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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

V iolence against women is a form of discrimination and a
violation of human rights. It causes untold misery, cutting short lives
and leaving countless women living in pain and fear in every country in
the world. It harms families across the generations, impoverishes com-
munities and reinforces other forms of violence throughout societies.
Violence against women stops them from fulfilling their potential,
restricts economic growth and undermines development. The scope and
extent of violence against women are a reflection of the degree and
persistence of discrimination that women continue to face. It can only
be eliminated, therefore, by addressing discrimination, promoting
women’s equality and empowerment, and ensuring that women’s
human rights are fulfilled.

All of humanity would benefit from an end to this violence,
and there has been considerable progress in creating the international
framework for achieving this. However, new forms of violence have
emerged and, in some countries, advances towards equality and freedom
from violence previously made by women have been eroded or are
under threat. The continued prevalence of violence against women is
testimony to the fact that States have yet to tackle it with the necessary
political commitment, visibility and resources.

Violence against women is neither unchanging nor inevitable
and could be radically reduced, and eventually eliminated, with the 
necessary political will and resources. This study identifies ways to
close the gap between States’ obligations under international norms,
standards and policies and their inadequate and inconsistent implemen-
tation at the national level. It calls for efforts to eradicate violence
against women to become a higher priority at the local, national and
international level.
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Overview
Violence against women was drawn out of the private domain into pub-
lic attention and the arena of State accountability largely because of the
grass-roots work of women’s organizations and movements around the
world. This work drew attention to the fact that violence against women
is not the result of random, individual acts of misconduct, but rather is
deeply rooted in structural relationships of inequality between women
and men. The interaction between women’s advocacy and United
Nations initiatives has been a driving factor in establishing violence
against women as a human rights issue on the international agenda. 

There has been significant progress in elaborating and agreeing
on international standards and norms. International and regional legal and
policy instruments have clarified the obligations on States to prevent,
eradicate and punish violence against women. However, States around
the world are failing to meet the requirements of the international legal
and policy framework.

Causes and risk factors
The roots of violence against women lie in historically unequal power
relations between men and women and pervasive discrimination against
women in both the public and private spheres. Patriarchal disparities of
power, discriminatory cultural norms and economic inequalities serve
to deny women’s human rights and perpetuate violence. Violence
against women is one of the key means through which male control over
women’s agency and sexuality is maintained. 

Within the broad context of women’s subordination, specific
causal factors for violence include the use of violence to resolve con-
flicts, doctrines of privacy and State inaction. Individual or family
behaviour patterns, including histories of abuse, have also been corre-
lated with an increased risk of violence.

Violence against women is not confined to a specific culture,
region or country, or to particular groups of women within a society.
The different manifestations of such violence and women’s personal
experiences are, however, shaped by factors such as ethnicity, class,
age, sexual orientation, disability, nationality and religion.
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Forms and consequences
There are many different forms of violence against women—physical,
sexual, psychological and economic. Some increase in importance
while others diminish as societies undergo demographic changes, eco-
nomic restructuring and social and cultural shifts. For example, new
technologies may generate new forms of violence, such as internet or
mobile telephone stalking. Some forms, such as international trafficking
and violence against migrant workers, cross national boundaries.

Women are subjected to violence in a wide range of settings,
including the family, the community, state custody, and armed conflict
and its aftermath. Violence constitutes a continuum across the lifespan
of women, from before birth to old age. It cuts across both the public
and the private spheres.

The most common form of violence experienced by women
globally is intimate partner violence, sometimes leading to death. Also
widespread are harmful traditional practices, including early and forced
marriage and female genital mutilation/cutting. Within the community
setting, femicide (gender-based murder of women), sexual violence,
sexual harassment and trafficking in women are receiving increasing
attention.  Violence perpetrated by the State, through its agents, through
omission, or through public policy, spans physical, sexual and psycho-
logical violence. It can constitute torture. The high incidence of vio-
lence against women in armed conflict, particularly sexual violence
including rape, has become progressively clearer.

Violence against women has far-reaching consequences for
women, their children, and society as a whole. Women who experience
violence suffer a range of health problems, and their ability to earn a liv-
ing and to participate in public life is diminished. Their children are sig-
nificantly more at risk of health problems, poor school performance and
behavioural disturbances. 

Violence against women impoverishes women, their families,
communities and nations. It lowers economic production, drains
resources from public services and employers, and reduces human cap-
ital formation. While even the most comprehensive surveys to date
underestimate the costs, they all show that the failure to address vio-
lence against women has serious economic consequences.
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The knowledge base
There is compelling evidence that violence against women is severe and
pervasive throughout the world: in 71 countries at least one survey on
violence against women has been conducted. However, there is still an
urgent need to strengthen the knowledge base to inform policy and strat-
egy development. 

Many countries lack reliable data and much of the existing infor-
mation cannot be meaningfully compared. Few countries carry out regu-
lar data collection, which would allow changes over time to be measured.
Information is urgently needed on how various forms of violence affect
different groups of women—this requires data that has been disaggre-
gated according to factors such as age and ethnicity. Little information is
available to assess the measures taken to combat violence against women
and to evaluate their impact. Ensuring adequate data collection is part of
every State’s obligation to address violence against women, but inade-
quate data does not diminish State responsibility for preventing and elim-
inating violence against women.

A set of international indicators on violence against women
should be established, based on widely available and credible data col-
lected at the national level, using comparable methods to define and
measure violence.

State responsibility
States have concrete and clear obligations to address violence against
women, whether committed by state agents or by non-state actors.
States are accountable to women themselves, to all their citizens and to
the international community. States have a duty to prevent acts of vio-
lence against women; to investigate such acts when they occur and
prosecute and punish perpetrators; and to provide redress and relief to
the victims. 

While differing circumstances and constraints require differ-
ent types of action to be taken by the State, they do not excuse State
inaction. Yet States worldwide are failing to implement in full the
international standards on violence against women. 

When the State fails to hold the perpetrators of violence
accountable, this not only encourages further abuses, it also gives the
message that male violence against women is acceptable or normal. The



result of such impunity is not only denial of justice to the individual vic-
tims/survivors, but also reinforcement of prevailing inequalities that
affect other women and girls as well.

Promising practices
Many States have developed good or promising practices to prevent or
respond to violence against women. State strategies to address vio-
lence should promote women’s agency and be based on women’s
experiences and involvement, and on partnerships with non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs) and other civil society actors. Women’s
NGOs in many countries have engaged in innovative projects and pro-
grammes, sometimes in collaboration with the State.

Generic aspects of good or promising practices can be
extracted from a variety of experiences around the world. Common
principles include: clear policies and laws; strong enforcement mecha-
nisms; motivated and well-trained personnel; the involvement of multi-
ple sectors; and close collaboration with local women’s groups, civil
society organizations, academics and professionals. 

Many governments use national plans of action—which
include legal measures, service provision and prevention strategies—to
address violence against women. The most effective include consulta-
tion with women’s groups and other civil society organizations, clear
time lines and benchmarks, transparent mechanisms for monitoring
implementation, indicators of impact and evaluation, predictable and
adequate funding streams, and integration of measures to tackle vio-
lence against women in programmes in a variety of sectors.

The way forward: a question of priorities
Violence against women is complex and diverse in its manifestations.
Its elimination requires a comprehensive and systematic response by
States, the United Nations, and all stakeholders. Local communities
also have a responsibility for addressing violence against women and
they should be assisted in doing so. Men have a role, especially in 
preventing violence, and this role needs to be further explored 
and strengthened.

Strong institutional mechanisms are required at national and
international level to ensure action, coordination, monitoring and
accountability.
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n States should take urgent and concrete measures to
secure gender equality and protect women’s human rights 

Violence against women is both a cause and a consequence of discrim-
ination against women. States have an obligation to respect, protect,
promote and fulfill all human rights, including the right of women to be
free from discrimination. Failure to do so results in and exacerbates vio-
lence against women. For example, if States fail to criminalize certain
forms of violence against women or allow discriminatory penal laws to
remain in force, then these acts may be perpetrated with impunity.  

n The exercise of leadership is essential to end violence
against women

Leadership is critical at all levels (local, national, regional and interna-
tional) and by all sectors (including politicians and government officials,
opinion formers, business leaders, civil society organizations and com-
munity leaders).

n States must close the gaps between international stan-
dards and national laws, policies and practices 

Ending impunity and ensuring accountability for violence against
women are crucial to prevent and reduce such violence. Impunity for
violence against women (by both state and non-state actors) results
from the failure of States to implement international standards at the
national and local level. States have a responsibility to act with due dili-
gence to prevent violence against women; to investigate such violence;
to prosecute and punish perpetrators, whether they are state or non-state
actors; and to provide access to redress for victims.

n States should build and sustain strong multisectoral
strategies, coordinated  nationally and locally

Work to end violence against women requires not only a clear demon-
stration of political commitment but also systematic and sustained
action, backed by strong, dedicated and permanent institutional mecha-
nisms. States should build on the work done by NGOs, scale up and
institutionalize it and share experiences with other countries. 
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n States should allocate adequate resources and funding 
to programmes to address and redress violence against women

The social, political and economic costs of allowing this violence to 
continue unabated are great and call for a commensurate investment 
in women’s security. Such an effort requires increased political will
expressed through a much greater commitment of financial and human
resources. Sectors such as justice, health, housing and education are 
critical in assisting women who survive violence to access effective legal,
health and social services, as well as in enhancing prevention work.

n The knowledge base on all forms of violence against
women should be strengthened to inform policy and strategy
development 

Information that assesses and evaluates what policies and practices are
most effective is particularly scarce. Governments should take respon-
sibility for the systematic collection and publication of data, including
supporting NGOs, academics or others engaged in such activities. 

The United Nations system can do more to strengthen the
capacity of States to collect, process and disseminate data on violence
against women. As a priority, a United Nations working group should
be convened to develop a set of international indicators for assessing the
prevalence of violence against women and the impact of different inter-
ventions. An internationally comparable database on physical intimate
partner violence could be built within seven years.

n The United Nations should take a stronger, better
coordinated and more visible leadership role to address violence
against women

In particular, the General Assembly should consider the question of 
violence against women annually and the Security Council should con-
sider establishing a dedicated monitoring mechanism within the frame-
work of resolution 1325 on women, peace and security, to enhance its
contribution to preventing and redressing violence against women.
Other inter-governmental bodies should also contribute to the elimina-
tion of violence against women within the framework of their mandates.
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The Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on Gender
Issues and Advancement of Women should spearhead United Nations
efforts, providing leadership and coordination. Greater priority should
also be given in United Nations operational activities at the country
level to tackling violence against women, including in humanitarian
assistance and peacekeeping missions.

n The resources allocated throughout the United Nations
system to address violence against women should be increased
significantly 

States, donors and international organizations should increase signifi-
cantly the financial support for work on violence against women in
United Nations agencies and programmes.

Violence against women must be given greater priority at all
levels—it has not yet received the priority required to enable
significant change. Leadership is critical. Much can be
achieved with political will, but there is also a need for con-
siderable investment of resources and for consistent
assistance, especially to the least developed countries and
countries emerging f rom conflict. A more cohesive and
strategic approach is needed from all actors, including gov-
ernments, the international community and civil society.
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iolence against women persists in every country in the
world as a pervasive violation of human rights and a major impediment
to achieving gender equality. Such violence is unacceptable, whether
perpetrated by the State and its agents or by family members or
strangers, in the public or private sphere, in peacetime or in times of
conflict. The Secretary-General has stated that as long as violence
against women continues, we cannot claim to be making real progress
towards equality, development and peace.

States have an obligation to protect women from violence, 
to hold perpetrators accountable and to provide justice and remedies to
victims. Eliminating violence against women remains one of the most
serious challenges of our time. The knowledge base and tools to prevent
and eliminate violence against women developed over the past decade
must be utilized more systematically and effectively to put a stop to all
violence against women. This requires clear political will, outspoken,
visible and unwavering commitment at the highest levels of leadership
of the State and the resolve, advocacy and practical action of individu-
als and communities.

Significant work has been undertaken by States, entities of the
United Nations system, NGOs, women’s groups and networks and
researchers to address male violence against women. The extensive
work undertaken by different actors at different levels has led to a bet-
ter understanding of the nature and scope of violence against women
and an appreciation of its impact on women and on societies.
International legal and policy frameworks for addressing such violence
have been established, covering many different forms and types of vio-
lence in public as well as in private settings.

At the same time, much more remains to be done to create an
environment where women can live free from gender-based violence.1

Progress in the development of international legal norms, standards
and policies has not been accompanied by comparable progress in
their implementation at the national level, which remains insufficient
and inconsistent in all parts of the world. Similarly, while data on the

1
I. Introduction
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nature, prevalence and incidence of all forms of violence against
women has increased significantly in recent years, information is not
yet comprehensive. Lack of political will is reflected in inadequate
resources devoted to tackling violence against women and a failure to
create and maintain a political and social environment where violence
against women is not tolerated. There is also a need to engage men
more effectively in the work on preventing and eliminating such vio-
lence, and to tackle stereotypes and attitudes that perpetuate male vio-
lence against women.

The General Assembly has provided critical leadership in the
global effort to combat violence against women. Its landmark
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (resolution
48/104) provides the framework for analysis and action at the national
and international levels. In recent years, the General Assembly has
addressed violence against women in general, as well as specific forms
and manifestations of such violence. These include violence against
women migrant workers; trafficking in women and girls; traditional or
customary practices affecting the health of women and girls; crimes
against women committed in the name of “honour”; and domestic vio-
lence against women. 

In December 2003, the General Assembly mandated—for the
first time—the preparation of an in-depth study on all forms and mani-
festations of violence against women (resolution 58/185). This request
is a clear signal of the importance that Member States—through the
General Assembly—attach to addressing violence against women. 

Specifically, the study aims to: highlight the persistence and
unacceptability of all forms of violence against women in all parts of the
world; strengthen the political commitment and joint efforts of all stake-
holders to prevent and eliminate violence against women; and identify
ways and means to ensure more sustained and effective implementation
of State obligations to address all forms of violence against women, and
to increase State accountability.

2
Ending violence against women: From words to action
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Scope of the study 
Resolution 58/185 provides that the study should cover all forms and
manifestations of violence against women, and include the following: 

a. a statistical overview of all forms of violence against women,
in order to better evaluate the scale of such violence while
identifying gaps in data collection and formulating proposals
for assessing the extent of the problem;

b. the causes of violence against women, including its root
causes and other contributing factors;

c. the medium-term and long-term consequences of violence
against women;

d. the health, social and economic costs of violence against
women;

e. the identification of best practice examples in areas including
legislation, policies, programmes and effective remedies and
the efficiency of such mechanisms to the end of combating
and eliminating violence against women.

It is not possible to discuss all forms and manifestations of vio-
lence against women comprehensively in one study. Rather, the present
study endeavours to highlight and synthesize issues and concerns within
the framework provided by resolution 58/185, with a view to supporting
the work of the General Assembly. Some issues have recently been, or are
being, addressed in other pertinent studies of the Secretary-General. The
issue of violence against women in conflict and post-conflict situations
was addressed in the study entitled “Women, peace and security” of 2002,
prepared in response to Security Council resolution 1325 (2000). A study
on violence against children is currently under preparation.

The present study sets out the broad context of violence
against women and summarizes the knowledge base with regard to its
extent and prevalence. It exposes the gaps and challenges in the avail-
ability of data, including methodologies for assessing the prevalence of
such violence. It synthesizes causes and consequences, including costs.
It discusses States’ responsibility for preventing and addressing vio-
lence against women, and identifies promising practices and effective
strategies for addressing it.
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Section II of the present study gives a historical overview of
the development of international awareness and action on male violence
against women. It traces the processes and institutions that have been
pivotal in categorizing such violence as a human rights concern. It sum-
marizes the current framework for addressing violence against women
contained in international and regional legal and policy instruments,
including those agreed by global conferences of the United Nations. It
gives attention to the role of the women’s movement in raising aware-
ness about such violence and the evolving challenges in addressing it. 

Section III provides the historical and socio-cultural context
within which violence against women occurs and persists. The section
analyses the structural and systemic causes of male violence against
women, in particular discrimination. It points to the role of patriarchy,
denial of women’s human rights, and male control over women’s agency
and sexuality. It highlights risk factors that increase women’s vulnerabil-
ity to violence, while also noting its universality and particularity, and 
factors that shape women’s personal experience of such violence.

An overview of forms and manifestations of violence against
women and its consequences is provided in section IV. It shows the con-
tinuum of violence against women throughout their lives and in a vari-
ety of settings. The section presents available evidence on the preva-
lence of different forms and manifestations of violence against women
across countries. It assesses the consequences of such violence for the
victim/survivor as well as for families, communities and nations,
including the economic costs. 

Section V outlines current progress and challenges in the col-
lection of data and statistics on violence against women. It reviews
available methodologies and their relevance for collection of particular
types of data. It also notes the role of different actors in data collection.
The section emphasizes the urgent need for enhanced data collection 
to strengthen the knowledge base on all forms of violence against
women for informed policy and strategy development. 

Section VI outlines the obligations of the State in preventing
and eliminating all forms of violence against women, whether 
committed by State agents or non-State actors, protecting women

4
Ending violence against women: From words to action



from such violence and providing reparation to victims. It reviews
applicable international norms and standards and the practice of judi-
cial and other bodies in clarifying the content of States’ responsibility
to take action. It summarizes key actions to be taken towards meeting
these obligations.

In section VII, promising practices in addressing violence
against women are highlighted in three areas: the law, service provision
and prevention. The section presents guiding principles that inform
good or promising practice in these areas and gives illustrative exam-
ples. It also identifies a series of remaining challenges for implement-
ing standards and norms on violence against women.

Section VIII draws conclusions and sets out recommendations
for action, by different actors and at different levels, in seven key strate-
gic areas.

Methodology 
The study draws from existing research and knowledge at the national,
regional and global levels. Among the many sources used are: contri-
butions by Member States in response to a note verbale; responses of
Member States to the questionnaire of the Secretariat for the 10-year
review and appraisal of the implementation of the Beijing Declaration
and Platform for Action, received in 2003 and 2004; reports of States
parties under article 18 of the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women; contributions by entities of
the United Nations system, several human rights treaty bodies, and
regional organizations; inputs by NGOs; and contributions made during
an online discussion. Several consultations involving Member States
and other stakeholders were held in 2005 and 2006, including in con-
junction with the sixtieth session of the General Assembly and the fifti-
eth session of the Commission on the Status of Women, which also pro-
vided inputs. The study benefited from the comments and guidance of
an advisory committee of 10 experts on violence against women from
all regions. It also benefited from consultations with the independent
expert for the Secretary-General’s study on violence against children,
Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro, and with the Special Rapporteur on violence
against women, its causes and consequences. 
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The website of the Division for the Advancement of Women
contains these and other resources, including a detailed bibliography
and further information pertaining to legislation on different forms of
violence against women (see box 11).

In this study, the term “violence against women” is understood
to mean any act of gender-based violence that is directed against a
woman because she is a woman or that affects women disproportion-
ately (see box 1 below). It does not address gender-based violence 
suffered by men. The term “women” is used to cover females of all
ages, including girls under the age of 18.

There is an ongoing debate over the use of the terms “victim”
and “survivor”, with some suggesting that the term “victim” should be
avoided because it implies passivity, weakness and inherent vulnerabil-
ity and fails to recognize the reality of women’s resilience and agency.
For others the term “survivor” is problematic because it denies the sense
of victimization experienced by women who have been the target of
violent crime. In this study, the term “victim” is generally used in the
criminal justice context and the term “survivor” in the context of advo-
cacy. At other points the term “victim/survivor” is used.n



Introduction
Violence against women has received growing attention at the United
Nations as a form of discrimination and a violation of women’s human
rights. The international community has committed itself to protecting
the rights and dignity of individual women and men through numerous
treaties and declarations. Despite the increased attention to women’s
rights, there has been little progress in reducing violence against
women. The present study concludes that violence against women has
yet to receive the priority attention and resources needed at all levels to
tackle it with the seriousness and visibility necessary. It seeks to provide
evidence and recommendations that will assist Governments, intergov-
ernmental institutions and civil society in addressing this question and
in redressing this global injustice.

International attention: the women’s 
movement and the United Nations
The issue of violence against women came to prominence because of
the grass-roots work of women’s organizations and movements around
the world. As women sought to gain equality and recognition of their
rights in many areas, they drew attention to the fact that violence against
women was not the result of random, individual acts of misconduct, but
was deeply rooted in structural relationships of inequality between
women and men (see sect. III). In calling for action and redress for these
violations nationally and internationally, women exposed the role of
violence against women as a form of discrimination and a mechanism
to perpetuate it. This process led to the identification of many different
forms and manifestations of violence against women (see sect. IV),
drawing them out of the private domain to public attention and the arena
of State accountability.

At the international level, the issue of violence against women
came onto the agenda in the context of women’s rights activism at the
United Nations. The interaction between women’s advocacy around the
world and United Nations initiatives over several decades has been a
driving factor in achieving this attention. Some particular forms of vio-
lence against women, such as trafficking for forced prostitution, had
been addressed before the founding of the United Nations.2 However,
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wider attention to violence against women emerged primarily in the
context of the United Nations Decade for Women (1976-1985), as more
women’s organizations became linked to the United Nations agenda
through international and regional women’s conferences and through
women in development initiatives. Their efforts acted as a catalyst in
expanding the understanding of violence against women. They sup-
ported the development of international norms and standards and the
creation of monitoring and reporting mechanisms.3

Early initiatives to address violence against women at the
international level focused primarily on the family. The World Plan of
Action for Women,4 adopted in 1975 at the World Conference of the
International Women’s Year in Mexico City, drew attention to the need
for education programmes and ways to resolve family conflict that
ensured dignity, equality and security to each family member, but did
not explicitly refer to violence. However, the parallel NGO Tribunal
held in Mexico City and the International Tribunal on Crimes against
Women in Brussels in 1976 highlighted many more forms of violence
against women.5

The 1980 Copenhagen mid-decade Second World Conference
of the United Nations Decade for Women6 adopted a resolution on vio-
lence in the family. It referred to violence in the home in its final report
and, in the context of health care, called for the development of pro-
grammes to eliminate violence against women and children and to pro-
tect women from physical and mental abuse. Violence against women
was also addressed in the parallel NGO forum and several Government
delegations addressed this issue. This reflected its growing importance
on the agendas of women’s movements at the national level.7

Women’s activism on violence against women increased in the
early 1980s and the issue was more prominent at the Third World
Conference on Women in Nairobi in 1985.8 The Nairobi Forward-
Looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women recognized the
prevalence of violence against women in various forms in everyday life
in all societies and identified diverse manifestations of violence by call-
ing attention to abused women in the home, women victims of traffick-
ing and involuntary prostitution, women in detention and women in
armed conflict. The link between violence against women and other
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issues on the United Nations agenda began to be drawn as such violence
was identified as a major obstacle to achieving the objectives of the
Decade for Women: equality, development and peace. The Forward-
Looking Strategies called for preventive policies, legal measures,
national machinery and comprehensive assistance to women victims of
violence. They also acknowledged the need for public awareness of vio-
lence against women as a societal problem.

Parallel to the work on violence against women in the frame-
work of the Decade for Women, United Nations bodies dealing with
crime prevention and criminal justice increasingly addressed violence
against women, in particular domestic violence.9 Work in this sector
demonstrated that it was a significantly underreported global phenome-
non that was committed in different contexts and highlighted the need
for appropriate laws and access to justice for women victims, as well as
effective implementation and enforcement of laws at the national
level.10 

During the early 1990s, efforts by the women’s movement to
gain recognition of violence against women as a human rights issue
gained momentum. For the World Conference on Human Rights in
Vienna in 1993, women caucused and lobbied globally and regionally
to redefine the contours of human rights law to include the experiences
of women. They presented conference delegates with almost half a mil-
lion signatures from 128 countries demanding that such violence be rec-
ognized as a violation of women’s human rights, and ran a global tribu-
nal in which women’s testimonies, including cases of violence from
around the world, were presented in a human rights framework.11

Violence against women: a form of 
discrimination and human rights violation
Evidence gathered by researchers of the pervasive nature and multiple
forms of violence against women, together with advocacy campaigns,
led to the recognition that violence against women was global, systemic
and rooted in power imbalances and structural inequality between men
and women. The identification of the link between violence against
women and discrimination was key. 
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The work of the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women, the treaty body established in 1982 to
monitor implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women,12 contributed significantly to
the recognition of violence against women as a human rights issue. The
Convention does not explicitly refer to violence against women, but the
Committee has made clear that all forms of violence against women fall
within the definition of discrimination against women as set out in the
Convention. The Committee regularly calls on States parties to adopt
measures to address such violence. In its general recommendation No.
12 (1989),13 the Committee noted States’ obligation to protect women
from violence under various articles of the Convention, and requested
them to include information on the incidence of violence and the meas-
ures adopted to confront it in their periodic reports to the Committee.
General recommendation No. 19 (1992)14 decisively established the
link: it asserted unequivocally that violence against women constitutes
a form of gender-based discrimination and that discrimination is a major
cause of such violence. This analysis brought the issue of violence
against women within the terms of the Convention and the international
legal norm of non-discrimination on the basis of sex and, thus, directly
into the language, institutions and processes of human rights. The
inquiry and individual complaints procedures under the Optional
Protocol to the Convention, in force since 2000, allow the Committee to
develop jurisprudence in this area (see sect. VI). 

The World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993
saw a coordinated global mobilization to reaffirm women’s rights as
human rights. Women from all regions, from both Governments and
NGOs, collaborated and organized to influence both regional and global
preparatory processes for the Conference by campaigning to bring a
gender perspective to the international human rights agenda and to
increase the visibility of violations of women’s human rights. The
Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action included affirmation of
the universality of women’s rights as human rights and a call for elimi-
nation of gender-based violence. The Vienna Conference also added
significant momentum to the adoption of the Declaration on the
Elimination of Violence against Women15 by the General Assembly
later that year. 
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The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women
states that violence against women is “a manifestation of historically
unequal power relations between men and women, which have led to
domination over and discrimination against women by men and to the
prevention of the full advancement of women”.16 It highlights the differ-
ent sites of violence against women: violence in the family, violence in
the community and violence perpetrated or condoned by the State. The
Declaration is sensitive to the fact that particular groups of women are
especially prone to be targeted for violence, including minority, indige-
nous and refugee women, destitute women, women in institutions or in
detention, girls, women with disabilities, older women and women in 
situations of armed conflict. The Declaration sets out a series of measures
to be taken by States to prevent and eliminate such violence. It requires
States to condemn violence against women and not invoke custom, tradi-
tion or religion to avoid their obligations to eliminate such violence.
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Box 1
Definitions of violence against women

General recommendation No. 19
Gender-based violence against women is “violence that is directed against
a woman because she is a woman, or violence that affects women dispro-
portionately. It includes acts that inflict physical, mental or sexual harm or 
suffering, threats of such acts, coercion and other deprivations of liberty.”

“Gender-based violence, which impairs or nullifies the enjoyment by women
of human rights and fundamental freedoms under general international law
or under human rights conventions, is discrimination within the meaning of
article 1 of the Convention.” (Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women general recommendation No. 19, para. 7)

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, article 1 
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 dep-
rivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.” (General
Assembly resolution 48/104)

General Assembly resolution on the Elimination of Domestic Violence 
against Women
Recognizes that “domestic violence can include economic deprivation and
isolation and that such conduct may cause imminent harm to the safety,
health or well-being of women.” (General Assembly resolution 58/147)



A further outcome of the Vienna conference was the appoint-
ment by the Commission on Human Rights in 1994 of a Special
Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences.17

This mandate created an institutional mechanism for regular in-depth
review and reporting on violence against women around the world.18

The work is conducted within the framework of the international human
rights regime and includes recommendations on how to eliminate vio-
lence against women and its causes and remedy its consequences.
Through analysis, recommendations and country visits, the Special
Rapporteur has raised awareness of the causes and consequences of dif-
ferent forms of violence against women and has further elaborated an
understanding of international standards in this area.

The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, adopted by
189 countries at the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in
1995, consolidated these gains by underlining that violence against
women is both a violation of women’s human rights and an impediment
to the full enjoyment by women of all human rights. The focus shifted
to demanding State accountability for action to prevent and eliminate
violence against women. The Beijing Platform for Action identified 12
critical areas of concern that require urgent action to achieve the goals
of equality, development and peace; one of these areas was on violence
against women. Such violence is also addressed in several other critical
areas of concern.19

At the five-year review of the Beijing Platform for Action in
2000, States specified that violence against women and girls, whether
occurring in public or private life, is a human rights issue and highlighted
State responsibility in addressing such violence.20 Governments were
asked to take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination and
violence against women by any person, organization or enterprise and to
treat all forms of violence against women and girls as criminal offences.

Security Council resolution 1325 (2000) on women and peace
and security 21 was a milestone in addressing violence against women in
situations of armed conflict. Recognizing the need to fully implement
laws that protect the rights of women and girls during and after armed
conflict, it calls for special measures to protect women and girls from gen-
der-based violence in armed conflict. The resolution also emphasized the
responsibility of all States to put an end to the impunity of perpetrators.
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Consequences of addressing violence 
against women as a human rights concern
The first Special Rapporteur on violence against women described the
violence against women movement as “perhaps the greatest success
story of international mobilization around a specific human rights issue,
leading to the articulation of international norms and standards and the
formulation of international programmes and policies.”22

There are important consequences that flow from categorizing
violence against women as a matter of human rights. Recognizing vio-
lence against women as a violation of human rights clarifies the bind-
ing obligations on States to prevent, eradicate and punish such violence
and their accountability if they fail to comply with these obligations.
These obligations arise from the duty of States to take steps to respect,
protect, promote and fulfil human rights. Claims on the State to take all
appropriate measures to respond to violence against women thus move
from the realm of discretion and become legal entitlements. The
human rights framework provides access to a number of tools and
mechanisms that have been developed to hold States accountable at
the international and regional level. These include the human rights
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Box 2
The Beijing Platform for Action
The Beijing Platform for Action’s critical area of concern on violence against
women established three strategic objectives:

• taking integrated measures to prevent and eliminate violence
against women 

• studying the causes and consequences of violence against women
and the effectiveness of preventive measures 

• eliminating trafficking in women and assisting victims of violence
due to prostitution and trafficking. 

