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Abstract 

This report summarizes research on conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV). 

As a point of departure, the report highlights an often-overlooked aspect of 

CRSV: that the spread and intensity of CRSV tends to fluctuate over time 

within one and the same conflict. This fluctuation is largely independent from 

overall battle intensity. Based on findings from statistical analyses, the report 

covers various reasons for why CRSV changes over time. The report 

summarizes research relating to factors that should have an impact on CRSV 

intensity: peacekeeping and international condemnation. The findings show 

that the impact of these interventions is less straightforward than policy-makers 

might hope. The report furthermore shares findings relating to two factors 

increasing the risk of CRSV escalation: military intervention and domestic 

protests. By way of concluding, the report offers several recommendations for 

policy.  
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Introduction 

Sexual violence in the context of war and insecurity has gained increased 

attention over the last two decades. The policy framework for Swedish 

development cooperation and humanitarian assistance is an illustrative example 

of a policy document where sexual violence recurs repeatedly (Government of 

Sweden, 2016). The framework highlights sexual violence as a tangible 

expression of discrimination against women and girls (thematic direction 5.2). 

It also describes sexual violence as a factor that aggravates challenging 

situations prone to, or already suffering from, armed conflict (thematic 

direction 5.4). Sexual violence is furthermore mentioned in relation to inclusive 

economic development (thematic direction 5.5), migration and development 

(thematic direction 5.6) and equal health (thematic direction 5.7). Preventing 

and combating sexual violence connected to war and insecurity is thus central 

to Sweden’s long term policy objectives. 

What is sexual violence? 

Sexual violence is often referred to as one category of violence within a range 

of various forms of sex discrimination and gender-based abuses. This report, 

however, has a narrower approach as it focuses on sexual violence only. Sexual 

violence differs from the broader concept of gender-based violence, in that it 

requires acts of a sexual nature. This includes rape, sexual slavery, enforced 

prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization, sexual torture, and sexual 

mutilation. The report moreover focuses on sexual violence during, or in the 

aftermath of, armed conflict. The terms “sexual violence” and “conflict-related 

sexual violence” (CRSV) are used interchangeably. By armed conflict, I mean 

armed clashes between two or more parties that result in at least 25 deaths per 

calendar year. While armed conflicts often contain an array of different actors 

– all potentially perpetrators of CRSV – I focus on violence perpetrated by 

uniformed individuals who represent either a state or a rebel group. This focus is broad 
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enough to include perpetrators irrespective of sex and age, but narrow enough 

to exclude sexual violence perpetrated by civilians, local militias, or 

peacekeepers. It is possible that some of the mechanisms discussed in this 

report are applicable to these groups of potential perpetrators too, but this is 

neither theorized nor empirically tested. Where the plausible targets of such 

violence are concerned, I refer to sexual violence that targets civilians or 

members of adversary groups. 

In short, when using the terms sexual violence or conflict-related sexual violence 

(CRSV), this report refers to violence that is: 

• an act of sexual nature  

• taking place during an armed conflict or during its aftermath  

• perpetrated by representatives of states or rebel groups (irrespective of 

gender/sex) 

• targeting civilians or members of adversary armed groups (irrespective 

of gender/sex) 

Good to know about sexual violence 

The general policy debate on conflict-related sexual violence often reflects a 

view of conflict-related sexual violence as similar and equally prevalent across 

conflicts. This approach turns a blind eye to important variations in 

geographical spread, form and intensity. In consequence, resources may be 

sub-optimally distributed and, in some cases, spread too thin 

(Nordås & Cohen, 2021). Empirical evidence suggests that there is a vast 

variation in the prevalence of conflict-related sexual violence. 
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Since the end of the Cold War through 2019, 62 states perpetrated CRSV. This 

represents 74% of all states involved in one or more civil conflict during the 

same time period.1  While exact crime numbers do not exist, secondary reports 

suggest that more than half of these cases involved large-scale CRSV – that is, 

the practice was widespread or systematic in these instances. 94 rebel groups 

perpetrated sexual violence during the same time period. This represents 25% 

of all rebel groups active in civil war during that time. Nearly two thirds of this 

violence was reported to be widespread or systematic. 

