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The Human Security Report 2012 challenges a number of widely held 

assumptions about the nature of sexual violence during war and 

the effect of conflict on educational systems. Both analyses are 

part of the Human Security Report Project’s ongoing investigation 

of the human costs of war.

Part I: Sexual Violence, Education, and War first reviews the fragmentary data on 

sexual violence against adults and children in wartime. It finds, among other things, 

that the mainstream narrative exaggerates the prevalence of combatant-perpetrated 

sexual violence, while largely ignoring the far more pervasive domestic sexual 

violence perpetrated in wartime by family members and acquaintances. This bias has 

unfortunate implications for policy.

Turning to the impact of war on education, the Report shows that—surprisingly—

educational outcomes actually improve on average during wartime. It confirms that 

conflict-affected countries generally have substantially lower educational outcomes 

than nonconflict countries, but it challenges the widely held notion that this is 

because of war. It points out that educational outcomes were also low—or lower—

during the prior periods of peace. They could not, therefore, have been caused by 

warfare. The Report offers the first explanation for the apparent paradox of 

educational outcomes that improve in wartime.

Part II of the Report reviews global and regional trends in the incidence and severity 

of organized violence. It highlights new research on the deadliness of external 

military intervention in civil wars, challenges the notion that conflicts are becoming 

more persistent, and shows that even “failed” peace agreements save lives.
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SEXUAL VIOLENCE, EDUCATION, 
AND WAR: BEYOND THE 
MAINSTREAM NARRATIVE

The 2012 Human Security Report continues the examination of the human 

costs of war that started with the previous Report and our analysis of the 

apparent paradox of child mortality rates that improved in more than  

90 percent of the years in which countries have been embroiled in war 

since 1970.1

Part I of the new Report examines the impact of wartime sexual violence on adults  

as well as children, and details some surprising revelations about the impact of war on  

educational systems.

As was the case with the previous Report, this year’s counterintuitive findings pose a major 

challenge to a number of widely held assumptions about the human costs of war.

The focus of the first three chapters of Part I is sexual violence in wartime. 

Rape and other sexual violations in wartime continue to pose a grave threat to human 

security in today’s wars. They create massive suffering, inflict psychological trauma, disease, 

unwanted pregnancies, stigmatization, rejection, grievous injury, and sometimes death, on 

their victims—who are overwhelmingly female.

Long ignored, wartime sexual violence has become increasingly politically salient in the 

policy agendas of the international community over the past two decades. These changes are 

due in large part to the tireless investigations and increasingly effective advocacy campaigns of 

human rights and humanitarian organizations.

At the UN, other international agencies, and in the donor governments that provide 

assistance to war-affected communities, the issue of wartime sexual violence is now being 

addressed with a level of commitment that has long been needed, but too rarely provided  

in the past.
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The mainstream narrative on wartime sexual violence that has emerged over the past 

two decades has been greatly influenced by a series of prominent UN reports and innovative 

initiatives—in particular, those associated with the Security Council’s, Women, Peace and 

Security, policy agenda.

But while highly effective in drawing attention to wartime sexual violence and building 

support to prevent it, the mainstream narrative rests on a set of assumptions that are partial, 

misleading, and sometimes flat wrong. Some of the assumptions also have unfortunate 

implications for policy.

Chapter 1 examines some of the misunderstandings that underpin the mainstream narra-

tive on sexual violence in wartime. It argues that this narrative is biased in two important ways.

First, it tends to treat the sexual violence perpetrated in the worst affected countries as if 

it were typical of all conflict-affected countries. In fact, in the majority of countries in conflict 

the reported levels of sexual violence are far less than the mainstream narrative suggests. 

Moreover, the evidence suggests that the level of sexual violence worldwide is likely declining, 

not increasing as claimed by senior UN officials.

Second, the mainstream narrative systematically neglects domestic sexual violence in 

war-affected countries, even though it is far more pervasive than the conflict-related sexual 

violence that is perpetrated by rebels, militias, and government forces, and which receives the 

overwhelming majority of media and official attention.

Chapter 2 examines the incentive structures that drive not only media reporting of 

wartime sexual violence but also the analysis and policies of the UN and other international 

agencies, as well as major NGOs. It argues that these incentive structures have created a one-

sided narrative that distorts our understanding of sexual violence in war-affected countries 

and severely hinders the widely endorsed goal of creating policies that are “evidence-based.”

Chapter 3 focuses on the impact of wartime 

sexual violence on children. Here the data are 

so bad that few conclusions can be drawn with 

confidence. But the limited data that do exist 

suggest that in the large majority of cases, sexual 

violence against children in wartime is perpe-

trated by family members and acquaintances—

not strangers or combatants. The prevalence of 

sexual violence directed against children also 

appears to be significantly lower than among adults. Children seem to be partially protected 

from sexual violence simply because they are children.

Chapter 4 examines the impact of war on education. Here there is a wealth of reasonably 

robust data on educational enrolments and attainments around the world. Most official and 

NGO reporting on the impact of war on educational systems does, however, not rely on the 

cross-national statistical trend data, but rather on detailed descriptions of the effects of war on 

enrolments or attainments in individual countries. These descriptions are often complemented 

In the majority of conflict 
countries, reported levels 
of sexual violence are far 
lower than the mainstream 
narrative suggests.
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by selected single-country statistics—on the number of schools destroyed during conflict, for 

example, but rarely provide a globally representative picture. 

The overall assessments that are drawn from these country case studies provide rich 

contextualized pictures of the impact of war on educational outcomes. But they are subject 

to selection bias—that is, they draw information disproportionately from the worst affected 

countries that are—understandably—the focus of most media and political attention. The 

mainstream narrative tends to treat the impact of war on the worst affected countries as if it 

were representative of all countries in conflict. It is not.

Data from multi-country studies and some econometric analyses reveal a quite different 

story. Here the evidence indicates that during many conflict periods, educational outcomes—

counterintuitively—improve on average.

Part II of the Report updates the trend data 

on organized violence published in previous 

Reports and Human Security Briefs and exam-

ines the topical issue of persistent conflicts 

where it finds fewer causes for concern than do 

other analysts. 

Perhaps the most encouraging finding is 

that peace agreements save lives even when 

the violence recurs. In fact, the data show that 

annual battle-death tolls in conflicts that restart 

after peace agreements have broken down drop by 80 percent. This represents a greater 

reduction in death tolls than for any other type of conflict termination.

Part II also finds that civil wars that are internationalized are twice as deadly as those in 

which there is no military intervention by an outside power. 

We furthermore investigate trends in other types of organized violence and find that non-

state armed conflicts—those that do not involve a state as one of the warring parties—have not 

been increasing as some have claimed. What is more, we find that the number of campaigns 

of deadly violence against defenceless civilians was lower in 2009 than at any time since 1989. 

War and Sexual Violence: Myths and Realities
The advocacy of the UN, other international agencies, and major humanitarian and human 

rights NGOs on behalf of the victims of wartime sexual violence has made a major contribution 

to raising public awareness about the horrific nature of sexual violence in today’s conflict zones 

and in bringing pressure to bear to implement policies to combat it. 

But the lack of reliable and accessible cross-national data on sexual violence in wartime 

remains a major factor limiting our understanding of its scope and intensity. And, absent robust 

data to enable reality checks, a series of myths about wartime sexual violence has flourished, 

largely unchallenged. The mainstream narrative that results is partial, misleading, and has 

negative implications for policy.

Part II finds that civil wars 
with external military 
intervention are twice 
as deadly as civil wars in 
which there is no external 
military intervention.
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A Misleading Global Narrative
Chapter 1 of the Report argues that the mainstream narrative on wartime sexual violence is 

based in part on mistaken assumptions that have perpetuated a number of misunderstandings 

about sexual violence in wartime. We present five challenges to this narrative:

		Conflicts with Extreme Sexual Violence Are the Exception Rather Than the Rule

		  In the absence of reliable cross-national survey data, accounts of wartime sexual violence 

tend to draw heavily on data from the worst affected countries, buttressed by shocking 

victim narratives, unsupported generalizations, and statistical “urban myths.” The 

impression created is that the extreme sexual violence suffered in a relatively small number 

of war-affected countries is the norm. But recent research has revealed that in more than 

half of the years in which countries are in conflict, levels of reported conflict-related sexual 

violence are low to negligible. The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Rwanda, 

Sudan (Darfur), Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Bosnia—the countries that have received most 

media and advocacy attention—are the exceptions, not the rule.

		Claims That Sexual Violence in Wartime Is Increasing Are Not Based on Evidence

		  There is no doubt that the reporting of conflict-related sexual violence in war zones has 

increased dramatically over the past two decades as the political salience of the issue has 

increased. But there is no compelling evidence to support assertions made by senior UN 

officials and in high-level UN and other official reports, that wartime sexual violence has 

been increasing. 

		  Moreover, although there are no reliable cross-national trend data on sexual violence in 

wartime, indirect evidence suggests that its incidence has declined worldwide over the past 

two decades. It is likely that conflict-related sexual violence decreased along with the 

decline in the number and deadliness of armed conflicts. The Report assumes that when 

conflicts end, conflict-related sexual violence generally also stops, or at the very least 

declines appreciably.2

		Strategic Rape Is Less Common Than Claimed

		  The mainstream narrative claims that strategic rape—the use of rape as a weapon of war—

is a pervasive and a growing threat. While there are certainly cases where rape has been 

deliberately used as a weapon of war, no credible evidence has been produced to support 

claims that strategic rape is pervasive in most conflicts, nor that its incidence has been 

growing. It is certainly true that reporting of strategic rape has increased, but this is not the 

same as an actual increase.

		The Most Prevalent Form of Sexual Violence in Wartime Is Ignored

		  The mainstream narrative on sexual violence in wartime focuses one-sidedly on sexual 

violence perpetrated by rebels, militias, and government forces and ignores almost 

completely domestic sexual violence—that perpetrated by intimate partners, relatives, and 

acquaintances. Yet, the latter claims far more victims in war-affected countries than does 

conflict-related sexual violence. This narrow focus has greatly limited our comprehension 

of the extent of sexual violence in war-affected countries, while high-level political 
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attention and humanitarian assistance has been directed primarily at the survivors of 

conflict-related rape.

		Male Victims and Female Perpetrators 

		  It is clear that men make up the majority of perpetrators of wartime sexual violence and 

women and girls comprise the overwhelming majority of its victims. But many males 

are also victimized by sexual violence in wartime, and some females are perpetrators. 

Indeed, recent survey data indicate that both male victims and female perpetrators 

may be far more numerous than generally believed. Yet, both are largely ignored in the 

mainstream narrative.

We do not, of course, dispute the fact that sexual violence in today’s armed conflicts can 

cause immense suffering. But media reporting too often portrays wartime sexual violence in 

the worst affected countries in a way that suggests that the extreme abuses that generate news 

headlines are the norm. They are not––not even in the worst affected countries.

Consider the case of Liberia, a country notorious for the gross levels of wartime sexual 

violence perpetrated in the civil wars of the 1990s and early 2000s. Indeed, one much-cited 

New York Times article in 2009 claimed that three out of every four women in Liberia had been 

raped during these wars.

That appalling sexual atrocities were committed in Liberia’s wars is indisputable, but while 

the media horror stories were mostly true, they were not the whole truth. The best nationwide 

data on sexual violence in wartime Liberia reveal a very different, but largely unreported, story. 

In 2007 a nationwide population survey 

undertaken by the Demographic and Health 

Survey found that the lifetime prevalence rate 

of sexual violence for females aged 15 to 49 

in war-affected Liberia was 18 percent. This is 

very high, but only a small fraction of the three 

out of four women in Liberia that the New York 

Times alleged were raped during the fighting. 

(We examine this much-cited, but quite wrong, 

assertion in detail in Chapter 1.)

To put the lifetime prevalence rate in Liberia in perspective, consider the situation in the 

United States. According to a major survey undertaken in 2010 for the Center for Disease 

Control (CDC), the lifetime prevalence rate of sexual violence in the US is some 18 percent––

the same rate as in Liberia.3

The Incentives That Drive the Mainstream Narrative on Wartime Sexual Violence
Chapter 2 of the Report argues that the biases evident in the mainstream narrative on wartime 

sexual violence are determined in large part by the incentive structures that underpin both 

media coverage of today’s wars and the work of international humanitarian and human rights 

agencies and NGOs, whose mission includes advocacy as well as service delivery.

Media reporting often 
portrays wartime sexual 
violence in a way that 
suggests the extreme 
abuses that generate news 
headlines are the norm.
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Media reporting on wartime sexual violence is driven in large part by the “if it bleeds it 

leads” news imperative. Violence is news. Hence, the media focus on horrific victim narratives 

of conflict-related sexual violence—stories of mass rapes, mutilations, shocking sexual assaults 

on young children, etc. 

The domestic sexual violence that takes place behind closed doors in war-affected 

countries—much of which is not even illegal in the countries where it happens—is ignored by 

the media almost completely. And domestic sexual violence in wartime is notably absent from 

the Security Council’s high-profile wartime sexual violence agenda—despite the fact that it is 

far more pervasive than conflict-related sexual violence.

The strong media bias towards covering countries worst affected by wartime rape also 

ensures that news that is far less bad receives minimal coverage. As pointed out, a majority of 

war-affected countries have low to negligible levels of reported sexual violence.

The incentives that partially drive the official and NGO narratives on sexual violence in 

war-affected countries are rather different, but they have a similar effect. Here the critical issue 

is that the demand for humanitarian assistance in these countries, including for the survivors 

of sexual violence, invariably exceeds the resources available to meet it. 

This has created a dilemma for donors, service providers, and advocates, one that lies at 

the very heart of the humanitarian enterprise. As Ian Smillie and Larry Minear put it: 

In a highly competitive environment—made competitive by great needs and 

inadequate funding—exaggeration not only pays, it is sometimes the only thing that 

will dislodge funding from donors who themselves have too few resources and too 

many supplicants.

With funding rarely sufficient to meet humanitarian needs, UN agencies and NGOs have 

a clear interest in disseminating information that will highlight the dire plight of those in need 

and attract the media coverage that helps persuade public and private donors into opening 

their wallets. 

These complementary media and advocacy incentives explain in large part why the 

mainstream narrative on sexual violence in wartime is both partial and misleading. 

Policy Implications
Few doubt that the provision of humanitarian assistance for the victims of sexual violence 

in wartime is often inadequate. Given this, why should it matter if NGOs and international 

agencies overstate the scope and intensity of conflict-related sexual violence in order to access 

adequate levels of humanitarian funding for the survivors of that violence? The beneficiaries 

will surely not complain.

The short answer is that without data, there can be no evidence-based policy. Without 

reliable data for needs assessments, for example, the effective and equitable allocation of 

humanitarian assistance to rape survivors becomes impossible. Without reliable data, policy-

makers cannot know whether sexual violence in war-affected countries is increasing or 

o v e r v i e w
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decreasing. And, absent this most basic information, they can have little idea whether policies 

directed at deterring or stopping sexual violence are having any effect.

But these are only the most obvious challenges. Consider some of the negative policy 

responses that may result from the sources of bias in the mainstream narrative noted 

previously and the ensuing urban myths.

First, the fact that many war-affected 

countries experience low or negligible levels of 

reported sexual violence has generated almost 

no interest in the policy community. And with a 

handful of important exceptions, it has received 

very little attention in the research community 

either. Yet, understanding why some countries 

suffer much lower rates of sexual violence than 

others could provide important insights for 

improving sexual violence prevention programs. 

Second, as long as policy-makers in the UN and elsewhere erroneously believe that 

wartime sexual violence is increasing worldwide, they will have few incentives to seek to 

understand why it might be decreasing. In fact, the indirect evidence suggests that conflict-

related sexual violence is declining. Since the end of the Cold War, the number and deadliness 

of armed conflicts has decreased substantially, and with it—we assume—the incidence of 

conflict-related sexual violence. 

The decline in conflict numbers has been driven in part by the success of peacemaking 

initiatives—using diplomatic means to stop ongoing conflicts. Since there is considerable 

evidence that peacemaking is effective, the Report suggests that it may constitute a more viable 

indirect strategy for reducing conflict-related rape than the UN’s direct prevention efforts for 

which there is little evidence of success. 

Third, the omission of male victims from the mainstream narrative on wartime sexual 

violence—and from most official and NGO reports—has clear and inequitable policy 

consequences, the most obvious being that the needs of male survivors of wartime rape are 

largely ignored. The extent of this neglect is remarkable. One recent study found that of the 

more than 4,000 NGOs around the world that address the issue of wartime sexual violence, 

only 3 percent even mentioned males in their informational materials. 

Finally, the mainstream narrative’s one-sided focus on conflict-related sexual violence 

perpetrated by rebels, militias, and government troops has meant that the more pervasive 

threats that domestic sexual violence pose to the rights and integrity of women in wartime 

have been rendered largely invisible, not least on the agenda of the UN Security Council.

Moreover, the policy prescriptions being pursued by the UN in seeking to prevent conflict-

related sexual violence have virtually no relevance for the more pervasive threat of domestic 

sexual violence in wartime. And because domestic sexual violence in war-affected countries is 

a continuation of the largely invisible domestic sexual violence that persists in peacetime, it 

Of the more than 4,000 
NGOs that address the 
issue of wartime sexual 
violence, only 3 percent 
mentioned males in their 
informational materials.

o v e r v i e w
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does not constitute an “emergency” issue. As a consequence, its survivors, unlike the victims of 

conflict-related sexual violence, rarely receive humanitarian assistance. 

Children and Wartime Sexual Violence
Chapter 3 of this Report addresses sexual violence against children in wartime. Yet, the 

fragmentary and unreliable nature of the data means that determining how, and to what 

true extent, children in conflict-affected countries are affected by wartime sexual violence is 

currently impossible.

The best data we have on the prevalence of sexual violence in poor countries comes from 

nationwide population surveys. But the few such surveys that are undertaken in wartime 

mostly ignore children, while the surveys that do ask questions about children’s experience of 

sexual violence are mostly undertaken in peacetime.

The UN’s Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism (MRM) collects data on a range of 

human rights violations against children in armed conflict, including sexual violence. But, as 

Chapter 3 demonstrates, the methodology of the MRM grossly underestimates the prevalence 

of sexual violence against children in conflict-affected countries—although it is useful in many 

other ways.

Without referring to its own inadequate 

MRM data, the UN has claimed that wartime 

violence against children—including sexual vio-

lence—is increasing. There is no evidence to sup-

port such an assertion. Indeed, as with adults, 

the worldwide incidence of sexual violence 

against children perpetrated by combatants has 

likely decreased as the number and deadliness 

of wars have declined.

The very limited evidence that we have 

suggests that the patterns of sexual violence against children in wartime are very similar to 

those against adults. In both cases, the large majority of sexual violence is domestic in origin—

perpetrated by family members or close acquaintances, not by rebels, militias, or government 

troops. In both cases, sexual violence rates vary substantially from region to region and country 

to country. 

The evidence also suggests that estimates of the prevalence of wartime sexual violence 

against children that are based solely on face-to-face interviews rather than anonymous 

responses are likely too low. This was demonstrated in the World Health Organization’s 

multi-country surveys in the early 2000s. Women respondents were asked, both directly 

and anonymously, if they had been sexually violated as children. The anonymous responses 

indicated substantially higher rates of assault than the face-to-face responses. It is likely that 

similar degrees of under-reporting characterize survey-based estimates of sexual violence 

against adults, although this possibility has not been tested cross-nationally.

Estimates of wartime 
sexual violence against 
children based on face-to- 
face interviews rather than 
anonymous responses are 
likely too low.

o v e r v i e w



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 2 9

The one clear difference between children and adults with respect to sexual violence—in 

both war-affected countries and those at peace—is that children, especially young children, 

suffer lower levels of victimization than adults. This suggests that they receive a degree of 

normative protection simply because they are children. 

Bridging the Knowledge Gaps
The absence of reliable cross-national data on the extent and severity of sexual violence against 

children, as well as adults, means that the aspirations of donor governments and international 

agencies for policy in this area to be evidence-based cannot be realized.

In poor countries where most wars take place, only well-run nationwide population 

surveys can generate reliable data that are robust enough to determine whether wartime  

sexual violence is increasing or decreasing—and to inform policy formulation, needs 

assessment, and impact evaluation.

The Impact of War on Children’s Education
Chapter 4 examines the impact of war on education. Here access to reliable information is 

far better than is the case with wartime sexual violence. This is in large part because a major 

international effort has gone into collecting and collating cross-national educational data for 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The MDG target for education calls for all children 

to have the opportunity to complete primary school by 2015. 

Mainstream accounts of the effect of war on educational outcomes, however, rarely draw 

on these cross-national statistical data. They typically review narrative descriptions, including 

disturbing victim accounts, of how particular impacts of war—the destruction of schools, or 

the rape of schoolchildren, for example—affect the educational system. Not surprisingly, these 

accounts tend to draw on findings from countries where the impact of armed violence has 

been substantial and where the need for assistance is greatest.

The mainstream narrative sometimes draws on sophisticated statistical analyses from 

individual countries—many of them undertaken by the Households in Conflict Network—on 

the impact of conflict on national educational systems. But findings from these studies, while 

valuable, are unlikely to be a reliable guide to the impact of war on educational systems in 

general because they tend to focus on countries most affected by conflict.

Taken together, these accounts paint a bleak picture. Indeed, reports from UNESCO 

(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), the World Bank, and major 

NGOs have described the impact of conflict on education as “devastating,” “disastrous,” and 

destroying educational opportunities on an “epic scale.”

But, as Chapter 4 points out, descriptive statistics from two major multi-country studies—

one by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics and the other by the Education Policy and Data 

Center—make it clear that these are not accurate descriptions of the impact of warfare on 

education in most conflict-affected countries. The mainstream narrative draws inappropriate 

general conclusions from a limited number of unrepresentative case studies.

o v e r v i e w
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Data from the multi-country background study by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics 

for UNESCO’s flagship 2011 Global Monitoring Report reveals, for example, that in only  

11 percent of conflict periods was there a clear decline in educational attainment indicators.  

In more than 40 percent of cases, however, attainment indicators at the end of a conflict period 

were higher than at the beginning—sometimes even in the areas worst affected by warfare. 

Data from another multi-country study, undertaken by the Washington-based Education 

Policy and Data Center in 2010, also show that educational outcomes improved in a surprising 

number of cases in areas that were worst affected by conflict.