Within these objectives, the Platform for Action sets out a series of concrete
actions to be taken by Governments, including implementation of interna-
tional human rights instruments; adoption and periodic review of legislation
on violence against women, access to justice and effective remedies; policies
and programmes to protect and support women victims of violence; and
awareness-raising and education.



treaty bodies and international criminal tribunals, as well as the
African, European and inter-American human rights systems (see
sect. VI).

Human rights provide a unifying set of norms that can be used
to hold States accountable for adhering to their obligations, to monitor
progress and to promote coordination and consistency. Addressing 
violence against women as a human rights issue empowers women,
positioning them not as passive recipients of discretionary benefits but
as active rights-holders. It also enhances the participation of other
human rights advocates, including men and boys, who become stake-
holders in addressing violence against women as part of building
respect for all human rights.

Recognizing violence against women as a human rights issue
has also enabled human rights discourse and practice to become more
inclusive by encompassing the experiences of women. When women’s
particular experiences remain invisible, they do not inform the under-
standing of human rights violations and remedies for them.23 Human
rights norms therefore must take into account the particular circum-
stances of women in order to be fully universal. An integrated and
inclusive human rights regime should take into account not only 
gender perspectives but also the wide variety of factors that shape and
reinforce women’s, and men’s, experiences of discrimination and 
violence, including race, ethnicity, class, age, sexual orientation, 
disability, nationality, religion and culture.

Understanding violence against women as a human rights con-
cern does not preclude other approaches to preventing and eliminating
violence, such as education, health, development and criminal justice
efforts. Rather, addressing violence against women as a human rights
issue encourages an indivisible, holistic and multisectoral response that
adds a human rights dimension to work in all sectors. It calls for
strengthening and accelerating initiatives in all areas to prevent and elim-
inate violence against women, including in the criminal justice, health,
development, humanitarian, peacebuilding and security sectors.
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Integrating violence against women 
and expanding the scope of action
As the understanding of violence against women as a human rights issue
evolved during the 1990s, so too did the implications of this violence for
many different sectors. As a result, an increasing number of stakeholders
now address the impact of violence against women in their goals and
mandates. Similarly, the understanding of the scope and dimensions of
violence against women continues to evolve through policy and practice,
as reflected in the work of human rights treaty bodies and special proce-
dures, international criminal tribunals, intergovernmental bodies and a
range of United Nations entities and regional bodies.

Women-specific policies and programmes continue to drive
the agenda on violence against women in the United Nations. At the
same time, increased attention is being given to ensuring that women’s
right to be free from violence is protected in a comprehensive manner.
Human rights treaty bodies increasingly integrate women’s perspectives
and experiences into the scope of their work and pay attention to vio-
lence against women within their mandates. The Human Rights
Committee and the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights have, for example, adopted general comments on the equal right
of men and women to the enjoyment of rights,24 and the Committee on
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination has adopted a general recom-
mendation on the gender-related dimensions of racial discrimination.25

These contain explicit references to the nature, scope and extent of vio-
lence against women and to States’ responsibilities to prevent and elim-
inate it. Other treaty bodies also refer to the need to eliminate and pre-
vent violence against women in their concluding observations on States
parties’ reports (see sect. VI).

In addition to the Special Rapporteur on violence against
women, other thematic special rapporteurs of the Commission on
Human Rights deal with violence-related issues. These include the
Special Rapporteurs on sale of children, child prostitution and child
pornography and on trafficking in persons, especially in women and
children. Other special rapporteurs have also begun to address the
impact of violence against women within their mandates, such as the
Special Rapporteurs on torture and on the right to health, food, educa-
tion, adequate housing, freedom of opinion and expression and freedom
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of religion or belief. The Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary
or arbitrary executions and the Special Rapporteur on the independence
of judges and lawyers, have both focused on crimes against women
committed in the name of “honour.”

The General Assembly and the functional commissions of the
Economic and Social Council have regularly addressed violence against
women.26 In particular, the Commission on the Status of Women, the
Commission on Human Rights and its main subsidiary body, the Sub-
Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights, and the
Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice have adopted
resolutions giving guidance on actions to be taken, at different levels
and by different stakeholders, to prevent and eliminate specific forms of 
violence. Some resolutions have reinforced civil society initiatives,
such as the General Assembly recognition in 1999 of 25 November as
the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women.27

Intergovernmental conferences and summits have reaffirmed
the commitment to eliminate violence against women. For example, the
1994 International Conference on Population and Development, held in
Cairo, recognized that the elimination of violence against women is
necessary for the empowerment of women.28 At the Millennium
Summit, held in 2000, Heads of State and Government resolved to com-
bat all forms of violence against women.29 The 2005 World Summit
underlined the urgency of eliminating all forms of discrimination and
violence against women and the girl child and linked this to the achieve-
ment of the Millennium Development Goals.30

The International Criminal Tribunals for the former
Yugoslavia and for Rwanda, and the Special Court for Sierra Leone
have enhanced the role of the international criminal justice system in
providing accountability for violence against women in armed conflict.
The Rome Statute of 1998 establishing the International Criminal
Court includes several types of gender-based crimes (see sect. VI).

As a result of the directives to integrate a gender perspective
into all areas of work in the United Nations, more policies and pro-
grammes seek to take into account the various impacts of their actions
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on women and men. The range of entities engaged in programmes to
eliminate violence against women has grown.31 These bodies contribute
to research, normative and policy development, services and support to
victims/survivors of violence, advocacy and awareness-raising activi-
ties and funding. While the number of United Nations bodies that now
list violence against women as one of their concerns is impressive, the
amount of resources and attention given to this issue is still small and
the work lacks effective coordination.

Regional institutions have also addressed violence against
women. Regional treaties include the Inter-American Convention on the
Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women
(Convention of Belém do Pará); the Protocol to the African Charter on
Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa; and the
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation Convention on
Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Women and Children for
Prostitution (see sect. VI). Initiatives at the regional level in Africa
include the special addendum on the eradication of all forms of violence
against women and children (1998) to the 1997 Southern African
Development Community’s Declaration on Gender and Development
and, at the European level, recommendation 2002 (5), issued by the
Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe to member States on
the protection of women against violence.

These regional initiatives, which are informed by international
standards on violence against women, establish regional mechanisms,
including monitoring bodies, to prevent and eliminate such violence.
Some regional initiatives expand on existing standards. For example,
the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on
the Rights of Women in Africa expanded the definition in the
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women by includ-
ing within its ambit economic violence or harm. The Convention of
Belém do Pará asserts the right of women to be free from violence in
both the public and private spheres and imposes a number of obligations
on States in this regard. It also stresses the link between violence and
women’s enjoyment of all other rights.
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Box 3
Preventing and responding to violence against
women: the United Nations system
Within the United Nations system, a range of bodies, offices and agencies
implement specific programmes on violence against women or include efforts
to address such violence within their overall mandates and objectives. 
A survey of United Nations entities indicates that 32 of these undertake work
on violence against women at the global, regional and national level. Such
work covers many aspects of violence against women, from domestic and
intimate partner violence to violence against women in conflict and post-
conflict situations.

The work of United Nations entities also includes efforts to eliminate traf-
ficking in women and to prevent sexual exploitation and abuse in each
country where the United Nations has a presence, including by United
Nations staff and other personnel. Increasing attention is being paid to the
role of men and boys in preventing violence against women. The role of
violence against women as an obstacle for development receives growing
attention. Entities respond to the links between violence against women
and other areas, such as HIV/AIDS, and contribute to data collection and
the enhancement of the knowledge base on different forms and manifesta-
tions of violence against women.

Gaps and challenges persist, and efforts are needed to achieve a more com-
prehensive and well-coordinated system-wide response to violence against
women, in particular with respect to:

• implementation of the legal and policy frameworks that guide
United Nations system efforts to prevent and eliminate violence
against women

• data collection and research

• awareness-raising, communication and dissemination of 
good practices

• coordinated response at the national level

• resource mobilization

• coordination mechanisms at the international level

A task force of the Inter-Agency Network on Women and Gender Equality of
the United Nations system aims to enhance system-wide coordination and
strengthen efforts to address violence against women. The Trust Fund in
Support of Actions to Eliminate Violence against Women, managed by
UNIFEM, supports innovative and catalytic projects around the world aimed
at eliminating violence against women.



The Inter-Parliamentary Union has highlighted the role of par-
liaments in combating violence against women in all fields.32 Many
States have enacted legislation and developed policies and programmes
to address violence against women.33 Some States have adopted
national action plans, which generally include support measures for vic-
tims/survivors; awareness-raising, education and sensitization; training
and capacity-building; and the prosecution, punishment and rehabilita-
tion of perpetrators. However, progress is uneven. Most countries still
lack a coordinated multidisciplinary approach that includes the criminal
justice system, health care and other services, the media and the
education system.

The differing levels of activity to address violence against
women in individual countries make it hard to assess the overall success
of national efforts. Comparisons are made all the more difficult by the
fact that the manifestations of violence against women vary according
to the social, economic and historical context.34 However, it is clear that
violence against women remains a devastating reality in all parts of the
world, and the implementation of international and regional standards
to eradicate such violence is therefore an urgent priority. Strategies to
stem this pandemic can draw on the variety of promising practices and
strategies to address violence against women that have been imple-
mented in countries around the world (see sect. VII).

Violence prevents women from contributing to, and benefit-
ing from, development by restricting their choices and limiting their
ability to act. The resulting consequences for economic growth and
poverty reduction should be of central concern to Governments.35

Violence against women also undermines and constrains the achieve-
ment of the Millennium Development Goals, including those set in the
areas of poverty, education, child health, maternal mortality,
HIV/AIDS and overall sustainable development.36 Unless attention to
preventing and redressing violence against women is incorporated in
programmes to realize each of the Millennium Development Goals, the
health, social and economic consequences of such violence can limit
the potential benefits of these initiatives. Ultimately, the persistence of
violence against women is inconsistent with all the Millennium
Development Goals.37 
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Box 4
Guidelines on violence against women by the 
specialized agencies and other bodies of the 
United Nations
Inter-agency Standing Committee, Guidelines for gender-based violence
interventions in humanitarian settings: Focusing on prevention of and
response to sexual violence in emergencies (2006)
(http://www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc/content/documents/subsidi/
tf_gender/ IASC%20GBV%20Guidelines%20overview.PPT)

Secretary-General’s Bulletin on special measures for protection from sexual
exploitation and sexual abuse (2003) (ST/SGB/2003/13)

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Principles and
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Challenges and obstacles
Violence against women will not be eradicated without political will
and commitment at the highest levels to make it a priority locally,
nationally, regionally and internationally. Political will is expressed in a
variety of ways, including legislation, national plans of action, adequate
resource allocation, location of mechanisms to address violence against
women at the highest levels, efforts to overcome impunity, visible con-
demnation of this violence, and sustained support by leaders and opin-
ion makers of efforts to eradicate it. Creating an environment conducive
to the effective functioning of NGOs working on this issue and collab-
oration with them are also indications of political will.

Promoting and protecting the human rights of women and
strengthening efforts to achieve substantive equality between women
and men are key to preventing violence against women. Structural
imbalances of power and inequality between women and men are both
the context and causes of violence against women (see sect. III). As the
present study makes clear, the elimination of violence and discrimina-
tion against women in all spheres requires a comprehensive, coordi-
nated and sustained effort. It requires action in different arenas, includ-
ing legislation; the criminal justice sector; economic and social policies;
services; awareness-raising and education. 

A particularly problematic challenge is the elimination of dis-
criminatory sociocultural attitudes and economic inequalities that rein-
force women’s subordinate place in society. Male violence against
women is generated by sociocultural attitudes and cultures of violence
in all parts of the world, and especially by norms about the control of
female reproduction and sexuality (see sect. III). Furthermore, violence
against women intersects with other factors, such as race and class, and
with other forms of violence, including ethnic conflict.

The emergence in many places of a backlash against advances
in the status of women has increased the difficulty of changing socio-
cultural attitudes that perpetuate impunity for violence against women.
In come contexts, organized political forces, including different forms
of cultural or religious “fundamentalisms”, have put pressure on
Governments to reverse advances in women’s rights (see sect. III).
Previous gains by women have been eroded or are under threat in some
countries around the world. 
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Controversies over strategies and approaches have also
emerged among those who seek to end violence against women. For
example, there are disagreements over how best to counter trafficking
in women, whether and when prostitution constitutes violence against
women, and where to draw the line between a woman’s freedom of
choice and her victimization. Nevertheless, in spite of such controver-
sies and complexities, the obligation of States to defend the human
rights of women in all situations, including their right to freedom from
violence against women, is clear (see sect. VI).

A serious obstacle to progress is the inadequate and uneven
data on various forms of violence against women and on how they
affect different groups of women. The lack of data to evaluate the meas-
ures taken impedes informed analysis and policymaking, which are crit-
ical to developing the most effective responses (see sect. IV). 

Overcoming these challenges requires dedicated and sustained
resources. Although many of the required actions are not resource-
intensive—for example, adopting the necessary legislation—even
these actions are often not carried out (see sects. IV and VII and box 11).
The question remains why even those steps are not taken and why so
few resources are committed to an issue that harms so many. For exam-
ple, 10 years after its creation, the United Nations Trust Fund to End
Violence against Women only receives less than $2 million a year.
Funding measures to end violence against women should be a higher
priority for both Governments and donors.

Eliminating societal attitudes and structures that support and
perpetuate systemic discrimination and violence against women
requires coordinated and multifaceted efforts by Governments, NGOs
and other actors. The challenge is to create an integrated and coordi-
nated strategy that combines targeted initiatives for the promotion of
gender equality, including the elimination of violence against women,
with systematic use of the gender mainstreaming strategy in all sectors.
Such efforts need to be supported by strong women-specific mecha-
nisms that enhance coordination and function as a catalyst for action.

22
Ending violence against women: From words to action



Women’s movements and human rights organizations have a
crucial role to play in initiatives to address violence against women, in
particular to translate international standards into reality at the local
level. At the national level, women’s rights activists and NGOs continue
to use international standards and norms on the elimination of violence
against women as lobbying tools and benchmarks for assessing govern-
ment efforts to prevent, eliminate and redress such violence.

Despite the complexities and challenges, progress towards
ending violence against women has begun, and there are many initia-
tives and recommendations pointing the way forward. Bold leadership
on the elimination of violence against women at every level of society,
together with increased political will and the allocation of significant
resources, can lead to a dramatic reduction of such violence.
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Box 5
Selected instruments of law, policy and practice 
on violence against women

International treaties
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women

Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and Optional Protocol

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination

Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment

Convention on the Rights of the Child and Optional Protocols

International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant
Workers and Members of Their Families

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially
Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime

Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court

Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Times of
War (Fourth Geneva Convention) 
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Box 5 (cont’d)
Regional treaties
Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of
Violence against Women (Convention of Belém do Pará)

Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights
of Women in Africa

South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation Convention on Preventing
and Combating Trafficking in Women and Children for Prostitution

International policy instruments
Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, adopted at the World
Conference on Human Rights

Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and
Development 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, adopted at the Fourth World
Conference on Women 

Outcome document of the twenty-third special session of the General
Assembly entitled: “Women 2000: Gender equality, development and peace
for the twenty-first century” (General Assembly resolution S-23/3)

Selected recent General Assembly resolutions
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, resolution
48/104

Crime prevention and criminal justice measures to eliminate violence
against women, resolution 52/86

United Nations Millennium Declaration, resolution 55/2, particularly para.
25.

Traditional or customary practices affecting the health of women and girls,
resolution 56/128

Elimination of domestic violence against women, resolution 58/147

Working towards the elimination of crimes against women and girls com-
mitted in the name of honour, resolution 59/165

Trafficking in women and girls, resolution 59/166

Violence against women migrant workers, resolution 60/139

2005 World Summit Outcome, resolution 60/1, particularly para. 58 (f).

Security Council resolution 
Resolution 1325 (2000) on women and peace and security

Commission on Human Rights resolution (most recent)aa

Elimination of violence against women, resolution 2005/41



United Nations treaty bodies 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women: general
recommendation No. 12, violence against women

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women: general
recommendation No. 14, female circumcision

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women: general
recommendation No. 19, violence against women

Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination: general recommen-
dation No. 25, gender related dimensions of racial discrimination

Human Rights Committee: general comment No. 28, equality of rights
between men and women (article 3)

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: general comment No.
14, the right to the highest attainable standard of health

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: general comment No.
16, the equal right of men and women to the enjoyment of all economic,
social and cultural rights (article 3)

Inter-Parliamentary Union
How Parliaments can and must promote effective ways of combating vio-
lence against women in all fields, resolution of 12 May 2006

a General Assembly resolution 60/251 established the Human Rights Council.
It also transferred to the Council all existing mandates, mechanisms, functions
and responsibilities of the Commission on Human Rights. The resolution also
extended these mandates by one year within which the Council is to complete 
a review.
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Introduction
The recognition of violence against women as a form of discrimination
and, thus, a human rights violation, provides an entry point for under-
standing the broad context from which such violence emerges and
related risk factors. The central premise of the analysis of violence
against women within the human rights framework is that the specific
causes of such violence and the factors that increase the risk of its
occurrence are grounded in the broader context of systemic gender-
based discrimination against women and other forms of subordination.
Such violence is a manifestation of the historically unequal power rela-
tions between women and men reflected in both public and private
life.38 The human rights-based approach reveals the scope of women’s
inequality and points to the linkages between violations of a range of
women’s human rights, including violence against women. It high-
lights the link between the realization of women’s rights and the elim-
ination of power disparities. Vulnerability to violence is understood as
a condition created by the absence or denial of rights.

Violence against women is not confined to a specific culture,
region or country, or to particular groups of women within a society.
The different manifestations of such violence and women’s personal
experience of it are, however, shaped by many factors, including eco-
nomic status, race, ethnicity, class, age, sexual orientation, disability,
nationality, religion and culture. In order to prevent violence against
women, the underlying root causes of such violence and the effects of
the intersection of the subordination of women and other forms of
social, cultural, economic and political subordination, need to be iden-
tified and addressed.

The causes of violence against women have been investigated
from diverse perspectives, including feminism, criminology, develop-
ment, human rights, public health and sociology. Various explanations
have emerged from these empirical and theoretical inquiries. While they
differ in the emphasis given to individual and societal factors in explain-
ing violence against women, all have concluded that no single cause
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adequately accounts for violence against women.39 Such violence arises
from the convergence of specific factors within the broad context of
power inequalities at the individual, group, national and global levels.

The human rights-based approach encourages a holistic and
multisectoral response to violence against women. It permits an under-
standing of the interrelationships between women’s human rights and
how denial of these rights creates the conditions for violence against
them. Human rights establish the State’s obligations to address the
causes of violence against women, and to prevent and respond to all
violence against women, including that committed by non-State actors,
and hold States accountable for the fulfilment of these obligations.40

Human rights also encourage communities to examine practices and
values that promote violence against women and offer guidance for
sustainable change.41

The broad context and structural 
causes of violence against women
Patriarchy and other relations 
of dominance and subordination
Violence against women is both universal and particular. It is universal
in that there is no region of the world, no country and no culture in
which women’s freedom from violence has been secured. The perva-
siveness of violence against women across the boundaries of nation,
culture, race, class and religion points to its roots in patriarchy - the sys-
temic domination of women by men. The many forms and manifesta-
tions of violence and women’s differing experiences of violence point to
the intersection between gender-based subordination and other forms of
subordination experienced by women in specific contexts.

Historically, gender roles—the socially constructed roles of
women and men—have been ordered hierarchically, with men exercis-
ing power and control over women. Male dominance and female subor-
dination have both ideological and material bases. Patriarchy has been
entrenched in social and cultural norms, institutionalized in the law and
political structures and embedded in local and global economies. It has
also been ingrained in formal ideologies and in public discourse.
Patriarchy restricts women’s choices but does not render women pow-
erless, as evidenced by the existence of women’s movements and suc-
cessful claims by women for their rights.



Patriarchy has had different historical manifestations and it
functions differently in specific cultural, geographic and political set-
tings. It is intertwined with other systems of subordination and exclu-
sion. It is shaped by the interaction of a wide range of factors, including
histories of colonialism and post-colonial domination, nation-building
initiatives, armed conflict, displacement and migration. Its expressions
are also influenced by economic status, race, ethnicity, class, age, sex-
ual orientation, disability, nationality, religion and culture. Analysis of
the gender-based inequalities that give rise to violence must therefore
take into account the specific factors that disempower women in a par-
ticular setting.42 Such contextualized analyses of women’s experiences
of violence reveal that women exercise agency and varying degrees 
of control over their lives even within the constraints of multiple
forms of subordination.43

A number of key means through which male dominance and
women’s subordination are maintained are common to many settings.
These include: exploitation of women’s productive and reproductive
work; control over women’s sexuality and reproductive capacity; cul-
tural norms and practices that entrench women’s unequal status; State
structures and processes that legitimize and institutionalize gender
inequalities; and violence against women. Violence against women is
both a means by which women’s subordination is perpetuated and a
consequence of their subordination.

Violence against women serves as a mechanism for maintain-
ing male authority. When a woman is subjected to violence for trans-
gressing social norms governing female sexuality and family roles, for
example, the violence is not only individual but, through its punitive
and controlling functions, also reinforces prevailing gender norms. Acts
of violence against women cannot be attributed solely to individual psy-
chological factors or socio-economic conditions such as unemploy-
ment. Explanations for violence that focus primarily on individual
behaviours and personal histories, such as alcohol abuse or a history of
exposure to violence, overlook the broader impact of systemic gender
inequality and women’s subordination. Efforts to uncover the factors
that are associated with violence against women should therefore be sit-
uated within this larger social context of power relations.
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People’s perceptions of the causes of violence may or may not
encompass these structural factors. In a 2005 study on intimate partner
violence in Malawi, for example, researchers found that while most
women identified social and cultural norms as major causal factors for
the violence, including the practices of polygamy, wife inheritance and
bride price, most men attributed violence largely to individual inter-
personal dynamics.44

Violence against women also operates as a mechanism for
maintaining the boundaries of both male and female gender roles. The
norms governing these roles may be expressed in moral codes or in
widely held social expectations. According to a WHO assessment on
intimate partner violence and HIV/AIDS, “men use violence against
women as a way of disciplining women for transgressions of traditional
female roles or when they perceive challenges to their masculinity.”45

Intimate partner violence is significantly correlated with rigid gender
roles that associate masculinity with dominance, toughness, male
authority in the home and threats to male authority.46

Impunity for violence against women compounds the effects
of such violence as a mechanism of control. When the State fails to hold
the perpetrators accountable, impunity not only intensifies the subordi-
nation and powerlessness of the targets of violence, but also sends a
message to society that male violence against women is both acceptable
and inevitable. As a result, patterns of violent behaviour are normalized.

The relationship between violence against women and patri-
archy was highlighted in a landmark decision by the Constitutional
Court of South Africa in 1999. The Court found that the South African
Constitution imposed a direct obligation on the State to provide 
protection from domestic violence. The Court linked this right to 
protection to the right to equality and non-discrimination.47 Judge
Albie Sachs explained that “to the extent that it is systemic, pervasive
and overwhelmingly gender-specific, domestic violence both reflects
and reinforces patriarchal domination, and does so in a particularly
brutal form”.48
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Culture and violence against women
While some cultural norms and practices empower women and promote
women’s human rights, customs, traditions and religious values are also
often used to justify violence against women. Certain cultural norms
have long been cited as causal factors for violence against women,
including the beliefs associated with “harmful traditional practices”
(such as female genital mutilation/cutting, child marriage and son pref-
erence), crimes committed in the name of “honour”, discriminatory
criminal punishments imposed under religiously based laws, and
restrictions on women’s rights in marriage.49 However, the cultural
bases of other forms of violence against women have not been ade-
quately examined, at least in part because of narrow conceptions of
what constitutes “culture.”

Culture is formed by the values, practices and power relations
that are interwoven into the daily lives of individuals and their commu-
nities.50 Social behaviour is mediated by culture in all societies and cul-
ture affects most manifestations of violence everywhere. But the partic-
ular relationship between culture and violence against women can only
be clarified in specific historical and geographic contexts. Since culture
is constantly being shaped and reshaped by processes of material and
ideological change at the local and global levels, the capacity to change
is essential to the continuation of cultural identities and ideologies.51

Culture cannot be reduced to a static, closed set of beliefs and practices.

Culture is not homogenous. It incorporates competing and
contradictory values. Particular values and norms acquire authority
when political, economic and social developments bring their propo-
nents to power or positions of influence. Determinations of what needs
to be preserved change over time, as, for example, when male leaders
willingly accept technology that massively affects culture, but resist
changes in women’s status, reflecting a tendency to treat women as the
repositories of cultural identity.52 Women are also actors in constituting
culture: they “influence and build the cultures around them, changing
them as they resist, and reinforcing and recreating them as they con-
form”.53 Key aspects of women’s individual identities are interwoven
with their cultural communities and their participation in cultural 
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customs and practices. Women not only suffer from negative aspects of
the cultures in which they live, they also benefit from and are supported
by positive cultural values and practices within their communities.

Cultural justifications for restricting women’s human rights
have been asserted by some States and by social groups within many
countries claiming to defend cultural tradition. These defences are gen-
erally voiced by political leaders or traditional authorities, not by those
whose rights are actually affected.54 Cultural relativist arguments have
been advanced in national contexts and in international debates when
laws and practices that curtail women’s human rights have been chal-
lenged.55 The politicization of culture in the form of religious “funda-
mentalisms” in diverse geographic and religious contexts has become a
serious challenge to efforts to secure women’s human rights.56

Tension between cultural relativism and the recognition of
women’s human rights, including the right to be free from violence, has
been intensified as a result of the current heightened attention to State
security issues. The resort to cultural relativism has been “made worse
by the policies adopted since 11 September 2001 by many groups and
societies that feel threatened and under siege”.57 This tension poses a
notable challenge in ensuring that violence against women is kept
firmly on the international and national agendas with the priority 
it requires.

The ways in which culture shapes violence against women are
as varied as culture itself. For example, the phenomena of “date rape”
and eating disorders are tied to cultural norms but are not often labelled
as cultural phenomena. In the United States of America, researchers
report high rates of violence against women in casual and longer-term
romantic dating relationships, which are a culturally specific form of
social relations between women and men, with culturally constructed
expectations. According to one agency “40 per cent of teenage girls
ages 14 to 17 say they know someone their age who has been hit or
beaten by a boyfriend [and] one of five college females will experience
some form of dating violence”.58 Eating disorders, including starvation
dieting (anorexia) and bulimia (binge eating), are similarly tied to cul-
tural values: “studies show expectation of body weight and appearance,
particularly oriented towards girls, come from parents, peers, the diet-
ing industry and images in the media”.59
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Various manifestations of femicide, the murder of women
because they are women, illustrate the interrelationship between cultural
norms and the use of violence in the subordination of women. Femicide
takes place in many contexts: intimate partner violence, armed conflict,
workplace harassment, dowry disputes and the protection of family “hon-
our”. For example, crimes committed in the name of “honour”, usually by
a brother, father, husband or other male family member, are a means of
controlling women’s choices, not only in the area of sexuality but also in
other aspects of behaviour, such as freedom of movement. Such crimes
frequently have a collective dimension, with the family as a whole believ-
ing itself to be injured by a woman’s actual or perceived behaviour.60

They are often public in character, which is integral to their social func-
tions, which include influencing the conduct of other women. In other
cultural contexts, preoccupation with women’s sexuality is manifested
not only in practices for enforcing chastity but also in the way female sex-
uality is turned into a commodity in the media and advertising.

The role of culture as a causal factor for violence against
women must therefore be investigated within diverse cultural settings,
taking into account the many ways in which the concept of culture is
used. Culture can be most usefully viewed as a shifting set of dis-
courses, power relations and social, economic and political processes,
rather than as a fixed set of beliefs and practices. Given the fluidity of
culture, women’s agency in challenging oppressive cultural norms and
articulating cultural values that respect their human rights is of central
importance.61 Efforts to address the impact of culture on violence
should therefore take direction from the women who are seeking to
ensure their rights within the cultural communities concerned.

Economic inequalities and violence against women
Economic inequalities can be a causal factor for violence against
women both at the level of individual acts of violence and at the level
of broad-based economic trends that create or exacerbate the enabling
conditions for such violence.62 These economic inequalities can be
found at the local, national and global level. Women’s economic
inequalities and discrimination against women in areas such as employ-
ment, income, access to other economic resources and lack of economic
independence reduce women’s capacity to act and take decisions, and
increase their vulnerability to violence.
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Despite overall advances in women’s economic status in many
countries, many women continue to face discrimination in formal and
informal sectors of the economy, as well as economic exploitation
within the family. Women’s lack of economic empowerment, also
reflected in lack of access to and control over economic resources in the
form of land, personal property, wages and credit, can place them at
increased risk of violence. In addition, restrictions on women’s control
over economic resources, such as household income, can constitute a
form of violence against women in the family. While economic inde-
pendence does not shield women from violence, access to economic
resources can enhance women’s capacity to make meaningful choices,
including escaping violent situations and accessing mechanisms for
protection and redress.