The most dominant research trend over the last decade has been to explain 

exactly this: why certain states and rebel groups seldomly or never perpetrate 

CRSV while others perpetrate sexual violence on a large scale (e.g. Wood, 2006, 

2009; Cohen, 2013; Hoover Green, 2016; Sarwari, 2020). The research that 

I summarize in this report explores and emphasizes another, less researched, 

dimension: variation over time.  

Analyzing how the prevalence of CRSV fluctuates over time reveals, as an 

example, that states rarely commit CRSV throughout an entire conflict, or even 

during most of it. Rather, state-perpetrated CRSV is episodic, with most 

incidents starting and ending within one to three years. 

Variation over time can have several causes. Below, I give two examples of 

factors that might lead to an escalation or onset of conflict-related sexual 

violence: military interventions and domestic protests. Following this, I go into 

more depth about peacekeeping and diplomatic condemnation – two tools with 

the explicit expectation to de-escalate or prevent the onset of conflict-related 

sexual violence.  

 
1 This number is based on all states actively engaged as primary participants in intrastate conflicts between 1989 and 2019, 

as captured in SVAC 3.0 (Cohen & Nordås, 2014, 2019). The same source is used for all estimations of CRSV prevalence. 
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The effect of military intervention 

It has become increasingly common that foreign states get involved militarily 

in other states’ civil conflicts (Karlén, 2016). This trend is even more 

pronounced if we limit our view to conflicts known to feature sexual violence 

(see Figure 1). We know that sexual violence (and suffering of women and 

children in general) often is used as a justification to intervene in other states 

(e.g. Berry, 2003; Charli Carpenter, 2005) but beyond that, there is little 

knowledge about the link between intervention and CRS. For now, it suffices 

to note that military intervention and CRSV often coincide. 

Figure 1: Foreign troop involvement in civil conflict 

Theoretically, we have convincing reasons to expect additional troops to lead 

to more conflict-related sexual violence. Not necessarily out of an expectation 

that the intervening troops would perpetrate sexual violence, but rather because 

of the change in power relations between the domestic parties that the 
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intervention induces. Previous research has found that both states and rebel 

groups tend to use more violence against civilians when they find themselves 

in an unusually challenging situation vis-à-vis the opponent (Downes, 2006; 

Hultman, 2007; Metelits, 2009; Wood, Kathman & Gent, 2012). Civilian 

victimization is here understood as a weapon of the weak and/or desperate 

with the aim of pushing the adversary to the negotiation table or to 

demonstrate the inability of the adversary to protect the civilian population. 

There is also research suggesting that strained access to resources makes groups 

more likely to employ coercive recruitment tactics (Eck, 2014). Well-cited 

research on conflict-related sexual violence has found that sexual violence is 

particularly likely when combatants have been recruited involuntarily 

(Cohen, 2013, 2016). Rape and other forms of sexual violence is, in these 

groups, used as part of hazing procedures with the aim of creating hierarchies 

and loyalties within small military units. Given that foreign troops supporting 

one of the domestic parties by definition change the power relationship 

between the warring parties, it is therefore reasonable to assume that sexual 

violence by the party challenged by the intervention will become more 

common. In a nutshell, we can thus expect the following in a conflict between 

side A and side B. 

Military intervention supporting side A    more pressing situation for  

side B more sexual violence by side B 

Research gaps that remain 

Sarwari and Johansson (2017) find some statistical evidence supporting this 

assumption. To capture the power balance induced by the intervention, they 

use the amount of troop support to one warring party compared to the troop 

support to the other. While this measure is valid in theory, it is far from perfect 

empirically. Generally, we know very little about the magnitude of foreign 
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states’ troop support. To advance our understanding in this area, we therefore 

would need to use different types of research methods in the future. For now, 

it is important to consider the strong theoretical reasons for this expectation. 