The most remarkable finding, however, came from a major econometric study undertaken 

by the Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) for the World Bank’s 2011 World Development 

Report that revealed that, on average, there was “no discernible effect of conflict on education 

levels.”4 This finding stands in stark contrast to the assumptions of the mainstream narrative 

on the impact of conflict on educational outcomes.

The PRIO study also indicated that the 

average country in conflict improved its 

educational outcomes at approximately the 

same rate as the average nonconflict country—

though from a lower baseline. If both conflict and 

nonconflict countries improve their educational 

outcomes at the same rate, this suggests that 

conflict has, on average, little net impact.

How can such deeply counterintuitive 

findings be explained? First, in many cases the  

impact of conflict on the educational system is simply too small to have a discernible nationwide 

effect on this rate of improvement. The average conflict in the new millennium has experienced 

fewer than 1,000 reported battle deaths a year. This means that the annual death toll from 

armed conflict in a given country is usually far smaller than the number of homicides. We do 

not expect countries that have 1,000-plus homicides a year to have poor educational outcomes 

as a consequence. 

And low war death tolls are likely to be associated with low levels of societal disruption 

and physical destruction. Moreover, in low-intensity conflicts the violence tends to be concen-

trated in relatively small geographical areas––with most areas of the country not being directly 

affected by the fighting. 

Second, the negative effect of conflict on educational systems may manifest itself in a 

slowing of the pre-war rate of improvement, rather than a complete halt or reversal. 

Third, armed conflict may cause educational outcomes to deteriorate briefly, so briefly that 

it will not be picked up by the data. Again, this would indicate the robustness of the positive 

long-term trends.

Fourth, rising educational outcomes in war do not necessarily mean that the disruptions 

and destruction of warfare have no effect. A negative effect may be present, but not discernible, 

In low-intensity conflicts, 
the violence tends to be 
concentrated in small 
geographical areas, with 
most areas of the country 
not being directly affected.
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in the outcome trend data because it is offset by other factors that improve outcomes. If average 

incomes rise during wartime, which happens in a surprising number of cases, the positive impact 

of this change on educational outcomes may outweigh the negative impact of the conflict.

In other cases, international assistance can boost school attendance even in periods of 

conflict. In Afghanistan, for example, fewer than a million children went to school under the 

Taliban. Since the overthrow of the Taliban regime in 2001, a new government and massive 

inflows of foreign assistance have meant that more than six million children are now going to 

school, despite the ongoing political violence.5

In both these examples, educational outcomes improve despite the negative impact  

of conflict.

In other words, the statistical data on educational outcomes in conflict-affected countries 

do not support claims that war is “development in reverse,” to use Paul Collier’s memorable 

phrase. The impact of conflict on educational outcomes nationwide rarely causes them to 

decline absolutely. Where there is a discernible effect, it usually involves a reduction in the rate 

at which outcomes improve. 

This means that educational systems in war-affected poor countries appear to be 

considerably more resilient than is generally assumed. But this fact tends to go unnoticed 

because the mainstream narrative, which draws primarily on case-study research, is heavily 

influenced by what happens in the worst affected countries. The data from the multi-country 

and econometric studies drawn on in this Report, which reveal a much less bleak picture of 

what happens to educational systems in wartime, are relatively recent, not easily accessible to 

nonspecialists, and remain largely unknown.

This is not all. There is a clear association between periods of conflict and low educational 

attainments––i.e., in conflict countries these outcomes are consistently lower than in noncon-

flict countries. But it is far from obvious that it is the conflict that causes the lower outcomes.

The mainstream narrative draws attention to the reality that educational outcomes in war-

affected countries are consistently lower than those in nonconflict countries, and assumes—

plausibly enough—that it is the conflict that causes the difference. But the cross-national data 

suggest that this is not the case. 

Chapter 4 reviews a series of case studies by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics that 

indicate that in a majority of cases the low educational outcomes that exist during periods of 

conflict were also present in the pre-conflict period. This suggests that the low educational 

outcomes in the conflict period are not primarily caused by the conflict but by factors that 

preceded it.

Even during periods of warfare there are plausible explanations for poor educational 

outcomes, other than the deaths, disruption, and destruction caused by the war itself. The 

background study undertaken for the World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report by PRIO 

researchers found that state fragility—the weakness of institutions, governance, and state 

capacity in a given country—is more strongly associated with poor educational attainments 

than is conflict.6
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There is a clear policy message here, namely that the most effective path to improving 

educational outcomes in wartime may be to reduce state fragility in peacetime.

Understanding state fragility in peacetime may help explain why educational outcomes in 

countries during wartime are lower than those in nonconflict countries. But is this explanation 

compatible with the fact that educational outcomes improve, on average, in wartime?

A complete answer to this question is beyond the scope of this Report. Here we simply 

note that, overall, states appear to have become less fragile over time. Indeed, the global level 

of fragility declined worldwide by some 20 percent between 1995 and 2010 according to the 

State Fragility Index. 

If state fragility is an important part of the explanation for low educational outcomes, both 

in times of war and peace, we would expect that as fragility declines, then—other things being 

equal—overall educational attainments and other development indicators will improve. This 

is, in fact, what the data from the PRIO and other studies suggest. 

Trends in Human Insecurity
Part II of the Report examines changes in the incidence and severity of organized violence 

around the world and finds little change in the post-Cold War trend towards fewer and less 

deadly wars reported in previous Human Security Reports. 

Chapter 5 shows that the deadliness of warfare has declined over the last 50 to 60 years, 

and there are now significantly fewer armed conflicts around the world than during the peak 

of the early 1990s. The average number of high-intensity conflicts per year—defined as conflicts 

that reach 1,000 or more battle deaths in a calendar year—dropped by half from the 1980s to 

the new millennium.

A new analysis of military intervention in civil wars finds that conflicts that involve the 

military forces of external powers are, on average, twice as deadly as civil wars in which there 

are no such interventions. Given that foreign military interventions introduce new combatants 

and weapons systems into countries in conflict, this is not surprising.

The fact that military interventions are associated with greatly increased battle-death 

numbers is not necessarily an argument against military intervention for humanitarian—or 

indeed other—purposes. But in considering the pros and cons of such interventions, it is 

clearly a factor that should be weighed in the decision-making process.

Chapter 6 of this Report presents the first systematic analysis of post-World War II trends 

in conflict persistence, which has received increasing attention from academics and policy-

makers. Persistence has two related meanings here. The first refers to the length of wars, and 

the second to the rate at which they start again after having stopped. The average duration of 

conflicts appears to have increased. And the trend data indicate that, in recent years, conflicts 

that stopped were increasingly likely to recur within a relatively short period.

A closer examination of the data, however, reveals a more encouraging picture. Most of 

today’s conflict episodes are relatively short and long-lasting conflicts are the exception rather 

than the rule. Moreover, persistent conflicts are often very small in scale. Finally, the rates of 
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conflict recurrence have increased in large part because conflicts have become more difficult 

to win—but not necessarily more difficult to resolve through peacemaking and peacebuilding.

It is true that the average length of conflicts has been increasing. This is in part because 

conflict numbers have been shrinking overall, while a number of intractable long-running 

conflicts have persisted. But it is not true that there is any tendency for recent conflicts to last 

a long time—most conflict episodes that have started during the last two decades have been 

short-lived and small in scale. 

It is also a fact that in the new millennium, 

wars that end have been more likely to restart 

than in the past. This is not, however, because 

today’s peace agreements are failing more 

frequently than those in the past. 

Most of the conflicts that restart soon after 

they have stopped are very small. As the fighting 

in these small conflicts waxes and wanes from 

year to year, the death toll may change enough 

to cross the conflict threshold of 25 battle deaths 

in a calendar year. Conflict may thus stop, only to start a couple of years later as the violence 

increases slightly. It is this in-and-out pattern of low-intensity conflicts that has been the 

major cause of the recent increase in conflict recurrences. 

Because most of these recurring conflicts are small, and often geographically isolated, they 

almost never threaten governments and pose relatively few threats to citizens. As a result, 

there is no great incentive for governments to expend major resources in an effort to stop them.

Peace agreements have been highly prone to break down in the past, and some critics 

have argued in favour of “giving war a chance,” by pursuing victory on the battlefield rather 

than peace agreements at the bargaining table. The rationale here is that conflicts that end in 

victory are less likely to recur, and thus will save more lives in the long run than those that end 

in peace agreements. 

The critics are wrong. Peace agreements today are more stable than is usually assumed. 

And conflicts that restart in the wake of peace agreements that break down still see a dramatic 

reduction—some 80 percent, on average—in annual battle-death tolls. Peace agreements, in 

other words, succeed in saving lives even when they “fail.”

The final chapters of this Report cover trends in those forms of organized violence that 

do not fit the traditional definition of conflict. Chapter 7 discusses new research on non-state 

conflicts—those that do not involve a government as one of the warring parties. It finds no 

evidence that these somewhat volatile and generally low-intensity struggles are becoming 

either more frequent or deadly, as some have claimed. 

Similarly, Chapter 8 finds that the number of campaigns of one-sided violence—deadly 

attacks against defenceless civilians—was lower in 2009 than at any time since 1989, the first 

year for which data are available.

Conflicts that restart in  
the wake of collapsed 
peace agreements still 
see a reduction in annual 
battle-death tolls of more 
than 80 percent.
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Part I of this Report continues the Human Security Report Project’s 

analysis of the human costs of war. It challenges a number of myths 

about wartime sexual violence, and argues that the impact of war 

on education is considerably less than claimed.

P A R T  I

SEXUAL VIOLENCE,  
EDUCATION, AND WAR
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Part I of this Report examines the impact of war on the incidence of sexual 

violence perpetrated against children as well as adults, and analyzes the 

effects of war on educational outcomes. Its counter-intuitive findings 

present a major challenge to prevailing assumptions about the human 

costs of war.

During the past decade, international advocacy campaigns have pushed the long-

neglected issue of wartime sexual violence high on the agenda of the international community. 

But Chapter 1 argues that, while often compelling, the mainstream narrative associated with 

this advocacy exaggerates the prevalence of conflict-related rape. At the same time, it ignores 

the far more pervasive wartime domestic sexual violence almost completely. 

The mainstream narrative presents the prevalence of sexual violence in the worst-affected 

countries. But the best available data we have indicate that in most years of active conflict, reported 

levels of conflict-related sexual violence are low to very low. The far more common domestic 

sexual violence, which takes place behind closed doors in private, gets almost no attention.

The incentive structures that shape the reporting and analysis of the media and 

international agencies and NGOs, help explain the one-sided nature of the mainstream 

narrative, as we discuss in Chapter 2. Media coverage is driven by news that sells—hence 

the focus on headline-grabbing stories of horrific, often public, wartime rape campaigns 

perpetrated by vicious rebel or militia groups and government forces.

NGOs and humanitarian agency reporting is driven in large part by the need to secure 

resources for under-funded humanitarian operations in war zones. Given this reality, it is not 

surprising that humanitarian advocacy focuses on issues that are most likely to help generate 

much-needed funding.
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However well-intentioned, the one-sided nature of the mainstream narrative—and other 

misunderstandings—risk distorting our understanding of wartime sexual violence and make 

the creation of informed, evidenced-based policy difficult, if not impossible. 

Chapter 3 focuses on the impact of sexual violence against children in wartime and finds 

that here too the mainstream narrative is misleading. For example, high-level UN reports claim 

that wartime sexual violence against children has been increasing, despite the fact that there is 

no evidence to support such a claim. In fact, the only available—indirect—evidence suggests 

that wartime sexual violence against children, as is the case with adults, is decreasing.

The data also indicate that by far the most common perpetrators of sexual violence against 

children in wartime are not armed combatants, but family members and acquaintances. The 

prevalence of sexual violence against children, especially young children, is substantially lower 

than that against adult women, despite the fact that children are less capable of defending 

themselves from assault than adults. This suggests that some form of normative constraints 

appear to be providing children with a measure of protect from sexual predation. 

In Chapter 4 we continue our analysis of the human costs of war by turning to the effect 

of conflict on educational outcomes. Our findings here are again at odds with the mainstream 

narrative—in this case the widely held belief that war generally has a “disastrous” effect on 

educational outcomes. 

In fact, the results of a major econometric study commissioned for the World Development 

Report 2011 reveal that educational outcomes in countries in conflict improve on average. 

This is not to suggest that war is good for education—far from it—it indicates rather that 

most contemporary wars are not deadly enough to reverse the long-term improvement in 

educational outcomes. 

The data clearly show that, on average, educational outcomes in war-affected countries are 

lower than those for countries at peace. Yet—contrary to prevailing assumptions—the lower 

educational outcomes experienced by conflict-affected countries are often not caused by war 

itself. The fact that the educational outcomes in countries experiencing war were already lower 

prior to the period of war, indicates that their primary determinants are also likely to have 

existed prior to the war. 
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Sexual Violence in War-Affected Countries

In 2002 Elisabeth Rehn and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, now president of Liberia, delivered a major 

report to the UN (United Nations) that examined the impact of sexual violence against women 

and girls in war-affected countries.

Although well aware of the available literature on this issue, Rehn and Johnson Sirleaf 

reported that they had been quite unprepared for what they learned from their on-the-ground 

investigations of sexual violence in the world’s war zones.

The stories were horrific:

Wombs punctured with guns. Women raped and tortured in front of their husbands and 

children. Rifles forced into vaginas. Pregnant women beaten to induce miscarriages. 

Foetuses ripped from wombs. Women kidnapped, blindfolded and beaten on their 

way to work or school. We saw the scars, the pain and the humiliation. We heard 

accounts of gang rapes, rape camps and mutilation. Of murder and sexual slavery.  

We saw the scars of brutality so extreme that survival seemed for some a worse fate 

than death.7

This and other official reports, plus the tireless investigations of human rights and 

humanitarian advocacy groups, have drawn international attention to the long-neglected issues 

of wartime sexual violence against women, helped galvanize action against the perpetrators, 

and increased assistance to its survivors.

But these same reports are problematic—not because shocking violations like those 

described by Rehn, Johnson Sirleaf, and many others are untrue—but because the accounts in 

which they are embedded are misleading.
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The mainstream narrative informed by reports from the UN human rights organizations, 

and media-propagated “urban myths,” presents a picture of wartime sexual violence that is, 

with some exceptions, both partial and often deeply misrepresentative. 

In particular: 

		It focuses disproportionate attention on the relatively small number of countries that are 

deeply affected by conflict–related sexual violence—by which we mean sexual violence 

perpetrated by combatants. This has created the impression that the extraordinarily high 

levels of rape reported in war-affected Bosnia, Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo (DRC), Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Sudan are characteristic of all war-affected 

countries. They are not.

		It depicts wartime sexual violence as increasing, but provides little evidence to support 

such a claim. All we can say with certainty is that reporting of sexual violence has increased 

significantly. Indirect evidence suggests that the overall level of wartime sexual violence 

may have decreased worldwide. 

		It argues that strategic rape—the use of rape as a weapon of war—is a pervasive and grow-

ing threat but presents no evidence to support this claim. Some evidence suggests that its 

incidence is less prevalent than claimed, and that it may have declined in recent years.

		It presents men—invariably combatants—as the perpetrators of sexual violence; women 

and girls as the victims. Little is said about sexual violence against males, while female 

perpetration is ignored almost completely despite recent evidence indicating that it may 

be far more prevalent in wartime than is generally understood.

		It concentrates on sexual violence perpetrated by combatants—i.e., rebels, militias, and 

government forces—while ignoring almost completely noncombatant sexual violence. Yet, 

the evidence indicates that the latter—most of it perpetrated within the household or 

extended family—is much more pervasive than the former.

Lacking useful data on sexual violence, official and NGO (nongovernmental organization) 

accounts of wartime rape and other forms of sexual violence tend to rely on statistics that are 

often of questionable reliability and on survivor accounts of individual atrocities, which—while 

true and deeply shocking—are not representative. 

Focus and Scope
This chapter argues that the mainstream narrative on sexual violence in war-affected countries 

is biased in two important ways. We use the term mainstream narrative here to mean the 

manner in which people frame, perceive, and explain the social world.8

First, it exaggerates the worldwide prevalence and intensity of wartime sexual violence 

by inappropriately generalizing from shocking victim accounts and statistics drawn from a 

relatively small number of the worst-affected countries.

Second, it systematically neglects domestic sexual violence in war-affected countries, 

despite the fact that its impact is far more pervasive than that of conflict-related sexual violence. 

It also largely ignores sexual violence against males in wartime.
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In other words, wartime sexual violence is both overstated and understated. In Chapter 2 

we argue that both forms of bias have unfortunate implications for policy.

This chapter relies heavily on a small number of population surveys—all undertaken over 

the past 10 years—that have examined the incidence and drivers of sexual violence in conflict-

affected countries. Notwithstanding the various ethical and methodological challenges 

confronted while conducting surveys in war-affected countries, these constitute the most 

reliable sources of data that currently exist on the prevalence, scope, and intensity of sexual 

violence in conflict-affected societies. 

What Do We Mean by Sexual Violence?
The term sexual violence includes, but is not limited to, rape. As Anne Marie Goetz, Chief 

Advisor for Governance, Peace and Security for the UN’s Development Fund for Women 

(UNIFEM), points out, international law further includes in its definition of sexual violence:

forced prostitution; sexual slavery; forced impregnation; forced maternity; forced 

termination of pregnancy; enforced sterilization; indecent assault; trafficking; 

inappropriate medical examinations and strip searches.9

We do not seek to examine these types of sexual violence in this report, not because they 

are unimportant, but because no reliable data are available in most war-affected countries to 

estimate their scope or intensity. Nor, for essentially the same reason, do we include lesser 

forms of sexual abuse—such as unwanted sexual comments and unwanted sexual touching.

The most commonly studied form of sexual violence is rape. Yale scholar Elisabeth Wood’s 

definition is a useful guide:

By rape, I mean the penetration of the anus or vagina with any object or body part or 

of any body part of the victim or perpetrator’s body with a sexual organ, by force or 

by threat of force or coercion, or by taking advantage of a coercive environment, or 

against a person incapable of giving genuine consent.10

Rape thus defined is the central focus of Part I of this report, but we also include some 

forms of sexual violence that do not fall within rubric of rape as defined here, notably the use of 

sexual torture—castration or other intentional violence against male genitalia; or the mutilation 

of women’s genitals11 and breasts, both of which occur in some conflict situations.12

 We make a distinction between the two major types of sexual violence that occur during 

wartime. First, there is conflict-related sexual violence, by which we mean that perpetrated by 

combatants—rebels, militia fighters, and government forces.13 Second, there is domestic sexual 

violence, which includes not only that perpetrated by intimate partners but also by other 

household or family members. The evidence we have indicates that the large majority of 

noncombatant sexual violence in wartime is made up of domestic sexual violence. We discuss 

the different categories of sexual violence in war-affected countries in more detail in the box 

on page 23.
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Finally, we note that throughout this chapter, where we discuss survey data on sexual 

violence, we are only using the best estimate—i.e., that which indicates the most probable rate 

of sexual violence. In reality, all survey-based estimates are subject to considerable uncertainty, 

usually expressed as confidence intervals.14

The Sources of Evidence
Developing evidence-based policies to combat wartime sexual violence requires reliable 

quantitative data on the rate and severity of sexual violence in addition to qualitative data. Robust 

quantitative data are, however, rarely available in conflict and post-conflict environments. 

The most influential reporting comes from the investigations of international human 

rights organizations like Human Rights Watch (HRW) and Amnesty International. These and 

other human rights organizations provide timely information on violations of all forms of 

human rights—including wartime rape and other forms of sexual violence. 

HRW, Amnesty, and other human rights organizations bear witness to rights violations 

and advocate for justice on behalf of victims. However, the detailed information they collect 

on particular incidents of sexual violence and survivor narratives is rarely suitable for making 

quantitative assessments of the overall prevalence and incidence of human rights violations in 

a country. For that purpose, population surveys are the most appropriate.

The most comprehensive cross-national data on the extent of conflict-related sexual 

violence in war-affected countries come from a new dataset compiled by Dara Cohen of the 

University of Minnesota. Using data from the US State Department’s annual reports on human 

rights abuses, Cohen categorizes the severity of reported sexual violence in conflict-affected 

countries on a four-point scale, from “systematic” 

or “massive” to zero.15 This is the only cross-

national quantitative study that provides data 

on reported levels of conflict-related sexual 

violence. But determining whether what is being 

recorded by the State Department is actual 

changes in the level of sexual violence, or simply 

changes in the reporting of this sexual violence 

can be very difficult.16

A critically important source of cross-

national data on the prevalence of sexual violence in individual war-affected countries is 

provided by nationwide population surveys. These surveys provide estimates of domestic, as 

well as conflict-related, sexual violence and are a reflection of the more general international 

concern to map the worldwide incidence of sexual violence against women that has grown 

since the UN’s landmark World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995.17 Most have been 

undertaken since the beginning of the new millennium. 

Providing that the survey samples are selected to ensure that they are representative of the 

national population, the national rate of victimization will, in principle, be approximately the 

Evidence-based policies 
against wartime sexual 
violence require qualitative 
data as well as reliable 
quantitative data, which 
are rarely available.
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		Conflict-related sexual violence is that perpetrated by combatants—rebels, militias, and 

government forces. This is the sexual violence that most studies and reports focus on.

		Domestic sexual violence is that perpetrated by intimate partners18 and by other family/

household members. It also includes sexual assaults by noncombatant acquaintances,  

although these usually only constitute a very small minority of assaults.19

In practice, estimates of conflict-related sexual violence can include not only violence 

perpetrated by combatants but also cases of stranger rape perpetrated by civilians unknown  

to the victim. Many studies of sexual violence in war-affected countries do not specify 

whether perpetrators identified as “strangers” or “outside of the household” were combatants 

or noncombatants. But where they do, the data suggest that the overwhelming majority of 

sexual violence perpetrated by strangers during wartime is, in fact, attributable to combatants.

War-affected countries: we use the term “war-affected” to describe both countries in conflict 

and during the immediate post-conflict years.20 When wars end, the incidence of sexual 

violence perpetrated by combatants is usually sharply reduced, but it does not end.21

Lifetime prevalence of sexual violence: this is by far the most commonly used measure of 

sexual violence in the literature. It refers to the percentage of the population that has ever been 

victimized by sexual violence during their lifetime.22 This measure has the virtue of simplicity—

almost everyone who has been victimized by sexual violence remembers that this is the case.23

In the World Health Organization’s (WHO’s) multi-country surveys on sexual violence 

that we discuss in Chapters 2 and 3, respondents were asked if they had been assaulted as a 

child.24 The resulting data provided a rare insight into the prevalence of sexual violence against 

children, though not all of the 10 countries were war-affected.