Policies such as structural adjustment, deregulation of
economies and privatization of the public sector have tended to rein-
force women’s economic and social inequality, especially within mar-
ginalized communities. Economic restructuring has reduced the capac-
ity of many national Governments to promote and ensure women’s
rights through public sector programmes and social spending.63

WHO has noted the disruptive effects of globalization on social
structures and consequent increases in overall levels of violence in soci-
ety: “societies with already high levels of inequality, which experience a
further widening of the gap between rich and poor as a result of global-
ization, are likely to witness an increase in interpersonal violence. Rapid
social change in a country in response to strong global pressures—as
occurred, for instance, in some of the states of the former Soviet Union—
can overwhelm existing social controls over behaviour and create condi-
tions for a high level of violence.”64 Since many existing social controls
already rationalize or endorse various forms of violence against women,
the social changes triggered by globalization in many contexts have
tended to produce new forms or worsened existing forms of violence
against women, including trafficking on a global scale.65

The large-scale inequities and upheavals associated with
globalization exacerbate the conditions that generate violence against
women by amplifying disparities of wealth and social privilege and
impoverishing rural economies. They can also expose women to vio-
lence in the form of exploitative working conditions in inadequately
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regulated industries. At the same time, industrialization and economic
migration offer women waged work outside the traditional boundaries
of gender roles within their communities. The destabilization of tradi-
tional gender roles coexists with new permutations of gender subordi-
nation, however, and women are employed primarily in sex-segre-
gated and low-wage industries.66

The current Special Rapporteur on violence against women
has noted that while women’s migration as workers or as “members of
transnational households has the potential to empower women and give
them direct access to international human rights law, opposing trends
have also been observed. Some local and ‘traditional’ forms of violence
against women have become globalized and others such as trafficking
have become increasingly prevalent”.67 In many countries, women
migrants also face discrimination based on race, ethnicity or national
origin, little or no access to social services and increased domestic vio-
lence. Women who are undocumented or who do not have legal migra-
tion status are at even greater risk of violence and have even less access
to protection or redress.68

Causal and risk factors for 
violence against women
Within the broad context of women’s subordination, a number of spe-
cific causal factors for violence can be identified. These include struc-
tural causal factors such as the use of violence in conflict resolution,
doctrines of privacy and State inaction, discussed below.69 They also
include individual or family behaviour patterns that create a higher risk
of violence, also discussed below.

Use of violence in conflict resolution
A correlation between broad-based social and political acceptance of
violence as a means of conflict resolution and violence against women
can be traced at the individual, community and national levels. At the
individual level, approaches to conflict resolution between couples and
within families and interpersonal relationship skills are factors in deter-
mining whether conflict escalates into violence. At the community
level, social norms governing how conflicts within the family or in the
community should be handled create an environment that either con-
dones or discourages violence.
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At the national and international levels, the use of force to
resolve political and economic disputes generates violence against
women in armed conflict. The use of rape as a tool of war and atrocities
targeting women are the most systematic expressions of violence
against women in armed conflict. Control of women’s sexuality and
reproduction through systematic attacks against women has become a
means of ethnic cleansing. For example, the use of rape and other forms
of sexual violence in Kosovo (former Serbia and Montenegro) in 1999
as weapons of warfare and methods of ethnic cleansing had been pre-
ceded by official state propaganda and media accounts that stereotyped
Kosovar Albanian women as sexually promiscuous and exploited
Serbian fears of Albanian population growth.70 The relationship
between broad-based social and political acceptance of violence as a
means of conflict resolution and violence against women is a critical
area for further research.

Doctrines of privacy
Legal doctrines protecting the privacy of the home and family have
been widely used to justify the failure of the State and society to inter-
vene when violence is committed against women in the family and to
take remedial action.71 Deference to the privacy of the home, in both
law and practice, contributes not only to impunity for violence against
women at the hands of family members, but also to impunity for vio-
lence against domestic workers. The development of international law
in the last 15 years has extended the State’s human rights obligations in
the family arena and States have adopted laws and policies in line with
these obligations (see sect. VI). However, enforcement remains a per-
vasive challenge, as social norms and legal culture often protect privacy
and male dominance within the family at the expense of the safety of
women and girls.

State inaction
The State plays a key part in the construction and maintenance of gen-
der roles and power relations. State inaction leaves in place discrimina-
tory laws and policies that undermine women’s human rights and dis-
empowers women. It shifts responsibility for preventive and remedial
measures to NGOs and other groups in civil society. It also functions as
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approval of the subordination of women that sustains violence and
acquiescence in the violence itself. State inaction with regard to the
proper functioning of the criminal justice system has particularly corro-
sive effects as impunity for acts of violence against women encourages
further violence and reinforces women’s subordination. Such inaction
by the State to address the causes of violence against women constitutes
lack of compliance with human rights obligations (see sect. VI).

Risk factors for violence
Major systemic causes often converge with other factors that may
increase the risk of violence against women. Public health researchers
have identified a number of factors that are correlated with, or are con-
sidered risk factors for, certain forms of violence. These include social
and economic status, individual histories of exposure to violence, and
individual types of behaviour. Studies conducted mostly in developed
countries have focused primarily on intimate partner violence, child-
hood sexual abuse and sexual assault and rape by strangers. The data
collected from these studies points to a recurring set of factors corre-
lated statistically with violence against women, but these have not been
established as direct causal factors.

A range of studies72 identify risk factors at the levels of the
individual, family, community, society and State. These have been sum-
marized in one public health model and include:

a. At the level of the individual: youth; a history of abuse as a
child; witnessing marital violence in the home; the frequent
use of alcohol and drugs; low educational or economic status;
and membership in marginalized and excluded communities.
These factors are associated with both the perpetrators and 
victims/survivors of violence.

b. At the level of the couple and family: male control of wealth
and decision-making authority within the family; a history of
marital conflict; and significant interpersonal disparities in
economic, educational or employment status.

c. At the level of the community: women’s isolation and lack of
social support; community attitudes that tolerate and legit-
imize male violence; and high levels of social and economic
disempowerment, including poverty.
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d. At the level of society: gender roles that entrench male domi-
nance and female subordination; and tolerance of violence as
a means of conflict resolution.

e. At the level of the State: inadequate laws and policies for the
prevention and punishment of violence; and limited aware-
ness and sensitivity on the part of law enforcement officials,
courts and social service providers.

These analyses point to power disparities based on discrimina-
tion and inequalities as the underlying determinants of violence against
women. As a leading researcher on domestic violence noted, although
such violence “is greatest in relationships and communities where the
use of violence in many situations is normative, notably when witnessed
in childhood, it is substantially a product of gender inequality and the
lesser status of women compared with men in society.”73 A number of
the risk factors cited above are tied to human rights violations. For
example, girls and young women face violations of a range of rights
guaranteed by the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Some of these
violations constitute forms of violence and others increase the risk 
of violence.

Researchers have consistently found that poor women are at
increased risk of intimate partner violence and sexual violence, includ-
ing rape. However, when identifying poverty as a correlate or risk fac-
tor for violence against women, focus needs to be placed on the human
rights dimensions of poverty. The correlation between poverty and vio-
lence against women points to the need for changes in policies and prac-
tices in order to respect, protect and fulfil women’s economic and social
rights. Emphasis thus moves beyond interventions at the individual
level to address the structural factors that contribute to violence against
women, including gender-based discrimination in access to resources
and services and the denial of women’s economic and social rights.

Implications for State and intergovernmental action
The centrality of discrimination against women and women’s subordi-
nation as a cause of violence against women has clear implications for
action by States and intergovernmental organizations. To meet their
human rights obligations, States must take up the challenge of trans-
forming the social and cultural norms regulating the relations of power

38
Ending violence against women: From words to action



between men and women and other linked systems of subordination.
States have a responsibility to act as a catalyst for social change and
cannot defer this responsibility to civil society groups. Historically,
States have shaped cultural and social norms through laws and policies
that incorporated existing gender relations of power or modified them
to respond to State-centred goals, such as expanding the participation of
women in the labour force. The question, therefore, is not whether
States can and should play a role in transforming discriminatory social
and cultural norms, but how they can do so most effectively. As a for-
mer Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief emphasized:
“[i]t is not the role of the State simply to keep abreast of society or stand
for the social status quo. The State is also responsible for prompting and
guiding change. The law does not need to be restricted to articulating
the current situation. It can also be looked upon as an important vehicle
for change, one whose power can be mobilized to wear down resistance
and encourage the emergence of new mindsets, attitudes and ways of
behaving.”74

All efforts—State, intergovernmental and non-governmen-
tal—to address systemic gender-based discrimination against women
must engage women in the communities concerned to provide leader-
ship and develop strategies.75 In this regard, State and intergovern-
mental organizations can draw on innovative approaches developed
by civil society groups in community dialogue, awareness-raising and
mobilization initiatives. Open and transparent collaboration between
Government and those in civil society who oppose violence against
women enhance such efforts (see sect. VII).76

The growing powers of transnational actors, including multi-
national corporations, political groups and criminal networks, have 
significant effects on women’s economic and social rights.77 These
effects are not always adequately addressed in national law, resulting 
in gaps in accountability for violence against women and its causes.
States and intergovernmental organizations should examine the role of
these actors in generating violence against women, in order to devise
appropriate responses.n
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Introduction
Violence against women takes many different forms, manifested in a con-
tinuum of multiple, interrelated and sometimes recurring forms.78 It can
include physical, sexual and psychological/emotional violence and eco-
nomic abuse and exploitation, experienced in a range of settings, from
private to public, and in today’s globalized world, transcending national
boundaries. Naming forms and manifestations of violence against
women is an important step towards recognizing and addressing them.

Forms and manifestations of violence against women vary
depending on the specific social, economic, cultural and political context.
Some forms of violence may grow in importance while others diminish
as societies undergo demographic changes, economic restructuring and
social and cultural shifts. For example, new technologies may generate
new forms of violence, such as Internet or mobile telephone stalking.
Consequently, no list of forms of violence against women can be exhaus-
tive. States must acknowledge the evolving nature of violence against
women and respond to new forms as they are recognized.

Violence against women has far-reaching consequences for
women, their children and community and society as a whole. Women
who experience violence suffer a range of health problems and their
ability to earn a living and to participate in public life is diminished.
Their children are significantly more at risk for health problems, poor
school performance and behavioural disturbances.

The costs of violence against women, apart from the human
costs, go beyond lowered economic production and reduced human capi-
tal formation but also include the costs associated with political and social
instability through intergenerational transmission of violence, as well as
the funds required for programmes for victims/survivors of violence.

Although most cases of violence against women involve a
female victim/survivor and a male perpetrator, women also commit acts
of violence. While women commit a small proportion of intimate partner
violence, they are involved to a greater degree in the perpetration of harm-
ful traditional practices and in trafficking. They have also engaged in acts
of violence against women and children in the context of armed conflicts.
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Forms and manifestations of violence 
against women in various settings
Ten years after the Beijing Platform for Action called for improved
research and data collection on different forms of violence against
women, the available evidence remains uneven and at times non-exis-
tent, although there has been notable progress, especially in regard to
intimate partner violence (see sect. V). While rigorously evaluated data
on the prevalence of violence against women may be limited for some
forms of violence and lacking for others, the occurrence of acts of vio-
lence against women is well documented. In addition to surveys, infor-
mation sources include States through reports to United Nations treaty
bodies and other mechanisms, researchers, the media and NGOs.

The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against
Women and the Beijing Platform for Action address violence against
women according to the site, or setting, where it occurs: in the family;
within the general community; and perpetrated or condoned by the
State. Many forms of violence against women occur in more than one
setting: for example, harmful traditional practices that involve both the
family and the community and are condoned by the State. Trafficking is
a form of violence against women that involves family, community and
State and crosses international boundaries. Violence against women in
situations of armed conflict also extends into different settings.
Different forms of violence against women may be linked, or reinforce
one another. A range of factors also influence what forms of violence
women suffer and how they experience it.

Violence against women within the family
The forms of violence a woman may experience within the family
across her life cycle extend from violence before birth to violence
against older women. Commonly identified forms of violence against
women in the family include: battering and other forms of intimate part-
ner violence including marital rape; sexual violence; dowry-related vio-
lence; female infanticide; sexual abuse of female children in the house-
hold; female genital mutilation/cutting and other traditional practices
harmful to women; early marriage; forced marriage; non-spousal vio-
lence; violence perpetrated against domestic workers; and other forms
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of exploitation. There is more research and data available on intimate
partner violence and on some forms of harmful practices than on many
other forms and manifestations of violence against women.

Intimate partner violence
The most common form of violence experienced by women

globally is intimate partner violence. The pervasiveness of different
forms of violence against women within intimate relationships, com-
monly referred to as domestic violence or spousal abuse, is now well
established. There is a growing body of research on intimate partner
violence, which has expanded to capture the experience of women in
intimate relationships beyond formal marriage.

Intimate partner violence includes a range of sexually, psycho-
logically and physically coercive acts used against adult and adolescent
women by a current or former intimate partner, without her consent.79

Physical violence involves intentionally using physical force, strength
or a weapon to harm or injure the woman. Sexual violence includes abu-
sive sexual contact, making a woman engage in a sexual act without her
consent, and attempted or completed sex acts with a woman who is ill,
disabled, under pressure or under the influence of alcohol or other
drugs. Psychological violence includes controlling or isolating the
woman, and humiliating or embarrassing her. Economic violence
includes denying a woman access to and control over basic resources.80

Population-based studies to document the scope and preva-
lence of intimate partner violence have been conducted in 71 countries
around the world (see annex 1). In the WHO multi-country study on
domestic violence,81 implemented in Bangladesh, Brazil, Ethiopia,
Japan, Namibia, Peru, Samoa, the former Serbia and Montenegro,
Thailand and the United Republic of Tanzania, the lifetime prevalence
of physical violence by an intimate partner ranged between 13 per cent
and 61 per cent. In most of the sites surveyed, the range was between
23 and 49 per cent. The lifetime prevalence of sexual violence by an
intimate partner was between 6 per cent and 59 per cent.82 A previous
review of 50 population-based studies in 36 countries showed that the
lifetime prevalence of physical violence by intimate partners ranged
between 10 per cent and over 50 per cent.83 Most recently, a study in
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the Syrian Arab Republic revealed that 21.8 per cent of women had
experienced some form of violence in the family and, of these, 48 per
cent had been beaten (see box 7).84

At its most severe, intimate partner violence leads to death.
Studies of femicide from Australia, Canada, Israel, South Africa and the
United States of America show that 40 to 70 per cent of female murder
victims were killed by their husbands or boyfriends.85 In a study in the
United States, murder was the second leading cause of death for girls
aged 15 to 18, and 78 per cent of homicide victims in the study were
killed by an acquaintance or an intimate partner.86 In Colombia, every
six days a woman is reportedly killed by her partner or former partner.87

A review of studies on intimate partner violence during preg-
nancy undertaken between 1963 and 1995 found that prevalence
ranged from 0.9 per cent to 20.1 per cent of all pregnant women in the
United States.88 A 1996 study in Nicaragua found that 31 per cent of
battered women reported having been subjected to physical violence
during pregnancy.89 Several studies across different developing coun-
tries indicate that violence during pregnancy ranges from 4 to 32 per
cent, and that the prevalence of moderate to severe physical violence
during pregnancy is about 13 per cent.90

Psychological or emotional violence against women has
received less attention in research on intimate partner violence.
Measuring such forms of violence is more difficult as specific behav-
iours vary significantly across different settings. There is no common
understanding of which acts or combination of acts, and with what fre-
quency, constitute emotional violence. The WHO multi-country study
on domestic violence found that between 20 per cent and 75 per cent of
women had experienced one or more emotionally abusive acts.91 A
multi-country population-based cross-sectional study conducted in
Chile, Egypt, India and the Philippines found that the lifetime preva-
lence of severe psychological violence ranged from 10.5 per cent in
Egypt to 50.7 per cent in Chile.92 The first French national survey on
violence against women found that 35 per cent of women had experi-
enced psychological pressure by an intimate partner over a 12-month
period. The definition of such pressure included attempts to control the
other person’s activities, imposing authority, or attitudes of denigration
or contempt. Four per cent had experienced emotional blackmail or 
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verbal abuse including insults and threats over the same period.93 In a
study in Germany, 42 per cent of respondents reported having experi-
enced acts such as intimidation and aggressive yelling, slander, threats,
humiliation and “psycho-terror”.94

Harmful traditional practices
Female infanticide and prenatal sex selection, early marriage,

dowry-related violence, female genital mutilation/cutting, crimes
against women committed in the name of “honour”, and maltreatment
of widows, including inciting widows to commit suicide, are forms of
violence against women that are considered harmful traditional prac-
tices, and may involve both family and community. While data has been
gathered on some of these forms, this is not a comprehensive list of such
practices. Others have been highlighted by States (for example in their
reports to human rights treaty bodies and in follow-up reports on imple-
mentation of the Beijing Platform for Action), by the Special
Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences
and by the Special Rapporteur on harmful traditional practices.95 They
include the dedication of young girls to temples, restrictions on a sec-
ond daughter’s right to marry, dietary restrictions for pregnant women,
forced feeding and nutritional taboos, marriage to a deceased husband’s
brother and witch hunts.96

The most extensive body of research concerns female genital
mutilation/cutting. It is estimated that more than 130 million girls and
women alive today have undergone female genital mutilation/cutting,
mainly in Africa and some countries in the Middle East. The practice 
is also prevalent among immigrant communities in Europe, North
America and Australia.97 Surveys revealed significant geographic 
variations in the prevalence rates in 19 countries: 99 per cent in Guinea,
97 per cent in Egypt, 80 per cent in Ethiopia, 17 per cent in Benin, and 
5 per cent in Ghana and Niger.98 They also show that the practice may
be slowly declining even in high prevalence countries because of
increasing opposition from women’s groups. Higher female educational
levels, female access to and control over economic resources, ethnicity
and women’s own female genital mutilation/cutting status have been
found to be significantly associated with their support for or opposition
to female genital mutilation/cutting.99
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Practices of son preference, expressed in manifestations such
as female infanticide, prenatal sex selection and systematic neglect of
girls, have resulted in adverse female-male sex ratios and high rates 
of female infant mortality in South and East Asia, North Africa, and 
the Middle East.100 A study in India estimated that prenatal sex selection
and infanticide have accounted for half a million missing girls per year
for the past two decades.101 In the Republic of Korea, among pregnan-
cies having sex-identification tests, more than 90 per cent of pregnan-
cies with male foetuses resulted in normal births, whereas more than 
30 per cent of those with female foetuses were terminated, according to
the National Fertility and Family Health Survey.102

Early marriages involve the marriage of a child, i.e. a person
below the age of 18.103 Minor girls have not achieved full maturity and
capacity to act and lack ability to control their sexuality. When they
marry and have children, their health can be adversely affected, their
education impeded and economic autonomy restricted.104 Early mar-
riage also increases the risk of HIV infection.105 Such marriages take
place all over the world, but are most common in sub-Saharan Africa
and South Asia, where more than 30 per cent of girls aged 15 to 19 are
married.106 In Ethiopia, it was found that 19 per cent of girls were mar-
ried by the age of 15 and in some regions such as Amhara, the propor-
tion was as high as 50 per cent.107 In Nepal, 7 per cent of girls were mar-
ried before the age of 10 and 40 per cent by the age of 15.108 A UNICEF
global assessment found that in Latin America and the Caribbean, 29
per cent of women aged 15 to 24 were married before the age of 18.109

A forced marriage is one lacking the free and valid consent of
at least one of the parties.110 In its most extreme form, forced marriage
can involve threatening behaviour, abduction, imprisonment, physical
violence, rape and, in some cases, murder. There has been little research
on this form of violence. A recent European study confirmed the lack of
quantitative surveys in Council of Europe countries.111 One study of
1,322 marriages across six villages in Kyrgyzstan found that one half 
of ethnic Kyrgyz marriages were the result of kidnappings, and that 
as many as two thirds of these marriages were non-consensual.112

In the United Kingdom, a Forced Marriage Unit established by the
Government intervenes in 300 cases of forced marriage a year.113
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Violence related to demands for dowry—which is the payment
of cash or goods by the bride’s family to the groom’s family—may lead
to women being killed in dowry-related femicide. According to official
crime statistics in India, approximately 6,822 women were killed in
2002 as a result of such violence.114 Small community studies have also
indicated that dowry demands have played an important role in women
being burned to death and in deaths of women labelled as suicides.115

Crimes against women committed in the name of “honour” may
occur within the family or within the community. These crimes are
receiving increased attention, but remain underreported and under-docu-
mented. The most severe manifestation is murder—so-called “honour
killings”. UNFPA estimated that 5,000 women are murdered by family
members each year in “honour killings” around the world.116 A govern-
ment report noted that “karo-kari” (“honour killings”) claimed the lives of
4,000 men and women between 1998 and 2003 in Pakistan, and that the
number of women killed was more than double the number of men.117

Older women, including in particular widows, are subject to
harmful practices in a number of countries, which can involve both the
family and the community. A study conducted in Ghana, based on data
collected from news reports and interviews, found that many poor, often
elderly women were accused of witchcraft. Some were murdered by male
relatives and those who survived were subjected to a range of physical,
sexual and economic abuses.118 Violence directed against widows, includ-
ing sexual abuse and harassment and property-related violence at the
hands of relatives, mainly in-laws, has been reported from a number of
countries including India,119 but information remains scarce.

Violence against women in the community
Women also face pervasive violence within the general community.
Physical, sexual and psychological violence can be a daily feature of
women’s interactions in their neighbourhoods, on public transport, 
in workplaces, schools, sports clubs, colleges and hospitals, and in 
religious and other social institutions. Forms of violence against women
and girls in the general community include femicide; sexual violence
including rape; sexual harassment; trafficking in women and forced
prostitution. This section focuses on femicide, sexual violence by non-
partners, sexual harassment and trafficking in women.
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Femicide: the gender-based murder of a woman
Femicide occurs everywhere, but the scale of some cases of

femicide within community contexts—for example, in Ciudad Juárez,
Mexico and Guatemala—has drawn attention to this aspect of violence
against women. Most official sources agree that more than 320 women
have been murdered in Ciudad Juárez, one third of whom were brutally
raped.120 In Guatemala, according to National Civil Police statistics,
1,467 women were murdered between 2001 and the beginning of
December 2004.121 Other sources claim the figure is higher, with 2,070
women murdered, mostly aged 14 to 35.122 The killings have been con-
centrated in areas where the economies are dominated by maquilas,
assembly plants for export products owned and operated in tax-free
zones by multinational companies. Impunity for these crimes is seen as
a key factor in these occurrences, and in the case of Guatemala, the
legacy of the internal armed conflict that ended in 1996 is also seen as
a contributing factor.123

Sexual violence by non-partners
Despite women being more at risk of violence from their inti-

mate partners than from other people, sexual violence by non-partners is
common in many settings. Sexual violence by non-partners refers to vio-
lence by a relative, friend, acquaintance, neighbour, work colleague or
stranger. Estimates of the prevalence of sexual violence by non-partners
are difficult to establish, because in many societies, sexual violence
remains an issue of deep shame for women and often for their families.
Statistics on rape extracted from police records, for example, are notori-
ously unreliable because of significant underreporting.

A number of population-based surveys have addressed the
question of sexual violence by non-partners. The WHO multi-country
study on domestic violence showed that the proportion of women who
had suffered sexual violence by non partners after the age of 15 varied
from less than 1 per cent in Ethiopia and Bangladesh to between 10 and 
12 per cent in Peru, Samoa and the United Republic of Tanzania.124

These findings are similar to those emerging from other population-
based studies. In Canada, for example, 11.6 per cent of women reported
sexual violence by a non-partner in their lifetime.125 In New Zealand
and Australia, studies have shown that between 10 and 20 per cent of

48
Ending violence against women: From words to action



women have experienced various forms of sexual violence from non-
partners, including unwanted sexual touching, attempted rape and
rape.126 Preliminary results from Switzerland show that 22.3 per cent of
women experience sexual violence by non-partners in their lifetime.127

Forced sexual initiation constitutes a significant sub-field of
violence perpetrated by non-partners, but may also occur in the con-
text of an intimate relationship. The 2002 WHO World Report on
Violence and Health identified population-based surveys from six
countries addressing the issue of forced sexual initiation. The figures
range from 9 per cent in the United States to 40 per cent in Peru.
Across all countries, three to four times more girls than boys reported
forced sexual initiation.128

Dating violence is another form of sexual violence by non-
partners experienced by young women. In Canada, for example, a study
of adolescents aged 15 to 19 found that 54 per cent of girls had experi-
enced “sexual coercion” in a dating relationship.129 Findings from the
United States in 2000 showed that the average prevalence of dating vio-
lence was 22 per cent for high-school students and 32 per cent for col-
lege students.130 Research in the United States also found that 8.3 per
cent of women had experienced physical aggression, rape, or stalking
by a dating partner and 20.6 per cent of women reported more than one
type of dating violence.131 Young girls may be coerced into sexual rela-
tionships with older men who provide food, school fees or gifts in
exchange for sex. These so-called “sugar daddies” place girls at risk of
contracting HIV. In parts of Africa and Asia, the rape of young girls is
linked to the myth that sex with a virgin will cure HIV.132

Sexual harassment and violence in the work-
place, educational institutions and in sport
The phenomenon of harassment and violence in the workplace

is receiving increasing attention, especially in the context of women’s
rising rates of participation in the labour force and enhanced legal and
regulatory provisions. European surveys have shown significant rates of
sexual harassment in the workplace, with between 40 and 50 per cent of
women in the European Union reporting some form of sexual harass-
ment or unwanted sexual behaviour in the workplace.133 Small surveys
in Asia-Pacific countries indicate that 30 to 40 per cent of women work-
ers report some form of harassment—verbal, physical or sexual.134
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Sexual harassment and violence against girls and young
women in educational institutions is also the subject of increased
research. Studies show that the extent of violence in schools may be sig-
nificant. A study in the United States found that 83 per cent of girls in
grades 8 through 11 in public schools experienced some form of sexual
harassment.135 A 2002 World Bank study found that 22 per cent of ado-
lescent girls reported being victims of sexual abuse in educational set-
tings in Ecuador.136 According to a 2006 study of schoolgirls in Malawi,
50 per cent of the girls said they had been touched in a sexual manner
“without permission, by either their teachers or fellow schoolboys”.137

Women and girls who engage in sport may face the risk of gen-
der-based violence, exploitation and harassment, from other athletes,
spectators, coaches, managers and family or community members. A
study indicated that 40 to 50 per cent of female athletes surveyed in
Canada and 27 per cent in Australia, and 25 per cent of sportswomen
under the age of 18 in Denmark reported harassment or knowing some-
one close to them that had been harassed.138 Research in the Czech
Republic found that 45 per cent of female athletes had experienced sex-
ual harassment from someone in sport, with 27 per cent reporting
harassment from a coach.139

Trafficking in women
Trafficking is a form of violence against women that takes

place in multiple settings and usually involves many different actors
including families, local brokers, international criminal networks and
immigration authorities. Trafficking in human beings takes place both
between and within countries. The majority of the victims of human
trafficking are women and children, and many are trafficked for pur-
poses of sexual exploitation.

A definition of trafficking is provided by the Protocol to
Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially
Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention
against Transnational Organized Crime: “Trafficking in persons shall
mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of
persons by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coer-
cion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a
position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or
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benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another
person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a
minimum, the exploitation of prostitution of others or other forms of
sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices sim-
ilar to slavery, servitude, or the removal of organs”.140

Measuring the extent of trafficking is difficult (see sect. V).
Until recently, interpretations of what constitutes trafficking and how it
should be measured differed widely, but the adoption of the Trafficking
Protocol has helped to overcome this challenge. Efforts are under way
at the national, regional and international level to improve data collec-
tion on trafficking. According to the UNODC database on human traf-
ficking trends, there are 127 countries of origin and 137 countries of
destination for trafficking in human beings. Countries in Central and
South-Eastern Europe, the Commonwealth of Independent States and
Asia are the most frequently mentioned countries of origin, followed by
West Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean. Countries within
Western Europe, Asia and North America are the most commonly
reported destinations.141

Although various sources suggest that hundreds of thousands
of people are trafficked globally every year, few come to the attention
of authorities. For instance, in 2005, 506 victims were identified in
Portugal, 412 in Mexico and 243 in Turkey. The number of traffickers
prosecuted and convicted is also remarkably low. For instance, in
2003, 24 people were prosecuted and only 8 convicted in Lithuania,
59 were prosecuted and 11 convicted in Ukraine and, in 2004, 59 peo-
ple were prosecuted and 43 convicted in the United States.142

Violence against women perpetrated 
or condoned by the State
The State—either through its agents or public policy—can perpetrate
physical, sexual and psychological violence against women. State
agents include all people empowered to exercise elements of State
authority—members of the legislative, executive and judicial branches,
as well as law enforcement officials, social security officials, prison
guards, officials in places of detention, immigration officials and mili-
tary and security forces.
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State agents may commit violence on the streets and in custo-
dial settings, and include acts of sexual violence including rape, sexual
harassment and molestation. Some such acts may constitute torture or
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. A State may also
perpetrate violence against women through its laws and policies.
Examples of such laws and policies include those that criminalize
women’s consensual sexual behaviour as a means to control women;
policies on forced sterilization, forced pregnancy and forced abortion;
policies on protective custody of women that effectively imprisons
them; and other laws and policies, including policies on virginity test-
ing and sanctioning forced marriages, that fail to recognize women’s
autonomy and agency and legitimize male control over women. States
may also condone violence against women through inadequate laws or
through ineffective implementation of laws, effectively allowing perpe-
trators of violence against women impunity for their acts (see sect. VI).
This section addresses custodial violence and forced sterilization in
more detail as examples of violence against women perpetrated or con-
doned by the State.

