population-based research on violence against women 
 

1. Ethical and safety issues 
 
17. The last decade has shown that, despite the sensitivity of the topic, it is possible to collect 
reliable and valid information on violence against women.  However, there is also ample 
evidence to suggest that specific safeguards are needed to protect the safety of both respondents 
and field staff.  Failure to adhere to these measures can compromise the quality of the data, and 
also put participants at risk of physical or emotional harm. The World Health Organization has 
developed safety and ethical guidelines for conducting research on domestic violence1 and on 
trafficking2 (see box below). These guidelines primarily address issues such as guaranteeing the 
privacy and confidentiality of the interview, providing special training on gender issues and 
violence against women to interviewers who will be collecting data, providing a minimal level of 
information and/or referrals for respondents in situations of risk, and providing emotional as well 
as technical support for field staff. 
 

2. Different approaches in violence research and data collection 
 
18. As previously mentioned, in the last decade, two major approaches have emerged with 
regard to data collection on violence against women. One approach is the dedicated study that is 
represented by studies that are primarily designed to gather detailed information on the extent of 
different forms of violence against women. Another approach is to embed questions about 
violence against women within an ongoing large-scale study that is designed to generate 
information about a different subject. A hybrid form is to add a special module onto a general 
survey. 
 
19. Several countries, particularly in Europe and North America, have carried out dedicated 
national surveys on violence against women, many of which are modelled on the 1993 Canadian 
Violence against Women Survey. Examples of these are the National Violence against Women 
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Surveys conducted in Australia, France, Finland, Germany, Sweden and the United States of 
America.  
 
20. There are also on-going efforts of international organizations and institutes to support the 
implementation of internationally comparative surveys dedicated to violence against women 
using standard survey methodology. Two important examples of multi-country efforts of 
dedicated surveys are: (1) the International Violence against Women Surveys (IVAWS), 
coordinated by the European Institute for Crime Prevention and Control, affiliated with the 
United Nations (HEUNI), with inputs from the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC), Statistics Canada, and the United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research 
Institute (UNICRI): and (2) the WHO Multi-Country Study on Domestic Violence and Women’s 
Health. 
 
21. The IVAWS has been administered in eleven countries to date. Its purpose is to collect 
nationally representative data on a broad array of violent acts perpetrated by men against women, 
including physical and sexual violence by intimate partners and other men. These studies are 
conducted within a crime victimization framework and provide information that is particularly 
useful for interventions in the criminal justice sector.  
 
22. The WHO Multi-Country Study has been conducted in at least ten countries and collects 
data on women’s experiences of intimate partner violence, sexual assault and child sexual abuse, 
as well as a broad range of negative health outcomes commonly associated with violence. The 
WHO studies typically collect data from two sites, a national metropolitan site as well as a 
provincial site. 
 
23. Increasingly, questions on violence against women are included into large-scale surveys 
primarily designed for broader, but related purposes, including by using special modules. For 
example, national crime victimization surveys conducted by various countries such as Canada 
and the United Kingdom, as well as the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), supported by 
MACRO International, and Reproductive Health Surveys (sponsored by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention - CDC) conducted in many countries, have included questions on 
violence against women. The victimization surveys in Canada and the United Kingdom have 
added modules to questionnaires about general crime victimization in order to address partner 
violence, sexual assault and stalking. These modules contain detailed questions such as those 
used in dedicated violence against women surveys. In some cases only one or two general 
questions are used, such as “Have you even been beaten by anyone since you were 15/were 
married? By whom?” However, single question approaches are not recommended, as they have 
been shown to lead to greater under-reporting. 
 
24. The DHS domestic violence module which has now been used more or less consistently 
by most DHS countries that have or are collecting violence information, is also quite detailed 
and allows a fairly in-depth study of the prevalence and inter-generational consequences of 
violence. The DHS has also used a module of questions on female genital cutting to collect 
information on female genital cutting/mutilation in at least 16 countries. The World Health 
Organization questionnaire includes all of the questions included in the DHS module and also 
addresses other aspects such as risk and protective factors as well as information on the strategies 
and services that woman use. Based on the questionnaire, WHO has also developed a short 
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instrument for measuring the prevalence of violence against women by partners and non-partners 
that can be integrated into other studies.  
 