Incidence of sexual violence: this, as the term suggests, is a measure of the number of 

incidents of sexual violence in a given population unit (e.g., incidents per 100 or 1,000 people) 

within a given time period. So, while prevalence data tell us what percentage of a population 

had experienced sexual violence at least once during a particular period, incidence data  

tell us the total number of incidents—some individuals are likely to be victimized more  

than once.25

Incidence data is very rarely collected in population surveys. If they were, it would likely 

reveal that the incidence, as well as the prevalence, of domestic sexual violence is much higher 

than conflict-related sexual violence. This is because individuals subjected to conflict-related 

sexual violence are rarely assaulted on an ongoing basis for months or years on end, as is often 

the case with respect to domestic sexual violence.26

Sexual Violence Terminology

In the literature on sexual violence in war-affected countries two broad categories 

of sexual violence can be distinguished: 
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same as that of the sample population. Where such surveys are professionally and sensitively 

administered, they can provide robust estimates of the national rates of both domestic and 

conflict-related sexual violence.

However, relatively few population surveys in this area are national in scope; most have 

been subregional, or have been undertaken solely in refugee or internally displaced persons 

(IDP) camps. As such, they cannot be assumed to be a reliable guide to national rates of sexual 

violence in war-affected countries.

Moreover, the extraordinarily sensitive nature of the questions that are asked in surveys on 

sexual violence confronts a range of challenging ethical issues27 and a much higher probability of 

under-reporting than is likely with, for example, questions about maternal health or child mortality.28

A further challenge arises because surveys often rely on different definitions of sexual 

violence and different survey methodologies. This, plus the paucity of nationwide surveys, 

makes cross-national comparisons of survey findings on wartime sexual violence often difficult, 

and sometimes impossible. 

The minimal amount of data collected on wartime sexual violence stands in sharp contrast 

with the huge data-collection efforts undertaken for the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs). In the latter case, large-scale population surveys, using common definitions and 

methodologies, have been undertaken at regular intervals across large numbers of developing 

countries. The data from the surveys undertaken for the MDGs enable policy-makers to track 

trends in poverty, health, education, gender equality, and other development issues and help 

determine the impact of their policies.

Yet, despite the huge increase in international attention being paid to wartime sexual  

violence, no remotely comparable data-collection effort has been devoted to gathering  

information on its prevalence and severity. We demonstrate in this chapter that as a con-

sequence, highly misleading assumptions about the scope and intensity of sexual violence 

in war-affected countries have become widely accepted in the media, in the UN and other  

international agencies, and in the advocacy community.

Five Challenges to the Mainstream Narrative
It is in large part because there are so few reliable statistics on wartime sexual violence that 

myths about its incidence have flourished virtually unchallenged. In this section we examine in 

detail the five misleading characterizations of wartime sexual violence noted in the introduction 

to this chapter.

Reporting of Wartime Sexual Violence Is Biased towards the Extreme Cases
Most discussion on wartime sexual violence focuses on the worst-affected countries. Influential 

high-level reports undertaken for, or by, the UN and leading human rights and humanitarian 

advocacy NGOs draw their examples and statistics overwhelmingly from a number of countries 

where rates of sexual violence are without a doubt very high. War-affected countries with far 

lower levels of reported sexual violence are not discussed. 



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 2 25

p a r t  I  cha    p ter    1

This pervasive bias creates the misleading impression that the massive extent of conflict-

related sexual violence in a relatively small number of conflicts is the norm for all of them. 

Mainly because there are no reliable cross-national statistics to provide a corrective, there have 

been virtually no challenges to this mistaken assumption.

As Dara Cohen puts it:

One of the central problems in the literature on wartime sexual violence is that the 

vast majority of existing research is case studies of what are thought to be particularly 

severe incidents … there is little exploration of cases where sexual violence is thought 

to be minimal.29

For example, in 2005, the Integrated Regional Information Networks (IRIN), the UN’s 

highly regarded humanitarian news and analysis organization, published a much-cited report, 

Broken Bodies—Broken Dreams: Violence against Women Exposed, one chapter of which focused 

exclusively on wartime sexual violence.30 Drawing on information from 18 conflicts fought 

around the world between 1993 and 2005, the report described the myriad ways in which 

women and girls are subjected to sexual violence in wartime. 

The report focused on countries that were 

badly afflicted by both armed conflict and 

conflict-related sexual violence––those in which 

the need for humanitarian assistance was great. 

This was both understandable and wholly 

appropriate. But in concentrating on the horrific 

sexual violence in just 18 of the 53 conflict-

affected countries during this period, the report 

created the impression that the violations in the 

former countries were the norm. This was not the case. The large majority of the conflict-affected 

countries that were completely ignored in the report suffered from minor conflicts and almost 

certainly had far lower levels of conflict-related sexual violence. IRIN’s discussion of wartime 

rape was evocative and powerful, but it failed to point out anywhere that the sexual violence it 

reported on was atypical of most countries in conflict.

A much clearer idea of the variation in the severity of sexual violence in war-affected countries 

is now possible thanks to the new dataset compiled by Dara Cohen that we noted previously.31

Following a similar methodology to that used by the Political Terror Scale (PTS),32 Cohen 

used data from the US State Department’s annual reports on human rights issues to extract 

information on conflict-related sexual violence from 1980 to 2009. Each country was scored 

for each year that it was in conflict on a four-point scale providing an estimate of the extent of 

reported rape—from “systematic” or “massive” (Level 3) to “no reported rape” (Level 0).33

For the period 2000–2009, only 9 percent of the years of active conflict were characterized 

by the highest level of sexual violence. 35 percent of the years of active conflict were associated 

with “widespread” reports of sexual violence (Level 2). Yet in most years of active conflict during 

A pervasive bias creates 
the impression that most 
conflicts are associated 
with massive conflict-
related sexual violence.
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the new millennium, the average level of reported sexual violence was at either Level 1 (very 

low incidence, 44 percent), or Level 0 (no reported conflict-related rape, 12 percent).34

In other words, the countries that experience extremely high levels of sexual violence, like 

the DRC, and receive most of the media attention are far from the norm.

Extraordinarily, little research has been undertaken to investigate why some countries at 

war have very low levels of conflict-related sexual violence—though notable exceptions are 

found s as in the pioneering work of Elisabeth Wood and Dara Cohen.35

The failure to recognize the huge variation in the incidence of sexual violence in war-

affected countries, or to analyze its causes, has important, and unfortunate, policy implications. 

A comparison between countries with high 

levels of wartime sexual violence and the lack 

of attention on countries with low levels of 

wartime sexual violence may provide valuable 

insights into why sexual violence does or does 

not occur—knowledge that could help inform 

violence prevention policies.

There Is No Compelling Evidence that Wartime Sexual Violence Is Increasing Worldwide
According to high-level UN reports and claims by senior UN officials during the past decade, 

sexual violence in armed conflicts around the world is increasing:

		In 2002 Elisabeth Rehn and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf claimed,“Violence against women 

during conflict has reached epidemic proportions.”36

		In 2005 the above-cited UN-related report Broken Bodies—Broken Dreams claimed, 

“What is especially disturbing, however, about the statistics from the past ten years is 

how rife the phenomenon [of sexual violence in conflict-affected states] appears to have 

become.”37

		In 2006 a major UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund) report claimed, “Sexual  

violence has become an increasingly common aspect of contemporary warfare.”38

		In 2007 Jan Egeland, former UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and 

Emergency Relief Coordinator, echoed Rehn and Johnson Sirleaf in asserting, “Rape in 

war has reached epidemic proportions.”39

		In 2008 a high-level Wilton Park conference involving UN and other experts concluded 

that while existing data “was generally viewed as inadequate, available trend analysis 

suggests a marked increase in the scale and brutality of war-related sexual violence over 

the past two decades.”40

Hardly any evidence has been produced to support the claim that sexual violence in 

wartime is increasing. However, some of the limited indirect evidence available suggests that 

the level of combatant-perpetrated sexual violence in war-affected countries has declined 

worldwide. But to the best of our knowledge, no UN report or senior official has ever hinted 

that this is even a possibility.

Failure to analyze variation 
in the incidence of sexual 
violence has unfortunate 
policy implications. 
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Indirect evidence suggests that the absolute level of conflict-related sexual violence has 

decreased, rather than increased, in recent years. This is primarily because there has been a 

global reduction in the number of large-scale armed conflicts. If the number and severity of 

conflicts decreases, we should—other things being equal—expect a decline in conflict-related 

sexual violence as well. 

Over the past 20 years, high-intensity wars (i.e., those that generate 1,000 or more battle 

deaths a year) are down by more than 50 percent. Interstate wars, which typically have very 

high death tolls, have become extremely rare since the end of the Cold War. 

This decline in the number of wars has helped drive down worldwide battle-death tolls: 

in the 1990s the worldwide toll of battle deaths was still well in excess of 400,000; in the new 

millennium, this figure had almost halved.41

Given this enormous decrease in conflict intensity, we believe that it is reasonable to 

assume that the overall level of conflict-related sexual violence has declined along with the 

number and deadliness of conflicts. When wars stop, rapes perpetrated by rebels, militias, and 

government forces may not stop completely, but their number surely declines. Some authors 

claim that “the nature of warfare is changing,”42 resulting in increased targeting of civilians with 

sexual and other forms of violence. But there is little evidence to support this so-called new 

war thesis, which we critique in more detail in Chapter 3. We point out that the available data 

on deadly violence against civilians provide no support for claims that they are increasingly 

targeted in wartime.

Dara Cohen’s new dataset indicates that reported sexual violence in the average civil 

conflict has increased over time.43 But it is important to note that this finding does not 

necessarily mean that sexual violence itself has increased. The change may simply result from 

the increased reporting of sexual violence, rather than an increase in sexual violence itself.44 As 

Amber Peterman, Cohen, and co-authors point out in a recent Foreign Affairs article, “no one 

knows what the relationship is between increased reports and increased rape.”45

This is quite true. But we do know that the reporting of human rights violations, which of 

course includes cases of sexual violence, has grown dramatically since the mid-1980s. Between 

the mid-1980s and the late 1990s, for example, references to “human rights” in the Economist 

increased by some 300 percent.46 And no one doubts that global interest in wartime sexual 

violence has increased substantially since the 1990s. 

So, it is quite possible, indeed we believe likely, that reporting of sexual violence has 

increased sharply as interest and concern about it has grown. At the same time, the dramatic 

decline of conflict intensity makes it highly unlikely that the level of conflict-related sexual 

violence has increased globally. 

Purdue University’s Ann Marie Clark and Kathryn Sikkink of the University of Minnesota 

have provided a telling example of how increased human rights reporting can create a mis-

leading impression that actual violations have increased.

In their 2011 study on how changes in human rights reporting may distort our under-

standing of human rights abuses, the authors examined what happened in Brazil as the  
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country slowly began transitioning from authoritarian military rule in the mid-1970s, democ-

ratized further during the 1980s, and became fully democratic in the 1990s.47

Despite this highly positive political change, data from the PTS, which provides annual 

country estimates of human rights abuses, indicated that the 1990s was a period in which 

the human rights situation in Brazil had deteriorated appreciably relative to the previous 

authoritarian and transition decades.48

The reason for the counterintuitive PTS finding was, however, not that the human rights 

situation was worse in the 1990s than previously—quite the contrary. As Clark and Sikkink 

pointed out, an authoritative study released in Brazil in 2007 showed that the worst period 

in Brazil for the state killing and disappearance of political opponents was in the 1970s, not 

the 1990s.49 What happened was that over time 

“increased attentiveness to and awareness of a 

wider variety of abuses affected the level of cod-

ing.”50 The sources used for coding—including 

the State Department—started collecting data on 

violations that had not been collected previously 

and likely more data on violations that had been 

collected previously. Human rights violations had 

not increased overall; reporting of abuses had.

With respect to conflict-related sexual violence, increased attention and reporting almost 

certainly had a similar effect. There is no doubt that there has been an explosion of reporting on 

sexual violence since the beginning of the new millennium.

This is particularly true of the DRC, which has been the focus of extraordinary attention 

from the media, donor governments, international agencies, and NGOs. But as Severine 

Autesserre points out in a recent study:

Sexual violence has not always dominated the discourse on the Congo. During the 

large-scale fighting that took place between 1994 and 2003, even though sexual 

violence existed at higher levels than today, few people discussed it.51

Indeed, the first major report drawing attention to wartime sexual violence in the Congo— 

a Human Rights Watch report—was not published until 2002.52

The difficulty in determining whether or not increases in reported sexual violence reflect 

actual increases in sexual violence is that there is no other source of cross-national data—

independent from the level of reporting—that can tell us whether or not the actual incidence of 

sexual violence is increasing. To determine the latter would require the sort of data that only 

high-quality population surveys can provide. Such surveys, as we have pointed out, are notable 

mostly by their absence. 

There is, in other words, no compelling evidence to support UN claims that the absolute 

level of wartime sexual violence worldwide is increasing. And there is no reliable direct evidence 

to support the claim that the level of sexual violence in an average conflict has increased.

There has been an 
explosion of reporting  
on sexual violence since 
the beginning of the  
new millennium.
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“Strategic” Rape: Less Common than Claimed
There is now a huge literature on strategic rape, or rape used intentionally as a weapon of 

war—i.e., deliberate policies, by governments as well as rebels, to use targeted rape campaigns 

to advance military and political goals.53

In 2002 an influential UN study, Women, Peace and Security, argued that: 

Gender-based and sexual violence have increasingly become weapons of warfare and are 

one of the defining characteristics of contemporary armed conflict.54

In 2005 a World Bank report on gender, conflict, and development claimed that gender-

based violence in wartime is “consciously planned and targeted.”55

In June 2011 Margot Wallstrom, the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative on 

Sexual Violence in Conflict, stated that:

Sexual violence has become a tactic of choice for armed groups, being cheaper, more 

destructive and easier to get away with than other methods of warfare.56

But while strategic rape has become a subject of intense interest and debate in the policy, 

research, and advocacy communities, no evidence has been produced to support assertions 

that it has increased. 

It is certainly possible to find examples of widespread sexual violence in wartime that have 

been perpetrated for a strategic purpose—perhaps the most notorious recent case being the 

Serbian rape campaign in Bosnia in the early 1990s.57 Overall, however, the evidence suggests 

that strategic rape is the exception rather than the rule in most conflicts.

In 2011 a pilot study on the incidence of sexual violence in 20 African countries with recent 

or ongoing armed conflicts, undertaken by researchers at the Peace Research Institute Oslo 

(PRIO), found that the use of rape as a weapon of war, i.e., as a tactic that involves selective 

targeting of victims, is not as pervasive as the literature suggests. Indeed, contrary to the 

dominant narrative, the data from Africa suggest—and nothing more than suggest—that its 

prevalence may be declining.58

In some African conflicts of the last decade, sexual violence has been characterized 

by selective targeting of victims. Yet, in most of the sample, we see fewer reports of 

selective targeting than during many of the wars of the 1990s. Governments, rebels 

and militias seemingly commit sexual violence without a clear purposeful selection of 

victims: the violence seems indiscriminate.59

In many cases claims that rape is being intentionally deployed as a ‘weapon of war’ are 

based on little more than assertion and anecdotes. On the other hand, researchers who have 

done extensive fieldwork and interviewed combatants in countries where “strategic rape” is 

reported to have occurred often have a very different understanding.60

In the DRC, for example, there have been frequent assertions, including some by high-

ranking UN officials, that rape is strategically targeted. But a 2010 study by Sweden’s Nordic 
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Africa Institute, based on intensive interviews with government forces, noted that both soldiers 

and their officers had made it clear that sexual violence had not been used as part of any 

explicit military strategy. 

Authors Maria Eriksson Baaz and Maria Stern note that in conducting their interviews:  

Soldiers were always asked whether they had ever received orders to rape. Their 

answer was always no … While sexual violence is often used to humiliate and 

intimidate, this humiliation and intimidation is also much less strategic and far more 

complex than a combat strategy to further military gains.61

Sexual violence perpetrated by armed groups and government forces in the DRC does 

not appear to be directed at selected ethnic groups as was clearly the case in Bosnia or in 

Rwanda. Rather, as in the case of Liberia, rape is perpetrated “against any woman, regardless of 

political or ethnic affinity with the perpetrator.”62 This does not suggest intentional top-down 

strategically targeted rape campaigns.

In the absence of explicit orders, there may, of course, be the tacit approval from 

commanders. But the evidence suggests that it may also be the sheer inability to control the 

behaviour of troops that leads to sexual violence. 

In the DRC, for example, a major part of the reason for the high levels of sexual violence 

appears to be that the military command system is too dysfunctional, disorganized, fragmented, 

and corrupt to prevent undisciplined, and often unpaid, troops from indulging in opportunistic 

looting and rape on a large scale. The fact that many government soldiers are heavy drug 

and alcohol users, and that their number includes poorly integrated members of former rebel 

groups, has meant that, even when attempted, discipline is difficult to enforce.63

Whether wartime rape is part of an organized top-down military strategy, or is rather 

driven by the opportunistic behaviour of undisciplined armed combatants, has obvious 

implications for policy that we discuss in Chapter 2.

Men as Victims and Women as Perpetrators
In the mainstream narrative on wartime sexual violence, males—usually rebels, militiamen, or 

government soldiers—are named the perpetrators; women are the victims. There is no doubt 

that women suffer disproportionately from sexual violence. But the evidence suggests that 

things are more complex than it is generally assumed. Men are often victims and women are 

sometimes perpetrators.

A gender perspective on wartime sexual violence in practice usually means focusing on 

the incidence, causes, and consequences of sexual violence against women and girls. The 

experiences of men and boys have been mostly ignored, despite the fact that sexual violence 

against males in wartime has been reported in many countries around the world.64

The neglect of sexual violence against males is particularly evident in the case of the United 

Nations Security Council, whose 2008 Resolution 1820 that deals specifically with preventing 

wartime sexual violence failed to explicitly mention males at all.65 The same is of course true 
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of landmark Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security passed in 2000, 

which explicitly focuses on the effect of war on women and girls.66

Lara Stemple has pointed out that, in general, international human rights instruments 

dealing with sexual violence largely exclude males, “reflecting and embedding the assumption 

that sexual violence is a phenomenon relevant only to women and girls.”67

There is extraordinarily little cross-national data on the extent of wartime sexual violence 

against men and boys, but what evidence there is suggests that it may be considerably greater 

than usually assumed.68 Part of the problem is that even when sexual violence is recorded, it 

may not be described as such but may be labelled as “torture” with no reference to the sexual 

nature of the violations.69

Although understanding of the extent and variety of sexual violence directed against 

males in wartime is slowly growing,70 relatively few of the small number of population surveys 

that ask questions about sexual violence against 

women in war-affected countries also ask about 

violations perpetrated against men and boys. 

And when such questions are asked, male 

victims may be even more reluctant than women 

to admit being violated. The paucity of reliable 

survey data contributes to, and reinforces, the 

general invisibility of males in the dominant 

“male perpetrator/female victim” narrative on 

wartime sexual violence.

Although data are too scarce to permit confident generalizations about the sexual violence 

that is perpetrated against males, the limited evidence we have suggests that it differs from 

that perpetrated against females.71 There may be less forced sexual intercourse—although that 

certainly takes place—and more sexual torture, including castration and other forms of sexual 

mutilation, than is the case with wartime sexual violence against women.

In these cases, as with strategic rape, sexual violence is being used primarily to achieve 

nonsexual ends—to assert power over the victims, to coerce information, to prevent victims 

from procreating, or simply to terrify and humiliate them.72

The most comprehensive survey data on the extent of sexual violence against males 

in wartime come from major surveys carried out in Liberia and the DRC. In both cases the 

findings were published in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). We have to 

keep in mind that, as pointed out above, these two countries had some of the worst records 

of wartime sexual violence, meaning that the findings cannot be generalized. But the studies 

provided information that most others failed to collect. They were highly unusual not only 

because they asked detailed questions about men as victims of sexual violence but one of them 

also inquired about women as perpetrators. 

The Liberia survey, which was nationwide, was undertaken in May 2008. The sample size 

was substantial—1,666—and was composed of nearly equal numbers of men and women.73

Little cross-national data 
exist on wartime sexual 
violence against men and 
boys, but what we have 
suggests that it may be 
greater than assumed.
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A third of all respondents—representing one-third of the adult population—reported 

having served with fighting forces at some time.74 The JAMA study used a very broad definition 

of who should be considered combatants. But a narrower definition would still result in a very 

high figure.75 And fully one-third of the combatants were reportedly female—a remarkably 

high rate of female participation.76 

Joining an armed group provided no protection against sexual violence—quite the  

contrary. Thirty-three percent of male combatants in Liberia were victims of sexual violence—

although here the term sexual violence encompasses not only rape but also lesser violations.77 

Eighty-six percent of the perpetrators of sexual violence against male combatants were  

other combatants.

42 percent of female combatants were 

victims of sexual violence, again mostly at the 

hands of other combatants.78

Noncombatant males suffered a much lower 

level of sexual violence (circa 7 percent) than 

combatant males (33 percent). The same applies 

to women. Nine percent of noncombatant 

females were victimized by sexual violence, 

compared with 42 percent of combatant females.79

A survey of three of the most war-affected regions in the DRC that was published in 2010 

also found rates of sexual violence for males that were far greater than normally assumed. 24 

percent of males reported that they had experienced sexual violence compared with 40 percent 

of females.80 Both figures are extraordinarily high and reflect the pervasive violence and break-

down of authority in the Eastern Congo.

While the reality of sexual violence against males is slowly becoming acknowledged at the 

UN and occasionally in the media, the fact that women may be perpetrators of sexual violence, 

as well as victims, is ignored almost completely in the mainstream narrative. As a consequence, 

female perpetration has remained largely unexamined81 and few attempts have been made to 

address it.

Only two major population surveys have asked questions about female perpetrators.  

