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Evolution of internationally comparative 
surveys on violence against women

Crime victimization surveys (1960s)

Family Violence surveys (1970s)
Sexual violence surveys (1980s)
International Crime Victim Survey (1980s) – 60 countries
Dedicated VAW surveys – Statistics Canada 1993

Now 60-70 countries 
Multi-country surveys:

Demographic and Health Surveys
WHO Multi-country Study on Women’s Health and DV
International Violence Against Women Survey



Internationally comparative surveys

1. Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) 
• Optional module on DV 
• 11 countries

2. WHO Multi-country study on women’s health and 
domestic violence 

• Detailed questionnaire
• 10 countries

3. International Violence Against Women Survey (IVAWS)
• Detailed questionnaire 
• 11 countries



Why conduct internationally 
comparative studies?

• Test for universal or cross-cultural traits or factors associated 
with VAW

• Assist with implementation of international agreements and 
norms

• Lead to social change and awareness on a broader scale

• Help development partners better understand the dimensions 
and context of VAW -> better targeting of assistance

• May be the only source of information about VAW

• Technical exchange at the local level

• Plan interventions & services, public education, legislation 

• Develop training for police and other officials



Purpose of the IVAWS

To promote and implement research on violence 
against women in countries around the world, in 
particular developing countries and countries in 
transition, as an important research and policy tool. 

The survey may be considered a tool for developing 
and strengthening democracy by increasing public 
participation in the process of formulating criminal 
justice policies and other policies to strengthen the 
response against violence against women.



Countries participating in the IVAWS



Country Sample size Method of 
interviewing

Australia 6,677 Telephone
Costa Rica 908 Face-to-face
Czech Republic 1,980 Face-to-face
Denmark 3,589 Telephone
Greece Continuing Face-to-face
Hong Kong 1,297 Telephone
Italy 25,000 Telephone
Mozambique 2,015 Face-to-face
Philippines 2,602 Face-to-face
Poland 2,009 Face-to-face
Switzerland 1,973 Telephone



Ethical issues

• Safety of respondents
• Responding to emotional distress
• Ensuring confidentiality
• Specialized training and support for 

interviewers
• Gaining trust -> minimize under-reporting
• Valid definitions of violence
• Accurate interpretation of results
• Follow-up on survey and its results



Issues related to multi-country research

• Culture
• Differences in societal attitudes toward victims 
• Taboos against discussing/naming violence
• Tradition and norms protecting family privacy
• Ideals and practices of masculinity

• Political context – war, displacement, culture of violence
• Subjectivity

• Variation in the subjective meaning of violence 
depending on past experience, social location

• Translation
• Differences in modes of interviewing
• Response rates



Other challenges

In resource-poor settings:
• Expertise and capacity
• Funding
• Technology

• Government resistance to using results for change



The prevalence of intimate 
partner violence



IVAWS questions re physical violence

• Threatened to hurt you physically in a way that 
frightened you

• Threw something at you or hit you with something 
that hurt or frightened you

• Pushed or grabbed you or twisted your arm, 
pulled your hair in a way that hurt or frightened you

• Slapped, kicked, bit or hit with a fist
• Tried to strangle or suffocate, burn or scald
• Used or threatened to use a knife or gun 
• Physically violent in any other way



IVAWS questions re sexual violence

• Forced you into sexual intercourse by threatening, 
holding you down or hurting you

• Attempted to force you into sexual intercourse by 
threatening, holding you down or hurting you

• Touched you sexually in a way that was distressing 
• Forced or attempted to force you into sexual activity 

with someone else, including being forced to have 
sex for money or in exchange for goods

• Sexually violent towards you in a way  that I have not 
already mentioned



Prevalence of violence - overview

In the majority of countries:

35% to 60% of women experienced physical or 
sexual violence by any man since age 16 

22% to 40% of women have been physically or 
sexually assaulted by an intimate partner 

10% to 31% of women have been sexually 
assaulted by a man other than an intimate partner 



Rates of intimate partner violence
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Rates of sexual violence by other men
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Rates of child abuse by women and partners
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Percentage who witnessed marital violence
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Victims’ perceptions of 
intimate partner violence



IPV is a crime (current partners)
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International Violence Against Women Survey

Violence is considered a crime
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Risk factors for intimate 
partner violence



Risk factors and correlates of IPV

• Controlling and emotionally abusive behaviours

• Sexual jealousy

• Social isolation 

• Put downs and name calling 

• Violence toward others outside the home

• Alcohol abuse 

• Witnessing parental violence (women and partners) 

• Experiencing physical violence in childhood (partners)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The results of our surveys concur with other research that shows that a number of characteristics of perpetrators or the relationship are associated with an increased risk of violence.  This is not to say that these factors cause spousal violence, but just to say that the rates of violence are higher for these groups.  