25. The dedicated violence against women studies tend to gather more information about 
different types of violence and perpetrators, as well as information on circumstances and 
consequences of violence, including injuries, use of services and women’s responses to violence. 
They also tend to devote more attention to the interaction between interviewers and respondents 
and to address more comprehensively issues of safety and confidentiality. Experience to date 
indicates that prevalence estimates produced using these methods tend to be higher than in non-
specialized surveys. A disadvantage to these studies is that they tend to be costly, and difficult 
for countries to repeat on a regular basis. 
 
26. On the other hand, surveys designed primarily for other purposes can also play an 
important role in documenting the extent of violence against women, particularly when resources 
are scarce for conducting dedicated surveys. Moreover, the broad variety of other variables 
collected in these surveys, such as reproductive and child health outcomes, can be used to deepen 
understanding of risk factors and health consequences, and to monitor violence against women, 
and its intergenerational consequences, over time.  
 
27. A major disadvantage of embedding violence against women surveys in a general survey 
designed for other purposes is that the breadth of information generated on violence against 
women can be more limited than the information generated by dedicated studies. There is also a 
greater risk of under-reporting, for the reasons mentioned above. In sum, there are trade-offs 
both in utilizing the dedicated survey and general survey approach, and each can contribute 
valuable evidence for guiding interventions. For the non dedicated studies, a module/instrument 
with multiple questions is recommended, as the use of only one or two questions has been 
demonstrated to result in greater under-reporting. 
 

3. Hard-to-reach populations 
 
28. Significant progress has been made in the development of large-scale surveys to estimate 
the prevalence and impacts of violence against women in both developed and developing 
countries. These surveys provide reliable and valid estimates, usually at the national or regional 
level. New methods and innovations are now needed to address forms of violence that are less 
common, or occur in specific populations, such as: 
• female genital mutilation/cutting 
• dowry-related violence 
• other traditional or cultural practices that are harmful to women and girls 
• economic violence 
• violence against women in educational or custodial institutions 
• violence against migrant and undocumented workers, refugees, and minority women 
• violence in armed conflict settings 
• trafficking in women for sexual exploitation 
• crimes committed in the name of honour 
• femicide, including murders of women by intimate partners as well as others. 
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29. Minority or refugee women tend to be omitted from large national surveys that are 
conducted only in households in the dominant local language. 
 
30. Population-based household surveys may not be the best method for addressing forms of 
violence against women that are relatively rare, or that occur in very specific populations that 
may not be captured in overall sampling. Examples of efforts to assess the extent and effects of 
gender-based violence in refugee, internally displaced and post-conflict settings are summarized 
in the box below. 
 
E. Service-based data on violence against women 
 
31. Service-based data refers to information that is collected routinely through public and 
private agencies that may come into contact with abused women, even if the violence is not the 
primary reason for the contact. They include records from health centers, police stations and 
courts, public services such as housing or social welfare services, and shelters and other support 
services for survivors of violence. Examples of other support services include women lawyers’ 
associations, legal aid services and advocacy organizations. The information collected by 
services cannot be used to measure the prevalence of violence in a community since in most 
societies very few abused women actually report violence to the police or other services, and 
those that do report tend to be the most seriously injured and marginalized women. However, 
these data, where they exist, can make a valuable contribution to understanding the causes and 
dynamics of violent acts and societal responses to violence. 
 
32. Service-based statistics can be used to monitor the number of women coming forward to 
various agencies for help, and can identify the scope of violence-affected women among specific 
populations, such as those presenting to medical centres with injuries, or abused women as a 
percentage of all assaults presenting to criminal court. Together, these data can contribute to 
estimates of the cost to society of responding to violence against women. They can also be used 
to estimate the need for training among service providers, including medical and criminal justice 
professionals, concerning the effects of violence on women and how best to respond to reduce 
trauma and increase safety. 
 