In war-affected Sierra Leone, the 2004 survey by Jana Asher and colleagues found that women 

participated in mixed gender groups of perpetrators in some 26 percent of the reported 

incidents of gang rape.82

In the Eastern DRC, the 2010 survey noted above, which was also published in JAMA, 

revealed that female survivors of conflict-related sexual violence reported that a remarkable 

41 percent of their perpetrators were also female. Male victims reported that 10 percent of 

their perpetrators were female. In both cases, an overwhelming proportion of the female 

perpetrators were combatants.83

It is unlikely that female perpetration of sexual violence is common in all conflicts. Indeed, 

the level of female perpetration indicated by the surveys in Sierra Leone and the DRC may 

That women may be 
perpetrators of sexual 
violence is ignored 
almost completely in the 
mainstream narrative. 
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be exceptionally high. But there is no doubt that it takes place elsewhere. There is evidence  

of female perpetration of sexual violence in the war in Liberia, Haiti, and during the genocide 

in Rwanda.84

The reason we know so little about female perpetration is that the conventional view of 

wartime sexual violence has ignored its very possibility. This is why questions about the gender 

of the perpetrator are almost never asked in surveys.

The surveys in Liberia and the DRC on sexual violence against males, and in Sierra Leone 

and the DRC on women as perpetrators, have attracted little attention. Yet, they suggest that 

the exclusive focus on men as perpetrators/women-as-victims in the dominant narrative on 

wartime sexual violence is highly misleading. 

The failure of the international community to take the issue of wartime sexual violence 

against men and boys seriously and the failure to acknowledge the role that women may 

play as perpetrators of sexual violence reinforce the oversimplified mainstream narrative and 

impoverish our understanding of the complexities of conflict-related sexual violence. This has 

important practical consequences for the creation of effective policy, which we discuss in more 

detail in the next chapter. 

Armed Combatants Are Not the Major Perpetrators of Wartime Sexual Violence
The assumption that permeates the literature on sexual violence in war-affected countries is 

that it is directly related to the conflict, i.e., that it is perpetrated primarily by combatants—

rebels, militias, and government forces. This is true of media reporting, human rights, and 

humanitarian advocacy reports, and major reports on wartime sexual violence undertaken 

by—or for—the UN and its agencies.

What is missing from this picture is domestic sexual violence. Yet, while gang rapes by 

combatants get the headlines, the survey data suggest that most sexual violence in war-

affected countries is domestic—which means it takes place primarily in the family. The most 

frequent perpetrators are not combatants, but husbands, other partners, household members, 

and relatives. 

Evidence for this is both compelling and largely ignored. For example, a series of survey- 

based studies using the neighbourhood method undertaken in war-affected countries  

found that:85

		In Sri Lanka a 2008 survey of sexual violence in two IDP camps and one resettlement 

village revealed that “in the vast majority of cases the perpetrators were known by victims 

and were overwhelmingly husbands.”86

		In two Somali refugee camps and a nearby village in the Somali area of Ethiopia, more than 

70 percent of rapes were perpetrated by husbands or other intimate partners. Strangers 

were responsible for less than 15 percent of the violations.87

		In a survey of sexual violence carried out in refugee camps in Northern Uganda, 5 percent 

of women reported being raped by someone outside of the household, while 30 percent 

experienced forced sex with intimate partners.88
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Horrific accounts of savage sexual assaults by rebels, militias, and government forces, 

particularly in the war-affected eastern part of the DRC, have become the focus of intense media 

scrutiny, numerous advocacy reports by NGOs (nongovernmental organizations), investigations 

by international agencies, and resolutions in the UN (United Nations) Security Council. 

Unsurprisingly, the DRC has been described by the UN as “the rape capital of the world.”90 

But population surveys carried out over the past decade suggest that there are at least two other 

war-affected countries for which a more compelling claim to this title could be made. Thirty-

nine percent of women in Uganda have been victims of sexual violence in their lifetime,91 and 

in parts of Ethiopia, 44 percent of women reported to have experienced sexual violence.92

This raises an obvious question. Why do high levels of sexual violence in the DRC receive 

so much attention from the international community, while what appear to be substantially 

higher levels of sexual violence in war-affected Uganda and Ethiopia receive so little? 

Part of the answer is that the overwhelming majority of sexual violence in Uganda and 

Ethiopia takes place “in the family”; only a very small portion of the sexual violence appears to 

have been perpetrated by armed groups. 

In Uganda, where 39 percent of women aged 15–49 were victims of sexual violence,  

75 percent of them reported that the violence was perpetrated by current or former partners 

and boyfriends, another 11 percent by other relatives, friends, and acquaintances. Police and 

soldiers were perpetrators of less than 1 percent of the sexual violence.93

The major WHO survey undertaken in Ethiopia at the beginning of the new millennium 

was not nationwide but taken in a largely rural district south of the capital, Addis Ababa.  

It found that while 44 percent of women experienced intimate-partner sexual violence, less 

than 1 percent experienced sexual violence by nonpartners.94

None of these war-affected countries have been labelled a “rape capital,” even though 

their rates of sexual violence are substantially higher than those in the DRC. This is in large 

part because domestic sexual violence is inherently unnewsworthy. It is part of an unchanging 

backdrop of quiet human suffering, mostly hidden from public view. It remains a taboo subject 

in many countries—one rarely discussed and even more rarely reported to the authorities.  

Its public invisibility helps explain the absence of media coverage.

Why Domestic Sexual Violence Is Invisible in Wartime

In 2011 a major study on sexual violence in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(DRC) revealed that more than 400,000 women had been raped nationwide 

within a 12-month period between 2006 and 2007. In the worst affected region, 

Nord-Kivu, 20 percent of women of reproductive age reported to have been 

raped in their lifetime.89
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Sexual violence perpetrated by intimate partners is also by far the most common type of 

sexual violence in the DRC.95 Yet, unlike in Uganda or Ethiopia, sexual violence in the DRC has 

been associated in the media and by advocacy groups, almost exclusively, with armed conflict. 

The brutal rapes perpetrated, often in public by rebel, militia, and government forces, have 

been portrayed as the most common forms of sexual violence in the DRC.

Media coverage of “conflict rape” has been huge and this is not surprising: gang rapes 

have been numerous, victims have been mutilated and sometimes killed, and the world’s big-

gest peacekeeping force has done little to prevent the assaults. Yet, the prevalence of domestic 

sexual violence, which is almost twice as high as that of conflict-related sexual violence, has 

received relatively little attention.

The shocking excesses are not the only reason that sexual violence in the DRC—similar 

to that in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Rwanda, the Sudan, and Bosnia—has received more atten-

tion than that in Uganda and Ethiopia. The former countries have all hosted major UN peace 

operations; the latter have not. 

Peace operations typically include not only thousands of peacekeepers but large numbers 

of civilian personnel from a range of UN agencies, and from other international organizations, 

donor countries, and humanitarian NGOs. With them come the international media.

Staff in these agencies have been remarkably effective in advocating on behalf of the 

victims of conflict-related sexual violence—and other humanitarian causes. Advocacy reports 

from the field are often amplified by UN agencies, complemented by NGO advocacy efforts 

in donor government capitals, and given further momentum by sympathetic media coverage. 

Efforts on behalf of the victims of domestic sexual violence in war-affected countries have not 

had the same success.

While the UN addresses domestic sexual violence in its development programming, 

it also bears some responsibility for the relative invisibility of domestic sexual violence on 

the agenda of the international community in conflict-affected countries. Over the past five 

years, an effective campaign has been waged within the world body to persuade the Security 

Council that conflict-related sexual violence is a “threat to international peace and security.” 96 

But domestic sexual violence is conspicuously absent from this agenda.

Framing sexual violence as a military security issue calls for security policy responses, 

namely the provision of physical protection from combatant sexual assaults. While important, 

these measures do little for the victims of domestic sexual violence.

Getting conflict-related sexual violence recognized as an international security issue has 

helped raise its political salience on the Council’s agenda and mobilize resources to combat it. 

But it has marginalized domestic sexual violence in war-affected countries still further. 
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Overall, the Learning Network reported that in the five countries surveyed using the 

neighbourhood method:

rates of rape by a spouse or friend were far higher than rates of rape by a stranger. 

Such evidence contradicts common understanding of the kinds of GBV [Gender-

Based Violence] that are experienced by women in communities affected by crisis.97

Even in the war-affected countries that are the worst affected by combatant-perpetrated 

sexual violence, the evidence indicates that the nationwide incidence of domestic sexual 

violence is higher than rape by rebels, militias, government troops, or other strangers. 

In the DRC, which is one of the countries worst affected by sexual violence, a new study, 

using data from the 2007 nationwide Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) was undertaken 

by Amber Peterman and colleagues. It found that the number of women who experienced 

intimate partner sexual violence (IPSV)—i.e., marital rape—in their lifetime was almost twice 

as high as the number of women who were raped by other individuals—the latter, of course, 

include the rebels, militias, and government troops whose sexual violence generates so much 

media coverage.98

Why should rape perpetrated by combatants in countries like the DRC be the source of 

so much attention from the international community, while domestic sexual violence, which 

appears to be far more prevalent, receives so little? 

We examine this question in greater detail in Chapter 2. Here we simply note that the 

sexual violence perpetrated by rebels and other combatants is often horrifically brutal and 

frequently takes place in public. Gang rapes by multiple perpetrators are not uncommon, and 

victims are often mutilated and sometimes killed. Media coverage of the worst excesses, from 

Bosnia to the Congo, has understandably been extensive.

Domestic sexual violence, by contrast, remains a taboo subject—one very rarely discussed 

openly or reported to the authorities. It is largely hidden from public view and far fewer of its 

victims are killed or mutilated than is the case with conflict-related rape. It is, in other words, 

inherently less newsworthy. 

No one doubts that the sexual violence associated directly with warfare—i.e., that 

perpetrated by combatants—is a huge challenge needing urgent attention. It certainly differs 

from domestic sexual violence in its nature and likely also in its causes,99 but if the international 

community is serious about reducing sexual violence in war-affected countries, then far greater 

attention needs to be paid to the largely ignored problem of domestic sexual violence than has 

been the case to date.

Based on the available data, domestic sexual violence seems to be the most pervasive, 

though not normally the most extreme, threat to women and children—boys as well as 

girls—in war-affected countries. It is also by far the most common source of sexual danger in 

peacetime—far more so than stranger rape.100

Combatant-perpetrated sexual violence decreases substantially when wars come to an 

end. There is, however, little reason to expect that the incidence of domestic sexual violence 
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will decline when the fighting stops—nor is there any evidence to suggest that it does. Indeed, 

in cases where male fighters are demobilized and return home—often to destroyed homes and 

the frustrations and privations of unemployment—domestic violence, sexual as well as physi-

cal, may increase.

This chapter has examined a number of pervasive biases in the mainstream narrative on 

sexual violence in war-affected countries. It has argued that these biases not only preclude a 

more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of what drives wartime sexual violence but 

they also divert attention from important policy options.

In Chapter 2 we analyze what drives the biases that permeate so much of the literature on 

sexual violence in war-affected countries and examine the implications for policy.
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Getting It Wrong about Wartime Sexual Violence— 
And Why It Matters

In the previous chapter we argued that research findings on wartime sexual violence are often 

misunderstood and misreported, not only by the media and advocacy groups but also by the 

United Nations (UN) and its agencies. In this chapter we ask why this might be the case and 

look more closely at what implications this may have for policy.

No one doubts that the sexual violence experienced by countless individuals in countries 

is one of the grossest violations of human rights. It scars its survivors mentally, as well as 

physically; it rips families apart; and it inflicts humiliation, shame, enormous pain, psychological 

trauma, and frequently death on its victims. 

And as LaShawn Jefferson points out, it is “the only crime for which the community’s 

reaction is often to stigmatize the victim rather than prosecute the perpetrator.”101

It is encouraging that the seriousness of these violations—which is not contested—is 

increasingly being recognized. What is less clear, however, is why the mainstream narrative 

should so persistently get it wrong about the sexual violence perpetrated by combatants. 

Moreover, why should the domestic sexual violence that takes place in wartime, which claims 

more victims than conflict-related sexual violence, be ignored almost completely?

Explaining the Biases
The pervasive biases that we described earlier are best understood in terms of the incentive 

structures that underpin both media coverage of wartime sexual violence, and the reporting, 

analysis, and advocacy of international agencies and NGOs (nongovernmental organizations), 

whose mission includes humanitarian advocacy and service delivery.102

Albert Gonzalez Farran / UN Photo. SUDAN.
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Dramatically high rates of sexual violence, victim narratives that depict gang rapes by 

armed groups, the savage physical violence perpetrated against victims, and the rape and 

mutilation of children are newsworthy precisely because they are shocking. A core news 

imperative of the global media business remains: “If it bleeds, it leads.” 

The fact that there is little or no reported sexual violence perpetrated by armed groups 

in many armed conflicts should be good news, but these cases are not newsworthy—news-

gatherers rarely focus on things that do not happen. 

Similarly, domestic sexual violence in countries in conflict is of little interest to the media. 

It is not new, it takes place behind closed doors, and it is mostly invisible. 

The Incentives That Drive Humanitarian Organizations 
With respect to international agencies and NGOs whose mission includes humanitarian 

advocacy and service delivery, the misleading claims are driven by rather different incentives. 

Those engaged in humanitarian advocacy and service delivery—including for victims 

of sexual violence—typically bring a strong, often passionate, commitment to providing 

assistance for those in need. But securing funding to address these needs is a continuing 

challenge. Humanitarian needs are great, but the demands on donors from UN agencies and 

international NGOs are always greater than the funds available to meet them.

This is so despite the fact that the absolute level of humanitarian assistance has risen 

significantly since the end of the Cold War, in part as a consequence of powerful advocacy 

campaigns waged by international humanitarian organizations. Between 2000 and 2010, 

humanitarian assistance almost doubled in value.103 And between 2000 and 2009, the share 

of this aid concentrated in conflict-affected states had increased from about 40 percent to  

65 percent.104

But despite the increase in overall funding, there remains a large gap between what  

is requested via mechanisms like the UN’s Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP) and what is 

actually allocated by the donors.105

With demand for humanitarian funding greatly exceeding supply, it is not surprising that 

competition for funding among UN agencies that play a major humanitarian role (such as 

UNICEF [United Nations Children’s Fund], UNHCR [United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees], and the World Food Program) between the agencies and NGOs, and between the 

NGOs themselves, is often rife. 

In their critical 2004 analysis of contemporary humanitarian practice, The Charity of 

Nations, Ian Smillie and Larry Minear identified a dilemma that lies at the heart of today’s 

humanitarian enterprise:

In a highly competitive environment—made competitive by great needs and 

inadequate funding—exaggeration not only pays, it is sometimes the only thing that 

will dislodge funding from donors who themselves have too few resources and too 

many supplicants.106
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With funding never sufficient to meet humanitarian needs, UN agencies and NGOs have 

a powerful incentive to seek the media headlines that most effectively highlight the plight of 

those in need. 

In this context, the so-called CNN effect can play an important role. The term refers 

to the impact of the media in bringing home to those living in donor countries the extent 

of a humanitarian crisis, the desperate plight of the survivors, and the moral and political 

imperatives to assist them. The CNN effect can help pressure donors to respond to crises and 

private individuals to give to appeals from humanitarian agencies and NGOs.

Fundraisers in humanitarian organizations well understand that emotive appeals for 

assistance have a greater impact than the statistics—hence the frequency with which shocking 

victim narratives of conflict-related sexual violence feature in major UN and NGO reports on 

wartime sexual violence. The problem is that the affecting narrative accounts, while true, are 

presented in such a way as to suggest that they are the norm. This is rarely the case and in this 

sense they are misleading.

On the other hand, there is no incentive for humanitarian agencies to focus on domestic 

sexual violence in wartime, even though it appears to result in far more victims than conflict-

related sexual violence. The fact that domestic sexual violence occurs both in times of peace—

as well as war—means that it is not seen as an emergency issue. As such, it is not a compelling 

candidate for humanitarian assistance. 

A further source of potential bias lies in the fact that assessments of humanitarian need are 

rarely independent. Most requests to donors for humanitarian assistance are based on assess-

ments by the very organizations that will be beneficiaries of any funding that is granted. This 

inevitably causes conflicts of interest to arise. As a 2003 report from the Overseas Development 

Institute put it, it is difficult to believe that analyses of humanitarian need are objective if the 

organization making the assessment has a vested interest in the result.107

There is compelling evidence that many assessments of the gravity of humanitarian crises 

by NGOs and UN agencies are exaggerated.108

Does Getting It Wrong Really Matter?
Few deny that the demand for resources to combat wartime sexual violence and to assist 

its victims is far greater than the supply, so why should it matter if the scope and incidence 

of sexual violence are exaggerated in order to secure the resources that everyone agrees  

are needed?

After all, as Tufts University’s Kelly M. Greenhill and co-author Peter Andreas note:

large numbers often help stimulate and increase funding flows to agencies and 

organizations whose mission is dealing with the negative externalities of conflict 

(such as humanitarian crises).109

The beneficiaries of humanitarian assistance have no reason to be concerned about its 

provenance. And humanitarian fundraisers can well argue that if protecting the vulnerable and 
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In a 2009 New York Times article, for example, Kristof claimed that, “as many as three-

fourths of women” had been raped in Liberia’s civil war. 110 The provenance of this much-

publicized claim was not clear from the article, but Kristof was likely referring to a 2004 WHO 

(World Health Organization) report.111

But even a cursory reading of the WHO survey report makes it clear that it could never 

support such an extraordinary claim.

The WHO figures did indeed show that 77 percent of women in the survey had been 

raped, but in fact all the respondents had been chosen precisely because they were survivors 

of sexual violence.112 So the data revealed that three quarters of survivors of sexual violence had 

been raped rather than suffered other forms of sexual assault. This is hardly surprising. Yet the 

figure tells us absolutely nothing about the nationwide prevalence of rape. 

The best estimate for the rate of sexual violence against females in Liberia in this period 

was very high, but nothing remotely like the figure cited by Kristof and endlessly recycled in 

the media by advocacy groups and even in UN publications.

In 2007, a major nationwide survey by the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 

organization found that the lifetime prevalence rate of sexual violence among Liberian women 

aged 15 to 49 was 18 percent.113 As we pointed out earlier, this is the same as the prevalence 

rate for adult women in the United States.

While Kristof’s misleading claim has been reiterated countless times, the lower, and far 

more accurate, estimate has largely been ignored by the media. It simply wasn’t newsworthy.

If this type of error—and the media treatment of it—were exceptional, there would be 

little cause for concern. But it is far from exceptional. In fact, it is symptomatic of what Kelly M.  

Greenhill calls: 

the resilience of conflict-related magical numbers … that are deemed to be “true” 

simply because they are widely believed to be true.114

The problem of inflated “magical number” war statistics is also evident in claims about the 

global total of child soldiers, the number of children killed in modern wars, civilian deaths as 

a share of all violent war deaths, and the intense controversies over war death tolls in Darfur, 

Iraq, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). We examine the incentive structures 

that drive such inflated claims—and why they matter for policy—in this chapter.

“Magical Numbers” and Wartime Sexual Violence

Prize-winning New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof has played a critically 

important role in drawing international attention to wartime sexual violence. 

But some of his widely cited claims have also spread misinformation about the 

extent of sexual violence in the worst-affected countries.
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saving lives requires an overemphasis on the extent and gravity of the problem, so be it—the 

ends justify the means.

This attitude is understandable. But while inflated claims about the extent of wartime 

sexual violence may help mobilize support for international action in the short term, they can-

not form the basis for effective policy in the long term. 

As Greenhill points out, bad data can have a decidedly negative impact on policy:

at best, inaccurate numbers can lead to wasted resources and effort where such 

expenditures are unnecessary; at worst, they may result in too few supplies and 

personnel being deployed where they are required most acutely.115

Not only will funds be allocated inequitably—and not necessarily for the most pressing 

needs—but the competition for resources among advocacy organizations and service providers 

may generate a quest for ever more shocking statistics and victim narratives.116 The resulting 

distortion of evidence will likely increase the already considerable skepticism with which 

donors regard many of the claims made by humanitarian agencies and NGOs about the gravity 

of humanitarian emergencies.117 This “crying wolf” phenomenon may in turn affect donor 

willingness to respond to future crises.

Why “Getting It Right” Matters for Policy
In this section we consider the policy implications of accepting the five myths about wartime 

sexual violence identified in Chapter 1.

These myths, along with other misleading claims about wartime sexual violence, are 

driven by what Andreas and Greenhill refer to as the “politics of numbers.” This, they warn, 

“can help to perpetuate failing and flawed policies, distort funding, generate and support 

misleading indicators of policy ‘progress’ and ‘success,’ manipulate media coverage and cloud 

public debate.”118

The Bias towards the Extreme Cases of Conflict-Related Sexual Violence
In Chapter 1 we noted the disproportionate attention paid to those countries that are worst 

affected by conflict-related sexual violence. And we pointed out that a significant number of 

countries in conflict, which experience relatively little—or no—reported sexual violence, are 

largely ignored in the mainstream narrative. 

This means that almost no attention is paid by policy-makers—and little by researchers—

to the critical question of why some countries in conflict experience remarkably low levels of 

sexual violence, while others suffer greatly.

Yet, a better understanding of what causes the difference in wartime sexual violence rates 

could well help improve sexual violence prevention programs. Unfortunately, this issue is 

of almost no interest to policy communities and receives very little attention in the research 

community—the works of Elisabeth Wood, Dara Cohen, and Ragnhild Nordas being rare, but 

important, exceptions.119
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The Policy Implications of the Unfounded Belief That Wartime Sexual Violence  
Is Increasing
The widely-held conviction that conflict-related sexual violence around the world is increasing 

means that there has been little policy interest in determining why it might be decreasing. 

Little scholarly research has been devoted to this question either.

In fact, there are reasons for believing that conflict-related sexual violence has declined 

since the end of the Cold War.

In Chapter 1 we argued that it was reasonable to expect that, all else equal, conflict-

related sexual violence will decline if the number and deadliness of armed conflicts declines 

substantially. Given that wars have become less deadly and frequent over the past two 

decades—and in the absence of independent trend data on sexual violence—we should 

therefore assume that conflict-related sexual violence would have declined as well.120

If ending wars reduces conflict-related 

sexual violence, then, as we explain below, 

strategies to end wars—including peacemaking 

(seeking to stop ongoing wars via negotiations) 

and post-conflict peacebuilding (seeking to 

prevent wars that have stopped from starting 

again)—also become indirect strategies for 

reducing conflict-related sexual violence.

Given that there is little evidence thus 

far that any of the international strategies for 

preventing wartime sexual violence in war-affected societies have had more than marginal 

success,121 examining the potential for indirect strategies to achieve this end would make a lot 

of policy sense.

But policy-makers are unlikely to show any interest in determining why sexual violence 

might be decreasing if they are convinced that it is increasing, which is why seeking to “get it 

right” with respect to sexual violence trends is important for policy.