The effects of domestic protests 

In research as well as media and policy, there is a tendency to describe civilians 

in war as victims without agency. In real life, however, civilians often take to 

the streets to protest against the warmakers, nonviolently or violently 

(e.g. Bonnin, 2000; Arjona, 2016; Leventoğlu & Metternich, 2018; Dorff, 2019; 

Vüllers & Krtsch, 2020). Studying the efficacy of civil resistance since 1900, 

researchers have demonstrated the surprisingly high success rate of large 

civilian uprisings compared to the success rate of armed insurrections 

(Stephan & Chenoweth, 2008; Chenoweth & Stephan, 2011). While often 

successful in outcome, it is not uncommon that individuals participating in 

civilian protests experience sexual harassment and abuse (e.g. HRW, 2013; 

Johansson-Nogués, 2013). 

In a statistical study of all states in conflict or its aftermath between 1989 and 

2017, I find that increases in protest activity very often are associated with 

escalations in sexual violence. Notably, states’ internal discipline plays an 

important part: The effect is most pronounced among states with least 

discipline (measured in corruption levels in the public sector). In states with 

stronger internal discipline, such as Israel and Turkey, protests are not equally 

associated with increases in sexual violence by members of the state security 

apparatus. A plausible interpretation of this finding is that domestic protests 

provide additional opportunities in corrupt states for police corps and other 

security personnel to perpetrate sexual violence on their own initiative. In other 

words, protests may provide an environment conducive to opportunistic sexual 

violence. It is also possible that domestic protests are perceived as an additional 

stressor by states in distress, making them more likely to incite or to accept 
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CRSV within their ranks. An example of incited escalation was seen when 

Tunisian security forces scaled up sexual violence as protests escalated in Tunis 

in early 2011, in order to deter further mobilization and activism. A similar 

development was observed in Egypt during the Arab Spring 

(Johansson-Nogués, 2013). 

The effect of peacekeeping 

While peacekeeping is a broad term, this section refers to peacekeeping 

missions mandated by the United Nations (UN) to use armed force to maintain 

international peace and security. The frequency of such missions (in relation to 

the number of ongoing civil conflicts) has been rather stable since the end of 

the Cold War. We can nevertheless note a time trend with regard to civil 

conflicts in which CRSV is prevalent. This category of conflicts has been 

disproportionally targeted by peacekeeping missions since the mid-2000s 

(see Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Peacekeeping involvement in civil conflict 
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We do not know exactly why conflicts with sexual violence are overrepresented 

among conflicts targeted by peacekeeping. When other factors are taken into 

account, there is no straightforward correlation between CRSV and 

peacekeeping deployment (Hultman & Johansson, 2017). What is established, 

however, is that the Security Council is more likely to adopt resolutions 

targeting conflicts with CRSV than it is to agree on resolutions targeting other 

conflicts (Benson & Gizelis, 2019). For the purposes of this report, it suffices 

to note that sexual violence is a common feature in the context of 

peacekeeping. How well (or not) peacekeepers manage to deal with this type of 

crime is thus a relevant question for policy.2 

While a robust body of research demonstrates a dampening effect of peace-

keeping on killings (e.g. Fortna, 2004; Hultman, Kathman & Shannon, 2013; 

Ruggeri, Dorussen & Gizelis, 2017; Hegre, Hultman & Nygård, 2018), the same 

cannot be said about its effect on CRSV. Theoretically, we could expect some 

of the mechanisms that prevent killings to protect against CRSV too. But there 

are also reasons to expect that CRSV requires specific considerations. Unless 

staged for a wider audience, CRSV often takes place in the private sphere, far 

from military confrontations. Relatedly, military peacekeeping personnel, 

constituting the lion’s share of the entire operation, generally has very limited 

experience of managing and preventing CRSV.  