33. In addition, service-based statistics, if collected in sufficient detail, can contribute to 
evaluations of the response of these agencies to abused women. It is important to know, for 
example, how police respond when a woman comes to them for help, whether the case is 
investigated, an arrest is made, or charges are dropped. These data are important for monitoring 
the effectiveness of agencies to whom women turn for help and to increase accountability. Data 
from police and courts are also needed to evaluate and formulate legislation, procedures and 
policies to respond to violence.  
 
34. Tracking the availability of services for abused women, for example shelters or refuges 
and other support services, is also needed to evaluate a society’s response to the problem. These 
data also provide important context to analyses of the numbers of women coming forward for 
help. For example, growth in the availability of services may explain growth in the numbers 
coming for help. By the same token, low numbers of women using shelters or other services 
should not be interpreted as low demand or need in areas where few such services exist). 
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35. The following section identifies service agencies with the potential to contribute 
statistical data about women seeking help or redress for violence. Areas of service delivery 
included are health, criminal and civil justice services, public services, and refuges and other 
support services for survivors of violence. 

(a) Health services: The health setting provides an opportunity for women exposed to 
multiple victimizations to be identified in order to receive treatment, care and support 
and to prevent further violence. However, it is well known that women often do not 
disclose, even when violence is the underlying cause of their health care visit. One 
way of increasing disclosure is through routine enquiry about violence, but the 
effectiveness of this approach in improving outcomes for women is still under 
discussion. Where routine enquiry takes place, the health service needs to have the 
capacity to record, analyse and report data on violence against women and its 
consequences.  
There is considerable debate about whether health workers who identify victims of 
violence should be obliged to report cases to the criminal justice system (‘mandatory 
reporting’). Many health workers believe that this is a breach of privacy and 
confidentiality and can result in lower disclosure and increased risk for women. In 
addition, health care workers have also raised ethical concerns about routine 
surveillance that identifies women who need help when they are not able to provide 
the appropriate assistance, i.e., where services are not available, or are overwhelmed 
by need. 
It is well known that many more cases occur than are reported to either police or 
health services. However, surveillance (i.e. routine data collection) of specific health 
outcomes related to violence, such as injury, death from homicide and other data 
from medico-legal clinics where forensic examinations take place, all offer potential 
for monitoring trends in violence against women, particularly intimate partner 
violence and sexual assault by partners and other perpetrators.  

(b) Criminal and civil justice services: Criminal and civil justice statistics may be 
collected more systematically than statistics in some other sectors because these 
agencies operate on the basis of a code of law. It should therefore be possible to 
organize data by criminal code sections. This data collection would be much 
enhanced if it were cross-classified with information to ascertain if these crimes were 
domestic or against women.  Some countries have specific laws on domestic violence 
while others have laws on assault, grievous bodily harm, sexual assault, stalking, 
homicide and other crimes. Justice sectors have the potential added advantage of 
being able to collect information on both victims and perpetrators, and to track repeat 
victimization and repeat offending. Police may also be the primary source of 
information on intimate partner homicides and other types of femicide.  
Criminal courts are also highly structured and operate based on a country’s codes of 
law. Although cases brought in criminal court represent a very small and non-
representative sample of cases of violence against women, court statistics can 
contribute to an understanding of the response of courts to cases of violence brought 
before them, and in particular the effectiveness of laws designed to protect women. 
The civil justice sector is also used by women escaping domestic violence. In some 
countries civil injunctions, also known as peace bonds, restraining orders, or 
domestic violence orders, order violent partners away from coming into contact with 
the victim and can include other conditions, such as drug/alcohol prohibitions or 
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weapons prohibitions. Other types of injunctions can have the violent partner 
removed from the home. 
While criminal justice agencies are available as a support to victims of violence, it is 
also a reality that police can also be responsible for committing violence against 
women who come to them for help. 