The Policy Implications of the Strategic Rape Thesis
If mass rape is strategic—e.g., if it has been initiated as part of a top-down policy intended to 

terrorize civilians, or as part of a campaign of ethnic cleansing—the international community 

may have some immediate leverage that can be used to pressure the leaders of the government 

or rebel forces to stop. These may include threats to withhold aid to governments, to impose 

sanctions,122 or to push for indictments in the International Criminal Court. 

If, as studies suggest, rape perpetrated by soldiers and rebels is not part of a top-down 

strategic plan, but is due to the fact that the military command system is simply too weak to 

stop the abuse, there is relatively little that the international community can do in the short 

term. In the longer term, however, bringing perpetrators of rape to justice may provide a mea-

sure of deterrence against sexual violence in future wars.123
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We have argued that some of the claims that sexual violence is deployed as a “weapon 

of war” are based on little more than anecdotal accounts. Pushing for policy initiatives on the 

basis of false assumptions is clearly a recipe for bad policy. It underlines yet again the need for 

reliable data—the sine qua non of evidence-based policy.

The Failure to Address Sexual Violence against Males and Female Perpetration
In the mainstream narrative on wartime sexual violence, the overwhelming emphasis is on 

sexual violence directed against women and girls. The attention devoted to this issue is long 

overdue and wholly warranted—the impact of wartime sexual violence on women and girls 

has been ignored for centuries, and women are far more likely to be victimized than men. 

Less understandable is the fact that sexual violence against men and boys has been largely 

ignored. While the UN continues to stress the importance of gender sensitivity, its policy  

prescriptions continue to treat wartime sexual violence as a phenomenon that affects only 

women or girls. Male victims are very rarely even mentioned in the reports related to the 

Security Council’s 1325 agenda, and the issue of female perpetration of sexual violence remains 

completely invisible.

The UN’s failure to address the issue of sexual violence against males in any meaningful 

manner has led to considerable criticism.124 The Secretary-General’s 2012 report on Conflict-

Related Sexual Violence belatedly acknowledges that men may be victimized by sexual violence,125 

but then notes that:

recent information underscores that the situation of male victims … require[s] deeper 

examination. The issue must be understood from all perspectives and addressed at all 

levels as part of a comprehensive approach to protecting civilians.126

The second sentence in the above quote is far from clear, but it likely means that sexual 

violence against men and boys will be dealt with as part of the UN’s broader Protection of 

Civilians agenda, and not the Security Council’s agenda on conflict-related sexual violence.127

The omission of males from the mainstream analysis on conflict-related sexual violence 

not only distorts our understanding of the nature of wartime sexual violence, it also has nega-

tive policy consequences—namely that the needs of male victims are systematically ignored.

The lack of attention to the male survivors is remarkable:

4076 nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) around the world address rape during 

wartime and other forms of political sexual violence. Of these, only 3% mention the 

experience of males in their informational materials, typically as a passing reference.128

And, as Charli Carpenter has pointed out:

while the humanitarian assistance community has taken strides in addressing the 

physical and psycho-social needs of female rape survivors … services for male 

survivors of such violence in conflict situations are nearly non-existent.129
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This is not to minimize the issue of sexual violence perpetrated by men against  

women—far from it. The point is simply that if the substantial amount of sexual violence 

against males is systematically neglected then policy responses are bound to be insufficient  

and inequitable.

While international agencies and NGOs are slowly beginning to address wartime sexual 

violence against males, the issue of female perpetration of sexual violence has attracted almost 

no attention. This is in spite of the fact that, as 

we noted in Chapter 1, findings from the few 

studies that ask about the gender of perpetrators 

indicate that conflict-related sexual violence 

perpetrated by women is more common than 

usually assumed. 

Bringing female perpetrators to justice 

is unlikely to happen as long as national 

governments and the international community 

fail to recognize that female perpetration of 

conflict-related sexual violence is a reality. 

Responding to Domestic Sexual Violence in Wartime
The focus on rape perpetrated by rebels, militias, and government troops has—understandably—

been intensive, yet, as we pointed out in Chapter 1, the more pervasive threat to the rights  

and integrity of women posed by domestic sexual violence in wartime has been ignored  

almost completely. 

Just how domestic sexual violence in wartime can be countered is a challenge that is 

both complex and lacking in any obvious short-term solutions. One thing is clear however: 

until the problem is taken more seriously, by both the international community and national 

governments, there will be little effective action to resolve it. 

Lack of interest is not the only challenge in determining appropriate policy responses. 

Indeed, as we point out later in this chapter:

		The policy prescriptions that are advocated by the UN for preventing conflict-related 

rape have little relevance for domestic sexual violence. 

		The fact that marital rape is neither a crime nor a priority for most governments in war-

affected countries rules out many obvious domestic law and order responses to domestic 

sexual violence in war-affected states.

		The fact that domestic sexual violence is prevalent in peacetime as well as wartime 

means that it does not, by definition, qualify as an emergency issue. This may complicate 

the access that survivors of domestic violence have to medical and psychological support, 

since most assistance in conflict settings is humanitarian, i.e., it is specifically designed 

to bring assistance to those suffering as a consequence of emergencies—a term that 

includes wars as well as natural disasters. 

The point is simply that 
if the substantial amount 
of sexual violence against 
males is systematically 
neglected then policy is 
bound to be insufficient 
and inequitable.
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The UN and Wartime Sexual Violence 
The reason why the five myths outlined in Chapter 1 have had an impact on policy-making 

is that despite the increased attention that the issue of wartime sexual violence has received, 

little effort has gone into collecting reliable evidence. The systems in place to monitor patterns 

of sexual violence are clearly insufficient. 

In October 2000 the UN Security Council passed the groundbreaking Resolution 1325 on 

Women, Peace and Security and took responsibility, among other things, for creating a policy 

framework and process for dealing with the manifold challenges of addressing conflict-related 

sexual violence.

The political and legal framework that has guided this process has been informed by a 

series of Security Council resolutions that included—and followed—Resolution 1325.130

But while the Council had set itself—and UN member states—a large number of 

challenging goals, it has taken only perfunctory and inadequate steps towards monitoring 

progress to meet those goals.

What this lack of reliable statistics has meant in practice is that almost 12 years after the 

passage of Resolution 1325, which had flagged the need to “consolidate data on the impact of 

armed conflict on women and girls,”131 neither the UN, nor any other international agency, has 

any idea whether wartime sexual violence is increasing or decreasing, either worldwide or in 

individual war-affected countries. 

The same lack of the most basic data means that policy-makers have little idea whether or 

not their sexual violence prevention policies are having any impact. And it has permitted the 

misleading claims about the extent of conflict-related sexual violence noted in Chapter 1 to go 

largely unchallenged.

Things are, however, slowly beginning to change. The UN is finally addressing the 

need to acquire data on wartime sexual violence. It is far from clear, however, that what  

will be provided will be adequate to monitor whether or not wartime sexual violence 

is increasing or decreasing, or to determine the impact of UN and other sexual violence 

prevention programs.

In April 2010 the UN Secretary-General submitted a report to the Security Council 

that called for data to be collected on, among other things, the “incidence of sexual violence 

in conflict-affected countries.” The report stressed the importance of collecting data on 

quantitative indicators:

Indicators are signposts of change; a means for determining the status quo and 

the progress towards the intended goal. They indicate trends and … are critical for 

effective monitoring and evaluation.132

The Secretary-General’s report noted that indicator data on the incidence of sexual 

violence would be collected by population surveys.133 But this, he cautioned, would require 

“specialized and careful technical and conceptual development.”134 The pilot phase of data 

collection on the incidence of wartime sexual violence could take two to five years.135

p a r t  I  cha    p ter    2



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 2 47

How the implementation of such surveys would be funded was unclear, and the past 

reluctance of donor governments to pay for data collection in this area suggests that lack of 

sufficient funding may pose a significant barrier to progress.

In December 2010 the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1960, which formally 

requested the UN Secretary-General to establish monitoring, analysis, and reporting 

arrangements on conflict-related sexual violence.136 But it is clear from the cautious language 

of the Secretary-General’s January 2012 report on Conflict-Related Sexual Violence that data 

collection is seen as problematic:

Common information bases and methodologies for data collection for cases of 

conflict-related sexual violence are under discussion and continue to remain a challenge 

owing to the varying mandates and responsibilities of partner institutions.137

It is extraordinary, though perhaps not surprising given political sensitivities among 

member states, that almost 12 years since the passage of Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace 

and Security, the collection of the most basic data on conflict-related sexual violence should 

still be “under discussion.”

The Secretary-General’s 2012 report noted that a “technical-level working group” was 

being established to:

review information, monitor and verify incidents of sexual violence, analyse data, 

trends and patterns, [and] prepare reports.138

How this would be accomplished, or when the technical working group might start 

reporting on its findings, was not spelled out. Perhaps significantly, there was not a single 

reference in the Secretary-General’s 2012 report to the use of population surveys, which had 

been stressed as the primary means of gathering sexual violence data in the 2010 report. 

In fact, the 2012 report makes clear that the 

UN’s primary mode of collecting data will be 

based, not on surveys, but on the “monitoring 

and verification of incidents.”139 The model here 

is the Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism 

(MRM) that the UN uses to collect data that is 

relevant to its mandate on children and armed 

conflict, and which is discussed in detail in 

Chapter 3. In collecting sexual violence incident 

data, the 2012 report emphasizes the need for 

coordination with the MRM’s data collection exercises. 

MRM-type data are useful for a variety of purposes, from identifying the perpetrators of 

conflict-related sexual violence, to providing information on particular incidents, and recording 

government and UN efforts to stop and prevent rape. But they are not useful for measuring 

overall trends in rates of sexual violence.
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The MRM relies on counts of incidents of sexual violence that are reported to the UN.  

But this grossly understates the extent of wartime sexual violence, compared with the data 

derived from high-quality population surveys. 

In other words, the methodology now being 

used by the UN to report on sexual violence in 

wartime cannot provide the reliable, objective, 

and comprehensive data that the Secretary-

General’s report claims is the goal of the new 

monitoring and reporting arrangements. 

Some idea of the extent to which the UN’s 

methodology undercounts the incidence of sexual violence is evident in a recent article by  

Tia Palermo and Amber Peterman in the Bulletin of the World Health Organization (WHO):

More than 15,000 rapes were reported each year to the United Nations mission in the 

DRC in both 2008 and 2009 … The major limitation of this figure is that it is based 

only on cases reported to the United Nations mission. In contrast, a recent study using 

population estimates and data from the nationally representative Demographic and 

Health Survey (DHS) conducted from 2006–2007 showed that the rate of rape among 

women aged 15 to 49 years in a 12-month period was 26 times higher than the estimates 

based on reports to United Nations authorities.140

The only way to access reasonably accurate and robust data on the nationwide incidence 

and prevalence of wartime sexual violence is via high-quality population surveys—like those 

used in the major international effort to track progress towards the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs). Nothing remotely like this effort currently exists for tracking trends in wartime 

sexual violence, and the January 2012 Secretary General’s report, Conflict-Related Sexual Violence, 

suggests that little progress is likely on this front any time soon.

Combating Wartime Sexual Violence: The Key Challenges
Since the end of the 1990s, the protection of civilians in war-affected countries from “imminent 

threats of physical violence” (including sexual violence) has become an increasingly important 

policy focus within the UN—and a source of considerable debate. In 1999 a landmark report 

by then Secretary-General Kofi Annan noted that the protection of civilians:

is fundamental to the central mandate of the Organization. The responsibility for the 

protection of civilians cannot be transferred to others.141

The UN, the report argued, was the only international organization that could undertake 

this role. But in 2009 a major independent study commissioned by the UN’s Department of 

Peacekeeping Operations and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs noted 

that, a decade after the first peacekeeping mission was mandated to protect civilians, there was 

still considerable confusion within the UN as to what this meant:

Population surveys are 
the only way to access 
accurate and robust data 
on wartime sexual violence.
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the UN Secretariat, troop- and police-contributing countries, host states, humanitarian 

actors, human rights professionals, and the missions themselves continue to struggle 

over what it means for a peacekeeping operation to protect civilians, in definition and 

in practice.142

The report highlighted the shortcomings 

of the UN’s current approach to protecting 

civilians, pointing to gaps in policy guidance, 

planning, and preparedness; lack of mission-

wide strategy; inconsistent civilian and military 

leadership; resource constraints; and a lack of 

capacity to collect and analyze information on 

day-to-day threats and potential crises.143

Given these challenges, it is not surprising 

that one of the report’s authors subsequently wondered publicly whether the protection of 

civilians in volatile war-affected countries might not be an “impossible mandate.”144

Stopping sexual violence in today’s civil wars is perhaps the greatest challenge confronting 

the UN’s protection of civilians agenda. Indeed, Anne Marie Goetz of UN Women (or the 

United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women, UNIFEM) has 

suggested that stopping wartime sexual violence amounts to a “doubly impossible” mandate for 

UN peacekeepers.145

Providing effective protection against conflict-related sexual violence is extraordinarily 

challenging. The taboos and sensitivities that relate to rape are associated with massive under-

reporting, and the government security forces, including police and military, that have primary 

responsibility for protecting civilians from sexual attacks are often major perpetrators.146  

In most cases, UN peacekeepers are simply too few in number to provide adequate protection 

for civilians at risk. 

At the UN there have been increasingly 

insistent calls to end the pervasive and enduring 

culture of impunity that continues to protect 

perpetrators—government forces as well as 

rebels—from prosecution. Bringing perpetrators 

to trial and punishing them would not only 

serve the cause of justice, but would also, so it 

is claimed, act as a deterrent to future violations. 

There has been real progress at the norma-

tive level over the past decade. Specific acts of sexual violence have been designated as both 

war crimes and crimes against humanity under the Rome Statute of the International Criminal 

Court (ICC), and a number of high-level officials have been indicted for crimes involving  

sexual violence.
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But while few doubt that these international legal developments are important, particularly 

for the long term, there is little evidence that they have—thus far—had a major impact  

in terms of deterring sexual violence in countries.

This is not surprising. Those ultimately responsible for acts of sexual violence are unlikely 

to be deterred from sanctioning rape or other forms of sexual violence unless they believe 

that there is a finite possibility that they may be 

arrested, tried, and punished.

There is some statistical evidence that the 

deterrent effect of national human rights trials 

can be effective over time in reducing violations, 

but that evidence does not yet include deterrence 

of crimes of sexual violence.147

A second approach to preventing conflict-

related sexual violence, one that has a more immediate impact and that has been adopted by 

the UN in its peace operations, focuses on the direct physical protection of women and girls 

in war-affected countries. Here a range of tactics are already being used to a greater or lesser 

extent in peacekeeping missions. These include: 

		Using peacekeepers to escort women who are attending markets, looking after crops or 

livestock, or collecting water, firewood, or animal fodder away from home. 

		The creation of mobile stand-by Rapid Reaction Force units that can be deployed rapidly 

to deal with threats to the peace—including rape.

		The establishment of protected safe havens.

		Gender-sensitive design and management of Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) and 

refugee camps.148

These and other physical protection measures can make an important difference in 

particular situations, but no one in the UN believes that they are sufficient. As the UN’s 

Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) points out:

		We often protect civilians in harsh conditions, with limited or insufficient resources, and 

with partners who sometimes lack the will or capacity to do their part. 

		Peacekeeping operations often deploy amidst the unrealistic expectation that they will be 

able to protect all civilians at all times. 

The problem is that in the countries worst affected by conflict-related sexual violence the 

UN simply has too few resources for its physical protection measures to provide adequate 

security for all civilians that are at risk.149

Although there is currently little evidence that either deterrence or physical protection 

measures are having an impact on the incidence of conflict-related sexual violence, this does 

not mean that there are no other prospects for improvement. 

Currently, the most effective strategies for substantially reducing the worldwide incidence 

of conflict-related sexual violence appear to be international action to end the wars in which it 

flourishes—and to prevent wars that have ended from starting again. There is now considerable 

The UN often has too 
few resources to provide 
adequate security for all 
civilians that are at risk. 
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evidence that what the UN calls peacemaking—the use of mediation to negotiate peace 

agreements between the warring parties—has played an important role in stopping conflicts 

since the end of the Cold War.150 And the evidence suggests that post-conflict peacebuilding 

programs that seek to stabilize post-conflict settings and prevent wars from recurring also have 

a positive effect.151

And as we have noted previously, we have good reason to assume that when conflicts end, 

the incidence of sexual violence perpetrated by soldiers and rebels will also decline, though it 

may not cease entirely.

Domestic Sexual Violence in War-Affected Countries
The UN’s policies for addressing wartime sexual violence focus almost entirely on abuses that 

are conflict-related. The domestic sexual violence in war-affected countries, which the evidence 

suggests claims far more victims than that perpetrated by combatants, is ignored completely 

in the mainstream narrative.

Note that we are not arguing that domestic sexual violence in general is ignored by the 

international community. It is, in fact, the central focus of numerous programs around the 

world undertaken by the UN and its agencies, as well as countless NGOs, all of which seek to 

prevent all forms of violence against women and bring assistance to its victims.152 The majority  

of these efforts take place in peacetime, but because today’s conflicts rarely encompass all of 

the national territory of war-affected countries, some programs will likely continue during 

periods of conflict in parts of the country not directly affected by the fighting. 

However, the fact that the mainstream narrative on wartime sexual violence ignores 

domestic sexual violence completely, while the UN has excluded it from its Women, Peace and 

Security agenda, means that it has become invisible politically in wartime. This in turn means 

that it receives little or no high-level political attention and few of the resources that are devoted 

to addressing the far more highly publicized challenges of conflict-related sexual violence.

Key officials have, however, made it explicit that the UN’s focus lies elsewhere. In her 

opening address to the much-cited 2008 Wilton Park conference on the role of peacekeepers 

in dealing with conflict-related sexual violence, the UN’s Anne Marie Goetz described three 

types of sexual violence that occur in today’s war-affected countries. They are:

		Widespread and systematic rape—i.e., organized campaigns of sexual violence during  

wartime.

		Widespread and opportunistic rape—i.e., large-scale unorganized sexual violence in  

war-affected countries.

		Isolated and random rape—“rape that occurs at all times, in all societies and that is unrelated 

to political strategy (widespread and systematic sexual violence) or the chaos of armed conflict 

(widespread and opportunistic sexual violence).”153

Goetz does not mention domestic sexual violence per se, but it is likely included in the 

latter category. Domestic political violence in wartime is, however, far from being “isolated and 

random.” Indeed, as we have pointed out, the limited evidence we have indicates that it is far 
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more pervasive than conflict-related sexual violence, even in cases like the DRC where the 

level of conflict-related rape rates are extremely high.

It is clear that domestic sexual violence is not an issue that the UN believes that the 

Women, Peace and Security agenda should address. It follows that, like isolated and random 

rape, it should be treated as “a domestic criminal matter warranting a domestic law and order 

response, quite distinct from sexual violence as a matter of international peace and security.”154

But in many war-affected countries, domestic sexual violence cannot be dealt with via 

a national or international law and order response. First, as we flagged earlier, in the large 

majority of poor countries where most wars take place, marital rape is not illegal. Indeed, less 

than 60 countries in the world have legislation explicitly criminalizing marital rape.155 And even 

in those countries where it is illegal, the perpetrators are often protected by a de facto culture 

of impunity. 

Second, domestic sexual violence is neither a war crime nor a crime against humanity 

under international law, and cannot thus be prosecuted by national governments under the 

terms of the Rome Statute—nor, indeed, by the International Criminal Court itself.

This is not all. The physical measures intended by the UN to provide protection against 

conflict-related sexual violence—like firewood patrols and escorting women to markets—are 

wholly irrelevant when it comes to protecting women and girls from sexual violence within 

the home. 

The neglect of domestic sexual violence is not restricted to the Security Council’s agenda 

on wartime sexual violence. UN Action against Sexual Violence in Conflict, which was launched 

in March 2007, is a concerted effort by 13 UN entities to end sexual violence in war and its 

aftermath by:

improving coordination and accountability, amplifying advocacy and supporting 

country efforts to prevent conflict-related sexual violence and respond more effectively 

to the needs of survivors.156

But there is no high-level multi-agency 

effort that is remotely comparable to UN 

Action that addresses the pervasive problem of 

domestic sexual violence in wartime. 

The UN’s reluctance to address domestic 

sexual violence in wartime under its Women, 

Peace and Security agenda is understandable. 

Peacekeepers lack the resources to tackle 

conflict-related sexual violence effectively, let 

alone the more pervasive problem of wartime 

domestic sexual violence. And, as noted earlier, because domestic sexual violence is a 

persistent and endemic problem, it is difficult to characterize it as an emergency issue requiring 

humanitarian assistance.

Fewer than 60 countries 
have laws against marital 
rape. Even where it is 
illegal, perpetrators are 
often protected by a de 
facto culture of impunity.
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There remains, however, a real inequity in the current situation. Domestic sexual violence 

may appear less serious than conflict-related rape—it certainly is not associated with the well-

known savageries of mass gang rapes that have been common in some war zones. However, 

domestic sexual violence is not only more pervasive than conflict-related sexual violence but it 

also tends to be more persistent. Unlike conflict-related sexual violence, it can, and often does, 

continue over many years. 

But whatever the relative seriousness of the 

two types of sexual violence, the reality is that 

conflict-related sexual violence is receiving long 

overdue attention from the UN, particularly the 

Security Council, and its survivors have been 

receiving greatly increased assistance from the 

international community. At the same time, 

however, the plight of the survivors of domestic 

sexual violence in wartime has been excluded 

from the Security Council’s policy agenda on wartime sexual violence. And although more 

pervasive and persistent than conflict-related sexual violence, it has become virtually invisible 

in the mainstream narrative. 

There are legal and practical reasons for this exclusion—it is difficult, for example, to claim 

that domestic sexual violence in wartime is a threat to international peace and security. The 

result, however, is the same—the victims/survivors of domestic sexual violence in wartime are 

rendered effectively invisible at the highest level in the UN and their plight is ignored.

Focusing on Normative Change
Preventing either conflict-related or wartime domestic sexual violence is extraordinarily 

difficult. It is true that growing numbers of states are introducing legislation to provide women 

with legal protection from domestic sexual abuse, but translating new laws into effective policy 

on the ground is likely to be a very lengthy process. Progress requires not just new legislation 

but major changes in popular and official attitudes.