In a global study of all armed conflicts 1989-2009, Johansson and Hultman 

(2019) argue that the number of personnel is particularly important in relation 

to CRSV as it sometimes takes place in remote and private spaces. They also 

argue, and find, that a mandate focused on civilian protection is crucial for 

peacekeeping to be effective with regard to CRSV. A sizable police contingent 

mandated to protect civilians substantially lowers the risk that widespread 

CRSV by rebel groups will continue. Without such a protection mandate, 

 
2 The text that follows builds in part on a discussion published in International Peacekeeping (Johansson in Olsson et al., 

2020) 
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however, the risk of continued CRSV by rebels instead increases following 

peacekeeping deployment. Notably, there is no average effect of peacekeeping 

on sexual violence by state forces, regardless of mandate. 

The success of peacekeeping operations is not only a product of size and 

mandate. It is also a matter of the degree to which a state or rebel group 

exercises central command over its forces. While the international spotlight 

that follows from a large international operation expectedly has the power to 

impact warring parties’ political will, this will not have much effect if the 

warring parties themselves lack capacity to carry out reforms at the 

organizational level. In an organization such as the Integrated Armed Forces in 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo (FARDC), where the relationship 

between the leadership and the rank-and-file soldiers has been characterized by 

disdain and broken promises (Eriksson Baaz & Stern, 2013), we cannot expect 

adjustments in the incentive structure at the top leadership to leave much of a 

footprint at lower levels of the echelons, at least not in the short term. Based 

on rough measures of internal control, there is statistical evidence in support 

of this notion: In state forces characterized by functional, internal control, there 

is a measurable reduction in CRSV following peacekeeping. There is a similar 

effect on rebel groups. The inability of peacekeepers to change the behaviour 

of state forces and rebel groups that lack internal control is concerning given 

that this group is overrepresented among perpetrators of CRSV. 

Research gaps that remain 

To better understand when peacekeeping operations succeed in improving the 

situation on the ground, we would need more detailed information on both the 

specific undertakings of various peacekeeping contingents at different points 

in time, across different territories, and periodical reports of CRSV with more 

precise information about location and timing than conflict-year. To strengthen 
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the external validity of our measurements and analyses, stronger partnerships 

between researchers (qualitative and quantitative), policy-makers and 

practitioners are needed. 

The effect of human rights council condemnation 

Diplomatic condemnation represents a low-cost response to CRSV in 

comparison to peacekeeping. In this section, I focus on diplomatic 

condemnation issued as resolutions by the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) 

and its predecessor, the Commission on Human Rights (CHR). The number 

of resolutions3 mentioning CRSV has increased steadily since the Commission 

on Human Rights was replaced by the Human Rights Council in 2006 

(see Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Condemnation of sexual violence through the Human Rights Council 

 
3 By ‘resolutions’ I refer to resolutions targeting specific nation states, thus excluding general/thematic resolutions. 
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This reflects a general trend of an increasing number of resolutions rather than 

increased attention to cases of sexual violence.  The purpose of condemnation 

is to add pressure on abusive governments to change their behavior 

(e.g. Carraro, 2019; Squatrito, Sommerer & Lundgren, 2019; 

Haglund & Hillebrecht, 2020). Does that really matter? To what extent do 

states responsible for CRSV by their armed forces or police forces care about 

the reputational costs incurred by condemnation by a multilateral organization 

such as the Human Rights Council? Studying the entire time period from 1987 

to 2014, there is no discernible decline in CRSV following this type of 

condemnation. The analysis, however, yields a different outcome when 

dividing the sample by time/organization: Up until 2006, there is no difference 

in state-perpetrated conflict-related sexual violence before and after 

condemnation by the Commission on Human Rights. After 2006, on the other 

hand, there is a statistically significant decline in CRSV the year following 

condemnation by the Human Rights Council. 

Because of the methods employed, I cannot identify the most influential factor 

determining this shift. It nevertheless remains reasonable to assume that the 

outcome is a result of both the increased attention to CRSV internationally since 

resolution 1820(2008) 4  and the transition to the reformed Human Rights 

Council. A notable difference within the Human Rights Council compared to 

its predecessor is the augmented role of domestic as well as transnational civil 

society organizations (e.g. Sweeney & Saito, 2009; Freedman, 2011). These 

types of organizations are, in the human rights literature more generally, 

understood as critical to the process of materializing pressure on targeted 

governments (e.g. Brysk, 1993; Murdie & Davis, 2012; Allendoerfer, 

Murdie & Welch, 2020). 