(c) Other public services: Most providers of services routinely keep some statistics on 
the use of their services, but these services vary in the quality and quantity of data 
collection, both in general and in relation to violence against women. Such public 
services may include agencies providing public housing, child welfare or other types 
of social services. 
- Public housing 

The best data collection in housing agencies occurs where there is a 
statutory/legal duty on public housing providers to prioritize the housing needs of 
those made homeless due to domestic violence, since they need to know whether 
their clients are survivors of domestic violence or not.  In some countries this 
leads to the provision of data at a national level of the numbers of those in public 
housing who have been subject to domestic violence, in an effort that can be 
considered as an example of good practice.   

- Social services 
In some countries social workers record in case files whether or not domestic 
violence and other forms of violence against women has occurred in the family or 
household that they are supporting for other reasons (e.g. supporting families 
where there is a risk of child abuse).  In some cases it may be appropriate to 
recommend that this data collection is made more systematic and that aggregate 
statistics are made available at a national level, but this is dependent upon being 
able to ensure appropriate safeguards and confidentiality for the women involved. 

(d) Refuges and other support services 
Shelters/refuges; rape/sexual assault phone lines; advocacy and related support 
services; research and documentation centres 
A variety of support services led by non-governmental organizations, sometimes 
with some support from public funds, collect information on the extent and nature of 
violence against women.  These include shelters and refuges, sexual assault phone 
lines, advocacy and related support services.  In addition, information is sometimes 
collected by women’s lawyers associations and legal aid services. Research and 
documentation centers also collect quantitative and qualitative information on 
various forms of violence against women. Records of some sort are kept, but these 
vary considerably in range of information and its quality. The information collected 
in these services is particularly relevant for qualitative research. 

 
F. Gaps and challenges with service-based data on violence against women 
 
36. The availability and quality of service-based data varies a great deal among settings.  In 
some countries, particularly in Europe and North America, information is available from a broad 
array of sources, although even in these regions additional efforts are needed to collect and 
present violence-related statistics. In other areas, particularly in resource-poor settings, the 
challenges for collecting service-based data on violence are much greater.   
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37. In general, service agencies do not have data collection as their primary responsibility 
and data available through these agencies are often not collected in a systematic way and 
consequently exist in a non-standardized form. The quality of the data may be weak, inconsistent 
over time and not entirely representative of the populations they are attempting to describe. 
Double counting is a common problem whereby women seeking services from the same agency 
or from more than one agency over time are counted more than once, resulting in inaccuracies in 
estimating the total number of help-seeking women. These problems result from inadequate 
training, resources and capacity for those collating the data, poor coordination among agencies 
and poor support. 
 
38. Problems with service-based statistics are compounded when social services apart from 
the police do not exist, exist only in limited number, or when violence against women is not 
recognized as a crime by police or by society in general and is rarely acted upon. In addition, in 
certain societies, victims of domestic violence or sexual assault are highly stigmatized and 
victims therefore rarely come forward for support. As a result, considerable variation exists in 
the extent to which service-based statistics are available at the country level. 
 
II. LESSONS LEARNED AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVING THE 

QUALITY AND AVAILABILITY OF DATA COLLECTION ON VIOLENCE 
AGAINST WOMEN 

 
A. General principles for collecting data on violence against women 
 
39. Substantial progress has been made in the past ten years in the development of 
methodologies and procedures for data collection on violence against women and a reliable body 
of evidence on the extent, nature and consequences of violence is currently available. However, 
this data is difficult to compare across countries and regions. 
 
40. Likewise, tools for active data collection on violence against women are now widely 
available and need to be applied and used consistently to strengthen the knowledge base for 
action against violence against women.  Data collection, together with qualitative research and 
analysis on violence against women, can be a form of prevention and intervention. Such research 
and data collection must be geared towards action: insights gained must form the basis for policy 
development and implementation, as well as the provision of support and services to victims of 
violence.  
 