Custodial violence against women
Custodial violence against women in police cells, prisons,

social welfare institutions, immigration detention centres and other
State institutions constitutes violence perpetrated by the State. Sexual
violence, including rape, perpetrated against women in detention is con-
sidered a particularly egregious violation of the inherent dignity and the
right to physical integrity of human beings and accordingly may consti-
tute torture.143 Other forms of violence against women in custody that
have been documented by various sources include: inappropriate sur-
veillance during showers or undressing; strip searches conducted by or
in the presence of men; and verbal sexual harassment. The control
wielded by correctional officers over women’s daily lives may also
result in violence through demands for sexual acts in exchange for priv-
ileges, goods or basic necessities.144 Although instances of custodial
violence against women are reported in countries all around the
world,145 there is little quantitative data to establish the prevalence of
such violence across countries.
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Forced sterilization
The use of sterilization to control the reproductive behaviour

of the female population or a particular subgroup, constitutes vio-
lence against women. While there are no systematic quantitative
studies, the practice of forced sterilization has been confirmed and
condemned in regional and national courts. Cases of forced or
coerced sterilizations of certain populations such as Roma women
and girls in Europe 146 and indigenous women in the United States
and Canada 147 have been reported.

Violence against women in armed conflict
During armed conflict, women experience all forms of physical, sexual
and psychological violence perpetrated by both State and non-State
actors. These forms include murder, unlawful killings, torture and other
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, abductions,
maiming and mutilation, forced recruitment of women combatants,
rape, sexual slavery, sexual exploitation, involuntary disappearance,
arbitrary detention, forced marriage, forced prostitution, forced abor-
tion, forced pregnancy and forced sterilization.

Sexual violence has been used during armed conflict for many
different reasons, including as a form of torture, to inflict injury, to
extract information, to degrade and intimidate and to destroy communi-
ties. Rape of women has been used to humiliate opponents, to drive
communities and groups off land and to wilfully spread HIV.148 Women
have been forced to perform sexual and domestic slave labour.149

Women have also been abducted and then forced to serve as “wives” to
reward fighters.150

The incidence of violence against women in armed conflict,
particularly sexual violence including rape, has been increasingly
acknowledged and documented.151 Violence against women has been
reported from conflict or post-conflict situations in many countries 
or areas. 
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Setting (period of conflict) Type of research Results a

Liberia (1989–1994)

Uganda (1980–1986)

Former East Timor (1999)

Sierra Leone (1991–1999)

Random survey of 
205 women in Monrovia
aged 15 to 79

N/A, Luwero District, 
Northern Uganda

Population-based 
survey of 288 women

Population-based survey 
of internally displaced
women living in 
3 camps and 1 town 
in 2001: 991 women 
provided information on
9,166 household members

49 per cent (100) women reported
at least 1 act of violence by a 
combatant: 17 per cent reported
being beaten, tied up or detained 
in a room under armed guard; 
32 per cent were strip-searched 
once or more; 15 per cent reported
being raped, subjected to attempted
rape, or sexually coerced.

70 per cent of women in Luwero
District reported being raped by 
soldiers. A large proportion had
been gang-raped by groups of up 
to 10 soldiers.

24 per cent of women reported a 
violent episode from someone 
outside the family during the 1999
conflict; of these, 96 per cent 
included improper sexual comments
and 92 per cent being threatened
with a weapon.

13 per cent (1,157) of household
members reported some form of 
war-related human rights abuses; 
9 per cent of respondents and 
8 per cent of female household 
members reported war-related 
sexual violence.

Four population-based surveys on violence against women in
contexts of armed conflict are outlined in table 1. It is estimated that
between 250,000 and 500,000 women in Rwanda were raped during the
1994 genocide, that between 20,000 and 50,000 women were raped in
Bosnia during the conflict in the early 1990s,152 and around 200,000
women and girls were raped during the armed conflict in Bangladesh in
1971.153

Table 1
Sexual violence against women in conflict settings
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Violence against women and multiple discrimination
Forms and manifestations of violence against women are shaped by
social and cultural norms as well as the dynamics of each social, eco-
nomic and political system. Factors such as women’s race, ethnicity,
caste, class, migrant or refugee status, age, religion, sexual orientation,
marital status, disability or HIV status will influence what forms of vio-
lence they suffer and how they experience it.

In many societies, women belonging to particular ethnic or
racial groups are likely to experience gender-based violence as well as
violence based on their ethnic or racial identity.154 Indigenous women
are subject to various forms of violence, including intimate partner vio-
lence, custodial violence by police and murder, sometimes at a much
higher rate than non-indigenous women.155 According to a 1996
Canadian Government statistic, indigenous women in Canada between
the ages of 25 and 44 were five times more likely than all other women
of the same age to die as the result of violence.156 In the United States,
a 1999 study found that indigenous women were more than twice as
likely as white women to be the victims of violent crime.157 A 2003
study found that Australian indigenous women were 28 times more
likely than non-indigenous women to be admitted to hospital with
assault injuries.158

In India, violence against women based on caste is manifested
in high rates of sexual violence committed against Dalit women by men
of higher caste. In particularly remote villages, access to a Dalit
woman’s body is considered the prerogative of the landlord of the 
village.159

Older women, who form a large proportion of the world’s
growing elderly population, are subject to particular forms and mani-
festations of violence. Elder abuse usually refers to women over 60 or
65, but some studies include those over 50. Violence against older
women may take the form of physical, sexual or psychological abuse,
as well as financial exploitation or neglect, which can be perpetrated
by family members or other caregivers.
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Women may encounter violence based on social prejudices
against them because of their sexual orientation. Forms of violence
against lesbian women because of their sexual orientation include
non-partner sexual violence, sexual enslavement, forced marriage and
murder. In the United States, for example, lesbian women may be tar-
geted for acts of violence in prisons, by the police and by members of
their family and community. Numerous cases document lesbians
being beaten, raped, forcibly impregnated or married against their
will.160 There have also been cases of lesbians being incarcerated for
gender identity disorders in mental hospitals by family or community
members.161

Women with disabilities may experience violence in particular
ways in their homes and institutional settings, perpetrated by family
members, caretakers or strangers. Surveys conducted in Europe, North
America and Australia have shown that over half of women with 
disabilities have experienced physical abuse, compared to one third of
non-disabled women.162

About 90 million women currently reside outside their coun-
tries of origin, about half of the world’s international migrants.163

Because of their subordinate status both as migrants and as women,
female migrant workers are highly vulnerable to exploitation and ill-
treatment.164 The types of violence suffered by women migrant workers
include: inhumane working conditions, such as long working hours,
non-payment of wages and forced confinement; starvation; beatings;
rape; and being forced into prostitution. Unskilled workers, particularly
in domestic service, experience greater and different kinds of violence
than other women.165 Migrant women may also experience intimate
partner violence and their status as migrants may further curtail their
access to escape routes, services and information.166

Of the 10.9 million persons of concern to UNHCR, roughly
half are female (49 per cent).167 Stripped of the protection of their
homes, their Government and often their family structure, refugee and
displaced women may be subject to different forms of violence, abuse
and exploitation, including rape and abduction, during flight, in refugee
camps as well as in asylum countries. Perpetrators of such violence may
include military personnel, border guards, resistance units, male
refugees and others with whom they come in contact.
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Areas requiring enhanced attention
While all forms and manifestations of violence against women require
more attention, some have been especially neglected. Psychological and
emotional abuse and violence can take different forms that need to be
made more visible and explicitly addressed. In this regard, acts such as
incarceration of women in mental hospitals or in prisons for not con-
forming to social and cultural expectations, restrictions placed on
women, such as locking them up or enforcing their isolation and limit-
ing interaction with others, have been documented anecdotally but
remain largely invisible. Knowledge about violence against women in
institutional settings, including in schools, hospitals, prisons and differ-
ent detention facilities also remains very limited. Economic abuse and
exploitation, including acts such as withholding of income, forcibly
usurping women’s wages and denying basic necessities, are manifesta-
tions that require greater visibility and attention, especially in the con-
text of growing female participation in the labour force around the
world. The abuse of older women may become more prevalent with
changing demographics. While femicide is gaining recognition, the
underlying dynamic of gender inequality that fuels the murders of
women in different contexts is still inadequately understood. More
inquiry is also needed about the use of technology, such as computers
and cell phones, in developing and expanding forms of violence.
Evolving and emerging forms of violence need to be named so that they
can be recognized and better addressed.

Consequences of violence against women
Violence against women is a violation of women’s human rights and
prevents women from enjoying their human rights and fundamental
freedoms, such as the rights to life and security of the person, to the
highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, to education,
work and housing and to participation in public life. Such violence per-
petuates the subordination of women and the unequal distribution of
power between women and men. It has consequences for women’s
health and well-being, carries a heavy human and economic cost, hin-
ders development and can also lead to displacement.
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Health consequences
Violence places women at higher risk for poor physical and reproduc-
tive health.168 Abused women also show poorer mental health and social
functioning.169 Women subjected to violence are more likely to abuse
alcohol and drugs and to report sexual dysfunction, suicide attempts,
post-traumatic stress and central nervous system disorders.170

Violence against women frequently leads to death. Femicide,
suicide, AIDS-related deaths and maternal mortality can be fatal conse-
quences of violence against women. There is little data on lethal out-
comes of violence against women, such as the proportions of maternal
deaths and AIDS mortality directly attributable to the different forms of
violence women suffer. A few studies based in health facilities indicate
a relationship between intimate partner violence and death during preg-
nancy. For example, a study of 400 villages and seven hospitals in rural
western India found that 16 per cent of all deaths during pregnancy were
the result of partner violence.171 A similar trend has been found in
Bangladesh and the United States.172

There are extensive physical health consequences of violence
against women. These include physical injuries, such as fractures and
abdominal/thoracic injuries, and chronic health conditions, including
chronic pain and gastrointestinal disorders. Reproductive health conse-
quences include gynaecological disorders, pelvic inflammatory disease,
sexually transmitted infections, including HIV, unwanted pregnancies
and poor obstetric outcomes.173 Other gynaecological consequences
include vaginal bleeding or infection, chronic pelvic pain and urinary
tract infections. A study in the United States, for example, found that the
prevalence of women with gynaecological problems among victims of
spousal abuse was three times higher than the average.174

For many women worldwide, the threat of violence exacer-
bates their risk of contracting HIV. Fear of violence prevents women
from accessing HIV/AIDS information, being tested, disclosing their
HIV status, accessing services for the prevention of HIV transmission
to infants and receiving treatment and counselling, even when they
know they have been infected. Studies show the increasing links
between violence against women and HIV and demonstrate that HIV-
infected women are more likely to have experienced violence, and that
women who have experienced violence are at higher risk for HIV.175
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Unintended pregnancy is another important consequence of
sexual violence. Rape increases the risk of unintended pregnancy. In the
context of armed conflict, for example in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and
Rwanda, women have been raped repeatedly until they conceived, as
part of a strategy of ethnic cleansing.176 A woman’s fear of violence
from her husband or partner may make her afraid to bring up the issue
of contraceptive use, leading to unintended pregnancy. A study of
women in Colombia, for example, found that women who experienced
intimate partner violence had higher rates of unintended pregnancy.177

Unintended pregnancy has serious repercussions—unsafe abortions,
suicides and family reactions that can include social isolation, ostracism
or even murder.

Violence before and during pregnancy has serious health con-
sequences for both mother and child. Violence leads to high-risk preg-
nancies and a range of pregnancy-related problems including miscar-
riage, preterm labour, foetal distress and low birth weight.178 A 2002
study in Nicaragua, for example, found that 16 per cent of the low birth
weight in the infant population could be attributed to physical abuse by
a partner during pregnancy.179

Violence against women can result in both physical injury and
harm to a woman’s reproductive health. For trafficked women, the most
common health consequences include chronic pain, malnutrition and
unhealthy weight loss. Trafficked women also may suffer from sexually
transmitted infections, permanent damage to the reproductive organs,
and psychological damage from domination and isolation.180 Female
genital mutilation/cutting is itself a form of physical trauma that can
lead to severe pain, shock, haemorrhaging, infection and ulceration of
the genital area. Haemorrhage and infection can lead to death. The long-
term consequences can include abscesses, dermoid cysts and keloid
scars, obstructed labour resulting in increased risk of maternal and child
morbidity and mortality, infertility and lasting psychological effects.181

Female genital mutilation/cutting also places women at a higher risk of
HIV infection.

The psychological consequences of violence against women
can be as grave as the physical effects. Depression is one of the most
common consequences of sexual and physical violence against women.
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Women who suffer from violence are also at a higher risk of stress and
anxiety disorders, including post-traumatic stress disorder.182 A study in
Michigan, United States, for example, found that 59 per cent of women
who had experienced severe abuse in the previous 12 months had psy-
chological problems, compared to 20 per cent of those who reported no
abuse.183 Studies have shown that rape, childhood sexual abuse, and
intimate partner violence are the most common causes of post-traumatic
stress disorder in women. Experts have also identified the “traumatic
syndrome of abused women”, which includes lack of volitional auton-
omy, fear, anguish, depression and, in some cases, suicide.184

Depression and attempted suicide are closely associated with
intimate partner violence. It has also been shown that girls who have
been raped or experienced sexual harassment are at increased risk of
suicide.185 Post-traumatic stress disorder, in particular, appears to be a
significant risk factor for suicide.186

Social and intergenerational impacts
Violence against women prevents women from fully participating 
in their communities socially or economically. Women who are targeted
for violence are less likely to be employed, tend to be employed in low
status jobs and are unlikely to be promoted.187 Sexual violence under-
mines physical security in public areas and the risk of such violence
may increase when women enter public life, constraining their political
voice.188 For example, in Sri Lanka, the continuing conflict has created 
a culture of violence against women that has limited their political 
participation.189 One study in Mexico found that women often stopped
participating in community development projects because of threats
from men.190

The societal consequences of trafficking in women include the
separation of children from their families; loss of education; stigmati-
zation of the women, who therefore require long-term social support;
and the growth of criminal activities.191

Research indicates that violence against women in the family
and social violence are closely linked.192 Witnessing chronic domestic
violence can be the start of a lifelong pattern of delinquency and the use
of violence in personal relationships.193
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Children are often present during episodes of domestic vio-
lence and those who witness it may suffer a range of behavioural and
emotional problems. Research suggests that violence in the family
affects children in at least three main ways: their health; their educa-
tional performance; and their use of violence in their own lives.194

Children who witness violence may exhibit more fearful and antisocial
behaviour. They also have been found to show more anxiety, depres-
sion, trauma symptoms and temperament problems than other chil-
dren.195 These children also tend to exhibit more aggressive behaviour
towards their peers.196 Exposure to chronic violence is associated with
lower cognitive functioning and poor school performance.197 A study in
Nicaragua found that children of female victims of violence left school
an average of four years earlier than other children.198 At the same time,
most children who witness violence at home will not become violent
and these different reactions need to be better understood. However,
children who do exhibit violent behaviour are more likely to continue
that behaviour and transmit it to future generations.199

Domestic or intimate partner violence against women can also
be fatal for children. A Nicaraguan study found that children of women
who were physically abused by a partner were six times more likely
than other children to die before the age of five.200

Economic costs of violence against women
Violence against women impoverishes individual women and their fam-
ilies, as well as their communities, societies and nations at many levels.
It reduces the capacity of victims/survivors to contribute productively to
the family, the economy and public life; drains resources from social
services, the justice system, health-care agencies and employers; and
lowers the overall educational attainment, mobility and innovative
potential of the victims/survivors, their children and even the perpetra-
tors of such violence.201

Analysing the costs of violence against women is useful for
understanding the severity of the problem as it shows its economic
impact on businesses, the State, community groups and individuals. 
It emphasizes the pervasiveness of such violence and confirms that it is
a public concern, not a private issue. Such analysis can provide impor-
tant information for specific budgetary allocations for programmes to
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prevent and redress violence against women and demonstrates that
much more should be invested in early intervention and prevention
strategies, rather than allowing such violence to continue unabated.

There are several types of costs, in the short and long term:
first, the direct cost of services in relation to violence against women;
second, the indirect cost of lost employment and productivity; and third,
the value placed on human pain and suffering.

The direct cost of services in relation to violence against
women include the actual expenditure by individuals, Governments and
businesses on goods, facilities and services to treat and support vic-
tims/survivors and to bring perpetrators to justice. Services include the
criminal justice system (such as for the police, prosecution, courts, pris-
ons, offender programmes, the administration of community sentences
and victim compensation); health services (such as for primary and hos-
pital health care for both physical and mental harm); housing (such as
shelters, refuges and re-housing); social services (especially in relation
to the care of children); income support; other support services (such as
rape crisis counselling, telephone advice lines); and civil legal costs
(such as those for legal injunctions to remove violent men from the
home or otherwise restrain them and for legal separation and divorce
proceedings).

The cost of these services is mostly borne by the State/public
sector. While the criminal justice system is almost universally funded
by the State, the funding for other services varies. In some countries,
support services and refuges are primarily provided by volunteers or the
community sector, while in others such services are provided by the
public sector either directly or through State funding for service
providers. In some countries, health care is provided by the public sec-
tor, while in others, individuals carry the costs directly or through pri-
vate insurance.

The second major category of costs relates to reduced employ-
ment and productivity, a category sometimes described as the cost to the
private or business sector. Women may be absent from employment as
a result of injury or trauma, or may work at a level of reduced produc-
tivity because of injuries and stress. Further costs arise when women
lose jobs either as a result of absence and reduced performance, or
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because they have been compelled to relocate. Both workers and
employers face costs as a result of such disruption to employment.
While women may lose earnings, employers may lose output and may
face the costs of sick leave and of recruiting and training replacements.
Some studies include the lost revenue to the State in taxation as a con-
sequence of lost employment and output.

The third category of cost is that of the value placed on the
pain and suffering inflicted on women. This is an intangible cost borne
by the victim/survivor. Increasingly, government cost-benefit analyses
include the value of “pain and suffering” in a range of areas. For exam-
ple, they include such costs in their calculations of the impact of crime
or when they assess the costs of road traffic accidents when planning
new roads. 

There are other costs that are imposed by violence against
women, but which are very difficult to estimate. Some studies note
them as a category, but do not include a figure in the estimates. One
important such cost is that of the consequences for children who wit-
ness violence, such as their need for counselling, given the psycho-
logical damage they endure, and the long-term costs of lower levels of
educational and employment achievement.

While some studies on the cost of violence against women
focus on specific types of cost, the majority include both the cost of
services and lost earnings. Some more recent studies additionally
include the cost of pain and suffering. The first study on the economic
costs of violence against women was conducted in Australia in 1988.
Most of the studies have been conducted in developed countries. New
research, as yet unpublished, is being carried out in Bulgaria, Fiji, 
South Africa and Uganda. Since 1994, the World Bank has noted 
the cost of domestic violence.202 The main studies, including the costs
calculated, are summarized in annex 2.

The costs calculated in these studies vary considerably as a
result of differences in methodology. In Canada, the annual costs of
direct expenditures related to violence against women were estimated at
684 million Canadian dollars for the criminal justice system, 187 mil-
lion for police and 294 million for the cost of counselling and training,
totalling more than 1 billion a year.203 In the United Kingdom, the study
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examined the cost categories of justice, health care, social services,
housing, legal, lost output and pain and suffering and estimated the
resulting cost of domestic violence to be 23 billion pounds sterling (£)
per year or £440 per person.204 A 1998 national random survey of 7,000
Finnish women on rates and consequences of violence was later used to
estimate the economic costs of violence against women in Finland.205

The study measured the direct costs of health care, social services,
police, courts and incarceration and also the indirect costs of the value
of lost lives and time lost from paid work and volunteer labour. The
annual cost was estimated at 101 million euros (€) per year, or approx-
imately €20 per person. A World Bank study estimated that domestic
violence and rape account for 5 per cent of the total disease burden for
women aged 15 to 44 in developing countries and 19 per cent in devel-
oped countries.206

The costs of violence against women are enormous. They
impoverish not only individuals, families, communities and
Governments, but also reduce the economic development of each
nation. Even the most comprehensive surveys to date underestimate the
costs, given the number of factors not included. Nonetheless, they all
show that the failure to address violence against women has serious
economic consequences, highlighting the need for determined and sus-
tained preventive action.n
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Introduction
The number of studies conducted to estimate the prevalence of different
forms of violence against women, particularly intimate partner vio-
lence, expanded greatly in the second half of the 1990s. According to a
2006 United Nations report, at least one survey on violence against
women had been conducted in 71 countries and at least one national sur-
vey was available in 41 countries.207

Studies on violence against women have been carried out by a
wide variety of bodies, including government ministries, national sta-
tistical offices, universities, international agencies, NGOs and women’s
rights organizations. The results have provided compelling evidence
that violence against women is a severe and pervasive human rights vio-
lation throughout the world, with devastating effects on the health and
well-being of women and children.

Despite the progress in recent years, however, there is still an
urgent need to strengthen the knowledge base on all forms of violence
against women to inform policy and strategy development. Many coun-
tries still lack reliable data and much of the existing information cannot
be meaningfully compared. Moreover, very few countries collect data
on violence against women on a regular basis, which would allow
changes over time to be measured. More data are urgently needed on
how various forms of violence against women affect different groups of
women, requiring that data be disaggregated according to factors such
as age and ethnicity. Little information is available to assess the meas-
ures taken to combat violence against women and to evaluate their
impact.

Both policymakers and activists have called for the develop-
ment of a comprehensive set of international indicators on violence
against women.208 These international indicators would need to be
based on widely available and credible data collected at the national
level, using comparable methods to define and measure violence.
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More and better quality data are needed to guide national poli-
cies and programmes and to monitor States’ progress in addressing vio-
lence. Ensuring an adequate knowledge base through data collection is
part of every State’s obligation to address violence against women.
States should take responsibility for the systematic collection and pub-
lication of data under the framework of official statistics, including sup-
porting NGOs, academics and others engaged in such work. State
responsibility and accountability for addressing, preventing and elimi-
nating violence against women is, however, not reduced because data is
inadequate or unavailable.

Population-based surveys
Description of population-based surveys
Population-based or household surveys that ask women about their
experiences of violence are considered the most reliable method for
obtaining information on violence against women in a general popula-
tion. Population-based surveys use randomly selected samples and their
results are therefore representative of the larger population. Because
they include the experiences of women regardless of whether they have
reported the violence to authorities or not, population-based surveys are
likely to give a more accurate picture than data from administrative
records. This makes them particularly useful for measuring the extent of
violence against women, monitoring trends over time, building aware-
ness and developing policy. When studies performed in different coun-
tries use similar methods to measure violence, it is also possible to com-
pare the risk of violence that women face and understand the similari-
ties and differences between settings.

There are two major approaches to collecting population-
based data on violence against women. The first involves “dedicated”
surveys specifically designed to gather detailed information on differ-
ent forms of violence against women. The second includes questions
or modules on violence against women within large-scale surveys
designed to generate information on broader issues such as poverty,
crime or reproductive health.
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The Violence against Women Survey, carried out by Statistics
Canada in 1993, was one of the first national dedicated surveys. Similar
national surveys have since been carried out in other countries, includ-
ing Australia,209 Finland,210 France,211 Germany,212 New Zealand,213

Sweden214 and the United States.215

The methodology of these surveys has been further refined.
The WHO has developed a comprehensive research methodology,
reflected in its multi-country study on domestic violence, which has
been implemented in at least 12 mainly resource-poor countries (see
box 6). A standardized instrument for international surveys on violence
against women has also been developed and implemented in 11 (mostly
developed) countries to date (see box 6).216 The development of
research instruments that have been validated and used in a wide vari-
ety of settings has greatly increased the capacity of countries to produce
reliable, credible and comparable data on violence against women.
However, standard methodology for the implementation of surveys on
violence against women within the framework of official statistics has
not yet been developed at the international or supranational level.217

In addition to measuring the prevalence of different forms of
violence against women, such dedicated surveys gather detailed infor-
mation on a broad range of violence and its causes, as well as some
information on perpetrators. Some also record the circumstances and
consequences of violence and women’s responses and use of services.
Dedicated surveys tend to devote more attention to training than general
surveys and address issues of safety and confidentiality more compre-
hensively. Experience to date indicates that prevalence estimates from
dedicated surveys tend to be higher than those from general surveys.
The main disadvantage of dedicated studies is their cost, which may
pose challenges for repeating them on a regular basis.

The second approach to data collection—integrating special
modules on violence against women into general surveys—is particu-
larly useful when resources are scarce. Questions or modules on vio-
lence against women have been included in demographic and health
surveys and in reproductive health surveys in a number of countries,
including in Cambodia, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Egypt,
Haiti, India, Nicaragua, Peru and Zambia.218 Several Governments 
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routinely conduct population-based crime surveys that include informa-
tion on violence against women. For example, in the United States, the
National Crime Victimization Survey (formerly known as the National
Crime Survey) has been conducted since the 1960s, while in the United
Kingdom, the British Crime Survey has been carried out since 
1982. Statistics Canada has adapted a module of questions from the
1993 Violence against Women Survey and included it in the ongoing
General Social Survey on Victimization, which is conducted at regular
five-year intervals.

An advantage of general surveys is that the broad variety of
information collected in these surveys, such as reproductive and child
health outcomes, can deepen understanding of the risk factors and
health and other consequences of violence against women. Their regu-
larity can allow monitoring over time of violence against women and its
intergenerational consequences. However, the number of questions that
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Box 6
Multi-country surveys on violence against women
The WHO multi-country study on women’s health and domestic violence
against women has been conducted in at least 12 countries and has
involved over 24,000 women. The study collects data on women’s experi-
ences of intimate partner violence, sexual assault and child sexual abuse.
The WHO study also collects data on a broad range of negative health out-
comes commonly associated with violence, on risk and protective factors
for intimate partner violence and on strategies and services that women use
to deal with this violence.a 

The International Violence against Women Survey has been carried out in 
11 countries to date. The survey collects data from a nationally representa-
tive sample on a broad range of violent acts perpetrated by men against
women, including physical and sexual violence. It is conducted within a
crime victimization framework and provides information that is particularly
useful for interventions in the criminal justice sector.b

a WHO Multi-Country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence
against Women and Initial Results on Prevalence, Health Outcomes and
Women’s Responses (Geneva, WHO, 2005).
b Nevala, S., The International Violence against Women Surveys (Geneva,
European Institute for Crime Prevention and Control, 2005).



can be included in a general survey is usually limited. Moreover, as
there is less opportunity to develop rapport with the respondents,
women may be less likely to report violence in these surveys. 

Both dedicated surveys and general surveys can contribute
valuable data for guiding interventions on violence against women and
States should be encouraged to use the approach that best serves their
needs and capacities.

Gaps and challenges in population-based data 
on violence against women
Despite recent multi-country initiatives, 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
because of methodological differences in the way that violence has been
defined and measured. Moreover, there are enormous gaps in terms of
geographic coverage, population groups addressed and types of vio-
lence measured.

Types of violence measured
Population-based surveys have examined many different types

of violence against women, including intimate partner violence, sexual
violence, female genital mutilation/cutting, child sexual abuse and emo-
tional abuse. The majority of studies focus on just one type of violence,
most commonly intimate partner violence or sexual violence. Studies
on intimate partner violence usually address physical, sexual and emo-
tional/psychological violence. Some studies also measure controlling
behaviours on the part of the husband and economic abuse, such as
denying a woman access or control over resources including her own
income, as well as attitudes towards violence, such as the circumstances
under which a husband is perceived as being justified in hitting his wife.

There has been significant progress in documenting the extent
of female genital mutilation/cutting through the addition of a special
module on female gential mutilation/cutting in demographic and health
surveys and in surveys carried out by UNICEF. To date, these surveys
have collected data on female genital mutilation/cutting in more than 
20 countries.219 They include information on the prevalence of female
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gential mutilation/cutting at national and regional levels, types of
female gential mutilation/cutting performed, who performed the proce-
dure and opinions about whether the practice should be continued.

However, other forms of violence identified in the Beijing
Platform for Action have not been documented to the same extent (see
below, p. 78). Because many of these forms of violence occur less 
frequently, or in specific populations, they are difficult to study using 
population-based surveys, and are best addressed through other methods. 

Ethical and safety issues
Despite the sensitivity of the topic, it is possible to collect reli-

able and valid information on violence against women. However, spe-
cific safeguards are needed to protect both respondents and interview-
ers. WHO has developed safety and ethical guidelines for conducting
research on domestic violence and on trafficking (see boxes 4 and 8).
These address issues such as guaranteeing the safety of both respon-
dents and interviewers; ensuring the privacy and confidentiality of the
interview; providing special training on gender equality issues and 
violence against women to interviewers; providing a minimal level of
information or referrals for respondents in situations of risk; and 
providing emotional and technical support for interviewers. Failure to

Box 7
Prevalence and incidencea

The prevalence of violence against women refers to the proportion of “at-
risk” women in a population who have experienced violence. For some
kinds of violence, such as sexual violence, all women may be considered
to be “at risk”. For others, such as intimate partner violence, only women
who have or have had an intimate partner would be considered at risk.
Prevalence estimates usually present the percentage of women who have
experienced violence either during the previous 12 months (known as point
prevalence) or at any time in their life (lifetime prevalence).