 
4 UN Security Council resolution 1820(2008) establishes, for the first time, CRSV as a matter of international peace and 

security. 
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Research gaps that remain 

The study summarized above is based on originally collected data on CRSV-

condemnation and represents the first analysis of its efficacy. An extended data 

collection effort is needed to examine whether the identified trend holds 

beyond 2014. There is furthermore a need for qualitative research to scrutinize 

the processes from condemnation to decline in detail. Considering existing 

research findings within the general human rights literature 

(e.g. Hendrix & Wong, 2013; Murdie & Peksen, 2015; Allendoerfer, 

Murdie & Welch, 2020), it is likely that different conditions make a reduction 

in repression and violence more or less probable. An additional factor to keep 

in mind is that research within the same field has found evidence that 

condemnation of one type of human rights abuse can lead to a decrease in that 

type of abuse – but to an increase in a different type of repression (Brysk, 1993; 

Hafner-Burton, 2008; DeMeritt & Conrad, 2019; Kiyani, 2021). It is therefore 

important that future research of CRSV does not assess the potential impact in 

isolation but rather takes a broad approach when examining its consequences. 

Condemnation in the Universal Periodic Review 

The Human Rights Council harbours a separate mechanism within which all 

states’ human rights practices are reviewed periodically by other states. This 

mechanism is called the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) and has been 

operating since 2008. Compared to the Human Rights Council or the Security 

Council, states do not need to negotiate or compromise in their assessment of 

other states. Each state decides individually which points to raise and how 

strongly to formulate the critique. In this section, I summarise research on the 

UPR which focuses on states’ demonstrated willingness to criticize sexual 

violence perpetrated by states in armed conflict.  
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Since its inception, there has been a firm increase in the number of times that 

states voice sexual violence as a concern within the UPR (see Figure 4). This is 

not only a function of growing UPR engagement in general but reflects what 

appears to be increased attention to sexual violence specifically. That said, 

condemnation remains rare. On average, only one third of all possible states 

offer any kind of criticism when a state known to perpetrate CRSV is under 

review. Only 5 percent of states criticize sexual violence explicitly. 

Figure 4: Condemnation of sexual violence within the UPR 

The states that most frequently criticize sexual violence explicitly are Norway 

and Italy, who have taken the opportunity 40% of the times that a state 

perpetrating CRSV has been under review. 5  This is followed by Austria, 

Canada, France, Netherlands, Sierra Leone, Sweden and Slovenia, who taken 

 
5 This can be contrasted to the case of capital punishment where the foremost condemning states take the opportunity 

100% of the time. 
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this opportunity between 32% and 36% of the times that a state perpetrating 

CRSV has been under review. This group of states is not identical to those 

states that shame the most in general. 

Investigating closer when sexual violence is criticized and by whom, I find that 

one of the most recurrent patterns in condemnation of CRSV involves the 

critique of aid-receiving states by Western donors. Indeed, half of all CRSV-

related condemnations are issued by a donor when reviewing one of its aid 

recipients. I also find evidence that CRSV condemnation is particularly 

attractive to states with an interest in showing a high profile in relation to the 

Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) agenda. A plausible interpretation of the 

empirical evidence is that states primarily criticize CRSV when this serves their 

own political purposes – i.e., when they can use it to justify aid packages or to 

showcase their international commitment to the WPS agenda. The findings 

should serve as a wake-up call to any government that wants to be seen as an 

active, progressive and unbiased rights-defender. The study also supplies a 

salutary reminder to researchers on CRSV that a narrow focus on multilateral 

actions and commitments can result in misleading and overly optimistic 

conclusions regarding the global commitment to put an end to CRSV. 