A major impediment to reducing the level of sexual violence in many developing 

countries—in conflict situations as well as in peacetime—is that substantial percentages  

of women believe that their partners have the right to have sex with them, even if they do 

not want to—and that it is acceptable for their male partners to punish them physically  

if they refuse. In Sierra Leone, for example, the 2002 Physicians for Human Rights survey 

found that:

Despite 80 percent of women expressing that there should be legal protection for the 

rights of women, more than half of women reported that their husbands had the right 

to beat them and that it was a wife’s duty to have sex with her husband even if she 

did not want to.157

Domestic sexual violence 
is both more pervasive and 
persistent than conflict-
related sexual violence. 
It can, and often does, 
continue over many years. 
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As Figure 2.1 from a WHO multi-country study, shown below, makes clear, the attitudes 

of women in Sierra Leone are far from being exceptional. In many of the surveyed areas, 

especially those with rural populations, a significant proportion of the interviewed women—

and sometimes the large majority—did not believe that refusing sex with a husband is 

acceptable if a woman does not want to have sex.

Figure 2.1 Women’s Views on a Wife’s Right  

to Refuse Sex with Her Husband
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Data Source: WHO.158

Women’s views on their rights vary significantly. But in several areas only a  

minority believe that women who do not want to have sex with their husbands 

have the right to refuse.

Since marital rape is not illegal in the large majority of poor countries where most wars 

take place, it is unlikely that the often dramatic cross-national variation in the rates of domestic 

sexual violence is a function of legislation and law and order policies—though these may make 

a difference in particular cases. The variation is, however, strongly associated with differences 

in popular norms and beliefs about the acceptability of sexual violence—beliefs that are held 

not only by perpetrators but sometimes by their victims as well.
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It is probably no coincidence that the WHO study recorded low levels of domestic violence 

in areas where women’s rights norms are more entrenched. In the nine surveyed areas where a 

majority of women believed they had a right to refuse sex with their husbands, the prevalence 

of intimate-partner sexual violence was 19 percent on average, just over half the average for 

the remaining regions.159

WHO has pointed to other norms and beliefs that help perpetuate sexual violence:

		“Family responses to sexual violence that blame women without punishing men, and 

concentrate instead on restoring ‘lost’ family honour.”160

		“Sexual violence committed by men is to a large extent rooted in ideologies of male sexual 

entitlement. These belief systems grant women extremely few legitimate options to refuse 

sexual advances.”161

		Weak legal sanctions for sexual violence send the message that such violence is condoned, 

and may even exclude certain forms of sexual violence from the legal definition.162

The large degree of variation in levels of sexual violence, both within and between 

countries, demonstrates that such violence is not an immutable consequence of “human 

nature.”163 And the fact that widely held norms and attitudes about sexual behaviour have 

made domestic sexual violence appear “acceptable” in many countries makes changing such 

norms an obvious prevention strategy.

Changing norms via policy interventions has been successful in other contexts. In fact, 

there is a long history of national- and community-level public health education campaigns 

that have sought to change norms and attitudes that are associated with social behaviours 

that have a negative impact on health—notably those against smoking, drinking and driving, 

drinking while pregnant, not wearing seatbelts, and practicing unsafe sex. Some of these 

campaigns, which have often been undertaken in conjunction with legislative change and 

stress on penalties for noncompliance, have been notably successful. 

During the past two decades, there has also 

been increasing interest among public health 

professionals, as well as human rights advocacy 

groups, in initiatives that seek to change the 

social norms and attitudes that have normalized 

and legitimized sexual violence and other 

violations, even in countries where it is legally 

proscribed.164 Few of these interventions have 

been rigorously evaluated,165 but some community interventions to reverse long-established 

practices that put women at risk appear to have been remarkably successful. One such practice 

is female genital cutting, which is widely practiced in Muslim communities in parts of Africa. 

In Senegal, for example, a movement to end the prevalent practice of female genital cutting 

has been spreading “through the very ties of family and ethnicity that used to entrench it.”166 

In the past 15 years, the movement has gained such momentum that “a majority of Senegalese 

villages where genital cutting was commonplace have committed to stop it.”167
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This remarkable change was not achieved by legislation or domestic law enforcement—in 

fact, police had put little effort into enforcing the ban on female genital cutting imposed by the 

Senegalese parliament in 1999. Rather, the change in this previously widely accepted practice 

has been driven by relatively low-cost community-level activism directed at changing norms 

and attitudes.168 Community activists stressed both the health risks of the practice and the fact 

that there is no religious requirement for genital cutting in Islam. In fact, the practice predates 

Islam’s arrival by centuries.169

The Senegal case is far from unique. Findings from similar campaigns in Ethiopia, Egypt, 

Kenya, and the Sudan suggest that in all cases there have been:

substantial reductions in FGC [female genital cutting] and accompanying shifts in the 

norms that undergird the practice.170

Included in the successful campaigns to reduce genital cutting were the following: 

		Programs that encouraged “community deliberation, collective reflection and changes in 

social attitudes and norms.”

		Appeals for change that were “value-centred” and involved, “some process of consciousness 

raising and deliberation on values, rights and gender-based discrimination.”

		Approaches that built on local traditions and “introduced rights-based concepts, without 

necessarily using human rights language.”171

Interestingly, a 2004 study of the Senegal campaign against genital cutting found that it 

also reduced the incidence of intimate-partner violence.172

While these campaigns are not necessarily blueprints for reducing domestic sexual vio-

lence, they demonstrate that it is possible to make major changes in norms that relate to highly 

sensitive sexual practices that harm women.

Gender Inequality and Wartime Sexual Violence
Underpinning much of current discussion in UN agencies and elsewhere about the causes 

of sexual violence is the widely held conviction that, as WHO puts it, “gender inequalities 

increase the risk of violence by men against women and inhibit the ability of those affected 

to seek protection.”173 This thesis applies to sexual, as well as physical, violence and should in 

principle apply to sexual violence in wartime. 

There is some indirect statistical evidence to support the idea that gender inequality 

increases the probability of conflict-related sexual violence, notably econometric studies 

by Mary Caprioli of the University of Minnesota–Duluth and by Uppsala University’s Erik 

Melander, both published in 2005.174

Caprioli found, “The higher the level of gender inequality within a state, the greater the 

likelihood that such a state will experience internal conflict.”175

Melander, who examined the impact of gender equality on the deadliness of conflict, rather 

than on the risk of conflict onsets, found that more gender-equal societies “are associated with 

lower levels of intrastate armed conflict.”176
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In 2010 Stanford University’s James Fearon reviewed both studies and found generally 

weaker associations when using additional data. But he also noted that:

overall there is some indication that higher levels of gender equality associate with a 

lower propensity for conflict.177

If the findings are correct, this would mean that as the risk of conflict drops, greater gender 

equality should also be, indirectly, associated with less conflict-related sexual violence. 

It is important, however, to note that none of these studies had particularly robust 

results. Moreover, there may not be a clear causal link between increasing gender equality 

and decreasing the risk and deadliness of armed conflict. Fearon argues that the finding may 

simply indicate that societies that endorse the idea of gender equality “are the sort of societies 

that are less likely to have civil wars.”178

Increasing gender equality is, of course, 

important in its own right and during the past 

decade there has been a huge expansion in 

efforts to achieve change in this area. These 

have included legislative action, education 

programs in schools, media interventions—

including media advertising and “edutainment” 

campaigns—and interventions at the commu-

nity level.179 Data collected to measure progress 

towards achieving MDGs indicate that there has 

been an overall improvement in gender equality during this period.180

WHO has reviewed a number of individual case studies of efforts to reduce domestic 

sexual violence by reducing gender inequality. A major WHO report points out that while 

some of these efforts have indeed been associated with reductions in sexual violence, few of 

the programs have been subject to any kind of scientific impact evaluation.181 This is important 

because there is some cautionary evidence that campaigns intended to promote gender 

equality, and thus reduce sexual violence, can have perverse effects—i.e., they can lead to a 

backlash that can actually worsen domestic sexual violence.182

During one such campaign in Nicaragua, for example, the reported incidence of sexual 

violence doubled over a period of a year and a half.183 Researchers evaluating the program 

noted that while some of the increase was simply a function of more reporting of sexual 

violence, it was also due to a violent male backlash against the growing resistance of women 

to male hegemony. 

This and other cases serve as a reminder of the possible unintended consequences of 

policy initiatives in this field.184 Just how great a threat such backlash reactions are to gender 

equality and empowerment programs is currently impossible to say. 

There is cross-national evidence to support the thesis that where women have higher levels 

of income and education they tend to be at lower—not negligible—risk of sexual violence.  
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But overall the evidence is inconclusive thus far and the very limited data that exists suggest 

that the process of achieving greater gender equality can threaten traditional male roles, which 

in turn may be associated with increased risks of intimate-partner violence.185

Conclusion
The first two chapters of this Report have presented a critical analysis of the assumptions that 

underpin the mainstream narrative on wartime sexual violence. 

We have argued that this narrative—which has become increasingly prominent since 

the passage of Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security in 2000—

is misleading in two important ways. First, the level of conflict-related sexual violence is 

overstated in a number of different ways. Second, domestic sexual violence, sexual violence 

against males in wartime, and the role of women in perpetrating sexual violence have been 

largely ignored. 

We also argued that these misleading assumptions have negative implications for policies 

aimed at preventing wartime sexual violence and bringing assistance to its survivors and 

justice to its perpetrators.

The mainstream narrative we suggested is driven in large part by the very different—

but complementary—incentive structures that shape media reporting and the humanitarian 

advocacy and service delivery imperatives of international agencies and major NGOs. But it is 

also the case that the misleading claims we have identified have been able to flourish largely 

unchallenged in large part because there are no reliable cross-national data that could be used 

as a corrective.

With respect to reducing wartime sexual violence, the challenges remain daunting.

In the long term, ending the culture of impunity that protects combatants who perpetrate 

sexual violence during periods of war should make a difference. But while impunity has become 

an issue of increased concern and debate, 

particularly among international lawyers, there 

has thus far been little concerted action on the 

ground where it counts the most. The number 

of perpetrators brought to justice remains 

extraordinarily small compared with the number 

of sexual violence crimes that are perpetrated  

in wartime.

The UN’s goal of providing women and 

children with physical protection from conflict-

related sexual violence in peace operations continues to be an “impossible mandate,” largely 

because peacekeeping forces lack the resources needed to undertake this hugely demanding 

task effectively. 

The governments of countries in conflict have an important potential protection role to 

play here, but government forces and militias are often the major perpetrators of the very sexual 
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violence they are supposed to prevent. Where this is the case they are part of the problem, not 

the solution. 

These somewhat bleak realities do not mean that the prospects for reducing conflict-

related sexual violence are minimal, however.

We argued previously that it was reasonable to assume that sexual violence perpetrated by 

soldiers and rebels will decline when conflicts come to an end. We further argued that given 

that there has been a substantial decline in the number and deadliness of wars since the end of 

the Cold War, there is good reason to believe that the worldwide incidence of conflict-related 

sexual violence will also have declined. 

The evidence presented in the last Human Security Report indicates that this decline is due 

in considerable part to initiatives by the international community to end wars and prevent 

them from starting again—“peacemaking” and “post-conflict peacebuilding” in UN-speak.186 

Insofar as this is true, then such initiatives are also important indirect strategies for reducing 

conflict-related sexual violence. 

Reducing domestic sexual violence in wartime presents an even greater challenge, not 

least because the problem remains largely unacknowledged in the many poor countries where 

marital rape is not a criminal offence, and in part because the UN Security Council ignores the 

problem completely in its high-profile Women, Peace and Security mandate. 

But here, too, there are grounds for cautious optimism about the future. There is evidence 

from campaigns to reduce female genital cutting that indicates that carefully crafted policies 

engaging local communities can greatly reduce harmful practices.187 Similar approaches could 

potentially yield success regarding domestic sexual violence in wartime.

In Chapter 3 we turn to examine the impact of conflict on the incidence of sexual violence 

against children. Here the challenge of policy analysis is even greater, because reliable cross-

national data are almost nonexistent.
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Children and Wartime Sexual Violence

In 2006, in an analysis prepared for the United Nations Division for the Advancement of 

Women (UNDAW) and UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund), Dyan Mazurana and 

Khristopher Carlson drew attention to sobering findings about the impact of war on children. 

The authors reported that some 2 million children had been killed in armed conflicts around 

the world over a 10-year period. An additional 6 million had been permanently disabled or 

injured, over 14 million had been displaced, and more than a million had been orphaned and 

separated from their parents. Over 250,000 children had been forced to serve in rebel, militia, 

or government forces.188

While often drawn from official sources, these and similar claims are questionable, in large 

part because reliable cross-national data on how conflict affects children are rarely available.189 

But notwithstanding important caveats about the reliability of some of these findings, few 

would dispute that huge numbers of children—those least able to protect themselves—are at 

grave personal risk in wartime.

One of the many dangers that children confront in war-affected countries is sexual assault. 

This includes not just the gang rapes by rebel forces and militias that capture the media 

headlines, but also the largely invisible assaults by family members and acquaintances. Yet, 

despite growing attention to the plight of children in armed conflict, despite many horrific 

accounts of individual cases of child rape, remarkably little is known about the incidence or 

prevalence of wartime sexual violence against children.

In this chapter we examine the fragmentary evidence that exists on the extent of wartime 

sexual violence against children. We locate our discussion within the broader context of the 

UN’s Children and Armed Conflict policy agenda that has become increasingly politically 

Robin Hammond / Panos Pictures. DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO.
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salient in the new millennium and addresses sexual violence against children along with other 

“grave violations.” We point out that the UN’s own system for tracking the incidence of conflict-

related sexual violence against children is incapable of estimating either the extent or severity of 

the problem. The system ignores domestic sexual violence in wartime completely, even though 

the evidence suggests that it is far more prevalent than conflict-related sexual violence.

In the final section we examine some of the policy implications of our findings and ask if 

it is possible to generate data on wartime sexual violence that is reliable enough to create an 

evidence base for policy where none currently exists. 

Key Findings
Many of our findings are similar to those that relate to sexual violence against adults. They 

include:

		Claims made by high-level UN reports that wartime sexual violence against children has 

been increasing lack any supporting evidence. The indirect evidence suggests that such 

violations are decreasing worldwide. At the same time, the UN’s own system for reporting 

violations against children in war-affected countries, the Monitoring and Reporting 

Mechanism (MRM), grossly undercounts the incidence of conflict-related sexual violence 

against children.

		Even though most sexual violence against children in wartime is perpetrated by family 

members and acquaintances, not combatants, this form of sexual violence receives only 

minimal attention in UN, NGO (nongovernmental organization), and media analyses, 

and is not counted in the UN’s own reporting system. 

		As is the case with adults, sexual violence rates against children vary substantially from 

region to region and from country to country around the world.

		Unless respondents in surveys are given the option of responding anonymously to ques-

tions about any sexual violations that occurred when they were children, their responses 

will underestimate the extent of the violations.

Determining the true global extent to which sexual violence affects children during war-

time is currently impossible given the fragmentary and unreliable nature of the data. Not sur-

prisingly, our knowledge of how war affects the incidence of sexual violence against children 

in wartime is even more limited than is the case for adults.190

But one finding does emerge from the very limited data. As we argue below, the prevalence 

of sexual violence against children appears to be quite different from that against adults. 

Because children are clearly more vulnerable than adults, we might expect that they would 

be more likely to become victimized by sexual violence. Not only are they less able to defend 

themselves, but in the case of domestic sexual violence, children often live in a dependent 

relationship with their abusers, making it extremely unlikely that they will seek help. In some 

cases they may not even be aware at the time that they are being victimized.191

In fact, the prevalence rates of sexual violence against children appear to be significantly 

lower than against adults. Rates of abuse differ to a greater degree than can be explained 
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solely by the fact that sexual violence against children is under-reported. This suggests that 

normative constraints are providing children with protection from sexual predation—during 

wars as well as in peacetime. 

The Children and Armed Conflict Narrative
What constitutes a child in today’s world is contested, particularly with reference to armed 

conflicts. The UN and most humanitarian organizations hold that childhood does not end until 

the age of 18, a view that finds legal support in the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, which states that:

a child means every human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the 

law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.192

But outside of international treaties there is little consensus about the age at which 

adulthood begins. In many countries, individuals of 17 and younger see themselves as adults 

and are treated as such. They marry, hold jobs, often lead independent lives, and are sometimes 

held legally responsible for their actions.

The research literature on children and sexual violence reflects this divergence in views 

about what constitutes childhood. Some research focuses on young children—those under 15 

years old—and excludes the 15- to 17-year-olds. Other research and much of the advocacy is 

guided by the UN definition—i.e., all individuals under 18 years of age are considered children. 

We discuss the findings of both types of studies in this chapter.

The Children and Armed Conflict agenda, which began to emerge from the UN in the 

second half of the 1990s, has played a critical role in framing the narrative on how war-affected 

children are perceived in the international community and much of the media. In this narrative, 

children are typically presented as “increasingly becoming the direct targets of violence.”193

The UN agenda was heavily influenced by a powerfully written 1996 report undertaken 

for the UN on the Impact of Armed Conflict on Children by Graça Machel.194 Machel had been 

a member of FRELIMO, Mozambique’s liberation movement against Portuguese colonial 

rule, and was subsequently a minister in the post-independence government. Her hugely 

influential report argued that the crisis facing children in war-affected countries had to be 

understood in terms of new modes of armed violence that were emerging in the post-Cold 

War era that were quite different from traditional forms of warfare. These “new wars,”195 as 

they were later dubbed, were flourishing in a security environment that, as Machel put it, 

had become:

devoid of the most basic human values; a space in which children are slaughtered, 

raped, and maimed; a space in which children are exploited as soldiers; a space in 

which children are starved and exposed to extreme brutality. Such unregulated terror 

and violence speak of deliberate victimization. There are few further depths to which 

humanity can sink.196
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The atrocities to which this passage refers have certainly taken place in wartime, but the 

report presented a picture that was more than somewhat misleading. Similar to the reports 

on wartime sexual violence against women discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, Machel discussed 

particular—often extreme—cases as if they were representative of the situation for all children 

in all armed conflicts. They are not.

The mainstream narrative has remained largely the same since the publication of Machel’s 

report in 1996. Although researchers and some officials are increasingly arguing the need to 

understand children as individuals with agency, not simply as passive victims, the website 

of the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed 

Conflict currently notes that children are:

the primary victims of armed conflict … [They] are killed or maimed, made orphans, 

abducted, deprived of education and health care, and left with deep emotional scars 

and trauma. They are recruited and used as child soldiers, forced to give expression to 

the hatred of adults.197

But despite its partial and misleading nature, the depiction of the plight of children in 

armed conflict produced by the Machel and subsequent reports has been highly effective 

politically. Responding to pressure from advocacy organizations and the high-level official 

reports, the UN Security Council has become increasingly engaged over the past decade and 

a half with what has become a clearly defined Children and Armed Conflict policy agenda. 

Since 1999 it:

has greatly elevated the relevance of child protection concerns within its international 

peace and security agenda and has allowed for opportunities to improve efforts and 

actions for the protection of children.198

Yet, despite the increased attention, and despite the fact that wartime sexual violence 

against children has become a major issue for the Security Council, some 16 years after 

the publication of the Machel report, the UN still has no real understanding of the scope 

or severity of the problem worldwide. Moreover, there is little evidence that UN policies to 

prevent sexual violence against children in wartime, or to bring its perpetrators to justice, are 

having any real impact. 

The Knowledge Gaps
The remarkable absence of reliable information in this area is part of a much broader problem 

of inadequate data on almost all issues related to child protection in war-affected countries. As 

Alastair Ager and co-authors have pointed out, without:

coordinated and reliable data collection … humanitarian action in support of children’s 

protection will continue to be planned in a manner that is critically ignorant of scale, 

circumstance and effectiveness of response.199
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The authors focused on the situation in Darfur, but the problems they identified are 

common to most conflict- or crisis-affected countries.200 Among other things this means that 

the international community lacks access to any reliable data that can determine whether the 

incidence of sexual violence against children around the world is increasing or decreasing.

Official concern about the huge knowledge gaps in this area has, however, been growing 

among donors and international agencies that are increasingly demanding that policy be 

evidence-based. These pressures have given impetus to efforts at the UN to collect data on 

children affected by armed conflict.

In 2005 the UN Security Council, responding to a series of reports and advocacy efforts 

that drew attention to the plight of children in conflict-affected countries, established the 

MRM to report on grave violations of children’s rights in wartime, to inform policy, and to help 

bring their perpetrators to justice. 

In 2006, however, the UN’s Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS) reported to the 

Security Council on the workings of the MRM. It noted major problems:

There is no systematic picture—in a statistical, aggregate sense—available on whether 

the extent to which [the situation of] CAAC [Children Affected by Armed Conflict], on 

a country by country basis, or as a global phenomenon, has improved or deteriorated. 

The cited estimates of two million children killed and continued existence of 250,000 

or 300,000 global child soldiers, for instance, are entirely informal calculations that 

have not been derived from MRM aggregation.201

The claims about the “300,000 global child 

soldiers” and “two million children killed in  

wars around the world” that are noted in the 

OIOS review are suspiciously similar to the 

unsubstantiated, but widely circulated UNICEF 

figures cited at the beginning of this chapter. They 

are typical of the pervasive “urban myths” about 

the effects of war that get endlessly recycled by 

NGOs and UN agencies.202 (We examine some 

other challenges the MRM confronts below.)

Although there are no reliable data that support these claims, they have become widely 

accepted. This is not surprising. The assertions made are in line with the mainstream official 

and media reporting and analyses that focus largely on the worst affected countries. They 

are rarely questioned, in part because people assume that claims made by international 

organizations and major NGOs are reliable, and in part because there are no alternative 

sources of accessible and reliable data with which to challenge them. Last but not least—as 

we noted in Chapter 2—focusing on the worst cases is useful for advocacy and for directing 

public and donor attention towards the need to protect those who are most vulnerable in 

war-affected countries.
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Is Wartime Violence against Children Increasing?
In 2009 a high-level follow-up study to Graça Machel’s influential 1996 report was released.203 

Published by the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children 

and Armed Conflict and UNICEF with funding from 12 governments and several other UN 

agencies, the new study proclaimed that wars were having an “even more horrific impact on 

children, and on civilians generally” than in the early 1990s.204

In fact, there is no evidence to support 

claims that conflict-related violence, including 

sexual violence, was having a greater worldwide 

impact on children in the 2000s than during the 

1990s.205 But it is not difficult to understand why 

such claims should have gained credibility.