The incidence rate refers to the number of acts of violence women experience
during a specific period, such as one year, rather than the number of women
who have been targeted. In crime studies, incidence of violence is generally
measured as the number of assaults per inhabitant.

a Ellsberg, M. and Heise, L., Researching violence against women: a practical
guide for researchers and activists (Washington D.C., WHO, PATH, 2005).
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adhere to these measures can compromise the quality of the data and put
respondents and interviewers at risk of physical or emotional harm.

Study design and implementation
The way that violence is defined and measured in population-based sur-
veys varies a great deal. For example, some studies use definitions
based on national criminal codes, while others allow respondents to
define themselves as victims of violence. Further, while some surveys
use a single direct question such as “Have you ever been beaten by any-
one?”, others use more specific multiple questions such as “Have you
ever been slapped? or kicked? or beaten?” It has been shown that
women are more likely to disclose violence if they are offered more

Box 8
World Health Organization ethical and safety 
recommendations for research on domestic violence
against women

a. The safety of respondents and the research team is paramount
and should inform all project decisions.

b. Prevalence studies need to be methodologically sound and build
upon current research experience about how to minimize the
underreporting of abuse.

c. Protecting confidentiality is essential to ensure both women’s
safety and data quality.

d. All research team members should be carefully selected and
receive specialized training and ongoing support.

e. The study design must include a number of actions aimed at
reducing any possible distress caused to the participants by the
research.

f. Fieldworkers should be trained to refer women requesting assis-
tance to available sources of support. Where few resources exist,
it may be necessary for the study to create short-term support
mechanisms.

g. Researchers and donors have an ethical obligation to help
ensure that their findings are properly interpreted and used to
advance policy and intervention development.

h. Violence questions should be incorporated into surveys designed
for other purposes only when ethical and methodological
requirements can be met.
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than one opportunity to respond to a series of behaviourally specific
questions; single questions to assess violence are not recommended.
Studies that use only a few questions generally provide the lowest esti-
mates of violence. Other issues, such as the way the surveys are admin-
istered and who is included in the study population, can also have a
major influence on study results (see box 8).

Other sources of data and information 
on violence against women
Service-based data 
Information that is collected routinely through public and private agen-
cies that come into contact with women who have suffered violence is
known as service-based data. It includes records from health centres,
police stations and courts, public services such as housing and social
welfare services and shelters and other support services for survivors of
violence. Other support services include women lawyers’ associations,
legal aid services and advocacy organizations. Service-based data can-
not be used to measure the prevalence of violence in a community since
in most societies very few abused women report violence to the police
or support services, and those who do tend to be the most seriously
injured. However, service-based data can contribute to understanding
sector responses to violence and how far they meet the needs of women.

Service-based data can be used to monitor the number of
women coming forward to various agencies for help and can identify
how many women have sought support due to violence in specific pop-
ulations, for example, those attending health-care services. Information
on the number of women utilizing particular services because of vio-
lence can provide estimates of the need for such services and their costs.
It can also be used to quantify the need for training among service
providers, including medical and criminal justice professionals.

Service-based data can also contribute to evaluating the
response of agencies to which women turn for help. It is important to
know, for example, how police respond when a woman reports vio-
lence. Is the case investigated, are arrests made and are the charges pur-
sued through the courts? Data from police and courts are also needed
to evaluate and formulate legislation, policies and procedures to
respond to violence.



Box 9
Issues that affect the comparability of data on 
violence against womena

a. How is the study population identified?

• What are the cut-off ages, for example over 18, between 
15 and 49?

• Are unmarried women excluded?

• What geographic area is included in the study?

b. How is violence defined and measured?

• Who defines the abuse—the researcher or the respondent?

• Over what period of time is violence being measured?

• Does the study distinguish between different types of 
perpetrators in terms of their relationship to the victim?

• Is frequency of violence measured?

• What types of violence are included (physical, sexual, 
emotional or economic)?

• Does the study gather information regarding the severity 
of violence?

c. Is the interview carried out in such a way that women are likely to 
disclose experiences of violence?

• How are questions on violence worded?

• How are the questions introduced?

• What questions precede them?

• How many opportunities do the respondents have to disclose?

• What is the context of the interview, in terms of privacy,
length and skill of interviewer?

• How is the interview administered, for example, face-to-
face, by telephone or using computer technology?

a Ellsberg, M. and Heise, L., Researching violence against women: a practical
guide for researchers and activists (Washington, D.C., WHO, PATH, 2005).
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Tracking the availability of services, such as shelters or
refuges and other support for women who have been subjected to vio-
lence is also needed to evaluate a society’s response to the problem. In
addition, this information provides 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 seeking
help. At the same time, 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. This instead may point to obstacles pre-
venting women from seeking services.

Health services
Women who have been targeted for violence can be identified

in a health-care setting where they seek treatment, care and support.
However, women often do not disclose the fact that they have suffered
violence, even when it is the underlying cause of their health-care visit.
One way of increasing disclosure is through routine enquiry about vio-
lence. However, where routine enquiry takes place, the health service
needs to have the capacity to respond appropriately and make referrals,
as well as to record, analyse and report the data. 

There is considerable debate about whether health workers who
identify victims of violence should be obliged to report cases to the crim-
inal 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. Health workers have also raised
ethical concerns about routine identification of women who need help
when the health-care system is unable to provide appropriate assistance.

Routine data collection of specific health outcomes related to
violence, such as injury or death from homicide, offer potential for
monitoring trends in violence against women, particularly intimate part-
ner violence and sexual assault by partners and other perpetrators. 

Criminal and civil justice sectors
Statistics may be collected more systematically in the criminal

and civil justice sectors than in other sectors. The police are often the
primary source of information on intimate partner homicides and other
types of femicide. The criminal justice sector has the potential to collect
information on both victims and perpetrators and to track repeat 
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victimization and repeat offending. Because these sectors operate on the
basis of a code of law, it should be possible to organize data by crimi-
nal code sections. In most countries, however, it is not possible to gain
a complete picture of the magnitude of violence against women because
statistics are not broken down according to the sex of the victim and do
not describe the relationship of the victim to the perpetrator. Some
countries have specific laws on domestic violence while others address
domestic violence under laws on assault, grievous bodily harm, sexual
assault, stalking, homicide and other crimes. Even within an individual
country, different ministries may record the same crime differently, in
light of different responsibilities, such as the ministry of justice and the
ministry of health. 

Although criminal court cases represent a very small and 
non-representative sample of cases of violence against women, court 
statistics are important. They can contribute to understanding the
response of the criminal justice system to violence against women. In
particular, the effectiveness of laws and sanctions designed to protect
women can be assessed through statistics that track repeat offenders.
However, in many countries, feedback from the courts to the ministry
of justice is inadequate.

Women escaping domestic violence also use civil law reme-
dies. In some countries civil injunctions, also known as protection
orders, peace bonds, restraining orders or domestic violence orders,
prohibit violent partners from coming into contact with the victim.
They can include other conditions, such as prohibitions on the use of
drugs or alcohol or on the possession of weapons. Other types of
injunctions can remove the violent partner from the home. More data
needs to be collected to ascertain how effective these measures are and
how accessible they are to the women who need them.

Other services
Most public agencies that provide services to women vic-

tims/survivors of violence routinely keep some statistics on the use of
their services. The quality and quantity of data collection varies consid-
erably, both in general and in relation to violence against women. Such
services include public agencies providing housing, child welfare and
other social services.
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Diverse support services, usually led by NGOs, sometimes
with support from public funds, also collect information on the extent
and nature of violence against the women who come to them for help.
These services include shelters and refuges, advice telephone lines and
advocacy and related support services. Information is also sometimes
collected by women’s lawyers’ associations and legal aid services. The
information collected by services such as these is particularly relevant
to qualitative research. However, the records vary considerably in the
type and quality of information collected. 

Gaps and challenges in service-based data 
on violence against women
The availability and quality of service-based data varies a great deal. In
some countries, particularly in Europe and North America, information
is available, although not always compiled or disseminated, from a
broad array of sources. In other countries, particularly those with lim-
ited resources, the obstacles to collecting service-based data on violence
against women are much greater. 

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. The quality of the data may 
be poor, inconsistent over time and not entirely representative. Double
counting is a common problem, whereby women seeking repeated 
services from the same agency or from more than one agency are counted
more than once. These problems are largely the result of inadequate
training, lack of resources and poor coordination among agencies. 

Problems with service-based statistics are compounded when
social services are sparse or non-existent or when violence against
women is largely ignored by police or society in general. In societies
where victims/survivors of domestic violence or sexual violence are
highly stigmatized, they are reluctant to come forward for support. As a
result, considerable variation exists in the extent to which service-based
statistics are available at the national level. In order to improve data col-
lection in this field, a parallel improvement in the number and quality
of services for victims/survivors of violence is required, as well as a
reduction in the stigma and discrimination they face.
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Qualitative data collection
The main disadvantage of population-based surveys and service-based
data is that the information they provide is often fairly limited—a sur-
vey may indicate how many women have experienced violence or how
many have reported violence to the police, but may provide little or no
information on how women experience violence, the cultural context of
violence or the barriers that women face in access to justice. In contrast
to quantitative research methods, which produce information that can be
presented numerically, qualitative methods gather information that is
presented primarily through narratives, verbatim quotes, descriptions,
lists and case studies.

Qualitative methods are necessary to complement quantitative
surveys, for example to understand the complexities and nuances of
experiences from the respondent’s point of view. Qualitative methods
can be used for in-depth studies, as well as rapid assessments, and are
particularly appropriate for exploratory research or when an issue is
being studied for the first time. In addition, qualitative research findings
are useful in assessing women’s needs and constraints, community
needs, designing prevention campaigns, planning and evaluating inter-
ventions and engaging community actors via participatory research.

When qualitative research is carried out in order to strengthen
local programmes, the process of conducting research can initiate a pub-
lic discussion about violence against women and open a dialogue with
key institutional actors. For example, the Pan American Health
Organization carried out a study in 10 Latin American countries that
used qualitative methods to understand what happened to women
affected by family violence when they decided to seek assistance.220 The
study asked: to whom does the woman turn for help? What kinds of atti-
tudes and responses does she encounter from institutional actors? What
factors motivate her to act or inhibit her from acting? The results of the
study and the dissemination process served as an effective point of entry
for developing coordinated community interventions against domestic
violence in 25 pilot communities throughout Latin America.221

In another example, participatory research methods, such as
focus group discussions, were used in the Dadaab refugee camp in
Kenya to investigate a reported increase in cases of sexual violence and
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to identify possible interventions. The study found that the majority of
rapes occurred when women left the camp to search for firewood. As a
result, practical measures were taken to give women greater protection
when they were collecting firewood.222 

Evaluation research
Although the number and breadth of interventions to address violence
against women have greatly increased in the last decade, there has been
a lack of rigorous evaluation to identify the most effective practices.
Very few studies have evaluated the impact on women’s safety and
well-being of such measures as protection orders, mandatory arrests and
treatment programmes for perpetrators. Randomized control trials are
considered to be the most rigorous way to compare the effectiveness
of one intervention over another. However, this method is rarely used
to evaluate interventions to prevent violence against women and
ensure women’s safety, partly due to ethical considerations. In the
absence of reliable data, scarce resources might be wasted on pro-
grammes that have limited impact, making investment in programme
evaluation an urgent priority.223

Forms of violence against women 
that are under-documented
Although the knowledge base about all forms of violence against
women needs to be strengthened, some progress has been made in 
documenting some of the most common forms, particularly intimate
partner violence, sexual violence, female genital mutilation/cutting and
child sexual abuse. However, there are still many forms of violence that
remain largely undocumented. Some forms may affect relatively few
women overall, but have a devastating effect on the women concerned.
Some forms may be new or newly recognized. Efforts are ongoing to
improve the quality of data collection, but in some cases, new methods
need to be developed in order to adequately understand the extent and
dynamics of these under-documented forms of violence.

Under-documented forms of violence against women include
femicide; sexual violence against women in armed conflict and post-
conflict situations; trafficking in women for sexual and other exploita-
tion; harmful traditional practices (other than female genital mutila-
tion/cutting); prenatal sex selection and neglect of infant girls; forced 
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marriage; early marriage; acid throwing, dowry or “honour” related
violence; stalking; sexual harassment and violence in custody, work-
places and educational settings; and economic violence. It also includes
violence against certain groups of women, for example, members of
ethnic minorities, women with disabilities and migrant and undocu-
mented women. Some of these were not widely recognized as forms of
violence against women before the Fourth World Conference on
Women in Beijing in 1995. Many of these forms of violence could be
addressed in population-based surveys—for example, the WHO multi-
country study on domestic violence asks detailed information about
issues such as age and circumstances of marriage, the type of ceremony
held and whether money was exchanged. Data collection implications
for some forms are discussed below.

Femicide
Recent studies on femicide have found that the characteristics of mur-
ders of women are very different from those of men and often involve
domestic violence, extreme jealousy and possessiveness or passion,
dowry disputes or issues of “honour”. Further, they are often accompa-
nied by sexual violence, as seen in recent high rates of murders of
women reported in parts of Mexico and Guatemala.224

Studies of femicide have relied primarily on records provided
by the police, the courts or medical examiners. Such records have been
used to determine the relationship between the victim and the perpetra-
tor (for example, intimate partners, family members or in-laws or
strangers) and the circumstances of death (for example, cause of death
and location).225 Some countries categorize so-called “honour” killings
or dowry murders separately, which allows researchers to examine risk
factors and dynamics of these killings. However, these crimes are gen-
erally considered to be grossly underreported.226

In most countries, police and forensic data regarding homi-
cides are incomplete, and often do not provide basic information about
circumstances of death or the relation between victim and perpetrator.
In many countries, homicide data are not even disaggregated by the sex
of the victim. Researchers have used innovative methods such as “ver-
bal autopsies”, which involve interviews with individuals close to the
victim, to determine the circumstances of deaths and to learn how they
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might have been prevented.227 In South Africa, researchers addressed
the under-recording of femicide in police records by reviewing records
from a variety of sources, including private mortuaries.228

Sexual violence against women in 
armed conflict and post-conflict situations 
Although rape in war has been widespread for centuries, it has only
recently been recognized as a significant human rights issue. Providing
reliable data on the extent of sexual violence in war and humanitarian
crises is particularly challenging precisely because of the chaotic 
circumstances and constantly shifting populations as well as safety con-
siderations. Moreover, many women are reluctant to disclose rape, even
in order to access support or obtain justice, either for fear of additional
reprisals or because of the stigma associated with sexual violence. 

Most of the data available on sexual violence in conflict comes
from case studies or interviews with victims/survivors. Population-
based surveys have been performed in a few countries, either in refugee
camps or other post-conflict settings, including in Liberia, Rwanda,
Sierra Leone and Timor-Leste.229 Surveillance of sexual violence in
conflict and post-conflict situations, with due attention to ethical and
safety considerations, is needed urgently in order to establish more
effective prevention measures and remedial services.

From 2000 to 2004, the Reproductive Health Response in
Conflict Consortium spearheaded a global initiative on gender-based
violence. One of its outcomes was a qualitative assessment of such vio-
lence in conflict settings. The Consortium also developed tools for
measuring the prevalence of sexual violence among refugees, inter-
nally displaced persons and other conflict-affected populations.230 The
Gender-based Violence Tools Manual for Assessment and Program
Design, Monitoring and Evaluation contains a series of qualitative
assessment tools and techniques and a working draft of a standardized
population-based survey designed to measure multiple forms of gen-
der-based violence in conflict-affected settings around the world. This
has been piloted in four countries to date.
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Trafficking in women and girls 231

Statistics available in this area are notoriously unreliable. Many countries
do not have trafficking legislation or have legislation that is inadequate.
Even where legislation is in place, few traffickers are successfully prose-
cuted. There is often no centralized agency collecting data on human 
trafficking. Statistics may be reported by individual government agen-
cies, by NGOs, the media or international or regional organizations, but
these data sources are rarely linked and are often not comparable.

Trafficked women rarely report their situation to the authori-
ties and are often unwilling to cooperate with law enforcement officials
if identified and rescued. Their reasons include: fear of reprisals from
traffickers; lack of trust in the authorities; the belief that the authorities
cannot, or will not help; rejection by their families; and lack of oppor-
tunities in their home countries. Some trafficked women may not see
themselves as exploited, particularly if they are earning more than they
could in their own country. 

IOM, in a review of trafficking in women across Europe, came
to the conclusion that it was “not possible with any level of accuracy to
produce accurate estimates for trafficking in women”.232 Most estimates
on trafficking are difficult to compare or verify because the methodol-
ogy for computing the estimates is rarely given, and the coverage of
estimates is often unclear.233 There is often a wide disparity between
estimates, with some 10 times higher than others.

With regard to trafficking, several regional and national initia-
tives have begun to develop comprehensive databases to provide infor-
mation on international trafficking routes, sources, transit and destina-
tion countries and on the numbers of trafficked victims and offenders.234

Sexual harassment and violence in workplaces and schools
The main source of information on sexual harassment in the workplace
in most countries is the ministry of labour or the national office that
processes complaints against employers. In countries where there is no
legislation to address sexual harassment, there are virtually no records
on its extent. Regardless of data collection procedures, the actual num-
ber of women who experience sexual harassment is likely to exceed by
far the number of reported cases. 
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In many industrialized countries, surveys have been conducted
to estimate the proportion of individuals who have experienced harass-
ment, either in the workplace or educational settings. In developing
countries, although harassment is recognized as a grave problem, most
information comes from anecdotal, or qualitative, research and little is
known about the magnitude of the problem. Only a few studies, mostly
conducted in Africa, have measured the prevalence of school-based vio-
lence against girls in representative samples of students.235

Violence in institutional settings and correctional facilities 
While there is anecdotal information, there is little data available about
violence against women in health facilities,236 including mental health
facilities. Similarly, information about violence against women in prisons,
detention centres and other correctional facilities is not readily available.
Such information would need to be collected primarily by ministries of
health and justice, as well as independent research institutions. 

Indicators on violence against women 
Policymakers and activists have called on States, intergovernmental
bodies and others to develop a set of international indicators on violence
against women. These are needed for three main purposes: 

a. To persuade policymakers of the need to take action to
address violence against women: the most compelling 
evidence has been based on household surveys that measure
the extent and characteristics of different forms of violence
against women. There are numerous examples around the
world in which the presentation of survey data on violence
against women has galvanized political will and resulted in
legislative and policy reforms;

b. To measure access and quality of services to survivors of 
violence: this information is generally derived from the
administrative records of the criminal justice system, health
and social services or of NGOs that provide services to sur-
vivors of violence or from research on women’s perceptions
and use of services. Evaluation research, using both qualita-
tive and quantitative methods, is key to assessing the effec-
tiveness of programmes; 
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c. To monitor the progress of States in meeting their interna-
tional obligations to address violence against women: rele-
vant indicators would measure the impact of policies through
changes in the prevalence and incidence of violence, progress
in the establishment of legal and policy reforms, availability
of services and budgetary allocations to address violence 
against women. 

There is still no consensus as to the best approach for measur-
ing the global occurrence of violence against women, despite several
proposals for a set of international indicators.237 The Special Rapporteur
on violence against women, its causes and consequences has been
invited to put forward proposals for such indicators.238 The Millennium
Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality (Task Force 3)
proposed an indicator on violence against women in order to monitor
global progress in the Millennium Development Goal of “achieving
gender equality and empowering women”.239

There has also been discussion of including an indicator on
violence against women in a composite index on the gender equality
dimensions of human development, such as the Gender Development
Index or the Gender Empowerment Measure.240 This approach would
highlight the issue of violence against women as a critical dimension of
women’s empowerment and place it within the broader context of
human development. Including violence against women as part of a
composite index would also encourage Governments to collect data on
the issue. 

For a composite index, a single indicator must be selected that
is both simple and easy to interpret and for which robust, comparable
data are available. It must also be possible to measure changes in the sit-
uation within a medium to long-term time frame. To date, the most
widely available indicator is the prevalence of physical intimate partner
violence, defined as the proportion of women who have ever had a part-
ner who have experienced such violence within the last 12 months or in
their lifetime. There is fairly broad consensus among researchers about
how to measure physical partner violence, and it is currently included
in most surveys on violence against women. For the purpose of policy
development, other indicators are necessary, such as the lifetime preva-
lence of violence, the number, frequency and severity of violent 

83
V. Collecting data on violence against women



incidents and the prevalence of other forms of violence such as sexual
and emotional violence. With sufficient investment of resources and
effort, an internationally comparable database could be built within the
next five to seven years showing 12-month prevalence estimates of
physical intimate partner violence for the majority of countries. 

Improving data collection 
on violence against women
There is an urgent need to strengthen the knowledge base on all forms
of violence against women to inform policy and strategy development.
The expert group meeting on challenges and gaps in data collection on
violence against women made a detailed set of recommendations for
improving data collection.241 The expert group emphasized the respon-
sibility of States to ensure the systematic collection and publication of
data, including through supporting NGOs, academics and other actors
engaged in research. National statistical agencies and relevant min-
istries such as those of health or justice, have an important role to play
in setting technical and ethical standards, ensuring consistency of con-
cepts, regularity of data collection, and wide and timely dissemination
of data. Government’s national machineries for the advancement of
women should be closely associated with such efforts.

Because the international understanding of what constitutes
violence against women continues to evolve, operational definitions
need to remain flexible. Collaboration between producers and users of
data should be strengthened by having users involved in the develop-
ment and implementation of data collection. Data collection on violence
against women should be carried out in consultation with a wide range
of stakeholders, including data suppliers, advocates and agencies pro-
viding services to women, policymakers, legislators and researchers.n

84
Ending violence against women: From words to action



Introduction 
The present section builds on section II, which summarizes the emer-
gence of violence against women as a human rights concern and the
common understanding of the State’s responsibility to prevent and
respond to such violence. It elaborates on the content of this responsi-
bility and implementation at the national level. 

Human rights treaties, equally applicable to women and men, set
out a series of rights that are critical in the protection of women from vio-
lence (see box 5). These include the right to life, liberty and security of
the person; to be free from torture and from cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment; to be free from slavery and servitude; to equal
protection under the law; to equality in marriage and family relations; to
an adequate standard of living; to just and favourable conditions of work;
and to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health.242

The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in
Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, supports
action to prevent and combat trafficking, protect and assist the victims
of such trafficking and promote cooperation among States parties.

International humanitarian law is of primary relevance to the
protection of women and girls during armed conflict and international
criminal law and the principle of universal jurisdiction can provide an
avenue of redress to women for crimes committed against them in
wars and other situations of conflict and persecution.243 International
refugee law instruments, particularly the 1951 Convention relating to
the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, provide protection to
refugee women.

The rights of women are specifically elaborated in interna-
tional and regional treaties, in particular the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. The
Optional Protocol to the Convention, in force since 2000, establishes an
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individual complaints procedure as well as an inquiry procedure. Both
procedures have already been used to enhance State accountability for
violence against women. 

While the Convention does not explicitly address violence
against women (see sect. II), the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women made it clear that gender-based violence
may breach specific provisions of the Convention regardless of whether
those provisions expressly mention violence. The Convention requires
“States parties to act to protect women against violence of any kind
occurring within the family, at the work place or in any other area of
social life”.244 The protection of women’s right to be free from violence
under the Convention is confirmed by the practice of States parties who
report on violence against women to the Committee and the inclusion
of this issue in the concluding comments of the Committee. 

The Convention of Belém do Pará is the only treaty directed
solely at eliminating violence against women and has frequently been
cited as a model for a binding treaty on violence against women. The
Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the
Rights of Women in Africa addresses violence against women within
many of its provisions. In South Asia, States have agreed to the South
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation Convention on Preventing
and Combating the Trafficking in Women and Children for Prostitution
and the Dhaka Declaration for Eliminating Violence against Women 
in South Asia. The provisions of the European Convention for the
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms have also been
applied in cases involving violence against women.

The international legal framework is complemented by an
extensive array of policy instruments that provide detailed guidance for
action to address violence against women. These include declarations and
resolutions adopted by United Nations bodies and documents emanating
from United Nations conferences and summit meetings (see box 5).

Human rights treaty bodies established to monitor the imple-
mentation of treaties—the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women, the Human Rights Committee, the
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Committee on
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, the Committee on the Rights
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of the Child, the Committee Against Torture and the Committee on
Migrant Workers—address violence against women in relation to the
enjoyment of the rights protected by the respective treaties. The treaty
bodies address the structural causes of violence against women and
clarify States’ obligations to address and prevent all forms of violence
against women in general recommendations and concluding observa-
tions and in their work under individual complaints and inquiry proce-
dures. Other United Nations mechanisms, in particular the Special
Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences,
contribute to the understanding of State responsibility for preventing
and eliminating violence against women.

There is an increasing body of jurisprudence on violence
against women at the international and regional level. In particular, case
law has been established by the European and inter-American human
rights systems and by the ad hoc international criminal tribunals (see
box 9). These decisions set important precedents on the applicability of
international law to State and individual responsibility for violence
against women.

Legislative and judicial developments at the national level
have also elaborated on standards of State responsibility within national
contexts. The Constitutional Court of South Africa, for example, has
held that the State has a duty under international law to protect women
from gender-based discrimination, including violence that has the pur-
pose or effect of impairing the enjoyment by women of their human
rights.245

The implementation of international norms and standards on
violence against women requires comprehensive legal, policy and other
measures at the national level, with the involvement of many stake-
holders. These include all levels of the State at federal, state, provincial
and local levels, as well as all branches of Government, including the
judiciary, legislature and executive. Collaboration and coordination
between all stakeholders, including Governments, NGOs and civil soci-
ety organizations are vital for an effective approach to redressing such
violence (see sect. VII).

87
VI. The responsibility of the State to address violence against women



88
Ending violence against women: From words to action

Box 10
Examples of international and regional 
jurisprudence on violence against women

International
• Kisoki v. Sweden, Communication No. 41/1996 (A/51/44),

Committee against Torture

• The Prosecutor v. Jean-Paul Akayesu, Case No. ICTR-96-4-T-2, 1998,
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda

• The Prosecutor v. Dragoljub Kunarac, Radomir Kovac, and Zoran
Vukovic, Case No. IT-96-23&23/1, 2002, International Criminal
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia

• Karen Noelia Llantoy Huamán v. Peru, Communication 
No. 1153/2003, Human Rights Committee

• AT v. Hungary, Communication No. 2/2003, 2005, 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women

• Inquiry under article 8 of the Optional Protocol to the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
in regard to Mexico, and reply from the Government of Mexico,
2005, Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against
Women (See CEDAW/C/2005/OP.8/Mexico.)

Regional
• Airey v. Ireland, European Court of Human Rights, 6289/73, 1979

• X and Y v. the Netherlands, European Court of Human Rights,
8978/80, 1985

• Raquel Martí de Mejía v. Peru, Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights, Case 10.970, 1996

• Aydin v. Turkey, European Court of Human Rights, 23178/94, 1997

• Ana, Beatriz and Celia Gonzáles Pérez v. Mexico, Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights, Case 11.565, No. 53/01, 2000

• María da Penha Maia Fernandes v. Brazil, Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights, Case 12.051, 2001

• Algür v. Turkey, European Court of Human Rights, 32574/96, 2002

• María Mamérita Mestanza Chávez v. Peru, Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights, Case 12.191, 2003

• MC v. Bulgaria, European Court of Human Rights, 39272/98, 2003



State responsibility 
It is now well established under international law that violence against
women is a form of discrimination against women and a violation 
of human rights.246 States’ obligations to respect, protect, fulfil and 
promote human rights247 with regard to violence against women
encompasses the responsibility to prevent, investigate and prosecute all
forms of, and protect women from, such violence and to hold perpe-
trators accountable.248

States are responsible under international law for human rights
violations and acts of violence against women perpetrated by the State
or any of its agents.249 Such responsibility arises not only from State
actions, but also from omissions and failure to take positive measures to
protect and promote rights.250 States must refrain from committing
human rights violations through their own agents. They also have a duty
to prevent human rights violations by non-State actors, investigate alle-
gations of violations, punish wrongdoers and provide effective remedies
to victims. States are accountable for the actions of non-State actors if
they fail to act with due diligence to prevent, investigate or punish such
acts and provide an effective remedy.251

Much violence against women is committed by private actors
and includes a broad range of individuals and entities, such as intimate
partners and other family members; casual acquaintances and strangers;
neighbourhood and community institutions; criminal gangs, organiza-
tions and business enterprises. The use of the standard of due 
diligence underlines the State’s duty to protect women effectively from
such violence. 