Research gaps that remain 

This study is the first that systematically assesses states’ condemnation of sexual 

violence in the UPR (as well as elsewhere). To my knowledge, it is generally 

uncommon to study condemnation patterns per violation type. Previous 

research has instead focused on states’ general participation in the UPR. More 

violation-oriented research is needed in order to better understand if/how 

governments use the UPR to shed light on certain human rights abuses while 

leaving other issue areas unmentioned. In this context, it would also be valuable 
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with interview- or survey-based research that would improve our 

understanding of how different state representatives view the current and 

potential role of critique issued within the UPR and other international fora. 

Good to know about statistical methods 

The research summarized in this report is based on statistical, so-called large-n, 

analyses. By using large-n analyses, we can study a large number of cases across 

time and space systematically (for example all rebel groups active in armed 

conflict since the Cold War). It is an efficient method to identify patterns and 

correlations while taking other relevant factors into account. With this 

technique, we can, for example, find out whether peacekeeping in general terms 

seems to have had any effect on warring parties’ behaviour – while accounting 

for other important influences on behaviour, such as conflict intensity and 

relative strength of rebel groups. It is however important to remember the 

crudity needed to draw general conclusions from a large number of cases. 

Temporally, the research presented here relies on yearly measures. This means 

that effects that materialise and revert within less than a year will be missed. 

Even when effects last long enough to be captured, we will need different 

research methods in order to better understand the processes leading up to the 

effect. Indeed, large-n studies can be combined with case studies in at least two 

ways: either they can identify a general correlation that case studies may dig 

deeper into, or they can investigate the generalizability of a relationship already 

identified by case research (Lieberman, 2005). When consuming research 

(regardless of method) it is thus advisable to be familiar with the research field 

overall as this provides clues about the robustness of the respective finding. 
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Reflections on data quality and availability 

The research summarized in this report relies on secondary data about levels 

of CRSV. In other words, I do not compare individual crime numbers; rather, 

I study whether CRSV is ‘widespread’ – as opposed to ‘infrequent’, ‘massive’, 

or simply ‘absent’ from the reporting. This information comes from the Sexual 

Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC) dataset (Cohen & Nordås, 2014, 2019), 

which is the only available source of data on CRSV levels across all conflicts in 

the post-Cold War period.6 The SVAC dataset draws on information from 

two nongovernmental organisations: Human Rights Watch and Amnesty 

International – as well as on reports from the US State Department. 

By indirectly relying on these sources, I reduce my dependence on the 

inclination of individuals to make formal reports. That said, I remain fully 

dependent on these organisations’ local presence and/or networks and 

information channels (Meernik et al., 2012). An advantage of these sources is 

that all three are well-established organisations for which accuracy is 

indispensable for their reputation and credibility (Ron, Ramos, and Rodgers, 

2005; Cohen and Hoover Green, 2012). A limitation of these sources is that 

they are Western-based and serve mainly Western audiences. This, we can 

reasonably assume, shapes the way that host country authorities as well as 

civilians interact with them. Their Western orientation is also reflected in which 

abuses they prioritise in their reporting, and in the way in which they frame 

different situations (Cohen & Hoover Green, 2012). 

An omnipresent challenge with regard to the collection of data on CRSV is the 

limited extent to which such violence is reported. While we will never know 

the exact magnitude of sexual violence in any context, a survey study on 

gender-based violence in 24 developing countries offers an indication: of the 

 
6 Cohen (2013, 2016) maintains an additional (but overlapping) data collection on wartime rapes by states forces and rebel 

groups between 1989 and 2009. 
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nearly 300,000 women surveyed, only 40% told anyone about their experience, 

and just 7% reported the crime to a formal agency (Palermo, Bleck & Peterman, 

2014)7. Another study, based on list experiments in Sri Lanka, showed that 

sexual violence was probably ten times more prevalent during the war than 

previously reported (Traunmüller, Kijewski & Freitag, 2019). Regardless of its 

level, underreporting remains concerning for several reasons, above all for 

survivors who do not receive any assistance even in cases where this is 

technically possible. It also complicates matters for humanitarian personnel, 

peacekeepers, researchers, and policy-makers, who accordingly lack complete 

information when devising and evaluating intervention strategies and 

development programmes. 