In the years that followed the 1996 Machel 

report, a so-called new wars thesis flourished 

in the UN, as well as in parts of the research 

community.206 New wars theorists argued that 

the nature of armed conflict had changed since the end of the Cold War. “Old wars” were 

fought for political ends by disciplined armies and paid heed to the proscription of deliberate 

attacks on civilians. New wars are very different—more akin to the anomic savagery depicted 

in the Machel report and described previously.207

New wars, it was claimed, are fought by undisciplined armed groups that lack popular  

support and whose members are prone to extreme violence, including ethnic cleansing,  

strategic rape, genocide, and other gross violations of human rights. New wars both occur in 

failed or failing states, and also cause them to fail. They are motivated more by predation and/

or ethnic hatred than by the political or ideological ends that drove old wars.

And whereas the intentional killing of civilians was proscribed in theory, if not always 

in practice, in most old wars, in new wars the same civilians have become prime targets.  

To support this contention, new war analysts pointed to the widely cited claim that there has 

been a dramatic shift in the ratio of civilian to military deaths over the past 100 years. At the 

beginning of the 20th century, just 10–15 percent of war fatalities were civilian; by the late 

1990s, it was claimed, the figure had ballooned to approximately 80 percent.208

If 80 percent of war victims are now civilians and if children under the age of 15 make up 

between 30 and 40 percent of civilians in poor countries where most wars are fought,209 then it 

follows logically that the threat to children must have increased considerably as a consequence 

of the emergence of new wars since the Cold War era.

Yet, as the 2005 Human Security Report noted, the claim that the percentage of civilian war 

deaths today is 80 or 90, while endlessly reiterated, including by the UN and its agencies, is yet 

another an urban myth, one unsupported by any compelling empirical evidence.210

A 2009 study by Erik Melander and colleagues from Uppsala University points out that 

the best evidence from historians is that the claim that 10 to 15 percent of war deaths at the 
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beginning of the 20th century were civilians is wrong—the figure is far too low. There are in 

fact no clear long-term trends in civilian to military fatality ratios over time, though the average 

ratio would appear to have decreased since the end of the Cold War.211

As for the post-Cold War era, there is no evidence that warfare has become either more 

deadly, or more barbarically fought. Nor is there evidence that civilians—and hence children—

are being increasingly victimized. 

Critical assessments of the new wars thesis 

have pointed out that it greatly exaggerates the 

difference between Cold War and post-Cold War 

conflicts.212 Its proponents also failed to note that 

wars had become less numerous and less deadly 

in the post-Cold War period, and that the num-

ber of genocides and politicides had declined by 

some 80 percent since the late 1980s.213

The best cross-national indicator that we 

have of the direct impact of war on noncombatants is the death toll from the targeted and 

unopposed killing of civilians by both non-state armed groups and government forces. 

Here the data, which we review in Chapter 8 of this Report, is unequivocal: deadly violence 

against civilians, a large proportion of whom are children, did not increase after 1996 as the UN 

report claimed; indeed, the total death toll declined by around half from the 1990s to the 2000s.214

As we noted in Chapter 1, and as Part II of the Report demonstrates, the number and 

deadliness of armed conflicts have dropped substantially since the 1990s. Given this, we have 

reasonable grounds to expect that the worldwide level of wartime violence against children, 

including conflict-related sexual violence, will have declined as well. While post-conflict 

environments are far from risk-free for children, they are considerably less dangerous than 

war zones.

Notwithstanding the indirect evidence that suggests that sexual violence against children 

may have declined, UN officials have persisted in claiming that it has increased. For example, 

the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed 

Conflict asserts that:

The rape and sexual violation of children and women is increasingly a characteristic  

of conflict.215

Typically, no evidence was provided to support this assertion.

Why should international agencies and NGOs believe that conflict-related sexual violence 

has been increasing while conflict numbers and battle deaths have declined substantially, as 

have deaths of civilians?

Part of the reason is that the statistical data that reveal these declines are little known 

outside the research community. Reports by and for the UN are often based on extrapolations 

from individual case studies, plus horrendous victim narratives on sexual violence from 
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countries that are worst affected by it. These narrative accounts are buttressed by statistical 

urban myths, like the false assertion discussed above that the vast majority of those killed 

in war since the end of the Cold War have been civilians, or the claim that three out of four 

women in Liberia were raped in the civil war noted in Chapter 1 of this Report.

But there is, as we suggested earlier, an additional factor. Since the end of the Cold War, 

the reporting of sexual violence by the media and advocacy organizations has greatly increased, 

which has created the impression that the violence itself has increased.216 But, as Chapter 1 

pointed out, increased reporting does not necessarily mean increased violations. The near-

total lack of reliable reporting of wartime sexual violence in the Cold War period, contrasted 

with the explosion of reporting over the past decade, has made it appear that wartime rape has 

increased. Absent reliable and accessible data to act as a reality check, appearances can indeed 

be deceptive.

The UN’s Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism
As noted earlier, in 2005 the UN established its own system of monitoring rights violations 

against children. MRM was intended to provide “timely, objective, accurate and reliable 

information”217 on six major rights violations—including sexual violence—perpetrated against 

children affected by armed conflict. 

The MRM initiative was an indication of 

growing UN awareness of the importance of 

monitoring and evaluation, and MRM reports 

contain much useful information on specific 

violations. But, in its present form, it is incapable 

of providing reliable data on the extent, or 

nationwide severity, of rights violations. 

The reality is that the reports from the MRM 

task forces in the field severely underestimate the extent of sexual violence against children in 

war-affected countries, as a number of MRM Task Force reports to the Security Council have 

pointed out. In addition, the MRM does not have task forces in all countries in conflict.

The main problem is that the MRM relies on reports of violations from UN agency and 

other staff in the field. This approach, while useful for many purposes, notoriously under-

reports the nationwide incidence of sexual violence against children—and indeed the incidence 

of other severe violations. 

A 2008 Watchlist review of the workings of the MRM noted that in one 14-month period 

in Nepal, the MRM country Task Force recorded just 11 cases of sexual violence. In Sri Lanka, 

zero cases had been reported. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the MRM  

Task Force “faced challenges verifying the hundreds of cases it received between June 2006 and 

May 2007.”218

Nationwide population surveys are the only instruments that can provide approximate 

estimates of the nationwide incidence of sexual violence, but the MRM does not include data 
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from such surveys.219 Indeed, the 2010 MRM guidelines do not even mention surveys as a  

possible source of data.220

If comprehensive data on rights violations against children in war-affected countries were 

being collected by other parts of the UN or other international agencies, the MRM failure to do 

so would be of little consequence. But no such data is being collected elsewhere.

What Do We Know?
The most comprehensive information on the extent of sexual violence in poor war-affected 

countries comes from well-run population surveys. But as we noted earlier, few of these surveys 

have been undertaken, and of these only a handful have sought to estimate the prevalence of 

sexual violence against children.

Some of the major surveys discussed previously—those that examined the incidence of 

wartime sexual violence in Liberia and the DRC published in the Journal of the American Medical 

Association, for example—provided no data on sexual violence perpetrated against children.221

The influential Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) organization has a domestic 

violence module that asks a series of questions about sexual violence, of which some answers 

can be disaggregated on the basis of age.222 In principle, this module could be used to determine 

the prevalence of sexual violence against 

children—but it has not been included in many 

surveys in war-affected countries, and it collects 

no data on sexual violence against men or boys. 

Moreover, in the very small number of war-

affected countries where the violence module 

has been included in a DHS survey, the data in 

the public domain on sexual violence against 

children do not appear to have been disaggre-

gated on the basis of age.

UNICEF also conducts major surveys focusing on women’s and children’s health. Unlike 

DHS, however, UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) do not collect any data 

on sexual violence perpetrated against children. This is somewhat remarkable since child 

protection, including protection from sexual violence, is central to UNICEF’s mandate.223

Findings on the Prevalence of Sexual Violence against Children
The most comprehensive research effort to estimate the global prevalence of sexual abuse 

against children (here defined as individuals under 18 years old) published to date was based 

on a meta-analysis of the prevalence data from 217 studies published between 1980 and 2008.224 

Most of these studies were undertaken in developed countries that were not war-affected.

The meta-analysis, whose key findings were published in 2011 in the journal Child 

Maltreatment, found that the prevalence of sexual abuse of all children (girls and boys) 

worldwide was 11.8 percent. For girls, the rate was 18 percent; for boys, 7.6 percent.225  
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If the definition of sexual violence included only acts that involved penile or other forms of 

penetration of the victim, the rate for girls under 18 drops to 15 percent. The rate for boys drops 

to approximately 7 percent.226

Reflecting the findings of other studies, the results of this study revealed significant 

differences between continents with respect to rates of sexual violence against children. North 

America (USA/Canada), Australia/New Zealand, and Africa had the highest prevalence rates; 

Asia, the lowest.227

This relatively new analysis has, as yet, 

attracted relatively little attention. The best 

known study to date that has cross-national 

data on sexual violence and also looks at girls 

aged 15 years and under is the WHO’s (World 

Health Organization) Multi-Country Study on 

Women’s Health and Domestic Violence against 

Women noted in Chapter 1.

The WHO research program was initiated 

in 1997 and drew on questionnaire data from 

24,000 women respondents in 10 countries around the world.228 The fact that the WHO surveys, 

unlike many others referred to earlier, used a common methodology and definitions meant 

that the results are commensurable and can be used for comparative analysis. 

One limitation of the WHO surveys is that in most of the countries the areas that were 

surveyed were not nationwide—although they are usually treated as if they were nationally 

representative both in media reporting, and by many researchers. In half of the countries two 

sizeable surveys were carried out, one taking place in a major city and the other taking place 

in a province with a mix of urban and rural populations. In four other countries, only a city or 

a province was surveyed, while there is only one country—Samoa—for which the survey was 

designed to be representative nationwide. 

The countries surveyed were Bangladesh, 

Brazil, Ethiopia, Japan, Namibia, Peru, Samoa, 

Serbia and Montenegro, Thailand, and 

Tanzania—a group that is both culturally and 

geographically diverse. Approximately half of 

these countries had been involved in conflict 

at some time in the lifetimes of many of the 

respondents. 

Unusually, the WHO surveys collected data 

on prevalence rates of sexual abuse against 

girls—here defined as females under 15 years of age. Women respondents—the age group was 

15 to 49 years—were asked not only if they had been sexually abused in their lifetime but also 

if they had been sexually abused before the age of 15. Figure 3.1 below shows the results.229 
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Figure 3.1 Prevalence of Sexual Violence  

against Women before Age 15
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Data Source: WHO.231

Women are more likely to report that they were sexually abused as children  

if allowed to answer questions anonymously. The prevalence rates of sexual 

violence for children are still significantly lower than for adults.

Note: No anonymous reports were collected in Bangladesh.

There are three notable findings here. First, the data reveal the remarkable extent of cross-

national—and sometimes also within-country—variation in the sexual violence prevalence 

rates of female children younger than 15. This is similar to the cross-national variation in the 

sexual violence prevalence rates for adult females noted in Chapter 2.

Second, the rates of sexual violence for girls under 15 are sharply lower than those for 

women aged 15–49 years. We discuss this further below. 

Third, the WHO survey researchers gave women respondents the opportunity to respond 

anonymously to sensitive questions about their exposure to sexual violence as children.230 

Where both face-to-face and anonymous data are available, the differences between the 

responses to the questions that could be answered anonymously (the red columns in Figure 3.1) 
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and those that were asked directly are striking. In all but two cases—one being Peru city and 

other being Thailand province—the anonymous responses recorded child sexual violence rates 

that were appreciably higher than the face-to-face responses.

The findings from the WHO survey provide compelling evidence that even well-run  

population surveys are likely to underestimate the true extent of sexual violence—unless 

they give respondents the opportunity of answering questions anonymously. Very few  

currently do so.

Sexual Violence against Girls Is Less Common Than against Adult Women
The above-cited 2009 report on children and armed conflict, co-published by the Office of the 

Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict and UNICEF, 

claimed that “almost half of all sexual assaults are against girls 15 years of age or younger.”232  

In spite of the fact that no evidence was ever produced to support this extraordinary—but quite 

incorrect— assertion, it has been has been repeatedly cited by advocacy groups, governments, 

and major international organizations. 

There are no reliable global data on the 

number of sexual assaults against children or 

adults. The prevalence data from the WHO 

multi-country study however, tell a story very 

different from the assertion that was made in  

the UNICEF report. 

When we compare prevalence rates of 

sexual violence among adult women, on the 

one hand, and female children (under 15 years 

old), on the other, the WHO data show that far 

smaller percentages of girls under 15 than adult women were victims of sexual violence.

Figure 3.2 reveals that across the 15 sites surveyed by the WHO, between 8 and 44 percent 

of female respondents experienced sexual violence as adults, i.e., from ages 15 to 49.233 The data 

on sexual violence against females before age 15 reveal much lower levels of sexual violence. 

Figure 3.1 above shows that prevalence rates recorded in the anonymous reports ranged from 

4 to 21 percent.234 The total prevalence rate of sexual violence against adult women across all 

surveyed areas was 33 percent; three times higher than the average prevalence rate of sexual 

violence against children at just 11 percent for the anonymous reports and 5 percent for the 

face-to-face reports.235

The WHO study did not specifically address 

sexual violence against children during war-

time, but as we will see below, there is evidence  

to suggest that the rate of sexual violence 

against children is also lower in the context of 

armed conflict.
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Figure 3.2 Prevalence of Sexual Violence  

against Women since Age 15
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In the countries surveyed, one-third of women reported having been sexually 

abused as adults, with rates ranging from less than 10 percent to more than  

40 percent in the worst affected areas.

Sexual Violence against Children in War-Affected Countries
Most studies on the impact of war on sexual violence ignore children, while most studies of 

child sexual violence ignore the impact of war. In the remainder of this chapter, we discuss the 

findings of the few surveys that can help us gain some understanding of the extent of sexual 

violence against children during wartime.

To the best of our knowledge, no researchers have examined differences in the overall 

prevalence (or incidence) rate of sexual violence against children as a country moves from 

peace to war. The very small number of quantitative studies that have collected data on 

children and sexual violence in wartime tend to confirm the findings of research on child 

sexual violence in peacetime and the findings on sexual violence against adults in wartime 

discussed in Chapter 1.
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The neighbourhood-method surveys237 that collect data on sexual violence against  

children in war-affected countries are briefly reviewed below. Their results support general 

finding revealed by the WHO data—namely that there are very large variations between rates 

of sexual abuse from country to country, but that in all cases the rates at which children are 

victimized in war-affected countries are substantially lower than the rates at which adults  

are victimized. 

Moreover, as is the case with the findings 

on sexual violence against adults in war, there is 

evidence to suggest that girls are more likely to be 

sexually abused by family members or someone 

known to the family than by combatants—rebels, 

militias, or government soldiers. Note, however, 

that there are only a few surveys that have 

collected and published data on perpetrators of 

sexual violence against children. 

The much lower levels of reported sexual 

violence for children than for adults are also evident in studies of hospital and care centre 

patients in individual countries in conflict, such as the DRC, as a major study published 

in 2009 makes clear. Malteser International’s relief program for rape victims in the DRC’s 

South Kivu province registered some 20,500 female rape survivors between January 2005 

and December 2007.238

Figure 3.3 below reveals that cases of child rape appear to constitute a very small percentage 

of female rape victims in one of the conflict areas in the DRC that is worst affected by war.  

Even if we assume that rape cases of children are less likely to be reported, there appears to 

be a clear difference between the victimization rates for adults and children—who constitute 

almost half of the population in the DRC and on average between 30 and 40 percent in 

developing nations generally.239

Girls aged 15 and under constituted 1.5 

percent of the rape survivors for whom the 

survey collected age information.240 For every 

girl under 16 who is raped, the study finds that 

66 adult women are raped. Even if we add the 

16- to 20-year-olds, the share of the 20-year-

olds and under is still only 13 percent of the total 

number of survivors. 

It is important to note that because this 

sample of sexual violence victims is not ran-

domly selected, the results of the study should be viewed with appropriate caution. But if the 

data are not completely misleading, it would appear that children—including teenagers—were 

at a much lower risk of being affected by sexual violence in South Kivu. 
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Figure 3.3 Age Distribution among Rape Survivors in South Kivu
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Sexual violence against children is much less common than against adults.  

In one of the regions of the DRC worst affected by war, those under 16 made  

up only 1.5 percent of rape survivors. 

This may suggest that even in severely war-affected areas children receive a considerable 

degree of protection from sexual violence simply by virtue of being children. If the data from 

the WHO multi-country study and the Malteser study in the DRC are indicative of overall 

patterns, there appears to be a norm against engaging in sex with children, even those who are 

sexually mature. Like all norms, this would be far from being universally respected, but it may 

serve to reduce the risk of young children being directly assaulted. 

A second study based on hospital data on the sexual abuse of children in the war-affected 

eastern region of the DRC found that 81 percent of the perpetrators were civilians, while only  

13 percent were described as wearing a military uniform. Records about the reported relationship 

between the victim and the assailant revealed that 74 percent of the perpetrators were known 

to the the family of the victim while 26 percent were strangers.241 We know this pattern to be 

the case for adults, but this study, and some of the neighbourhood-method surveys discussed 

below, are among the very few that indicate that even in areas highly affected by warfare, 

most sexual violence against children is perpetrated by family members or acquaintances, not 

members of armed groups.242

The Neighbourhood Survey Method
One of the few sources of data on sexual violence against children in war-affected countries 

comes from a series of surveys of sexual violence in a number of countries using the novel low-

cost neighbourhood methodology developed by Columbia University’s Program on Forced 

Migration and Health.243
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The findings of surveys using the neighbourhood method are subject to a considerably 

greater degree of uncertainty than surveys that use a more conventional data collection 

methodology and a larger number of respondents. The survey results are robust enough to 

detect major differences in rates of sexual violence, however.

The data from these surveys do in fact confirm other research that finds that while the 

incidence of sexual violence against female children varies greatly between countries, it is 

almost always much less than for adult females. In these studies, children are conventionally 

defined as being less than 18 years old. 

The principal findings of the surveys include the following:

		In 2008 a neighbourhood survey of an Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) camp in 

Trincomalee, Sri Lanka, found that less than 1 percent of girls (one out of 483) had become 

rape victims over an 18-month period—a remarkably low figure. In a village-based survey, 

the incidence of rape was even lower—a single rape victim under 18 in the sample of 1,022 

girls.245 The proportion of adult women in both samples who had been raped was also 

low—just over 3 percent—but still much higher than the rate for children.246

		A 2008 survey of Somali refugees in the Aw Barre camp in the Somali region of Ethiopia 

found that 2 percent of females under 18 were raped over an 18-month period. For females 

18 years or over, the rate was 40 percent—20 times higher. In the Kebribeyah refugee 

camp, 3 percent of girls under 18 were victims of rape, while 35 percent of women who 

were 18 or over were raped.247 In all sites, the most common perpetrators of rape against 

females under 18 were—unusually—strangers (32 out of 63 cases in total).248

		A neighbourhood survey undertaken in two war-affected counties in Liberia in 2007 

examined, among other things, rates at which women and girls experienced rape outside 

marriage over an 18-month period. In Montserrado County, 13 percent of girls under 

18, and 23 percent of women aged 18 or over were identified as having experienced rape 

or sexual abuse outside of marriage. In Nimba County, the rate for girls under 18 was  

11 percent, for women 18 or over, it was 32 percent.249 The survey report includes information 

about the perpetrators of rape, but it does not distinguish between women and children 

in this regard. Overall, the vast majority of rape and sexual abuse was perpetrated 

by family members and acquaintances, while a maximum of 2 percent was attributed  

to strangers.250

		A 2009 neighbourhood survey taken in the Central African Republic found that the 

annual rape rate for girls between five and 17 in the severely war-affected north was  

1.7 percent; for women 18 and over it was 3.4 percent.251 In the south of the country, 

which was less affected by war, the annual rape rate for girls was approximately  

0.75 percent; for women 1.8 percent. Almost half of all reported rapes in the war-torn 

north were committed by family members and neighbours, while only 26.5 percent were 

attributed to armed groups. In the south, there was only one case (1.6 percent) of rape by 

a member of an armed group. Note, however, that again the perpetrator data were not 

listed for women and girls separately.252
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The fact that these surveys include large numbers of individuals from neighbouring 

households who are not questioned directly presents a particular challenge when dealing with 

sensitive topics like sexual violence. For this and other reasons, the findings of these surveys 

are subject to considerable uncertainty.253

Conclusion 
As we have shown, the available data suggest that sexual violence is committed against children 

to a much lesser extent than against adults, but sexual violence against both adults and children 

is very similar in other respects. Most of the findings—and related policy implications—that 

derive from our analysis of the impact of war on sexual violence against adults are also relevant 

to wartime sexual violence against children. 

First, the large cross-national variations in wartime sexual violence rates that are evident 

for adults are also evident with respect to children. 

In the case of children, it is—in principle at least—possible that the variation in rates 

between countries could be due to differences in the efficacy of child protection policies.254 But 

since effective protection policies are extremely rare in war-affected poor countries, this is not 

very likely.

Second, there is compelling evidence to suggest that for children as well as adults, 

the greatest threat of sexual violence in wartime comes from family members, friends, and 

acquaintances, not from armed combatants. Yet, as is the case for adult survivors, the child 

victims of domestic sexual violence receive a disproportionately small share of attention—and 

assistance—from the international community.

Third, as indicated in Chapter 1, the issue of 

sexual violence against men in wartime is rarely 

dealt with—not least by the UN. The same is 

true with respect to boys. The landmark Security 

Council Resolution on conflict-related sexual 

violence, Resolution 1325 on “Women, Peace 

and Security,” and subsequent documents that 

determine UN policy on sexual violence, ignore 

boys completely. Yet, if the worldwide peacetime 

ratio of sexual violence prevalence rates among 

girls to those among boys (found in the meta-analysis discussed earlier)255 prevails during peri-

ods of conflict as well as peace, then the Security Council is ignoring the plight of a significant 

proportion of children victimized by wartime sexual violence. 

Finally, we noted that every survey we have examined indicates that sexual violence 

prevalence rates among children are substantially lower than those among adults, despite the 

fact that children are more vulnerable than adults. This suggests that there may be normative 

constraints in place that provide children, particularly young children, with a greater degree of 

protection from sexual violence than is the case for adults. 
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Policy Implications
The policy implications of these findings are similar to those for adults:

		Understanding if, how, and why societal norms protect children from sexual violence in 

wartime to a much greater degree than adults could provide important insights for child 

protection policies.