The standard of due diligence is articulated in general rec-
ommendation No. 19 of the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women, which notes that “States may also be
responsible for private acts if they fail to act with due diligence to pre-
vent violations of rights or to investigate and punish acts of violence,
and for providing compensation” and in international and regional
legal and policy instruments 252 and jurisprudence. In Velasquez
Rodriguez v. Honduras,253 the Inter-American Court of Human Rights
held that a State must take action to prevent human rights 
violations committed by non-State actors, investigate allegations of
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violations and punish wrongdoers. The standard is not one of strict lia-
bility, in which the State would be held accountable for acts of vio-
lence against women regardless of the circumstances, but rather one
of reasonableness.254 It is based on principles of non-discrimination
and good faith in application.255 The standard of due diligence there-
fore requires a State to act with the existing means at its disposal to
address both individual acts of violence against women and the struc-
tural causes so as to prevent future violence.256

When State actors commit sexual violence, such violence may
constitute torture. For example, the rape of women in custody by State
agents including soldiers, policemen and prison officers has been 
recognized as an act of torture. The Committee against Torture found
that a woman would be in danger of being tortured if returned to Zaire,
where she was allegedly raped by security forces.257 The European
Court of Human Rights held that physical and mental abuse of a woman
in detention violated her right to freedom from torture or inhuman or
degrading treatment or punishment.258 The Inter-American Commission
on Human Rights found that a family of four women who were beaten
and gang-raped by Mexican military personnel in detention had been
tortured.259

The International Criminal Tribunals for the former Yugo-
slavia and Rwanda have recognized sexual violence including rape as
acts of torture, as crimes against humanity and an element of genocide
in some circumstances.260 The Rwanda tribunal recognized that “sexual
violence is not limited to physical invasion of the human body and may
include acts which do not involve penetration or even physical con-
tact”.261 The Special Court for Sierra Leone included forced marriage in
an indictment.262 The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court
established jurisdiction to try crimes of sexual violence, such as rape,
sexual slavery, enforced prostitution and forced pregnancy, enforced
sterilization and other sexual violence as crimes against humanity when
committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed at a
civilian population.263

The international legal and policy frameworks provide a set of
standards for action by States to prevent and eliminate violence against
women. Different contexts, circumstances and constraints, including
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availability of resources, will affect the type of action to be taken.
Inaction or inadequate action results in a breach of a State’s duty to
address such violence. Examples are provided below. 

Addressing violence against women 
Measures taken to prevent violence against women, to investigate and
prosecute acts of violence and punish perpetrators and to put in place
remedies are benchmarks by which States, women’s organizations and
advocates and human rights mechanisms may assess national laws, pro-
grammes and policies and evaluate their compliance with international
obligations. States have a general duty to promote de facto equality
between women and men and to develop and implement effectively a
legal and policy framework for the full protection and promotion of
women’s human rights. This is particularly important where women
may face increased risk of violence because their enjoyment of rights
such as those to housing, education or employment is impaired. State
responsibility is not limited to responding to acts of violence against
women, but extends to identifying patterns of inequality that could
result in violence and taking steps to overcome them. 

Legal and policy framework
Adherence to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women, its Optional Protocol and other relevant
international human rights treaties and the removal of reservations con-
stitute measures to address violence against women.264 Similarly, the
inclusion of the principle of equality of men and women in national con-
stitutions or similar legislation, in accordance with international stan-
dards, enhances the framework for addressing violence against
women.265 National plans of action to protect women against violence
and to improve the promotion and protection of women’s human rights
are part of compliance measures.266 States are also required to allocate
an adequate budget to address violence against women.267

The requirement to enact, implement and monitor legislation
covering all forms of violence against women is set out in a number of
international and regional instruments.268 It has been elaborated in the
case of AT v. Hungary,269 where the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women found that the lack of specific legisla-
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tion to combat domestic violence and sexual harassment constituted a
violation of human rights and fundamental freedoms, particularly the
right to security of person. In X and Y v. the Netherlands,270 the
European Court of Human Rights found that the Netherlands had
breached its human rights responsibilities by failing to create appropri-
ate criminal legislation applicable to the rape of a mentally handicapped
young woman. 

The requirement to review and revise existing laws and policy
to address violence against women was spelled out by the Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights in the case of María
Mamérita Mestanza Chávez v. Peru,271 which involved a government
sterilization programme.

The case of MC v. Bulgaria illustrates the importance of mon-
itoring the manner in which legislation is enforced. In this case, the
European Court of Human Rights found that although the article pro-
hibiting rape in Bulgaria’s penal code did not “mention any requirement
of physical resistance by the victim”, physical resistance appeared to be
required in practice to pursue a charge of rape.272

Criminal justice system
Investigation
States have a duty as set out in numerous international instru-

ments to investigate acts of violence against women.273 Such investi-
gations should use techniques that do “not degrade women subjected to
violence and minimize intrusion, while maintaining standards for the
collection of the best evidence”.274 In AT v. Hungary, the Committee on
the Elimination of Discrimination against Women spelled out the need
to “investigate promptly, thoroughly, impartially and seriously all alle-
gations” of domestic violence.275 In MC v. Bulgaria,276 the European
Court of Human Rights upheld the positive duty of States 
to ensure the effectiveness of the criminal law through effective inves-
tigation and prosecution. The Court found that the approach of the
prosecutors and investigators “fell short of the requirement inherent in
States’ positive obligations—viewed in the light of the relevant 
modern standards in comparative and international law—to establish
and apply effectively a criminal law system punishing all forms of rape
and sexual abuse”.277 The creation of a safe and confidential system for
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reporting violence against women, and protection of complainants from
any possible acts of retaliation, form part of effective investigation 
procedures.278

Prosecution and punishment of 
perpetrators of violence against women
The obligation of States to prosecute and punish perpetrators

of violence against women is outlined in international instruments.279

In María da Penha Maia Fernandes v. Brazil,280 the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights found that the failure of the State to
prosecute and punish a perpetrator of domestic violence for more than
15 years after the start of an investigation contradicted the State’s inter-
national commitments and was an indication that the State condoned
such violence.281 Similarly, in the inquiry into the abduction, rape and
murder of hundreds of women in and around Ciudad Juárez, Mexico,
the Committee raised the issue of impunity, which had prevailed for an
entire decade, during which these crimes had been treated as common
acts of violence belonging to the private sphere. The Committee noted
that the existing pattern of discrimination “whose most brutal manifes-
tation [was] extreme violence against women”, had been ignored.282

Standards for criminal proceedings, including rules of evi-
dence and procedure, should be conducted in a gender-sensitive 
manner to ensure that women are not “re-victimized”.283 This includes
the development and application of rules of evidence and procedure to
ensure that they are not too onerous or based on harmful stereotypes
that would inhibit women from testifying. Strategies to make criminal
proceedings more gender-sensitive may also require simplification of
legal procedures, victim confidentiality through in-camera proceed-
ings where appropriate, victim support and protection measures and
trained personnel.

Remedies for victims of violence against women
In tandem with responsibility for prosecution and punishment, States
have an obligation to provide just and effective remedies for women
subjected to violence.284 Generally, the right to a remedy should
include: access to justice; reparation for harm suffered; restitution; 
compensation; satisfaction; rehabilitation; and guarantees of non-
repetition and prevention. In AT v. Hungary, the Committee clarified
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that reparation should be proportionate to the physical and mental harm
undergone and to the gravity of the violations of the woman’s rights.285

In María da Penha Maia Fernandes v. Brazil, the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights recommended that a victim of domestic
violence receive “appropriate symbolic and actual compensation” for
the violence that she had suffered at the hands of her husband and also
for the State’s “failure to provide rapid and effective remedies, for the
impunity that has surrounded the case for more than 15 years, and for
making it impossible, as a result of that delay, to institute timely pro-
ceedings for redress and compensation in the civil sphere”.286

Support services
Women subjected to violence need access to shelters, medical, psycho-
logical and other support, legal aid and other services, as set out in a
number of international instruments, policy and practice.287 In AT v.
Hungary, the complainant could not access a shelter, as none in the
country could support her and her two children, one of whom was dis-
abled. Moreover, there were no protection orders or restraining orders
under Hungarian law. The Committee found that the avenues available
to the complainant were “not capable of providing immediate protection
to her against ill-treatment by her former partner”.288 The Committee
indicated that available, effective and sufficient remedies and rehabili-
tation for victims of domestic violence were necessary for safe and
prompt access to justice, including free legal aid where necessary.

Modifying attitudes and behaviour
International instruments and practice address the role of gender-based
stereotypes and sociocultural patterns of behaviour in the prevention
and elimination of violence against women. The Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women requires
States parties to address social and cultural patterns of conduct that lead
to discrimination and stereotyped roles for women and men.289 The
Convention of Belém do Pará requires States to “modify legal or cus-
tomary practices which sustain the persistence and tolerance of violence
against women”.290 Provisions of the Protocol to the African Charter on
the Rights of Women in Africa address the elimination of discrimination
and of harmful practices, including by modifying social and cultural
patterns of conduct of women and men.291 This includes elimination of
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stereotypes that legitimize, exacerbate or tolerate violence against
women.292 A number of instruments specifically emphasize that 
customs, traditions or religious considerations may not be invoked to
avoid obligations to eliminate violence against women.293

The role of stereotypes and sociocultural patterns of behaviour
was addressed by the Committee in the inquiry into the abduction, rape
and murder of women in and around Ciudad Juárez, Mexico. The
Committee emphasized that changing “a structural situation and a social
and cultural phenomenon deeply rooted in the consciousness and cus-
toms of the population … requires a global and integrated response …
aimed at transforming existing sociocultural patterns” and “eradicating
the notion that gender violence is inevitable”.294 The Committee
addressed this aspect also in AT v. Hungary, where it found a violation
of article 5 (a) of the Convention.295

Capacity-building and training
All those who respond to violence against women, such as law enforce-
ment officers, immigration, judicial and medical personnel and social
workers, require the capacity to deal with such violence in a gender-sen-
sitive manner296 and training, guidelines and manuals relating to vio-
lence against women contribute to such efforts.297 In the Ciudad Juárez
inquiry, the Committee underlined the State party’s responsibility to
promote and guarantee the education and training of all public officials
involved in investigations in regard to both technical aspects of investi-
gations and the issue of violence against women as a violation of
women’s human rights.298

Data and statistics
Accurate and comprehensive data and other documentation are crucial
in monitoring and enhancing State accountability for violence against
women and for devising effective responses. States’ role in promoting
research, collecting data and compiling statistics is addressed in policy
instruments299 (see sect. V).
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Gaps in implementation of international 
standards at the national level
Implementation of international standards at the national level remains
inadequate, as evidenced by the continuing prevalence of violence
against women worldwide. Human rights treaty bodies regularly draw
attention to gaps in the implementation of international obligations
relating to violence against women. The Committee on the Elimination
of Discrimination against Women has consistently identified a number
of areas of concern,300 as have other human rights treaty bodies.301

Good or promising practices for addressing some of these concerns are
discussed in section VII.

Legislation and its implementation
Human rights treaty bodies have expressed concern where States par-
ties’ legal systems lack specific legislation or legislative provisions to
criminalize violence against women, particularly domestic violence,
marital rape, incest, sexual harassment and traditional practices harmful
to women. Treaty bodies have also highlighted the lack, in many coun-
tries, of comprehensive laws on trafficking and specific provisions for a 
gender-sensitive approach in their asylum laws.

The treaty bodies have expressed concerns about the scope and
coverage of existing legislation, in particular in regard to: definitions of
rape that require use of force and violence rather than lack of consent;
definitions of domestic violence that are limited to physical violence;
treatment of sexual violence against women as crimes against the hon-
our of the family or crimes against decency rather than violations of
women’s right to bodily integrity; use of the defence of “honour” in
cases of violence against women and the related mitigation of sen-
tences; provisions allowing mitigation of sentences in rape cases where
the perpetrator marries the victim; inadequacy of protective measures
for trafficked women, as well as their treatment as criminals rather than
victims; termination of criminal proceedings upon withdrawal of a case
by the victim; penalization of abortion in rape cases; laws that allow
early or forced marriage; inadequate penalties for acts of violence
against women; and discriminatory penal laws.
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Where adequate legislation exists, the treaty bodies have fre-
quently expressed concern that such legislation has not been effectively
implemented. Particular concerns include: the absence of regulations to
implement legislation; lack of clear procedures for law enforcement and
health-care personnel; attitudes of law enforcement officers that 
discourage women from reporting cases; high dismissal rates of cases
by police and prosecutors; high withdrawal rates of complaints by vic-
tims; low prosecution rates; low conviction rates; failure of courts to
apply uniform criteria, particularly in relation to measures to protect
victims; lack of legal aid and high costs of legal representation in courts;
practices that deny women agency, such as detaining women for their
“protection” without their consent; and use of reconciliation proceed-
ings between a perpetrator and a victim of violence in criminal and
divorce cases to the detriment of the victim.

In countries where customary law prevails alongside codified
law, the Committee and other treaty bodies have been consistently con-
cerned about the use of discriminatory customary law and practice,
despite laws enacted to protect women from violence.

Training
The treaty bodies have emphasized that in order for legislation and poli-
cies pertaining to violence against women to be effectively enforced,
the officials responsible for implementation must be provided with
training to ensure that they are sensitized to all forms of violence against
women and can respond in a gender-sensitive manner.

P rovision of services
The treaty bodies have expressed concern where States parties do not
have sufficient support measures in place for women victims/survivors
of violence. The treaty bodies have emphasized the responsibility of the
State to ensure that victims/survivors have access to services such as
shelters and legal, medical and psychological support. The Committee
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women has also been 
concerned about inadequate financing for such programmes and organ-
izations that provide such services. It has also expressed concern about
the lack of monitoring of programmes providing services to victims/
survivors of violence.
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Attitudes and stereotypes
The treaty bodies have highlighted the fact that women are kept in sub-
ordinate positions and thus placed at risk of violence, by traditions and
customs that discriminate against women, by gender-role stereotyping
and by discrimination against women in law, including customary law
and in practice. The treaty bodies have noted that the perpetuation of
discriminatory attitudes and stereotypes constructs violence against
women, particularly domestic violence, as a private matter that is
acceptable or normal. In doing so, the treaty bodies have stressed the
importance of States parties taking steps to eliminate such attitudes and
stereotypes.

Data and research
The treaty bodies have been consistently concerned by the lack of sys-
tematic data collection on all forms of violence against women and the
lack of data disaggregated by sex more generally.

Actions to be taken by States 
to meet their international obligations
The international legal and policy framework establishes standards for
action by States to meet their legal obligations and policy commitments
to address violence against women. These fall into the following 
categories:

• Ratification of all international human rights instruments,
including the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination against Women and its Optional Protocol, and
withdrawal of reservations

• Establishment of constitutional frameworks guaranteeing 
substantive equality for women and prohibiting violence
against women

• Adoption, periodic review and effective implementation, in 
a gender-sensitive manner, of legislation that criminalizes all
forms of violence against women

• Formulation and implementation of executive policies or
plans of action to eliminate violence against women and 
regular monitoring and evaluation of such policies or plans 
of action

98
Ending violence against women: From words to action



• Investigation in a prompt, thorough, gender-sensitive 
and effective manner of all allegations of violence against
women, including by keeping official records of all com-
plaints; undertaking investigation and evidence-gathering
expeditiously; collecting and safeguarding evidence, with
witness protection where needed; and providing the opportu-
nity for women to make complaints to, and deal with, skilled
and professional female staff

• Prosecution of the perpetrators of all forms of violence
against women and elimination of any climate of impunity
surrounding such offences

• Action to ensure that the criminal justice system, including
rules of evidence and procedure, functions in a non-discrimi-
nating and gender-sensitive manner to encourage women’s 
testimony in proceedings regarding violence against women

• Punishment of the perpetrators of all forms of violence
against women in a manner commensurate with the severity
of the offence

• Provision of appropriate remedies, including by adopting
measures to allow victims to obtain appropriate symbolic 
and actual compensation, without prejudice to possible civil
proceedings against the perpetrator

• Implementation of training and awareness-raising pro-
grammes to familiarize judges, prosecutors and other mem-
bers of the legal profession with women’s human rights in
general, and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women and its Optional Protocol 
in particular

• Implementation of training programmes for judicial, legal,
medical, social services, social work, educational, police and
immigration personnel to educate such personnel and sensi-
tize them to the social context of violence against women
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VII. PROMISING PRACTICES AND 
CHALLENGES FOR IMPLEMENTATION

• Action to eliminate all forms of discrimination against
women and raise awareness of the issue of violence against
women through measures such as: removing all stereotypes
and sexist content from educational curricula and creating
positive images of women; organizing, supporting or funding,
as appropriate, community-based education campaigns to
raise awareness about violence against women; promoting
and instituting an active and visible policy of gender main-
streaming in all policies and programmes

• Creation of services, in cooperation with civil society organi-
zations as appropriate, in the following areas: access to 
justice, including free legal aid when necessary; provision 
of a safe and confidential environment for women to report
violence against women; adequately funded shelters and
relief services; adequately funded health-care and support
services, including counselling; linguistically and culturally
accessible services for women requiring such services; and
counselling and rehabilitation programmes for perpetrators 
of violence against women

• Systematic collection of data disaggregated by sex and other
factors such as age, ethnicity and disability detailing the
prevalence of all forms of violence against women; the
causes and consequences of violence against women; and 
the effectiveness of any measures implemented to prevent
and redress violence against women.n
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Introduction
Good or promising practices have been developed by many States to
meet their human rights obligations to address violence against
women. Innovative work has been done by women’s NGOs in many
countries, sometimes in collaboration with the State, to find dynamic
approaches to ending violence against women in differing contexts. It
remains, however, difficult to identify best practices on an international
or global level because of the range of ways and the variety of contexts
in which violence against women is manifested. The lack of sustained
resources committed to this work, and especially to evaluating differ-
ent initiatives, adds to the difficulty of generalizing about which
approach works best. For this reason, this study uses the more qualified
characterization of “promising” or “good” practice.

There is as yet no agreement on assessment criteria of “good
practices”. Whether a practice is “good”, “promising” or “effective”
depends both on the standards that are used in evaluation and on the
local context. Family forms, living arrangements and livelihoods and
the capacities of the State vary across and within societies, leading to
different approaches to tackling similar problems. What works well is
influenced by the form of the State, its commitment to women’s equal-
ity, its relationship with NGOs and civil society and the resources it has
to draw on. Whether the State is involved in or emerging from conflict,
or hosts large refugee populations is another critical factor. The chal-
lenge is to identify useful generalizations about interventions and
reforms without understating the importance of the specific context and
without minimizing the responsibility of the State to address violence
against women despite constraints.

There are generic aspects of good or promising practices that
can be extracted from a variety of experiences around the world.
Common principles of such practices include: clear policies and laws
that make violence illegal; strong enforcement mechanisms; effective
and well-trained personnel; the involvement of multiple sectors; and
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close collaboration with local women’s groups, civil society organiza-
tions, academics and professionals. It is critical to involve women
fully and to use their experiences of violence—including the com-
plexities that arise from multiple discrimination—as the starting point
for developing policies and programmes. The most promising 
practices in all areas involve a clear demonstration of political 
commitment to eliminating violence against women, as evidenced by
statements by high-level government officials, backed by action and
the commitment of resources by the State.

Practices emerge in particular contexts and circumstances,
often building on and learning from what has been tried before. A prac-
tice may be considered good based on its effectiveness, replicability,
sustainability, relevance, responsiveness, efficiency or innovative-
ness.302 The process involved in developing or implementing a practice
may itself be considered a good practice. The former Special
Rapporteur on violence against women described “best” or “good”
practices as those “that led to actual change, contributed to a policy
environment more conducive to gender equality and/or have broken
new ground in non-traditional areas for women”.303

Collaboration and coordination between Governments, NGOs
and civil society organizations continue to be vital in the development of
effective practices to eliminate violence against women. Examples
include alliances and coalitions between Government and NGOs that
draw on the experience and expertise of the most active and informed
partners—women’s groups and networks—in designing and implement-
ing programmes. Coordination and networking between government sec-
tors, such as the justice system and the health, education and employment
sectors, is widely seen as good practice. The formation of strategic coali-
tions and alliances between groups working on violence against women
and those working on other issues such as HIV/AIDS, women’s economic
empowerment and other aspects of social justice is also good practice.

Governments, NGOs and women’s rights activists dealing
with violence against women have used different approaches in three
distinct, yet interrelated, areas: law and justice, provision of services
and prevention of violence. Many Governments use national plans of
action, which include legal measures, service provision and prevention
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strategies, to address violence against women. Promising practices in
the development and implementation of such plans of action include
consultation with women’s groups and other civil society organizations,
clear timelines and benchmarks, transparent mechanisms for monitor-
ing implementation, clear indicators of impact and evaluation, pre-
dictable and adequate funding streams and the integration of measures
to address and prevent violence against women in sectoral programmes.

States’ responsibilities in addressing violence against women,
as well as gaps in implementation, were laid out in section VI. This sec-
tion indicates how these gaps in implementation at the national level
could be closed by presenting examples of practices that, for different
reasons, are viewed as good or promising. They are drawn mainly from
experience with domestic violence and sexual violence because there is
more information available in these areas, but many of the principles
apply more broadly. The list of examples is neither exhaustive nor
static. As experience grows, existing practices may be eclipsed by inno-
vations and new insights that offer even more promise in efforts to pre-
vent and redress violence against women.304 Enhanced use of such
promising practices could also respond to the consistent concerns
voiced by treaty bodies (see sect. VI) about gaps in legislation and 
its effective implementation, in provision of services and in general 
prevention efforts.

Promising practices in law
The incorporation of provisions on gender equality in national constitu-
tions or other comparable legislation and the elimination of discrimina-
tory provisions in all areas of law, enhance the prevention of violence
against women and constitute good practice. Laws establish standards
of right and wrong, deter wrongdoers through arrests, prosecution 
and punishment of perpetrators and provide remedies to victims. Laws
provide access to justice and may mandate the allocation of resources 
or the establishment of services for victims/survivors. Laws alone,
however, are insufficient and need to be part of a broader effort that
encompasses public policies, public education, services and violence
prevention.305
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Guiding principles for p romising practices 
in law and the justice system
A growing body of experience suggests that when certain principles are
followed, laws have greater potential to address violence against
women effectively. These principles include:

• Address violence against women as a form of gender-based
discrimination, linked to other forms of oppression of
women, and a violation of women’s human rights

• Make clear that violence against women is unacceptable and
that eliminating it is a public responsibility

• Monitor implementation of legal reforms to assess how well
they are working in practice

• Keep legislation under constant review and continue to
reform it in the light of new information and understanding

• Ensure that victims/survivors of violence are not “revictim-
ized” through the legal process

• Promote women’s agency and empower individual women
who are victims/survivors of violence

• Promote women’s safety in public spaces

• Take into account the differential impact of measures on
women according to their race, class, ethnicity, religion, 
disability, culture, indigenous or migrant status, legal status,
age or sexual orientation

Legal framework
Enactment of laws
Enacting laws prohibiting specific forms of violence against

women is an important step towards eliminating such violence.306 Good
practice in the development of such laws requires a process that is con-
sultative and that incorporates the opinions of civil society, especially
victims/survivors and women’s NGOs, in dialogue with practitioners
who will apply and enforce the laws. For example, the 2004 Spanish
Protection from Violence Act (Ley Integral) was developed with strong
involvement from women’s organizations and contains a wide defini-
tion of violence including psychological forms of violence, such as 
sexual aggression, threat, compulsion, coercion and deprivation of free

104
Ending violence against women: From words to action



will.307 The law covers preventive and educational measures, as well as
protection and assistance for victims and new sanctions against perpe-
trators. The Mongolian Domestic Violence Law, enacted in May 2004,
was the result of collaboration between two prominent Mongolian
women’s NGOs and the parliamentary domestic violence legislative
taskforce.308

Implementation of laws
The potential of laws on violence against women remains

unfulfilled if they are not effectively applied and enforced.
Implementation of laws is enhanced by mandatory and systematic gen-
der-sensitivity training of law enforcement officials, prosecutors and
judges and by protocols and guidelines on the appropriate application of
the law. Critical for the effective use of the law is women’s knowledge
of the law and the protection and remedies it offers and women’s capac-
ity to claim these rights effectively.

Gender-sensitivity training of law enforcement officials is con-
ducted in many countries by Governments and civil society organiza-
tions, often in collaboration. Good practice requires such training to be
systematic and mandatory. For example, Brazil and Paraguay have
introduced compulsory educational curricula on violence against
women for police trainees.309 Luxembourg’s Ministry for the
Advancement of Women conducts training on domestic violence for
members of the national police directorate, officers of the National
Police Academy and the public prosecutor’s office.310 The National
Police Agency in the Republic of Korea educates police officials on the
laws on domestic violence, procedures in responding to reports and
steps to protect victims. It also conducts a nationwide test of police offi-
cials on these subjects.311 Chile has trained more than 25,000 officials
under a framework developed by the Inter-Ministerial Commission on
Violence within the Family Sphere.312 In the Netherlands, a nationwide
project on domestic violence launched by the Board of Police
Commissioners in 2003 encourages all police regions to develop a pol-
icy on tackling domestic violence, to promote police expertise and to
enable the national registration of domestic violence cases.313 The
Centre for Women’s and Children’s Studies in Bangladesh developed a
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training manual for police officers that reflects the needs of survivors
and defines the role of law enforcement in combating domestic, sexual
and dowry-related violence, trafficking and acid throwing.314

Programmes to enhance the gender-sensitivity of judges
include “Towards a Jurisprudence of Equality”, developed by the
International Association of Women Judges and its partners in Africa
and Latin America. This programme strengthens the capacity of judges
and magistrates to apply international and regional human rights law to
cases involving violence against women.315 The Indian women’s NGO
Sakshi has trained members of the judiciary on gender issues using
interactive dialogue, small group problem-solving, visits to shelters and
meetings with NGOs to give judges a better understanding of women’s
experiences.316 Women in Law and Development Africa, an NGO, has 
compiled legal training kits for judges.317 The Gender Justice Awards
organized by the Government of the Philippines in collaboration with
civil society recognize judges who have rendered gender-sensitive deci-
sions in cases of violence against women.318

Guidelines and protocols on the implementation of laws and
policies regarding violence against women have been devised in several
countries. Such guidelines and protocols are promising practice in that
they establish clear and predictable standards to follow for the police
and others who respond to violence against women. The South African
Police Service and the National Prosecuting Authority have compiled
detailed documents setting out standards for the management of domes-
tic violence and sexual assault cases.319 In the United Kingdom, there
are guidelines for police, social workers and educational professionals
on addressing forced marriages.320

Programmes and strategies to empower women by raising their
awareness about their rights and enhancing their capacity to claim such
rights have been developed in many countries, mostly by NGOs. Such
programmes can also contribute to increased reporting of violence. 
In 2004, the Afghan Women’s Resource Center trained more than 
500 women in a remote area of Afghanistan about their basic rights, 
violence against women and forced marriages. In Timor-Leste,
Fokupers, an NGO, provides accessible legal aid services for women
victims and raises public awareness of domestic violence and women’s
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legal rights. Its Babadok Bulletin and public information brochures 
are distributed to service providers, religious institutions, government
agencies and lawmakers.

Monitoring laws
Good practice involves monitoring and evaluating laws to

ensure continuing effective application through such mechanisms as
ombudspersons, national rapporteurs, observatories and gender equal-
ity machinery. For example, Nepal and the Netherlands have national
rapporteurs on trafficking who oversee and monitor anti-trafficking 
activities.321

Civil society organizations play a fundamental role in moni-
toring the implementation of legislation and policy. The European
Women’s Lobby, the largest umbrella organization of women’s associa-
tions in the European Union, established the European Observatory on
Violence against Women in 1997.322 The Observatory is composed of
women experts from each of the European Union member States who
monitor policy issues at the national, European, and international levels
and share good practices identified. In addition, five European countries
have now established national observatories.323

Periodic review and revision of laws
Good practice requires periodic review and reform of laws tak-

ing account of the evolving knowledge-base on violence against women
and the ways to address it, developments in international human rights
law and insights gained through application, monitoring and evaluation.
The Convention of Belém do Pará led to the enactment of laws on vio-
lence against women in countries in the Latin American region. Insights
gained from the application of such laws have resulted in their revision,
including revision of domestic violence laws, such as in Belize, Peru
and Puerto Rico, to enhance their applicability and effectiveness.324

Evolving knowledge has led to the inclusion of new standards
in legislation. In Canada, a person charged with sexual violence is now
required to have taken reasonable steps to determine whether there was
consent, as opposed to the victim having to establish resistance.325 The
marital rape exemption has been removed from the laws in many coun-
tries and marital rape has been criminalized in others (see box 1).
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Reduced penalties in cases of “honour killings” have been eliminated in
Tunisia,326 and crimes committed in the name of “honour” are punish-
able by life imprisonment in Turkey.327 Psychological and economic
violence are now incorporated in the legal definition of domestic vio-
lence in a number of countries including Costa Rica, Guatemala,
Honduras and South Africa.328.

Criminal law
Prosecution and punishment of perpetrators
Vigorous arrest and prosecution policies make a statement to

society as a whole that violence against women is a serious crime that is
not condoned by the authorities. However, the majority of reported cases
of violence against women are not prosecuted and of those that are,
many do not result in a conviction. Even when perpetrators are con-
victed, they often receive sentences that are not commensurate with the
gravity of the crime.329

Measures that enhance women’s access to justice, including
timely arrests, effective proceedings and punishments are good practice.
An inter-agency project, the Family Violence Intervention Program, in
Canberra, Australia, works with prosecutors to ensure that they do not
drop domestic violence cases. It uses an agreed protocol between
involved agencies and technology such as digital cameras to photograph
victims and crime scenes, making evidence available to the court. Since
the inception of the project, there has been a 288 per cent increase in
cases prosecuted.330

Appropriate sentencing can be achieved through the introduc-
tion of minimum sentences for certain offences and monitoring of sen-
tencing practices. Several States, such as Sri Lanka, have minimum
prison sentences for rape and aggravated rape.331 The Solicitor General in
the United Kingdom monitors all sentencing and may refer cases to the
Court of Criminal Appeal when the sentence is considered too lenient.

Protection of victims’ rights
Women victims of violence frequently do not seek justice

because of feelings of shame and fear of persecution by the criminal jus-
tice system.332 Good practice involves safeguarding the rights of victims
and creating a system that respects the privacy, dignity and autonomy of
all victims and is conducive to reporting.