41. The expert group meeting recommends that the following general principles should guide 
the data collection process: 

(a) National statistical agencies, or relevant ministries such as health or justice, have an 
important role to play in setting standards, ensuring consistency of concepts, 
ensuring regular frequency of data collection, and ensuring that data are widely 
disseminated in a timely fashion. National machineries for the advancement of 
women which serve as the central policy-coordinating unit on gender equality inside 
government (see Platform for Action, section H3), should be closely associated with 
such efforts. 

(b) Data collection activities and methodology need to be developed in consultation with 
a wide range of stakeholders, including data suppliers, advocates and agencies 
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providing services to women, policy-makers, legislators and researchers to ensure 
that the data are relevant to stakeholders. This will necessitate multi-sectoral, 
interagency coordination of the development, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of data collection initiatives. 

(c) Data collection and dissemination needs to be transparent. Data should be 
disseminated in aggregate format as broadly as possible. 

(d) Women’s safety is a priority and must not be jeopardized at any point during data 
collection. 

(e) Confidentiality and privacy is of utmost importance both during data collection and 
in the processing and storage of data. Safe storage of data to protect the respondents 
must be a priority. 

(f) The expert group recommends that comprehensive data collection on all forms of 
violence against women should be performed in accordance with the mandate of the 
Beijing Platform for Action, the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics as 
agreed by all Member States and the WHO Ethical and Safety Guidelines for 
Researching Violence against Women. 

 
42. Specifically the expert group meeting recommends: 

(a) There is the need to strengthen the capacity of countries to systematically and 
accurately collect, process and disseminate data on violence against women, and to 
use such data as a basis for effective and targeted legislative, policy and programme 
development and implementation on all forms of violence against women. 

(b) All relevant stakeholders including women's organizations, non-governmental 
organizations, other service providers and policy makers should be included in all 
stages of design and process of data collection and use. Strengthening collaboration 
between producers and users by having the users on board from the beginning of 
development and implementation of data collection processes is essential for creating 
ownership and use of the data for interventions. 

(c) A variety of research methods and data collection procedures can be used depending 
on resources, need for information, and data gaps. Statistical data should be 
complemented by qualitative methods to capture the complexity, variety and depth of 
women's experiences with violence. 

 
B. Recommendations for improving population-based surveys 
 
43. International experience has shown that the definition and methods used to measure 
violence can significantly affect prevalence and incidence estimates. In order to improve the 
quality of data collection on violence against women, the expert group meeting recommends: 

(a) National governments should encourage further research and data collection on all 
forms of violence against women to be carried out by a variety of actors, including 
national statistics offices, government agencies, research centres and universities, 
non-governmental organizations and international agencies.  

(b) Methodological guidelines should be developed, compiled and disseminated to assist 
countries in designing, in a sustainable way, their national surveys on violence 
against women.  
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(c) Data should be collected, processed and disseminated in accordance with the 

Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics. When possible, data should be made 
available for use by researchers and policy-makers after the research is completed. 

(d) Surveys should use multiple methods to measure violence, and should include a 
variety of different types of violence, including physical, sexual, emotional and 
economic violence, as well as violence by different perpetrators, institutional 
violence and traditional practices that are harmful to women. Multiple behaviourally 
specific questions should be used when possible to elicit information about violent 
victimization. 

(e) Multiple approaches and measures should be used to determine the severity of 
violence.  These include the extent of physical as well as emotional injuries, 
frequency of violence (incidents); and outcomes such as reproductive health 
problems, economic and social participation, costs and service utilization, 
consequences for children and child mortality. Different outcomes will be of special 
interest for different constituencies (for example, injury statistics are particularly 
important for the criminal justice sector, whereas the impact of violence on mortality 
and fertility are of interest to the health sector). 

(f) Researchers and national statistics offices should make every effort to minimize risks 
to respondents and interviewers, under the basic ethical principle of “Do no harm” 
When such efforts are not feasible, data collection should not be performed.   