This is important knowledge because it can help to better understand the dynamics of these events and how we can help prevent them.



Response of the criminal 
justice system



Attrition of partner violence through 
the justice system 
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Percentage of serious partner assaults 
reported to police
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Reasons for not reporting to police

• Not serious enough for the police

• Police wouldn’t be able to do anything, wouldn’t be 
believed

• Dealt with it herself

• Shame, didn’t want anyone to know

• Fear of the offender

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Disclosure of these experiences is a very personal decision, which depends on the personal resources and coping strategies of individual women

Other factors, such as the nature and severity of the assaults and the support structures available to victims exert an important influence on victims’ decision-making.

There are variations among countries in the reasons women gave for not reporting:

Women in CR, Czech, Moz, the Philippines and Poland most likely to say she dealt with it herself

Women in Australia, Denmark and HK most often said they didn’t consider the incident serious enough to involve the police

Czech, Filipino and Polish women listed shame more often than women in other countries





Percentage of women who told others 
about partner violence
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Policy implications 

• Violence cannot be solved by the health sector, 
justice sector or community groups working alone

• Interventions must focus on men: addressing 
controlling behaviours, emotional abuse, 
subordination of women

• Culture of violence is linked to partner violence
• Evidence of a generational cycle of violence:  

implications for child witnesses
• Importance of improving the response of the criminal 

justice system to understand the needs of victims
• Importance of sensitizing family & friends



What can be done to end VAW?

1. Promote gender equality

2. Improve service delivery

3. Hold offenders accountable

4. Prevention

5. Monitoring and evaluation

Secure partnership, leadership and political will to 
end violence 



1. Promote gender equality through:

Promoting women’s right to live free of violence 
Ensuring that women are not discriminated against in 
property rights, inheritance rights, marriage and 
divorce laws, access to education, employment and 
health care
Reviewing legislation and policy for its impact on 
gender equality and victims of violence
Ratifying and enforce international conventions 
regarding equality rights
Promoting involvement of men in prevention activities

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Because of the widespread basis of the problem, and the integral role it plays in the maintenance of

unequal gender relations, all sectors of society have a role to play in its elimination.

Gendered power structures based on the subordination of women and the superiority of men are major

factors in the perpetration of male violence against women. 

A report commissioned by the Swedish government asserts that even though it is commonly acknowledged

that women’s oppression is related to violence perpetrated against them, this has had little impact on strategies and initiatives to combat violence. 

Instead of tackling female subordination and male privilege and power which are root causes of gender-based violence, there is a tendency to address the manifestations of it, such as domestic violence or other particular forms of violence. 

In order to be effective, efforts to reduce violence thus must target and challenge the underlying power structures that support and sustain perceptions of the inferiority of women. 

In all societies, widespread societal changes are needed to improve women’s status, break down inequalities between women and men, eliminate strict gender roles that are damaging to women, change attitudes and societal norms, and create a climate where violence is actively discouraged and not tolerated. 

This means that countries as well as the international community must continue to promote gender equality through:







2. Improve service delivery to victims through:

Training for police and other service providers who
come into contact with victims of sexual and IPV

Ensuring that screening protocols are followed up by 
appropriate action and referral

Hiring female police officers, judges and physicians

Improving coordination among sectors

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Progress has been made in many countries in improving the availability and delivery of services to female victims

Women need access to health and social support services to respond to injuries, emotional trauma and longer-term needs. 

They often have urgent needs for housing, economic and legal support. 

Many women do not get the help they need because services do not exist, are not available in the local community, or are not well-funded. Or, because of fear or other reasons women are reluctant to access them. 

All aspects of service delivery to victims of sexual and IPV need to be strengthened. Even in countries where services are relatively widely available, they are under funded and staff suffer high levels of burnout

Improve service deliver through:

Police and other service providers who come into contact with victims of sexual and intimate partner violence must receive ongoing training on:

the dynamics of violence

the impacts on victims

how to detect violent victimisation

how to respond appropriately in order to minimise harm

how to make referrals to other services

Negative attitudes, values and beliefs need to be changed

Screening protocols need to be followed up by appropriate action and referral. 

Hiring of female police officers, judges and physicians must be promoted in order to correct the gender imbalance, enhance equality, and improve the treatment of victims.