108
Ending violence against women: From words to action



A number of States have endeavoured to meet such objectives
by providing greater legal protection for victims of rape, including
through laws that prevent the introduction of unrelated evidence about
a victim’s sexual behaviour in order to protect victims of rape from 
abusive cross-examination. The Philippines Rape Victim Assistance and
Protection Act of 1998 is one example. Courtroom procedures that 
protect the privacy of victims during trial, such as allowing evidence 
to be given by video link or restricting access to courtrooms for the 
general public during rape trials, are used increasingly widely, includ-
ing in Finland, Ireland, Japan and Nepal.333

Progress has been made in a number of areas to avoid the 
re-victimization of women in the criminal justice process. For example,
“virginity tests” in rape cases have been banned in Jordan and Turkey.334

Provisions allowing impunity for rape if the perpetrator marries the 
victim have been removed from the penal codes of countries including
Egypt,335 Costa Rica, Ethiopia, Peru,336 and Turkey.337

Civil remedies
Civil laws complement criminal measures and play an important role in
providing victims/survivors with avenues of redress and compensation.
Promising practice in this area includes the availability of civil remedies
such as civil protection orders; anti-discrimination laws; civil laws 
to sue perpetrators and State agents for compensation; and victim 
compensation funds that cover cases of violence against women.

Protection orders, also known as restraining or removal orders,
aim to protect women from the immediate threat of violence by restrain-
ing the perpetrator from contacting the victim during a specified period
or removing the perpetrator from the home. Such orders have been
adopted in countries around the world. Under the Austrian Federal Act
on Protection against Family Violence, the police may immediately
evict and bar the batterer from the home of the victim for 10 to 20 days.
Longer-term protection is available through a court-issued protective
temporary injunction.338 This law has been replicated in other European
countries, including Germany.339

Under the general tort law of most countries, women may
bring a civil action for assault, battery or the intentional infliction of
emotional distress, although this is not often done. Civil suits may result
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in financial compensation for the harm inflicted. Victims/survivors of
violence, or families of the deceased, may pursue civil causes of action
not only against the perpetrators but also against law enforcement 
officials when they fail to provide adequate protection to individual 
victims.340

Anti-discrimination laws and laws that identify violence
against women as a violation of women’s civil rights are promising in
that they convey the message that acts of violence against women are
not merely crimes by one individual against another but are an assault
on a publicly shared ideal of equal rights.341 Some States and localities
within the United States, such as New York state, have enacted laws
providing a remedy for acts of violence against women as a violation of
civil rights.342 The South African Promotion of Equality and Prevention
of Unfair Discrimination Act explicitly recognizes gender-based vio-
lence as unfair discrimination and requires the State and non-State
actors to refrain from discriminating and to take positive measures 
to promote equality. Sexual harassment is recognized as a form of 
discrimination and a violation of women’s human rights in several
States, including New Zealand.

Specialized laws and procedures 
to address violence against women
The adoption of specialized laws and procedures on violence against
women is promising in that such laws and procedures aim to enhance
the effectiveness of the State’s response to violence against women.
Some States have enacted comprehensive laws specific to violence
against women that provide multiple types of remedy. For example, in
the United States, the federal Violence against Women Act of 1994 con-
tains provisions designed to reduce the frequency of violence against
women, provide needed services to victims, hold perpetrators account-
able, strengthen law enforcement, improve research and data collection
and reform immigration law to help battered immigrant women escape
their abusers. The statute authorized the appropriation of more than 
1 billion United States dollars ($) in federal funds to support a broad
range of programmes, including training police, prosecutors and judges;
supporting shelters and rape prevention programmes; setting up a
national toll-free domestic violence telephone hotline; and establishing
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a national database to improve the ability of local, state and federal law
enforcement agencies to record and share information.343 In the
Philippines, the Anti-Violence against Women and Their Children Act
of 2004 criminalizes acts of physical, sexual, psychological and eco-
nomic abuse in intimate relationships. The law allows courts to issue
temporary protection orders and, for rural women, mandates village
officials to provide protection. The law also created an inter-agency
council to formulate programmes and projects.344

Specialized courts can improve efficiency, minimize the bur-
den on victims and improve case outcomes when prosecutors, judges
and other court officers have received relevant training. These courts
take many different forms and the most ambitious combine different
components of the legal system, such as civil and criminal, as well as
non-legal aspects such as access to support services and counselling. A
model Integrated Domestic Violence Court developed in the United
States in New York state has been replicated in other parts of the world,
including the United Kingdom.345 In South Africa, 54 specialist Sexual
Offences Courts have been established, which have greatly reduced
case turnaround time and increased conviction rates.346

Specialized police units aim to provide a safe environment for
women who report violence and to enhance the police response to vio-
lence against women through specialized officers. The first women’s
police unit was established in Sao Paulo, Brazil in 1985.347 The practice
then spread throughout Latin America, including to Argentina, Ecuador,
Peru and Uruguay.348 In the Dominican Republic, domestic violence
legislation is enforced by six prosecutor’s offices working exclusively
with domestic violence cases; six police squads specifically charged
with protecting women from violence; and a magistrate’s court and a
criminal court dealing exclusively with cases of domestic violence.349 In
Belgium, the Human Trafficking Unit is tasked with detecting cases of
human trafficking, sending early warnings to the authorities and serving
as an operational focal point within the country’s police forces.350

Other a reas of law
Because violence affects every aspect of a woman’s life, it is good 
practice to scrutinize the many other areas of law that may affect vic-
tims/survivors. Women’s rights advocates have worked to incorporate a
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sensitivity to violence against women in such diverse areas of law as
divorce, child custody and visitation, child abuse and neglect, welfare
and public benefits, immigration, employment and housing. Even the
best laws providing civil and criminal remedies for violence against
women are of limited utility if victims are placed at a disadvantage by
other legal rules.351 For example, a migrant woman who is subjected 
to domestic violence but is dependent on her husband’s immigration
status is unlikely to report it for fear of repercussions. Countries such 
as Canada, the Netherlands and the United States have addressed 
this concern by allowing victims of domestic violence to apply for 
permanent residence status irrespective of whether their spouses 
support their application.

The application of international law by national courts
The use of international legal standards on violence against women by
domestic courts is a promising practice. In a case where a woman was
attacked by a man on bail on a rape charge, the South African
Constitutional Court held that the police and prosecutors had failed to
comply with a legal duty to take steps to prevent him from causing her
harm.352 In rejecting a challenge to the constitutionality of key provi-
sions of domestic violence legislation, the Court held that it was the
duty of the State under international law, including the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, to enact
appropriate and effective legislation. The Supreme Court of India353

relied on the Indian Government’s international obligations, particularly
under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women and the Beijing Platform for Action, to
establish guidelines and norms on sexual harassment at work. These
norms were to be observed pending the enactment of appropriate
national legislation.
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Box 11
National laws on violence against women
Over the past decade, many States have introduced laws addressing various
forms of violence against women. States’ responsibility for the enactment of 
a legal framework for addressing all forms of violence against women was 
discussed in section 6, as were the concerns of treaty bodies about persistent
gaps. The present box highlights existing legislation in five areas where treaty
bodies have commonly voiced concerns.a The information was last updated on 
30 April 2006.

Domestic violence
Eighty-nine States currently have some legislative provisions that specifically
address domestic violence. Of these, 60 States have specific domestic violence
laws; seven have violence against women laws; one has a gender-neutral law
against violence; 14 have specific provisions on domestic violence in their penal
codes; five have civil procedures for the removal of perpetrators; and one
addresses domestic violence through family law. Twelve of the States with specific
domestic violence legislation refer to family-based violence rather than gender-
based violence. There are 102 States that are not known to have any specific
legal provisions on domestic violence. Twenty States have draft legislation on
domestic violence in varying stages of development, with a further four states 
having expressed an intention to develop specific legislation, or provisions, on
domestic violence.

Marital rape
Marital rape may be prosecuted in at least 104 States.b Of these, 32 have made
marital rape a specific criminal offence, while the remaining 74 do not exempt
marital rape from general rape provisions. Marital rape is not a prosecutable
offence in at least 53 States. Four States criminalize marital rape only when the
spouses are judicially separated. Four States are considering legislation that
would allow marital rape to be prosecuted.

Sexual harassment
Ninety Statesc have some form of legislative provision against sexual harassment.
Of these, 11 States have adopted specific legislation on sexual harassment;
another 31 States have amended their penal code or criminal law to make sex-
ual harassment a specific criminal offence; 18 States address sexual harassment
in their labour code or employment law; 18 States address it in anti-discrimination
or gender equality legislation; and 12 States have a combination of provisions in
these three areas. In addition, the judiciaries of two States have developed com-
mon law doctrines on sexual harassment.d Seven States are considering draft laws
pertaining to sexual harassment.

Trafficking
A total of 93 States have some legislative provision regarding trafficking in human
beings. Of these, 10 States have legislative provisions that apply only to children.
Currently, there are at least 7 States with draft legislation regarding trafficking.



Box 11 (cont’d)
Female genital mutilation/cutting
Fifteen of the 28 African States where female genital mutilation/cutting is
prevalent have enacted laws criminalizing the practice. In addition, one
State has enacted a health law prohibiting female genital mutilation/cutting,
two prohibit the practice through ministerial decrees and in one federal State,
several states criminalize the practice. Five additional African States are con-
sidering draft legislation on female genital mutilation/cutting. Of the nine
States in Asia and the Arabian Peninsula where female genital mutilation/cut-
ting is prevalent among certain groups, two have enacted legal measures
prohibiting it. In addition, 10 States in other parts of the world have enacted
laws criminalizing the practice.

a Research was conducted on the laws of 191 States. The main sources were
State reports under the Convention; Member States’ responses to the question-
naire for the ten-year review and appraisal of the Beijing Platform for Action
and Outcome Document; Member States’ contributions to the Secretary-
General’s study; reports of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women,
its causes and consequences; ILO reports; reports of non-governmental organiza-
tions; and Government websites.
b The following figures on marital rape do not include 16 States for which 
information could not be found.
c Some legislative measures regarding sexual harassment are not all-encompass-
ing in their scope. For example, some States have legislation directed solely
towards public sector employees, while others address sexual harassment in
their morality laws.
d Vishaka v. State of Rajasthan and others AIR, 1997 S.C. 3011 (India); 
and Bank Employees’ Union v. Republic Bank Ltd. Trade Dispute 17 of 1995
(Trinidad and Tobago).

Promising practices in 
the provision of services
All over the world, women suffer the physical, emotional and psycho-
logical effects of violence. They also have to face the economic and
social consequences that affect their lives, relationships, productivity
and achievement in education and employment. Victims/survivors of 
violence against women need timely access to health care and support
services that respond to short-term injuries, protect them from further
violations and address longer-term needs. Yet many do not get the help
they need, because there are too few support services in their country,
because they do not have access to services or do not know about their
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existence or because, for whatever reason, they are reluctant to contact
those services. Good practices in the provision of services endeavour to
address these challenges.

Support services are provided by a range of actors, most com-
monly by State agencies and NGOs. Communities, employers, private
practitioners and individuals may also provide support. Support for 
victims/survivors needs State funding and encouragement and benefits
from State coordination with NGO initiatives. It requires training and
capacity-building across State agencies such as health, law enforce-
ment, justice, social welfare and education.

Guiding principles for p romising practices 
in the provision of services
A growing body of experience indicates that good or promising prac-
tices in the provision of services are based on a number of general prin-
ciples, including to:

• Promote the well-being, physical safety and economic secu-
rity of victims/survivors and enable women to overcome the
multiple consequences of violence to rebuild their lives

• Ensure that victims/survivors have access to appropriate 
services and that a range of support options are available that
take into account the particular access needs of women facing
multiple discrimination

• Ensure that service providers are skilled, gender-sensitive,
have ongoing training and conduct their work in accordance
with clear guidelines, protocols and ethics codes and, where
possible, provide female staff

• Maintain the confidentiality and privacy of the victim/
survivor

• Cooperate and coordinate with all other services for
victims/survivors of violence

• Monitor and evaluate the services provided

• Reject ideologies that excuse or justify men’s violence or
blame victims

• Empower women to take control of their lives
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Forms of service provision
Health services
The health-care system is often the first service to have contact

with women victims of violence. It is good practice for the health system
to offer a range of interventions to support victims and to ensure that they
are not subjected to additional violence within hospitals and health-care
facilities. Examples of promising practice in this area include training
protocols for health-care providers; integration of victim service centres
within the health-care system; and the establishment of referral systems
that link relevant sectors, such as health care, counselling, housing, law
enforcement services and programmes for perpetrators.

Sexual assault centres
Victims of sexual violence, including rape, require immediate

health care and support and evidence for any resulting legal case also
needs to be collected. Physical examinations following sexual violence
may be experienced as further violence, or at least as invasive. Lack 
of timely access to such services can prevent women from getting the
evidence needed to bring a rape charge. Protocols and guidelines on
forensic examinations in cases of sexual violence are therefore impor-
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Box 12
One-stop centres
One of the best-known good practices in service provision involves bringing
together services in one location, often called the “One-stop centre”, an inter-
agency unit for victim/survivors of domestic or sexual violence. Such a serv-
ice was first developed in the largest Government-run general hospital in
Malaysia. The victim/survivor is first examined and treated by a doctor and
is seen by a counsellor within 24 hours in a separate examination room that
protects privacy and confidentiality. If it appears that the victim will be in
danger if she returns home, the doctor or counsellor arranges for her to go
to an emergency shelter or admits her to the accident and emergency ward
for 24 hours. If the patient chooses not to seek shelter, she is encouraged 
to return to see a social worker at the hospital at a later date. She is also
encouraged to make a police report at the police unit based in the hospital.
In a case involving severe injury, the police see the patient in the ward 
to record her statement and start investigations. This model is currently 
being replicated in much of Asia as well as in other countries, including
South Africa.



tant, as is women’s access to such services. Sexual assault centres aim
to provide a high standard of comprehensive care to victims of recent
sexual assault. Many countries operate hospital-based sexual assault
centres or community-based centres near a partner hospital. Some coun-
tries, such as Canada, have extensive networks of centres, while others,
such as Germany, Switzerland and the United Kingdom, have a number
of centres, often in major cities where women’s groups or committed
medical staff have campaigned to improve local provision.354

Hotlines and helplines
Hotlines and helplines provide important access to information

and support systems for victims of violence against women and consti-
tute good practice. Such advice lines are now considered a standard
component of services in many countries. Because many women are
hesitant to seek help, advice lines need to preserve the privacy and con-
fidentiality of their clients and to provide information free of charge.
New information and communication technologies expand the potential
of such advice lines to provide services in previously deprived locations
and in different languages.

The operation of at least one 24-hour national emergency tele-
phone line providing information, advocacy, support and crisis coun-
selling would constitute good practice. Locally appropriate methods of
distributing information about the advice line and of ensuring resources
for its operation are vital. The National Institute of Women in Costa Rica
established a 24-hour toll-free phone line “Break the Silence” in 1997.
There was a sharp increase in the number of calls in 2000 and 2001 as a
result of publicity about the line and its coordination with the country’s
emergency number. The hotline 1366 in the Republic of Korea assists
and advises victims of violence and is accessible 24 hours a day, with
interpretation services for victims of trafficking.355 The Croatian
Government has funded the operating costs for a dedicated national
SOS hotline for victims of trafficking.356

Shelters
Shelters were originally set up by women’s organizations to

meet women’s need for immediate protection and care when fleeing
abusive situations. They have evolved to be much more than “safe
houses” and now often provide a range of services. Ensuring that
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women have access to shelters that meet safety standards to protect
them from further violence is good practice. According to the recom-
mendations of an expert group of the Council of Europe, one place in a
women’s shelter should be provided per 7,500 inhabitants and the min-
imum standard should be one place per 10,000 inhabitants.357 The
European network, Women Against Violence Europe, has developed
quality standards for women’s shelters.358

While the State may not always be the best provider of such
shelters, it is good practice for the State to assist, encourage, finance and
cooperate with NGOs in establishing and maintaining them. For exam-
ple, the First Women’s Centre in Kyiv, Ukraine, was established through
the coordinated efforts of women’s groups and the city administration.
This initiative led to a number of shelters being established throughout
the country. These shelters work 24 hours a day and offer free services
including accommodation for women and their children, medical help,
legal consultation, psychological consultation and some social sup-
port.359 Dastak in Lahore, Pakistan, formed by an NGO, provides a
halfway house service to women fleeing from their homes because of
violence that is open to women and girls of all ages and provides secu-
rity, legal aid and skills training.360

Self-help groups and counselling services
Self-help groups and counselling services are promising, as

they provide support for women while respecting their autonomy and
encouraging their independent decision-making. Counselling involves
professionals working with individual victims/survivors, while self-
help groups involve a group of victims/survivors who provide support
to each other. For example, Women You Are Not Alone, a self-help
group dealing with domestic violence in Costa Rica, works to give
women the confidence and support they need to end violent relation-
ships or to renegotiate them. The factors identified as contributing to the
success of this group are that women feel empowered by listening to
others who have escaped violent situations; they feel understood and
appreciated while not being questioned; and they are informed of their
rights while being allowed to think for themselves.361 The Autonomous
Women’s Centre in Belgrade, provides an example of counselling serv-
ices for victims of violence. The counsellors at the Centre follow a code
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of ethics, clear guidelines and protocols and receive ongoing training.
They follow three basic principles in providing counselling services:
trust women’s experience, do not blame women for the violence they
have experienced and do not give advice but foster women’s self-deter-
mination.362

Legal services
Women victims/survivors of violence often need legal services

to address a variety of issues such as divorce, child custody, child sup-
port and maintenance, property settlements, housing, employment and
civil suits. The availability of such services, including free legal aid and
advice for indigent women, is a promising practice. Legal services may
be provided as part of an integrated model of support or by legal aid
centres, community legal services or networks of pro bono lawyers. The
provision of free legal aid and advice to indigent women is a promising
practice. GABRIELA, an NGO in the Philippines, integrates the provi-
sion of legal services with counselling, home visits and shelter.363 While
legal services to victims of violence against women are usually pro-
vided by civil society organizations, it is good practice for Governments
to support such projects, particularly through funding.

Services for victims of trafficking
Victims of trafficking encounter many obstacles in accessing

services because they are often afraid of reprisals by trafficking net-
works; they may lack legal literacy and confidence in legal systems;
many fear arrest, legal sanctions and deportation; and they frequently
face language barriers.364 Their immediate needs are protection, medical
care, access to legal advice and counselling. If they are repatriated, they
require services in their country of origin. Good practice in the provi-
sion of services to victims of trafficking requires that these complexities
are addressed.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Government provides free
legal aid to victims of trafficking and partially finances the shelters run
by NGOs for them. An important policy that has emerged from the 
collaboration between the Government and NGOs is official recogni-
tion of the trauma suffered by victims of trafficking who are therefore
given 15 days in the shelter before they are interviewed.
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In Italy, victims of trafficking can receive residence permits if
their life is in danger or if they risk further exploitation. The residence
permit allows the trafficking victim to work and requires the victim’s
participation in an assistance and social reintegration programme, dur-
ing which the victim can reflect on whether she wishes to report the
crime to the police. The trafficked person is provided with medical and
psychological assistance, legal advice, training and education opportu-
nities, which are provided through cooperation between NGOs, law
enforcement officials and local authorities.

A programme run by an NGO, Reaching Out Romania, 
provides shelter, counselling, medical, educational and vocational
assistance and life skills training support to women and girls trafficked 
for sexual exploitation. The organization helps trafficked women to
find accommodation after leaving the shelter and offers continued
counselling services.365

Services for victims/survivors of violence 
against women during and after armed conflict
During and after armed conflict, women in disproportionate

numbers may suffer certain forms of violence and they may also be tar-
geted for gender-specific forms of violence. As a result, their physical,
psychological and reproductive well-being may be severely compro-
mised. Women have been the targets of sexual violence, including rape,
during armed conflict. The consequences of such violence include
exposure to sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS, and
unwanted or forced pregnancies. In addition, women who are forcibly
displaced or are refugees face a high risk of gender-based violence. The
range of services required to assist victims/survivors of violence against
women include: comprehensive medical services, including access to
safe abortion; counselling; shelter; provision of basic necessities such as
food, water and sanitation; and community services and education.

Coordination and multi-agency work
Inter-agency cooperation and coordination in service provision consti-
tutes a good practice, since the creation of services and support for vic-
tims and sanctions for perpetrators requires the interlinking of a number
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of agencies and services. Women victims/survivors often face a range of
practical issues, involving criminal and civil law, as well as housing and
employment related matters. Many coordinated responses to violence
against women, such as the One-stop centres and Duluth model (see
boxes 12 and 13), integrate various forms of service provision.
Singapore uses a “Many Helping Hands” approach to combating vio-
lence against women and has developed a manual entitled “Integrated
management of family violence cases in Singapore”, to map out the pro-
tocol, procedures, roles and responsibilities of each partner agency in
the network.366 Greece has in place an integrated programme of action
against human trafficking, involving all relevant ministries and a gen-
eral secretariat for gender equality. The programme includes a perma-
nent forum for exchange of opinions and information between min-
istries and NGOs.367

Promising practices in prevention
Prevention efforts fall into three categories: primary—stopping vio-
lence before it occurs; secondary—an immediate response after vio-
lence has occurred to limit its extent and consequences; and tertiary—
longer-term care and support for those who have suffered violence.368

This section focuses on promising practices in primary prevention of
violence against women.

Primary prevention requires changing attitudes and challeng-
ing stereotypes in society and assisting communities that seek to end the
acceptance of violence against women. It also requires women to be
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Box 13
Duluth model of a coordinated community approach
to domestic violence
A leading early example of a coordinated community approach to domes-
tic violence was developed in the city of Duluth, Minnesota, United States.
The Duluth programme coordinates different aspects of the legal system
(including police, criminal court, civil court and probation officers) and
forges links between the legal system and resources such as battered
women’s shelters and advocacy programmes. This approach has been
replicated in many countries around the world, including a number of coun-
tries throughout Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.



empowered both politically and economically, so as to overcome their
subordinate position in society. The impact of different prevention
measures remains difficult to evaluate. While NGOs pioneered preven-
tion efforts through advocacy, awareness-raising and community mobi-
lization, States have become increasingly active in this area. They have
worked to create an enabling and non-discriminatory legal environ-
ment, prepare national plans of action and promote public safety, edu-
cation efforts and media involvement. 

Guiding principles of promising practices in prevention
Experience suggests that good or promising practice in the area of pri-
mary prevention should be based on a number of guiding principles,
including the following:

• Prioritize the prevention of violence against women in all 
policies and programmes

• Allocate specific resources within all sectors for prevention
activities

• Seek political support for sustained long-term investment 
in prevention

• Develop prevention strategies that address the causes of 
violence against women, particularly the persistence of 
gender-based stereotypes

• Outline clear objectives, defining what prevention strategies
are seeking to change and how, and put in place a process of
monitoring and evaluation

• Ensure that the perspectives and voices of women, particu-
larly victims/survivors, are central to the development of pre-
vention strategies

• Work with a cross-section of stakeholders, including govern-
ment bodies, NGOs, workers’ and employers’ organizations
and local community leaders, to build inclusive and effective
strategies

• Engage men and boys proactively in strategy development 
and implementation for the prevention of male violence
against women

• Highlight the fact that violence against women is unaccept-
able and its elimination is a public responsibility
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• Promote women’s safety, including by altering physical 
environments where necessary

• Ensure that prevention efforts are holistic, take into account
multiple discrimination and connect wherever possible with
other key issues for women, such as HIV/AIDS

P revention strategies
Advocacy and campaigns
Advocacy efforts, especially campaigns to expose and convey

the unacceptability of violence against women, continue to be instru-
mental in stimulating change and are good practice. They enhance
women’s awareness of their rights and of available remedies and 
services. While such campaigns began as initiatives of the women’s
movement, many Governments now regularly include them in aware-
ness-raising and prevention strategies. Campaigns have used different
means, including theatre, demonstrations, vigils, print, radio, television
and the Internet.

The Scottish zero tolerance campaign is an example of a sus-
tained national campaign that ran over five years, linking rape, sexual
harassment, domestic violence and child sexual abuse. The campaign
was undertaken by an NGO and supported by the State. This project
drew on graphic design and social marketing techniques, using inviting
images alongside uncompromising slogans, such as “No man has 
the right”, which were displayed on billboards, on buses and in other
public places. Each phase of the campaign was linked to research and
accompanied by work on the “three p’s”—provision, protection and 
prevention.

The Australian Government ran a campaign in 2004 to condemn
domestic and sexual violence. This campaign comprised television, radio,
cinema and magazine commercials, a household information booklet, a
schools kit, a website and a nationwide 24-hour hotline.369 The Danish
Government similarly ran a comprehensive nationwide campaign on the
theme “Stop the violence against women: break the silence” in 2003.
The campaign was launched in Danish, English, Arabic, Turkish and
Somali and aimed to break the taboo surrounding violence against
women and to inform women about their rights and options.370
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The Tanzania Media Women’s Association, an NGO, ran a
comprehensive media campaign in 1998 to promote the enactment of
the Sexual Offences Special Provision Act, a law to criminalize female
genital mutilation/cutting. The campaign used social and journalistic
surveys, radio programmes, television and multi-media news and fea-
tures. It involved interaction between NGOs, media practitioners and
theatre artists. It produced education materials, information kits, an
international appeal/manifesto and a website (www.stopfgm.org) in
English, French and Arabic.371

An NGO global campaign entitled “16 Days of activism
against gender-based violence against women”, has been held every
year since 1991 between 25 November and 10 December. It has
involved groups in almost every country in the world. The campaign
develops both a global action kit and local materials to raise awareness
of violence against women and to link it to other events and issues, such
as HIV/AIDS. The campaign also provides a worldwide forum 
for organizers to develop and share strategies. In 2005, activities took
place in some 130 countries, involving different levels and sectors of
Government, parts of the United Nations system and international and
local NGOs. The “16 Days of activism” campaign exemplifies govern-
ment involvement in a campaign initiated by civil society, as well 
as effective and creative use of information and communications 
technologies.372

Community mobilization
Mobilization strategies at the community level can contribute

to the prevention of violence against women.373 Good practice in com-
munity mobilization involves a participatory process and the engage-
ment of all levels of society, including local government representa-
tives, community leaders, NGOs and women’s groups.

The “Raising voices” programme in Kampala is a multisec-
toral community-level prevention effort seeking to promote change
through reduced tolerance of violence against women by local councils,
police and the community at large.374 In the Deir El Barsha in the Minya
governate in upper Egypt, where female genital mutilation/cutting was
widely practised, NGOs used community mobilization to inform local
and religious leaders of the adverse effects of the practice. These 
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leaders reached out to families within their areas of influence. Villagers
drew up a social contract in which everyone in the village committed 
to ending the practice: parents agreed not to subject their daughters to
female genital mutilation/cutting, young men committed to marry
uncircumcised girls and those who performed female genital mutila-
tion/cutting agreed to end their work.375

Working with men
The struggle to transform gender relations and to eliminate

violence against women cannot be successful without the involvement
of men. There are promising examples of coalitions in which men
address the need to end community acquiescence in violence against
women and support women’s leadership roles. Strategies to engage men
in the prevention of violence against women have included work 
to raise awareness of the issue with organized groups—such as the 
military, trade unions, sports teams and the police—as well as 
campaigns that utilize positive male role models to oppose violence
against women. 

The White Ribbon Campaign encourages men and boys to
wear white ribbons on November 25—the International Day for the
Elimination of Violence against Women—as a personal pledge never to
commit, condone or remain silent about violence against women.376 The
campaign has developed educational materials and action kits aimed 
at transforming men’s attitudes that have been distributed to schools,
universities, corporations and labour unions. Since its inception in
Canada in 1991, the White Ribbon Campaign has spread to 47 countries
in Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America and the Pacific.377

The mayor of a town in Honduras engaged men’s help in 
educating the community on violence against women and linked train-
ing for men on the issue of violence against women to the purchase of
new football equipment. Many men became actively involved in the
campaign and men’s football teams began to carry placards promoting
respect for women’s human rights before each game and during half-
time.378 The New South Wales state government in Australia also used
well-known male athletes in its community education campaign
“Violence against women: it’s against all the rules” aimed at men aged
21 to 29.379
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Using the news media and 
information technology
Training and sensitization of journalists and other media per-

sonnel who report on violence against women is a promising practice as
it can enhance the quality of reporting and contribute to increased
awareness and understanding of the causes and consequences of vio-
lence against women among the general public. In Nepal, women jour-
nalists formed a communication group to monitor domestic violence
reported in newspapers and to provide training to people in the media
on violence against women, encouraging them to report cases of vio-
lence in a victim-sensitive manner.

The creative use of popular media to reach wider audiences is
also a promising practice. An example is a music video made by an
Indian women’s human rights group, Breakthrough, which addressed
domestic violence and empowerment of the survivor. It reached more
than 26 million households throughout India, and reached the top 10 in
the country’s music charts.380

Use of new information and communications technologies
such as cell phones and the Internet can be good practice to disseminate
information widely and allow interaction between stakeholders in vari-
ous locations. The website www.stopfgm.org, referred to above, exem-
plifies the use of the Internet as an international platform to raise aware-
ness, analyse and disseminate information and share good practices on
the elimination of female genital mutilation/cutting. 