(g) Types of violence should be presented in a differentiated way and data collected 
accordingly so as to enable more nuanced understanding of the range of violence 
women experience, the consequences for victims and the implications for policy-
makers. 

(h) When collection of data on violence against women is included into studies designed 
primarily for other purposes, a sufficient number of questions should be included to 
provide a valid measure of violence, and specific measures should be used to 
maximize the protection of respondents and interviewers. Ideally, a specific module 
on violence against women should be used rather than a few questions. If basic 
conditions are not available to enable the collection of reliable estimates of violence 
against women that takes into account the safety of women, then it is advisable not to 
conduct the research.   

(i) Efforts should be made to strengthen national statistical and research capacity for 
collecting data on violence against women, through both specialized surveys and 
routine data collection.  

(j) Findings should be made available in a variety of ways and formats accessible for 
various audiences. Data should not be suppressed or censored. Those actors who 
collect data on violence against women have an obligation to make the findings 
available to the government and civil society, to use data for awareness raising and 
the development of programmes and policies for prevention and treatment of all 
forms of violence against women. 

 
C. Recommendations for improving service-based data 
 
44. In order to improve the quality and usefulness of data that may be available through the 
justice system, the expert group meeting makes the following recommendations: 
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(a) Police-based data collection systems need to be strengthened in all countries 
worldwide. At a minimum, countries should aim to develop a statistical recording 
system that identifies in each case of violent crime reported to them: 
- Characteristics of victims and offenders: the relationship between the victim and 

offender (including for example spouse, ex-spouse, dating partner, other 
relative, acquaintance and stranger), sex of victim and offender, age of victim 
and offender, repeat victimizations, repeat offenders. 

- Offence characteristics: legal code violation (for example, assault, grievous 
bodily harm, homicide, sexual assault, stalking), method of inflicting injury, and 
level of injury. 

- Detailed data collection on homicides: the relationship between the victim and 
offender (including for example spouse, ex-spouse, dating partner, other 
relative, acquaintance and stranger), sex of victim and offender, age of victim 
and offender, location, method of killing, motive for killing (such as jealousy or 
dowry-related). 

- Outcome of cases: whether the case is investigated, an arrest is made, charges 
are dropped or withdrawn, what referrals were made to refuges or other services 
for victims. 

(b) Court-based statistics also need to be strengthened in all countries in order to better 
document the court response to cases brought before them. Countries should aim for 
the following minimum set of data elements to be incorporated into and routinely 
collected in criminal court data collection systems: 
- Characteristics of victims and offenders: the relationship between the victim and 

offender (including for example spouse, ex-spouse, dating partner, other 
relative, acquaintance and stranger), sex of victim and offender, age of victim 
and offender, repeat victims and offenders coming before the court. 

- Offence characteristics: legal code violation (for example, assault, grievous 
bodily harm, homicide, sexual assault, stalking). 

- Outcome of cases: charges are dropped or withdrawn, plea bargaining to a lesser 
charge, convictions, guilty pleas and acquittals, type of sentence, bail granted or 
denied. 

(c) Improved record-keeping is needed in the area of civil injunctions in order to better 
monitor the number of such actions being ordered, in addition to violations of these 
orders. 

(d) Efforts should be strengthened to identify and monitor through data collection the 
incidence of violence against women perpetrated by police. 

 
45. In order to improve the quality and usefulness of data that may be available through 
health services, the expert group meeting recommends: 

(a) Data collection should not be seen as a primary goal for health services and should 
not be carried out in isolation from the provision of quality services to survivors of 
violence. Therefore, capacity building needs to ensure not only capacity of health 
information systems, but should encompass efforts to increase awareness and 
capacity among health workers to identify, treat and refer survivors of violence. 

(b) Health systems should use internationally agreed standards (International 
Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems, Tenth Revision or ICD-10, 
and the International Classification of the External Causes of Injury (ICECI), and the 
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International Classification of Functioning Disability and Health (ICF) for 
classifying and coding diseases and health consequences, as well as deaths. 

