Overcoming challenges related to data collection and measurement

The following is extracted from Methods and Systems for the Assessment and Monitoring of Sexual Violence and Exploitation in Conflict Situations – the report of a technical consultation held in December 2005 in New York by the Social Science Research Council, UNFPA and WHO. 

Despite substantial international interest in tackling sexual and gender-based violence, there is no agreed-upon method to be used on a routine, systematic basis for the generation of data and analysis to inform effective response strategies and reduction interventions in conflict situations. 

In 2005 the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC)1 expressed commitment to improving reporting and data collection on sexual violence. The Social Science Research Council2, on behalf of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and the World Health Organization (WHO), convened a technical consultation in order to evaluate existing methods for monitoring sexual violence in conflict, identify data sources and indicators and chart obstacles to establishing monitoring, assessment and reporting systems amidst conflict.

Participants noted that the greatest challenge for designing or utilising any information system is guaranteeing that the physical safety and protection of survivors, their trusted confidantes and service providers are not compromised and that it does not increase the risks to and vulnerability of survivors and those assisting and protecting them. Such challenges may be especially pronounced when the authorities, including those entrusted with ensuring women’s protection such as the police, are among the perpetrators of the violence. Disclosing experiences of sexual violence and abuse may expose women and girls to further violence and retaliation, just as documenting violence may put researchers and service providers at risk. Both in times of peace and conflict the very act of collecting information can itself do harm by exposing the identity of victims (or perpetrators). Interviews can be conducted in ways that cause emotional and psychosocial damage or violate local and international norms. It is clear that the ethical bottom line, therefore, must be that if information systems cannot be used safely and responsibly, they should not be used at all.

When data is gathered, it is important to be clear who the target audience is: is data primarily being generated for humanitarian agencies, policy makers, governments, prosecutors? The UN’s system to monitor and report on grave violations of human rights and humanitarian law is directed chiefly at identified groups and parties who are perpetrators. In contrast, documentation by humanitarian and human rights organisations tends to put heavy emphasis on survivors and on securing services to meet their needs.  

How sexual violence and exploitation (SVE) is defined will have a considerable impact on the results generated by any measurement or surveillance activities. Terms that appear to be self-evident often have specific legal and political meanings and may have a particular meaning to participants in a study. For instance, an equivalent term to ‘rape’ does not exist in all languages, and norms around what constitutes consent to sex often differ. Sexual violence in conflict situations often takes place in settings where local languages do not have a word for rape, or in cultures of violence with high incidences of intimate partner violence, police violence and other forms of violence. Offences like non-penile vaginal penetration or rape of men and boys are often not specified in national laws.

In some contexts, when the person is an adult it is never rape. Sexual violence may not be considered rape if family members choose not to acknowledge the violation. In many countries in order to establish her status as a victim a woman must prove that she resisted. Given that the phenomenon of gender-based violence is understood, defined and dealt with in different ways in different communities, the broader the definition, the more likely it will capture the necessary range of offences.

It should be noted that there is no evidence of a causal relationship between surveillance and reduction. Costs related to developing any kind of information or surveillance system are not inconsiderable but there are moral imperatives to document, record, monitor and evaluate so that action against can be based on evidence and lessons learned. Monitoring legal and judicial practices concerning rape and other sexual crimes are essential for ending impunity and empowering survivors to seek justice. While it is not possible to assess all indictors in all contexts, key indictors on laws, courts and women’s legal status are critical. When creating an information system for SVE in conflict situations, it is important to create a system to track trends in prevalence over time, as well as to inform organisations of needed services.

[text box]

WHO Multi-Country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence against Women3

Starting in 1998, WHO has implemented an eight-year study on domestic violence

among 24,000 women in ten countries. The study has resulted in the first comparable data on domestic violence in the world – even five years ago, data of this kind was completely unavailable. The main objectives were to estimate the prevalence of physical and sexual violence; document the associations between intimate partner violence and various indicators of women’s current health status; identify risk and protective factors for domestic violence against women for comparison within and between settings; and explore and compare the strategies used by women who experience domestic violence. In addition to ongoing or continuous data collection, the

utility of using repeat measures such as baseline and follow-up studies and cross-sectional

studies was also discussed. WHO’s study demonstrated the value of longitudinal approaches as compared to cross-sectional studies. The former can provide a baseline against which incidence and prevalence can be measured over time and also, when carried out with well-trained researchers, help create a more conducive climate for disclosure. Cross-sectional studies – i.e. snapshot data collection – are limited in their ability to explain how violence may have changed over time with respect to incidence, prevalence, and other contextual factors. 

[end text box]

Surveys cannot be used to measure the actual numbers of women that have experienced sexual violence. Instead, they measure the number of women surveyed who are willing or able to disclose at that moment that they have experienced sexual violence.

Creating a comprehensive information system for sexual violence in conflict situation will require:

* identifying key decision makers and stakeholders from the health, psychosocial, legal and security sectors, the types of decisions that need to be made and the types of information needed to make them

* ensuring that local experts and individuals from the target community are given the means to identify contextually relevant indicators, interpret findings and help identify strategies for response

* establishing protocols for training and involvement of local personnel – especially women – at all levels of the surveillance system

* identifying inconsistencies, data gaps and ambiguity in the terminology used in current monitoring and reporting

* identifying personnel needed for field monitoring systems, training methodologies and means of disseminating and using information

* sharing expertise between epidemiologists, statisticians and demographers on developing  sampling techniques

* creating statistical models that can identify correlations between patterns of political events and patterns of sexual violence.

Actors and agencies must find a common goal for the use of the data. Goals cannot be agency-specific. Issues regarding ownership and data utilisation must be addressed at the onset of collection activities to guard against the misuse, distortion or suppression of information. Coordination is crucial to data collection. Just as GBV services must be coordinated between agencies, so must the collection of data. The human rights sector is mainly concerned with identifying the perpetrator and applying the law, as well as protecting the victims from ongoing or future attacks, while the

humanitarian sector is concerned with health needs and psychosocial consequences. But the two sectors face similar security and protection challenges and must liaise.

Given the sensitive nature of data collection on sexual violence (for example, regarding the potential identification of perpetrators – who themselves may be members of government – and the safety of victims and survivors), issues regarding ownership and data utilisation must be addressed at the onset of collection activities to guard against the misuse, distortion or suppression of information.

The full report is online at www.ssrc.org/programs/HIV/publications/SVE_Report.pdf  

1  The IASC’s Guidelines for Gender-based Violence Interventions in Humanitarian Settings: Focusing on Prevention of and Response to Sexual Violence in Emergencies are online at:   www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc/content/subsidi/tf_gender/gbv.asp 

2 www.ssrc.org 

3 www.who.int/gender/violence/multicountry/en 
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