Coordination among sectors must be improved to ensure that: 

referrals are made to appropriate services 

comprehensive and accurate information is provided to victims to assist them in making decisions about their own welfare

ensure that police will initiate referrals to other services in the community.

services are multi-faceted and respond to women’s health, emotional, social and legal needs, and their need for safety, privacy and confidentiality. 

Sexual assault centres, for example, need to provide comprehensive “one-stop” care to avoid a situation where victims are required to make separate contacts to police, medical help, emotional support and legal assistance and advice. 



3. Hold offenders accountable by:

Enacting legislation that VAW including rape in 
marriage is a crime

Ensuring that laws are effectively implemented

Supporting victims throughout the CJ process

Harmonising family and criminal law

Implementing treatment programs for violent men 
that are not dependent on women reporting to police

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Although there are variations, the percentage of women who report to the police or other agencies is uniformly low

More work is needed to understand what women need in order to feel empowered or supported to come forward

Current severe levels of attrition are unsupportable in countries that purport to take VAW seriously 



4. Preventing violence by:

Promoting gender equality and the development of 
gender norms that do not promote control and abuse 
of women

Widespread public education campaigns

Programs targeted at children and youth to promote
equitable relationships

Greater awareness of rape myths

Greater awareness of warning signs for violence

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Holding offenders accountable and providing supports for victims are societal responses to violence once it occurs and are necessary to prevent a recurrence of violence and to act as a general deterrent to others. 

However, if violence is to be prevented in the first place, efforts must extend beyond reacting to the problem.

Plenty of empirical evidence exists of the context in which violence occurs that can help inform prevention activities.

Gender equality and the development of gender norms that do not promote control and abuse of women are needed

This requires widespread change of attitudes and norms at the societal and individual level. Women experience violence against a backdrop of cultural norms–in some countries are overt and in others are ambiguous–that minimize women’s experiences of violence and the level of harm to victims. 

Societal norms help create confusion about victims’ blameworthiness and often fail to acknowledge the social context and cultural supports for male violence against women. 

Few research studies have examined societal level attitudes toward men’s use of violence against women in a systematic way, an Australian study found that substantial proportions of the population are willing to excuse domestic violence under certain circumstances, and hold negative views about women who report rape. For example, one-quarter of adults agree that domestic violence can be excused if it results from people getting so angry they temporarily lose control or genuinely regret what they have done, that women make up false claims of  rape, and that rape results from men not being able to control their need for sex



Reducing violence in relationships will have the longer-term effect of preventing such behaviour in future generations as fewer children are exposed to violence and violent role models. 

Reducing violence in the home may also have the effect of reducing violence in public situations and vice versa; the results of the IVAWS show that it is often the same individuals who perpetrate violence against intimate partners and others outside the family





5. Monitoring and evaluation through:

Developing a national action plan and assigning
responsibility to senior officials + women’s orgs
through:

promoting gender equality, improving service 
delivery, holding offenders accountable, and 
prevention programs

Onoing evaluation to ensure objectives are met

Data collection for monitoring and evaluation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Develop a national action plan and assign responsibility for the outcomes of these plans to senior officials in collaboration with equality-seeking women’s organizations in the community. 

This is a very public approach to eliminating violence that will help open dialogue, establish a shared vision and hold governments and communities accountable. 

A shared vision provides a strategy for coordination and a framework for evaluation. 

The most effective plans are those that include components relating to education, legislative reform, government agencies and awareness raising, and provide the mechanisms and resources for governmental and non-governmental agencies to work together (UNIFEM 2003).

evaluation must be ongoing  to ensure that objectives are being met and that the most effective programs are being delivered. 

Continuous monitoring of progress is needed to:

keep governments and communities on track

maintain awareness of the issue and strategies to address it among policy makers and the public

track progress over time. 



Data collection is needed for monitoring and evaluation of program delivery. A wide variety of statistical and descriptive information is required to;

monitor levels of violence in the population

consequences and outcomes of violence for victims

numbers of women coming forward to the police or health or social services

types of services available to abused women

legislative and policy changes

attitudinal change



Compared to other areas of prevention research, VAW has lagged behind in evaluations of what works to prevent violence. 

The limited evaluation studies that have been conducted have focused almost exclusively on the deterrent effects of CJ sanctions and treatment programs for abusive men and almost none on the effectiveness of primary prevention programs. 

Evaluations of rape prevention programs show short-term effects on attitudes in terms of reducing adherence to rape myths and rape supportive attitudes. However, few evaluations include longer-term follow-up or assess whether there has been an impact on actual perpetration of sexual assault. Rigorous evaluations of prevention programs are essential if resources are to be targeted toward the most effective strategies for reducing violence and providing safety for women.
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