Promoting public safety
It is good practice to make the physical environment safer for

women and community safety audits have been used to identify dan-
gerous locations, discuss women’s fears and obtain women’s recom-
mendations for improving their safety. Prevention of violence against
women should be an explicit element in urban and rural planning and in
the design of buildings and residential dwellings. Improving the safety
of public transport and routes travelled by women, such as to schools
and educational institutions or to wells, fields and factories, is part of
prevention work. The “Safer cities” initiative in the United Republic of
Tanzania, for example, builds the capacity of local authorities to address
issues of urban insecurity in partnership with local communities and
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other stakeholders. Safety audits were conducted under this initiative in
which women participated in “exploratory walkabouts” and identified
unsafe areas and recommended solutions for action by appropriate
authorities.381 Initiatives to enhance the safety of women living in
refugee camps to gather firewood have also been implemented. 

Education and capacity-building 
The formal education system can be used as a key site for rais-

ing awareness about violence against women and challenging and eradi-
cating gender stereotypes. Promising practices in this area include elimi-
nating gender-based stereotypes in educational curricula; providing gen-
der-sensitivity training for teachers; creating a school environment that
rejects violence; and offering specialized courses on human rights,
including women’s rights. 

Other prevention strategies
There are many other examples of promising efforts and inter-

ventions focused on prevention. NGOs have used hearings and tribunals
in which victims/survivors of violence against women tell their stories,
exposing the realities of such violence and calling for attention to meas-
ures for prevention. Women’s rights advocates have lobbied
Governments and parliamentarians to pursue prevention strategies more
vigorously. Litigation in cases involving violence against women has
been used to expose gaps in protection and remedies and the need 
for more prevention. Prevention strategies based on working with 
perpetrators towards gender-equitable relationships and in training
community members in basic conflict resolution skills have also been
developed. Sharing experiences and lessons, including across borders,
has enhanced knowledge about prevention and should be encouraged
and supported. 

Challenges for implementation
Despite the progress of recent decades and the emergence of promising
practices in many areas, the struggle to eliminate violence against
women continues to face multiple challenges. At the same time, some
good practices may encounter drawbacks in application, which need 
to be addressed. For example, while specialized procedures may be
established for the purpose of expedited reporting, investigation and
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prosecution of cases of violence against women, in practice such pro-
cedures may be marginalized and not receive the support and resources
they need to function effectively. They may at the same time result in
mainstream mechanisms of justice, including the police and courts, not
developing the required expertise for handling violence against women
cases professionally and effectively. Alternative dispute resolution
mechanisms likewise have to be examined critically for their appropri-
ateness and the consequences of moving responsibility for the issue of
violence against women out of the mainstream justice system, espe-
cially if such alternative mechanisms place high priority on community
cohesion or family reputation rather than the rights of victims.

While women’s agency and empowerment are crucial dimen-
sions of good practices, it is not always clear how these goals can be
most effectively pursued. For example, so-called no-drop policies,
under which the State undertakes an investigation and prosecution even
if the victim/survivor wishes to drop the case. The imposition of appro-
priate punishments for acts of violence against women, including prison
terms, may also function as a disincentive for victims/survivors to
report cases when they do not want their abusive partner to be prose-
cuted or incarcerated for various reasons.

Inconsistent efforts and inadequate resources 
indicating a lack of political will 
State efforts to address violence against women are neither consistent
nor sustained. Many specific shortcomings in efforts to eliminate vio-
lence against women at the national level have been identified by the
human rights treaty bodies, as outlined in section VI. While the reasons
for such a lack of systematic effort may vary, violence against women
is generally not treated as seriously as other forms of crime or human
rights abuse. The level of investment and resources allocated to legal
and support services, let alone prevention, remains minimal compared
with many other issues.

Lack of a comprehensive and integrated approach
While there is wide agreement that comprehensive and coordinated
multisectoral efforts by multiple stakeholders are necessary to eliminate
violence against women, such efforts are rarely forthcoming on a large
scale or in a sustained manner. Although models of comprehensive
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integrated approaches have been developed, these have been sporadi-
cally implemented and replication has not always been successful,
owing to the absence of vital components, including resources.

Lack of funding
Legal, service and prevention efforts to address violence against women
require a sustained funding stream. The main sources of funding are
States and donors. State funding for such initiatives has historically
been inadequate. Funding from donors is often project-driven, not sus-
tained and sometimes not in line with the aspirations of women’s groups
working on these issues. To ensure viability and sustainability, initia-
tives on violence against women require funding from the general
national budget and not only from specialized funds.

Failure to end impunity
Although efforts to reform criminal justice systems are ongoing, includ-
ing the enactment of new laws and more effective implementation of
legislation, perpetrators of violence against women continue to enjoy
impunity. Ensuring that perpetrators are brought to justice is more
important than increasing the penalties for violence against women. In
fact, demanding draconian sentences and sanctions may have the unin-
tended consequence of decreasing reporting and convictions. At the
same time, women lose faith in justice systems where sentences are
minimal and fail to offer them any protection. 

The intersection of multiple forms of discrimination
The intersection of male dominance with race, ethnicity, age, caste, 
religion, culture, language, sexual orientation, migrant and refugee status
and disability—frequently termed “intersectionality”—operates at many
levels in relation to violence against women. Multiple discrimination
shapes the forms of violence that a woman experiences. It makes some
women more likely to be targeted for certain forms of violence because
they have less social status than other women and because perpetrators
know such women have fewer options for seeking assistance or reporting. 

Lack of evaluation
While research on interventions has expanded considerably, the ability
to demonstrate “what works” continues to be limited. Insufficient
resources have been devoted to developing methodologies that can trace
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the subtle and profound changes necessary to end violence against
women. Ongoing dialogue between State agencies, NGOs and
researchers could contribute to developing and refining new measure-
ments appropriate for various levels of analysis.n 
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Conclusion
As this study has shown, violence against women is a widespread and
serious problem that affects the lives of countless women and is an
obstacle to the achievement of equality, development and peace in all
continents. It endangers women’s lives and impedes the full develop-
ment of women’s capabilities. It obstructs the exercise of their rights as
citizens; it harms families and communities and reinforces other forms
of violence throughout societies, often with deadly consequences.

Violence against women is a violation of human rights, rooted
in historically unequal power relations between men and women and
the systemic discrimination against women that pervades both the pub-
lic and private spheres. The broad context from which it emerges
includes disparities of power in the form of patriarchy, sociocultural
norms and practices that perpetuate gender-based discrimination and
economic inequalities. Its scope and prevalence reflect the degree and
persistence of gender-based discrimination that women face, which is
often compounded by other systems of domination. Violence against
women must therefore be addressed in the context of seeking to end all
forms of discrimination, to advance gender equality and the empower-
ment of women and to create a world in which all women enjoy all their
human rights.

This study outlines many forms and manifestations of violence
against women in a wide range of settings, including the family, the
community, State custody and institutions, armed conflict and refugee
and internally displaced persons situations. Such violence constitutes a
continuum across the lifespan of women, it cuts across both the public
and the private sphere and one form of violence often reinforces
another. Violence against women often takes a direct physical form, but
can also be psychological abuse and economic deprivation. Despite the
growing acknowledgment of the multiple forms and manifestations of
violence against women, comprehensive data to establish the scope and
magnitude of the various forms of such violence remains inadequate.
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While violence against women is universal and present in
every society and culture, it takes different forms and is experienced
differently. The forms of violence to which women are subjected and
the ways in which they experience this violence are often shaped by the
intersection of gender with other factors such as race, ethnicity, class,
age, sexual orientation, disability, nationality, legal status, religion and
culture. Therefore diverse strategies that take these intersecting factors
into account are required in order to eradicate violence against 
all women.

Over the past two decades, there has been significant progress
in elaborating and agreeing on international standards and norms to
address violence against women. These form a baseline of commitment
by States and other stakeholders, including the United Nations system,
to work to end violence against women. States’ responsibility and obli-
gations to address violence against women are concrete and clear and
encompass violence committed both by State agents and non-State
actors. States have a duty to prevent acts of violence against women;
to investigate and prosecute such acts when they occur and punish per-
petrators; and to provide remedies and redress to those against whom
acts of violence have been committed. 

To an unacceptable extent, these obligations are not being met.
Impunity for violence against women compounds the effects of such
violence as a mechanism of male control over women. When the State
fails to hold the perpetrators of violence accountable and society explic-
itly or tacitly condones such violence, impunity not only encourages
further abuses, it also gives the message that male violence against
women is acceptable or normal. The result of such impunity is not
solely the denial of justice to the individual victims/survivors, but also
the reinforcement of prevailing gender relations and replication of
inequalities that affect other women and girls as well.

There is a significant and unacceptable gap between the inter-
national standards on violence against women and the concrete com-
mitment of political capital and resources to implement these standards.
The specificities of the State’s obligations need to be clarified in the
diverse contexts in which violence against women occurs. Varying cir-
cumstances and constraints allow for different actions to be taken by
individual States, but do not excuse State inaction.
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The State has a responsibility for the prevention, punishment
and elimination of violence against women that it cannot relegate to
other actors. However, there are significant advantages to engaging in
partnerships with NGOs and other actors in civil society and the private
sector, especially since women’s organizations often pilot programmes
that Governments can support and replicate or institutionalize. Further,
the development of State strategies to address violence should be based
on women’s experiences and requires their involvement.

The women’s movement has been instrumental in identifying
a wide range of ways in which women experience violence and bring-
ing these to national and global attention. However, any enumeration
of forms of violence at any given time cannot be exhaustive, as male
violence against women continues to change, reflecting social, eco-
nomic and political dynamics. New technologies, such as the Internet,
or new circumstances such as free trade zones, can lead to new forms
of violence against women. States must be ready to address new forms
of violence against women as they appear and are identified.

Violence against women is complex and diverse in its mani-
festations. This very diversity demonstrates that it is not immutable or
inevitable. The enabling conditions for violence against women are
socially produced and therefore the processes by which they are pro-
duced can be altered. With the necessary political will and resources
dedicated to eradicating it and to ensuring that women can enjoy all
their human rights, violence against women can be seriously reduced
and eventually eliminated. Securing gender equality and ending vio-
lence against women must not be treated as optional or marginal tasks.
A coordinated, cross-cutting and multisectoral response is required to
address violence against women. Strong institutional mechanisms at
local, national, regional and international levels are needed to ensure
action, coordination, monitoring and accountability.

Continuing pervasive violence against women across the globe
fuels cultures of violence and undermines progress towards the goals of
human rights, development and peace. There is much at stake for all of
humanity in the effort to end violence against women. The time has
come for all nations and peoples to make this a local, national, regional
and global priority.
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End impunity and take action 
to address violence against women
Detailed recommendations for action on violence against women have
been developed in intergovernmental agreements such as the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action and in reports, studies and guide-
lines by United Nations bodies, agencies and mechanisms, academics
and NGOs. However, significant gaps remain in their effective imple-
mentation. The present recommendations complement existing ones
and aim to accelerate implementation of these existing standards, norms
and commitments.382

The present recommendations are limited to six key areas for
action at the national level. Concrete recommendations are also directed
at both the intergovernmental level and the United Nations system.
They highlight, in particular, the role of the General Assembly in ensur-
ing that meaningful follow-up and implementation is undertaken by dif-
ferent stakeholders. Member States and the international community
must acknowledge the devastating impact any further delay in taking
these limited but critical measures will have on women, their families
and their communities. Together, these recommendations constitute a
clear strategy for Member States and the United Nations system to
make measurable progress in preventing and eliminating violence
against women. 

Recommendations at the national level
The following strategic recommendations arising from this study are
key to moving the agenda for the elimination of violence against
women forward. These recommendations are interrelated and all are
crucial for an effective, systematic and comprehensive approach to end
violence against women. 

Secure gender equality and 
protect women’s human rights
Violence against women is both a cause and a consequence of

discrimination against women and of their inequality and subordination.
States have an obligation to respect, protect, promote and fulfil all
human rights, including the right of women to be free from discrimina-
tion. Failure to do so results in and exacerbates violence against women.
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Therefore, it is recommended that States: 

• Ensure that all human rights and fundamental freedoms are
respected, protected and fulfilled

• Ratify without reservations all human rights treaties, includ-
ing, in particular, the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women and its Optional
Protocol

• Ensure that women know their rights and are empowered to
demand and exercise them

• Educate men and women, boys and girls about women’s
human rights and their responsibility to respect the rights 
of others

• Ensure that women have access to justice and equal protec-
tion of the law and that perpetrators of violence against
women do not enjoy impunity

• Recognize and protect women’s right to control their bodies
and their sexuality

• Secure women’s rights to inheritance, property, housing 
and social security, among the range of economic and 
social rights

• Utilize gender impact assessments to ensure that social and
economic policies, including development planning, do not
perpetuate or exacerbate violence against women and,
instead, actively support the prevention and elimination of
violence against women

• Respond to different women’s experiences of violence, as
such experiences are shaped by the intersection of gender
with other factors, such as race, ethnicity, class, age, HIV
status, sexual orientation, disability, nationality, legal status,
religion and culture

Exercise leadership to end 
violence against women
Leadership to end all violence against women and advocacy in

this regard are critical at all levels (local, national, regional and interna-
tional) and by all sectors (including State actors, opinion makers, busi-
ness leaders, civil society organizations and community leaders).
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Ending impunity and ensuring accountability for violence against
women are crucial actions for preventing and reducing such violence
and are visible expressions by States of their commitment to take action. 

Accordingly, it is recommended that: 

• States speak out forcefully on the urgent need to end violence
against women and ensure public accountability for all
instances of violence, hold up to public scrutiny and elimi-
nate those institutional and cultural attitudes that foster, jus-
tify, or tolerate it

• States do not commit acts of violence against women, ensure
that no State agents commit such acts, including by taking
punitive or disciplinary action against any State agent who
does so, prevent violence against women by non-State actors,
prosecute and punish all perpetrators and provide remedies
and redress to victims

• Local community leaders and opinion makers (including in
schools, religious and traditional institutions, community
organizations, trade unions, businesses and the media) play 
a key role in generating political will and sustained action 
to end community tolerance of, and complicity in, male 
violence against women

• Men and boys be encouraged to speak out strongly against
violence against women and to stop protecting perpetrators 
or condoning their violence

• Women providing leadership on ending violence against
women at all levels, and especially in grassroots women’s
organizations, be recognized and allowed to carry out their
work unhindered, as well as actively supported in their efforts

Close the gaps between international standards 
and national laws, policies and practices
International standards and norms are not yet sufficiently

implemented in practice. Impunity for violence against women (by
both State and non-State actors) results from the failure to meet inter-
national standards through substantial national and local action and
implementation.
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Accordingly, it is recommended that States:

• Bring national laws, policies and practices into compliance
with international commitments

• Follow-up on and implement the recommendations that
emanate from periodic reviews of their reports and communi-
cations and inquiry procedures, as 
applicable, by human rights treaty bodies, in particular those
of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women

• Remove all laws that discriminate against women; review
and revise all State policies and practices to ensure that they
do not discriminate against women; and ensure that provi-
sions of multiple legal systems, where they exist, comply
with international human rights standards, including the prin-
ciple of non-discrimination

• Ensure that legislation is in place that adequately addresses
all forms of violence against women

• Act with due diligence to prevent violence against women; 
to investigate such violence; to prosecute and punish perpe-
trators, whether they are State or non-State actors; and to 
provide access to redress for victims

• Take positive measures to address structural causes of vio-
lence against women and to strengthen prevention efforts that
address discriminatory practices and social norms

• Institute plans of action that are regularly monitored and
updated by Governments in consultation with civil society, in
particular, NGOs and women’s groups and networks

• Promote victims/survivors’ knowledge of their rights and
remedies available to them and their capacity to claim them
through effective access to justice

• Promote the competence of all personnel in the legal and
criminal justice, health and education systems to meet the
needs and secure the rights of victims/survivors through pro-
fessional education, training and other capacity-building pro-
grammes

• Guarantee appropriate support for women victims/survivors
through adequate and accessible services that foster women’s
safety and agency
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• Protect women in conflict, post-conflict and refugee and
internally displaced persons settings where women are partic-
ularly targeted for violence and their ability to seek and
receive redress is restricted and adopt a gender-sensitive
approach to the granting of asylum

• Address stereotypical attitudes and behaviours that contribute
to male violence against women, working specifically with
men and boys, and encourage other stakeholders to imple-
ment measures as part of preventing violence against women

• Review and strengthen their work with perpetrators and, in
particular, assess the impact of rehabilitation programmes 
with a view to broadening available strategies for preventing
violence against women

Strengthen the knowledge base on all forms 
of violence against women to inform policy 
and strategy development
There remains a dearth of reliable information about the scope

and extent of violence against women, especially some of its forms.
Data that assesses and evaluates what policies and practices are most
effective in preventing and addressing such violence is particularly
scarce. Limited availability of data, however, does not diminish State
responsibility for addressing violence against women. 

Accordingly, it is recommended that States: 

• Take responsibility for the systematic collection and analysis
of data. They should carry out this work themselves or in
partnership with other actors. This may include supporting
and facilitating the work of NGOs, academics and others
engaged in such activities

• Ensure that data is disaggregated, not only by sex, but also by
other factors such as race, age and disability, as appropriate

• Ensure that national statistical offices and other bodies
involved in the collection of data on violence against women
receive the necessary training for undertaking this work

• Ensure that the information from the data collection and 
analysis is made widely available to the public and acted
upon as appropriate
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• Use internationally comparable measurements about the
scope, prevalence and incidence of all forms and manifesta-
tions of violence against women in their data collection
efforts, to allow monitoring of their progress in meeting obli-
gations to address violence against women

It is also necessary that: 

• Data be collected in a way that respects confidentiality 
and women’s human rights and does not jeopardize 
women’s safety

• Evaluative data on promising practices be developed and uti-
lized in order to facilitate the replication, scaling up and insti-
tutionalization of the most effective interventions

• Data on violence against women be included in national and
international data collection efforts, including those undertaken
in conjunction with policy planning and implementation
processes for poverty reduction strategies and human rights
monitoring. National statistical offices have a key role to play 
in these efforts

• Methodologies for measuring the economic and developmen-
tal costs of violence against women for victims/survivors,
households and society in different settings be enhanced and
further developed

Build and sustain strong multisectoral strategies, 
coordinated nationally and locally
Work to end violence against women should go beyond ad hoc,

single-sector or single-issue responses to a comprehensive, systematic
and sustained approach that is adequately supported and facilitated by
strong dedicated and permanent institutional mechanisms. This should
involve such government sectors as justice, health, housing and educa-
tion as well as defence, finance, foreign affairs, agriculture and labour.
Coordination among different sectors and levels is critical in assisting
women who survive violence to access effective legal, health and social
services, as well as enhancing prevention work.
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Accordingly, it is recommended that States: 

• Exercise their responsibility for coordination across all
national and local government sectors as a key component in
building sustainable strategies to end violence against women

• Create strong institutional mechanisms at local, regional 
and national levels to ensure action, coordination, monitoring
and accountability

• Integrate efforts to prevent and reduce male violence against
women into a wide range of programme areas such as
HIV/AIDS, reproductive health, urban planning, immigration,
poverty reduction, development, conflict, post-conflict and
refugee situations and humanitarian relief

• Integrate a comprehensive understanding of the causes and
consequences of violence against women into appropriate 
education and training curricula at all levels, including, 
among others, in the professional education of health work-
ers, teachers, law enforcement personnel and social workers

Allocate adequate resources and funding
Violence against women impoverishes individuals, families,

communities and countries. The social, political and economic costs of
allowing it to continue unabated are great and call for a commensurate
investment in women’s security. Such an effort requires increased polit-
ical will expressed through a much greater commitment of financial and
human resources.

Accordingly, it is recommended that States: 

• Increase funding to provide adequate services and access to
justice and redress to victims/survivors

• Assess budgets at national and local levels from a gender per-
spective and correct imbalances in order to ensure a more
equitable allocation of resources to eliminating discrimination
and violence against women

• Fund work on violence against women from national budgets

• Secure additional resources from specialized funds and 
donors for programmes to address violence against women,
particularly the least developed countries and countries in or
emerging from conflict
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It is also necessary that States, donors and international
organizations:

• Allocate significant resources to eliminate discrimination
against women, promote gender equality and prevent and
redress all forms and manifestations of violence against
women

• Provide resources to evaluate and monitor innovative pro-
gramming by Governments and NGOs and support scaling up
of the most promising practices and successful pilot projects

Recommendations at the international level
Since the Fourth World Conference on Women, increased attention has
been given to violence against women throughout the United Nations
system, both in intergovernmental and expert bodies, as well as in the
entities of the United Nations system.

These efforts have yet to produce a comprehensive, system-
atic, well-coordinated and properly resourced response. As a result,
there is limited implementation of commitments, norms and standards.
Moreover, emerging concerns, such as the linkages between violence
against women and other issues, new forms of violence against women
or new situations leading to violence against women, also need to be
addressed. There is some targeted attention to violence against women
in certain areas, but work on violence against women is yet to become
an integral part in all policies, programmes and action.

Consequently, violence against women has not received the
visibility and prominence required to enable significant change. A more
cohesive and strategic approach is needed to tackle the challenges out-
lined in this study and addressed in the six strategic areas of recom-
mendations above. Such an approach requires the enhanced collabora-
tion of all actors, including Governments, the international community
and civil society. 

The present section addresses the need for a more systematic
and comprehensive focus on violence against women within the United
Nations system. The important initiative of the General Assembly in
calling for this study needs to be followed by resolve at all levels for
concrete action to prevent and eliminate violence against women. 
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A stronger, more consistent and visible leadership role by
intergovernmental bodies and the entities of the United Nations system
is necessary, demonstrated by political will, greater prominence on the
international agenda, sustained action and more significant allocation of
resources to strengthen implementation of the normative and policy
framework for addressing violence against women.

Intergovernmental level 
It is recommended that intergovernmental bodies strengthen

accountability for action on violence against women with a view to
accelerating implementation of commitments, norms and standards, on
violence against women, nationally, regionally and internationally.

In particular, it is recommended that:

• The General Assembly consider annually the question of vio-
lence against women, based on one report of the Secretary-
General. Such consideration should build on and complement
the targeted and sector-specific work undertaken on violence
against women by other intergovernmental bodies. While
addressing violence against women holistically, the General
Assembly should also place emphasis on new and emerging
concerns, including linkages between violence against
women and other issues such as HIV/AIDS, poverty eradica-
tion, food security, peace and security, humanitarian
responses, health, or crime prevention 

• The Security Council intensify efforts to address gender-
based violence against women and consistently monitor
measures taken within the framework of the implementation
of Security Council resolution 1325 (2000) on women and
peace and security. Towards this end, the Security Council
should consider establishing a dedicated monitoring 
mechanism to increase the effectiveness of the Council’s
contribution to preventing and redressing violence against
women in armed conflict 
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• Intergovernmental bodies, including the Peacebuilding
Commission, the Human Rights Council, the Economic and
Social Council and its functional commissions, especially 
the Commission on the Status of Women, the Commission 
on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice and the Statistics
Commission, discuss, by 2008, the question of violence
against women in all its forms and manifestations in relation
to their mandates, and set priorities for addressing this issue
in their future efforts and work programmes. Intergovern-
mental bodies should also identify and address gaps in the
international policy and normative framework pertaining 
to violence against women within their respective areas 
of competence 

• The Human Rights Council reaffirms the mandate of the
Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes
and consequences, which has been critical to the expansion 
of work on violence against women and, in coordination with
the Commission on the Status of Women, requests the
Special Rapporteur to report annually to both the Human
Rights Council and the Commission on the Status of Women
in its role as a central intergovernmental body in the follow-
up to and implementation of the Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action

• The General Assembly strengthens the Office of the Special
Adviser to the Secretary-General on Gender Issues and
Advancement of Women as a mechanism to enhance 
visibility and strengthen coordination and advocacy for the
elimination of violence against women at the international
and regional level. Such efforts should in particular aim to
enhance coordination of a system-wide approach, including 
at country level. Responsibility for such coordination 
should be located at the level of the Chief Executives Board
for Coordination

United Nations system 

Coordination within the United Nations system 
and institutional support
In order to maximize efficient and effective use of existing

structures and resources and to ensure coherence and coordination, it is
recommended that the following measures be taken: 
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• Entities of the United Nations system clearly identify how
violence against women affects the effective implementation
of their mandates and strengthen their response to such vio-
lence. They should in particular enhance efforts that respond
to the cross-cutting nature of violence against women and
link those efforts with their work on issues such as
HIV/AIDS, poverty eradication, food security, peace and
security, humanitarian responses, health, education, legal 
and judicial reform or crime prevention 

• The Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on Gender
Issues and Advancement of Women, through the Inter-
Agency Network on Women and Gender Equality, leads an
enhanced system-wide coordination of this work in order to
ensure greater visibility, consistency, effective action, moni-
toring, reporting and accountability and reports thereon to the
High-level Committees on Programme and Management and,
ultimately, the Chief Executives Board for Coordination. The
task force on violence against women set up by the Network
supports the Special Adviser in this effort 

• The Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on Gender
Issues and Advancement of Women, UNIFEM as the Trust
Fund manager and the task force on violence against women
of the Inter-Agency Network on Women and Gender
Equality, consider ways and means for enhancing the effec-
tiveness of the United Nations Trust Fund to End Violence
against Women as a system-wide mechanism for preventing
and redressing violence against women and for increasing
feedback of lessons learned from supported projects into 
the system-wide policy and normative work on violence
against women

Collection of data, and research
The United Nations system has a significant role to play in

strengthening the capacity of countries to collect, process and dissemi-
nate data on male violence against women and to use such data as a
basis for legislative, policy and programme development.

As a priority, the United Nations system should undertake to: 

• Provide technical support to countries and promote existing
methodologies and good practices to ensure that existing
standards of excellence on data collection are met
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• Support the development of unified methods and standards
for data collection on all forms of violence against women
that are under-documented

• Support evaluation research and impact analysis of interven-
tions to prevent and redress violence against women

• Develop common indicators for evaluating and monitoring
State compliance with international agreements

• Build capacity of national statistical offices, women’s
national machineries, international and national research
institutions and NGOs and strengthen links between them

• Link efforts to collect data on violence against women to
existing and ongoing data collection efforts, including plan-
ning processes for poverty reduction strategies and human
rights monitoring

• Establish a coordinated and easily accessible United Nations
database within the Department of Economic and Social
Affairs, involving in particular the Division for the
Advancement of Women and developed in collaboration with
the Statistics Division of the Department of Economic and
Social Affairs, the regional commissions and all other relevant
parts of the United Nations system on statistics, legislation,
training models, good practices, ethical guidelines and other
resources regarding all forms and manifestations of violence
against women

• Convene a United Nations working group to develop and 
propose a set of international indicators for assessing the
scope, prevalence and incidence of violence against women,
monitoring progress in addressing such violence and assessing
the impact of different measures and interventions. This work
should build on existing proposals for indicators on violence
against women, as well as on the work of the Special
Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and conse-
quences, called for in resolution 2004/46 of the Commission
on Human Rights
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Operational activities at the country level, 
including in the framework of humanitarian assistance 
and peacekeeping missions
It is recommended that the following measures be taken:

• United Nations Resident Coordinators take a leadership role 
in advocating for an effective and comprehensive response to
violence against women at the national level and systemati-
cally support Governments and other actors in their actions to
prevent and eliminate violence against women

• United Nations country teams support development of 
(when applicable), and full implementation, of comprehen-
sive national actions plans on violence against women that
include national awareness-raising campaigns and place
emphasis on strengthening knowledge of rights and availabil-
ity of services and on changing gender-based stereotypical
norms and attitudes that condone and perpetuate male 
violence against women

• United Nations country teams give greater priority to prevent
and respond to violence against women, including through a
more coordinated system-wide approach to programming and
through collaboration with women’s groups and civil society

• The capacity of United Nations country teams to deal 
with violence against women be strengthened, including
through training

• Special Representatives of the Secretary-General give priority
attention to violence against women within their mandates in
peacekeeping and peacebuilding missions

Resources
It is recommended that the following measures be undertaken:

• The resources allocated throughout the United Nations sys-
tem to address violence against women be increased signifi-
cantly

• Entities of the United Nations system and all other donors
provide increased resources for the implementation of com-
prehensive national action plans aimed at preventing and
eliminating violence against women, particularly in the least
developed countries and in countries emerging from conflict
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• Entities of the United Nations system allocate an increased
share of the resources devoted to issues such as poverty 
reduction, HIV/AIDS and peacekeeping for the specific 
purpose of prevention and elimination of violence against
women, to identify and address the intersection with violence
against women

• States, donors and international organizations increase signif-
icantly the financial support for work on violence against
women in United Nations agencies and programmes, includ-
ing to the United Nations Trust Fund to End Violence against
Women n
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FOOTNOTES TO ANNEX 1

a Source for all countries or areas, unless noted: Ellsberg, M. and Heise, L., 
Researching violence against women: a practical guide for researchers and activists
(Washington, D.C., WHO, PATH, 2005).
b During current relationship.
c Pelser, E. et al. 2005. Intimate Partner Violence: Results from a National Gender-
Based Study in Malawi, Crime and Justice Statistical Division, National Statistical
Office.
d Although sample included all women, rate of abuse is shown for ever married/
partnered women (number not given).
e Sample group included women who had never been in a relationship and therefore
were not in exposed group.
f Physical or sexual assault.
g Publication date (field work dates not reported).
h Rate of partner abuse among ever married/partnered women recalculated from
author’s data.
i Non-random sampling methods used.
j Within the last five years.
k Haar, Robin N., Violence Against Women in Marriage: A General Population Study in
Khatlon Oblast, Tajikistan, baseline survey conducted by the NGO Social Development
Group (2005).
l Since the age of 18.
m Includes threats.
n Since the age of 16.
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