(c) To build capacity for hospitals and clinics to be able to implement injury surveillance 
systems and ensure that the relationship of victim to perpetrator is included as one of 
the mandatory variables. 

(d) Health services that routinely enquire about violence against women (e.g. antenatal 
care, mental health, etc) should record this data in a complete and accurate manner, 
while ensuring confidentiality. The reporting on violence against women should be 
incorporated into ongoing service utilization and surveillance systems, rather than 
implemented as a stand-alone reporting process. 

 
46. In order to improve the quality and usefulness of data that may be available through other 
public services, the expert group meeting recommends: 

All other public services that come into contact with women victims of violence, 
such as public housing or social services, should strengthen efforts to collect 
statistical data in a systematic way and disseminate these data publicly. This includes 
data on the number and characteristics of women using each service as well as the 
number of services available to them. 

 
III. DISCUSSION ON INDICATORS 
 

47. The expert group meeting held a brief discussion on the question of indicators on 
violence against women. Due to time constraints, the group did not attempt to prepare 
recommendations. Instead, it agreed to reflect a summary of discussions in the report of the 
meeting, highlighting the main issues raised.   
 
48. Experts noted that indicators had played an important role in the development of gender 
equality policies in various fields. Indicators on violence against women enhance the capacity to 
evaluate policies by making it possible to provide hard data on whether or not violence has 
increased or decreased as a result of their implementation. Even where data were not available 
from the outset for a new indicator, agreement on its use also increased the pressure to collect 
and produce the relevant data. 
 
49. Experts noted that the opportunity afforded by the expectation to measure performance 
towards achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) should be fully utilized to 
enhance measurement in the area of gender equality. The Millennium Declaration enjoyed the 
highest political support and commitment, and its review process in the fall of 2005 should be 
used to push for inclusion of one, or several indicators on violence against women in the MDG 
indicator set. Agreement on an indicator would be especially useful as considerable efforts had 
been made in many areas to develop and enhance statistical services and data collection since the 
issuance of the MDG indicator set in 2000 at a time when data were lacking in many countries 
and areas to comprehensively measure and track progress in the 48 existing indicators.  
In regard to violence against women, different views were expressed as to what an indicator 
should actually measure. Some experts proposed to measure changes in prevalence and incidence 
of violence against women over time, while others suggested measuring the use of services. 
Advantages and drawbacks of these types of indicators were noted, while caution in regard to the 
breath of some of the suggested indicators was also suggested. 
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50. The following suggestions of possible indicators were made: 
(a) implementation of population based surveys on a regular basis to track the 

prevalence and/ or incidence of different forms of violence against women 
(b) incidents of violence against women measured through service-based data; if 

services are available this would give an indication of the impact of violence against 
women and the need for services 

(c) the impact of violence against women  
(d) training of professionals, such as the police and law enforcement, health care 

workers and social workers, on violence against women  
(e) percentage and extent of punishment of perpetrators 
(f) budgetary allocations to combat violence against women 
(g) legislation to combat violence against women, national action plans, extent of 

availability of services and other measures 
(h) improvements in women’s property rights and women’s status under family law 
(i) amendments of discriminatory laws 
(j) ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women and its Optional Protocol and withdrawal of reservations 
(k) changing attitudes among the general population and among public servants  towards 

violence against women. 
 
51. Experts noted that in general, there was significant need to enhance the disaggregation of 
existing data on the basis of sex in all data collection, and to increase gender sensitivity 
especially of statisticians.  They also emphasized the critical importance of discussing the 
development of possible indicators, while also suggesting that in some countries, information 
may not be available to decide which indicator would best serve the purpose of tracking efforts 
to combat violence against women. Experts also cautioned that a full picture of violence against 
women could not be established using just one indicator, arguing in favour of using multiple 
indicators, for different purposes. However, all agreed that the collection of more data on 
violence against women was important. 
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