Why would an individual choose not to report CRSV? A universal response to 

sexual violence is a feeling of shame and embarrassment, which makes the 

exposed individual less inclined to report their experience (Thompson et al., 

2007; Palermo, Bleck & Peterman, 2014; Ceelen et al., 2019). Threats to 

personal safety pose another obstacle to reporting (CARE, 2014). These 

include a risk of reprisal by the offender (or anyone related to the offender) 

(Davies & True, 2017) and a risk of ostracism by the family or local community. 

While the former is a concern in any context, the latter is specifically relevant 

in societies characterised by honour culture (e.g., Green and Ward, 2009; 

Tankink, 2013). 

Furthermore, some societies lack adequate institutions to which survivors of 

sexual violence can turn to report their experience, should they be so inclined. 

Many different variants of this obstacle exist, and the extent to which they 

dictate reporting patterns differs across countries. Appropriate laws, for 

instance, may be lacking; or such laws may exist without being enforced. The 

institution to which victims might otherwise report their experience may be 

 
7 Evidence from South Sudan paints a similar picture (CARE, 2014). 
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corrupt; indeed, it may even represent those responsible for the crime. Both 

separately and together, these factors can create an environment where targeted 

individuals conclude there is no point in making a report (CARE, 2014). 

For male victims of CRSV, formal mechanisms for reporting CRSV are often 

even more inaccessible than they are for women. Because of pre-existing beliefs 

about women being the only possible targets of CRSV, some instances can be 

restricted to women only. It is common, for example, for women’s 

organisations to serve as prime entry-points for victims of CRSV, leaving men 

with substantially fewer options for reporting their victimisation (Dolan, 2015; 

Anholt, 2016; Hilhorst, Porter & Gordon, 2018; Schulz, 2018). Discrimination 

on other grounds can also play a role, in that opportunities to report may vary 

within a country along ethnic and/or socio-political lines. Ironically, this means 

that CRSV may be most extensive in areas and populations from which we are 

least likely to receive information about it (Davies & True, 2017; Smidt et al., 

2021). That said, assuming the presence of CRSV without direct evidence for 

it carries its own challenges, including the risk that “scarce resources [will be] 

stretched far too thin” (Nordås & Cohen, 2021: 198). 

Key points for policy-makers 

1. Expect levels of conflict-related sexual violence to vary over time. Even if 

CRSV is absent at the outset of a conflict, it may occur later on. 

2. Expect CRSV to be different in prevalence, manifestation, location and 

associated stigmatization across locations. Use different sources of 

information (not only women’s groups) and think creatively about how to 

formulate questions of inquiry. 

3. Consider characteristics of the perpetrating state/group when designing 

intervention strategies. Conventional peacekeeping, for example, is most 

effective in relation to states/groups with strong internal control – but 

these are not the most frequent perpetrators. 
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4. Be attentive to, and ready to support, civilians challenging corrupt and 

abusive states though protests. It is common that sexual violence by 

members of states’ security personnel increases as protests intensify. 

5. Consider events, such as military interventions, that might lead to 

increasingly coercive recruitment tactics. These moments might be 

particularly prone to CRSV. 

6. Consider your government’s engagement in the Universal Periodic Review. 

In the last year, how many times did your government abstain from 

explicitly confronting another government known to perpetrate sexual 

violence in the context of an armed conflict? 

7. Promote resolutions mentioning sexual violence in the UN Human Rights 

Council. Their frequency does not seem to increase but there is tentative 

evidence that those that materialize seem to become more effectful. 

8. To advance our understanding of CRSV and the efficacy of various 

responses to CRSV, we need more research. Fund quality research and 

support initiatives aiming at collecting valuable data systematically over a 

sustained period of time. 

9. Lastly, to ensure that any advances benefit those for whom all efforts are 

intended: always promote creative and sharing partnerships between 

practitioners, policy-makers and researchers. 
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