		If policy-makers and researchers—wrongly—believe that sexual and other violations 

against children are increasing in war-affected countries, effective evidence-based policy 

becomes impossible. 

		Not knowing whether or not the incidence of sexual violence against children is increasing 

or decreasing means that national governments in war-affected countries, international 

agencies, and donor governments have no way of determining the overall impact of their 

policies to prevent or reduce such violence. 

		The absence of reliable information on the extent of sexual violence against children 

in war-affected countries greatly hampers the task of needs assessment and equitable 

resource allocation for assisting the survivors. As noted earlier in this chapter, the data 

collected by the UN’s MRM on conflict-related sexual violence and other human rights 

violations against children severely underestimate the true extent of the problem.256 

Insofar as these data are used for needs evaluation, the amount of assistance needed will 

be severely underestimated. And if only a very small fraction of cases of sexual violence 

are reported—a necessary condition for bringing their perpetrators to justice—this will do 

little to break down the culture of impunity that protects sexual predators in so many war-

affected countries.

Addressing the Knowledge Gaps
A key lesson from this review is that the absence of reliable cross-national data on the extent of 

sexual violence against children—and adults—means that the aspiration of donor governments 

and international agencies for policy in this area to be evidence-based cannot be realized. 

Evidence-based policy needs evidence.

The UN’s current approach to collecting data on wartime sexual violence—with respect to 

both children as well as adults—cannot, by its very nature, provide reliable nationwide data on 

the extent of sexual violence, domestic or conflict-related. 

The population surveys reviewed in this Report can, in principle, provide far more realistic 

estimates of the extent of sexual violence in wartime than the reporting methods used by the 

UN and human rights organizations. 

As we have pointed out, however, very few such surveys have been carried out—and almost 

all have been undertaken in the last decade, which means that conflicts of previous periods 

are rarely covered. And aside from the series of neighbourhood-method surveys cited above, 

both methodology and definitions (e.g., the definition of “children” and “sexual violence”) vary 

to a considerable degree between surveys in different war-affected countries. As a result, the 

findings are rarely directly comparable. 

p a r t  I  cha    p ter    3



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 278

Only sensitively implemented population surveys that are specifically designed for the 

purpose can determine the nationwide extent of sexual violence in war-affected countries with 

a degree of accuracy sufficient to usefully inform policy. 

As the UN Statistics Division noted in a 2009 report on using surveys to estimate the 

extent of violence—including sexual violence—against women:

Compared to the two other sources of statistics—censuses and administrative 

records—statistical sample surveys have the advantage of being less costly; more 

flexible in terms of the depth of investigation of certain—survey instruments can 

accommodate a larger number of more detailed questions; producing statistics of 

better quality as a consequence of the fact that interviewers can be better trained and 

prepared compared to census enumerators.257

Ideally, the incidence and prevalence of sexual violence in war-affected countries would be 

estimated by surveys dedicated wholly to this issue. In reality, despite the cost advantages of 

surveys compared to censuses and administrative records, they may be too expensive. The alter-

native is to incorporate a sexual violence module in general-purpose surveys. As noted earlier, 

the DHS organization has a violence module that can be incorporated into one of its standard 

surveys. The module includes questions about sexual violence—though not against males.

In the last Human Security Report, we addressed the more general information deficit 

that confronts international agencies and policy-makers embarked on peacebuilding and 

development programs in post-conflict societies. These actors rarely have access to timely 

and reliable nationwide data on livelihoods, health, education, security, and human rights 

violations—including sexual violence.

We proposed that the mandate of new 

UN peace operations should therefore include 

a requirement to undertake a nationwide 

retrospective population survey addressing the 

knowledge gaps noted above. Such a survey 

would have a violence module—including 

questions on sexual violence against males 

as well as females. Data on sexual violence 

perpetrated against children could be gathered, 

as we saw with the multi-country WHO survey, 

by asking respondents whether or not they had been subject to sexual violence as a child. 

Children would not be questioned directly.

The data thus collected could be used for needs assessment and policy formation, and 

the baseline data collected would provide benchmarks measuring progress, given follow-up 

impact evaluation surveys at appropriate intervals.

Such surveys would, in other words, create an evidence base for policy where none  

currently exists.
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War Is Not “Development in Reverse”: The Impact of 
Conflict on Children’s Education

This chapter continues the investigation of the impact of war on human development that 

began with the last Human Security Report. Part II of that Report, “The Shrinking Costs of War,” 

analyzed the apparent paradox of child mortality rates that decline in wartime.

In the first three chapters of this Report, we argued, among other things, that the impact 

of war on the worldwide incidence of sexual violence has likely declined since the end of  

the Cold War. 

In this final chapter we focus on how conflict affects children’s education and find a similar 

counterintuitive pattern—a development indicator that again appears to improve during many 

periods of warfare.

It is certainly the case that wars can have hugely damaging impacts on entire educational  

systems. Indeed, major reports have described the overall impact of war on educational 

systems as highly damaging, even  “devastating,”258  “disastrous,”259 and causing the destruction 

of educational opportunities on “an epic scale.”260

But this is not the case for most countries, most of the time. Indeed, Paul Collier’s memo-

rable phrase, war is “development in reverse,” is not an accurate description of the impact of 

war on educational outcomes.261 Data from a major 2011 study of 25 countries by UNESCO’s 

Institute for Statistics show that during the majority of conflict periods there is no clear decline 

in educational outcomes.262

In fact, the indicators used in the study show educational outcomes improving during a 

substantial number of conflict periods. An analysis by the Washington, DC-based Education 

Policy and Data Center (EPDC), released in 2010, found that many conflict-affected countries 
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experienced improving educational outcomes, even in the regions worst affected by conflict.263 

Both studies are reviewed later in this chapter.

The fact that on average educational outcomes improve in wartime does not mean that 

conflict has no impact. The impact may be evident in a slowing of the rate of improvement in 

educational attainments that prevailed in the pre-war situation. 

But there is an important difference between wartime situations in which nationwide 

educational attainments decline absolutely, and those in which they continue to improve, albeit 

at a slower rate than in peacetime. 

In both cases, war has an impact, but in the latter case the societal effect of conflict on 

educational outcomes—i.e., a slower average rate of improvement—can hardly be described 

as “devastating” or “disastrous” in national terms. 

The finding that conflict has a less dramatic impact on educational outcomes than is 

claimed in the literature is similar to that on child mortality in wartime that was analyzed in 

the last Human Security Report. In the latter case, we found that in approximately 90 percent of 

the years in which countries around the world experienced high-intensity conflicts between 

1970 and 2008, under-five mortality rates declined between the beginning and the end of the 

conflict.264 The evidence suggests that educational outcomes in most wars follow a similar trend.

The claim that both child health and educational outcomes appear to improve during 

periods of conflict is profoundly counterintuitive—indeed, it may suggest that war is good for 

children’s health and education. This is, of course, not the case. 

The reality is that in most developing countries there is a strong, though far from universal, 

tendency for educational attainments and children’s health outcomes to improve in peacetime, 

and the evidence suggests that these benign trends continue during many periods of conflict, 

in large part because very few of today’s wars are deadly or destructive enough to reverse them.

Another possible explanation is that war does have the expected negative impact but that 

this is more than counterbalanced by other factors. In Afghanistan, for example, a dramatic 

improvement in school enrolments followed a massive infusion of international assistance to 

the educational sector after the overthrow of the Taliban in 2001, despite the ongoing insurgency. 

This pattern—of development outcomes improving during periods of warfare—is true not 

only for child health and education. A recent cross-national statistical study undertaken for the 

World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report examined the impact of war on progress towards 

achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

It found that, on average, indicators for malnutrition, life expectancy, infant and maternal 

mortality—and access to sanitation and potable water—all improved in war-affected countries.265

These positive findings have received little publicity, however. Indeed, the fact that student 

educational attainment and attendance rates often improve in wartime is rarely even mentioned 

in the major reports on education in the developing world that are produced by international 

agencies like UNESCO and UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund), by advocacy groups, 

and many researchers. In what we refer to as “mainstream narrative,” the focus is on the worst 

affected countries where the damage to educational systems has been greatest.

p a r t  I  cha    p ter    4



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 2 81

Our Focus
In reviewing the impact of war on children’s education, we examine three different approaches 

to describing and explaining it. 

First, we examine the detailed and contextually rich case-study literature that provides 

much of the material that informs the mainstream narrative on the many ways in which 

conflict can affect educational systems.

Second, we examine two recent studies that use comparative descriptive statistics to 

examine the relationship between conflict and education. Both were undertaken for UNESCO’s 

flagship 2011 Education for All report, The Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict and Education.266

Third, we review the findings of the very small number of econometric analyses of the 

impact of war on education, notably the major background study undertaken by the Peace 

Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) for the World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report.267

Each of these approaches provides different insights. The country case-study material that 

informs the mainstream narrative provides a deep, contextualized understanding of the very 

different impacts of conflict in particular countries at different times. Indeed, most of what we 

know about how war affects educational systems comes from the country case-study research 

that we discuss below. 

However, the mainstream narrative that derives from this rich case-study literature suffers 

from selection bias in that it focuses—understandably enough—on the worst cases where the 

need for resources is greatest. It devotes little attention to countries where war appears to have 

little impact on educational attainments—or to asking why this might be the case. Yet, under-

standing how and why educational outcomes can continue to improve in periods of conflict is 

of obvious policy relevance.

The multi-country descriptive statistics studies we examine here derive their educational 

data primarily from nationwide population surveys, mostly UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster 

Surveys (MICS) and those of the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) organization. Because 

these surveys use similar methodologies, their findings can be compared cross-nationally. 

The background research undertaken by the Montreal-based UNESCO Institute for 

Statistics (UIS) for UNESCO’s 2011 Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict and Education report, and 

examined in detail below, uses descriptive statistics to reveal how educational attainments 

within countries may vary:268

		Between periods of war and peace. 

		Between genders and between levels of income. 

		Between areas of war-affected countries that are directly affected by conflict and those  

that are not.

The second comparative study examined here was undertaken for the same UNESCO 

report by EPDC. It focuses on the impact of armed conflict on school attendance and enrolment 

rates and other educational indicators at the subnational level in some 19 different countries. 

In particular, it compares educational outcomes in regions of a country that were the worst 

affected by conflict with all other regions—where conflict had less impact.
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Both studies analyze a limited number of the countries in conflict around the world during 

the periods that are covered. For this reason, and because the samples of countries examined 

are not randomly selected, we cannot be confident that their findings, while striking and sug-

gestive, are necessarily representative of the impact of conflict on educational attainments and 

attendance in all war-affected countries.

Econometric studies on the impact of war on educational systems—like that undertaken by 

PRIO for the World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report—avoid the possibility of unintended 

selection bias noted above by including virtually all countries in conflict over a given period.269 

Plus, regression analysis enables researchers to examine the association between possible 

causal factors—such as conflict—and educational outcomes while holding other factors (e.g., 

income) constant.270

Econometric studies that use all available cases of the phenomenon being studied—

or a representative sample—can in theory be used to make generalizations about average 

impacts of conflict on education. Individual, or a series of, case studies and analyses that use 

descriptive statistics to compare limited numbers of countries that have not been selected 

randomly cannot be used to make such generalizations. But, as we pointed out in Chapter 2 

of the previous Human Security Report, econometric analysis confronts its own theoretical and 

methodological challenges.

Case-study, comparative descriptive statistics, and econometric approaches to explaining 

the impact of war on children’s education all have limitations, as this chapter makes clear. But 

drawing on the findings and insights of all three provides us with a deeper understanding of 

the war and education nexus than relying on any single approach on its own.

The Mainstream Narrative
As noted previously, we use the term, “mainstream narrative” as a shorthand way of referring to 

how issues are framed, perceived, and explained. It refers to the assumptions that international 

agencies, donor governments, and major NGOs (nongovernmental organizations) share with 

respect to the negative impacts of armed conflict on children’s educational opportunities.

UNESCO’s 2011 report, The Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict and Education, provides the most 

compelling recent iteration of the mainstream narrative. Drawing on a wide range of research 

resources, it provides a comprehensive overview of the many different ways in which conflict 

adversely affects children’s schooling. Its research leads it to conclude that “the ‘scourge of 

warfare’ … is destroying opportunities for education on an epic scale.”271

The mainstream narrative is informed in considerable part by the detailed, and often 

evocative, descriptions of the ways in which war can affect children’s education. These accounts 

are frequently buttressed with statistics from individual country case studies—for example,  

the percentage of schools destroyed during a period of warfare.272

The cumulative impression created by these detailed investigations does indeed suggest 

that war destroys educational opportunities on “an epic scale.”
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Nine Ways That War Affects Children’s Education
First, and most obviously, war kills children, and injures others so seriously they cannot attend 

school. As we pointed out in Chapter 3, the frequently cited figures indicating that 6 million 

children were disabled and seriously injured and a further 2 million killed in recent wars are of 

dubious provenance.273 But no one doubts that the costs that conflict imposes on children can 

be extremely high.

Second, teachers may be killed, injured, or subject to forced displacement in wartime envi-

ronments. More than two-thirds of Rwanda’s primary and secondary school teachers report-

edly fled or were killed as a result of the genocide.274 In Cambodia’s genocide, teachers, along 

with other “intellectuals,” were specifically targeted by the Khmer Rouge regime.275 In less 

extreme circumstances, teachers are still at risk of conscription by government or rebel forces, 

or of losing their jobs because of war-driven cuts in educational spending.

Third, children in war are often displaced to refugee or internally displaced person (IDP) 

camps. IDP camps, which tend to have a high concentration of children, typically have far fewer 

educational resources than refugee camps. Moreover, many children, particularly those who 

have lost homes, parents, and siblings, may be deeply traumatized by their experiences. The 

scope of the problem is evident in the sheer numbers of displaced children—an estimated 13.5 

million around the world are internally displaced276 plus several million refugee children.277

Fourth, armed conflict affects education indirectly, for example, through conflict-related 

sexual violence. Sexual violence against children can have, “a devastating impact on education: 

it impairs victims’ learning potential, creates a climate of fear that keeps girls at home and leads 

to family breakdown that deprives children of a nurturing environment.”278

Fifth, war can destroy or seriously damage schools and other educational institutions: 

		In Iraq the Ministry of Education reported that there were 31,598 attacks on educational 

institutions between March 2003 and October 2008.279

		In Afghanistan the number of attacks on schools increased from 242 to 670 between 2007 

and 2008.280

 		In Thailand attacks on schools almost quadrupled between 2006 and 2007, rising from  

43 to 164.281

		In Timor Leste 95 percent of schools had to be repaired or rebuilt after the violence that 

followed the independence referendum in 2000. In Iraq the figure was 85 percent; in 

Kosovo, 65 percent; in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 50 percent, and in Mozambique, 45 percent.282

School buildings that are not destroyed or badly damaged may be commandeered by 

government or rebel forces and used as headquarters, as barracks, for storage, or to house IDPs 

who have lost their homes.283

Sixth, parents affected by war-exacerbated poverty, and finding it difficult to pay school 

fees, may choose to take their children out of school and put them to work at home. 

Seventh, child soldiers, who lose far more years of education than other children in war-

affected countries, have special educational needs. These needs are rarely met.284
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Eighth, in wartime, military budgets typically increase; educational budgets get cut. As a 

consequence, teachers go unpaid (causing many to quit), funding for teaching materials and 

routine maintenance of schools dries up, and system-wide management and development of 

educational systems degrades and sometimes grinds completely to a halt.285

Finally, warfare destroys human capital throughout the educational system. This is argu-

ably an even greater challenge than damaged and destroyed buildings.

In what follows, we focus on three indicators used to measure the impact of warfare on 

education—school enrolment, attendance, and pupils’ educational attainment (i.e., average 

years of education). If the mainstream narrative is correct, we would expect the impact of con-

flict would be reflected in declines in all three indicators.

A One-Sided Picture?
The above descriptions are very similar to those in many—not all—major reports from inter-

national agencies and NGOs that have examined the various impacts of armed conflict on 

children’s education. Indeed, many of the above examples are drawn from these reports, which 

in turn draw on the findings of a range of detailed case studies that have investigated what 

happens to educational systems in times of war.

No one doubts that the negative impacts that war imposes on education are shockingly 

large in some cases. But the problem with the mainstream narrative, as we saw in the case  

of sexual violence, is that the worst cases are presented in such a way as to suggest that they 

are the norm. 

Thus, the descriptions of how teachers may be vulnerable to attack in wartime are illus-

trated with reference to Cambodia, Iraq, Rwanda, and Afghanistan—four countries that have 

endured some of the deadliest wars in the past 40 years. 

The references to the wartime destruction of school buildings are to Timor Leste, Iraq, 

Kosovo, Bosnia, and Mozambique—all countries in which the destruction of educational 

property was severe.

References to the impact of sexual violence on education are drawn from the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (DRC), which, as we pointed out in Chapter 1, has been afflicted by 

extraordinarily high rates of wartime rape.

The strong tendency in most major reports to describe impacts of armed conflicts on 

educational systems in worst-case terms is no accident. What we are seeing here is essentially 

the same phenomenon we examined in looking at the impact of war on sexual violence. The 

international organizations and NGOs whose work is discussed above are not simply involved 

in reporting and analyzing the impact of war. They are also committed to trying to protect both 

children and their opportunities to be educated in war-affected countries. 

These agencies and NGOs have every reason to seek greater international support for the 

underfunded educational needs of children in war-affected countries. The needs are great, and 

at the current rate of progress, the MDGs’ education target—which calls for all children to have 

access to primary schooling by 2015—is unlikely to be met.286
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So, it is also understandable that reporting concentrates on cases where the threats to 

education are greatest and the need for greater international assistance is most compelling. The 

consequence, however, is that the narrative of the impact of war on educational outcomes, like 

that on wartime sexual violence discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, becomes one-sided—biased 

by the strong focus on the worst cases. This, as we point out later, has important implications 

for policy.

One consequence of what might be called the “worst-case bias” in the mainstream narrative  

is that few nonspecialist readers of the major reports by UNESCO, other international agencies, 

or major NGOs will have any idea that there is compelling evidence to suggest that, on average, 

educational outcomes improve in conflict-affected countries. 

There is another possible reason why the mainstream narrative overstates the impact  

of conflict on educational systems, namely a misunderstanding of current trends in armed 

conflict around the world.

As Oxford University’s Julia Paulson and 

Jeremy Rappleye point out in a 2007 literature 

review of the relationships between education 

and conflict, many of the key studies—under-

taken by education specialists rather than 

conflict researchers—are premised on the 

assumption that conflicts have been intensify-

ing and increasing in frequency.287 Clearly, if 

this were the case, it is likely that the threat to  

education would also be increasing. In fact, 

as this Report and others have made clear, the reverse is true: conflicts that are deadly and 

destructive enough to seriously affect educational outcomes have become much less frequent.

Comparative Statistical Studies Reveal a Very Different Picture
To gain a rather different perspective on the impact of conflict on education, this section 

reviews the findings of a number of statistical studies on the effects of war on school enrolment, 

attendance, and attainment that use educational data drawn from population surveys. 

The survey-based studies offer a more comprehensive picture of the extent of war’s  

impact on education, because they draw on nationwide quantitative data rather than 

anecdotal accounts of particular impacts in particular countries—often in the worst 

affected areas. And the survey data reveal a very different picture from that depicted in the 

mainstream narrative.

The surveys on which the comparative statistics studies are based use similar definitions 

and methodologies that permit cross-national comparisons. (This practice stands in sharp 

contrast to the surveys on wartime sexual violence, which, as we pointed out in Chapter 1, 

often lack common definitions and methodologies, making cross-national comparisons 

difficult, if not impossible.) 

It is understandable that 
reporting concentrates on 
cases where the threats to 
education are greatest and 
the need for assistance is 
most compelling.
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All of the statistical studies reviewed here enrich our understanding of the variety of 

ways in which conflict affects education. Each offers a corrective to the bias inherent in the 

mainstream narrative. 

The UNESCO Institute for Statistics
In 2011 the UIS produced a 25-nation comparative analysis of the impact of war on education. 

The study, which was commissioned for UNESCO’s Hidden Crisis report, was entitled, The 

Quantitative Impact of Conflict on Education.

The UIS research team drew on the findings of nationwide population surveys undertaken 

in the new millennium in 25 war-affected countries. The aim was to provide a better under-

standing of the negative impact of conflict on educational attainments.288

The study drew attention to the many negative impacts of war on education in a careful 

review of the literature. But the most interesting fact to emerge from the cross-national data it 

reviews is that in a substantial proportion of cases in which the 25 countries it examined had 

experienced conflict since 1950, the indicators of educational attainment were higher at the end 

of the conflict period than at the beginning.289

Yet, this rather remarkable pattern is ignored in UNESCO’s Hidden Crisis report, and, to 

the best of our knowledge, it is never mentioned in other reports on war and education that 

inform, and are in turn part of, the mainstream narrative. 

The methodology that the UIS researchers 

employed to detect the impact of war on 

education since the 1950s was ingenious. In 

the early post-World War II years, reliable 

government statistics on national educational 

attainments in developing countries were—at 

best—very rare. Absent official data, there were 

few other sources of information available—

international population surveys, like those of the DHS, did not start collecting nationwide 

educational attainment data until the mid-1980s; MICS surveys did not start until the 1990s.

Although there are little or no survey data prior to the 1980s, each of the population 

surveys the UIS drew on had collected data on the total number of years of education that 

individual respondents attained. Such data are rarely available from other sources in war-

affected poor countries.

Knowing the number of years of education that individuals have acquired in their lifetime, 

plus their age at the time of the survey, makes it possible to gain some idea of the years of 

education that successive cohorts of students may have lost due to warfare. 

The UIS research team used educational attainment data from DHS and MICS surveys 

undertaken between 2000 and 2008.290 The attainment measures used were the average num-

ber of years of formal education completed, or the percentage of the population that had 

received no formal education at all.

Data on the total number 
of years of education are 
rarely available in war-
affected poor countries.
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For some countries, data were collated to reveal differences in children’s educational 

attainments depending on whether they lived in war-affected or non-war-affected regions of 

the country, or by gender, ethnicity, or wealth.

However, the DHS and MICS data do not provide a direct measure of the impact of 

conflict on education. 

The survey data that the UIS analyzed are 

for the average number of years of education 

attained by different age cohorts in their life-

time (i.e., up to the time when the survey was 

undertaken). Primary and secondary education 

is normally completed by the age of 15. And so 

the UIS data show the average number of years 

of education attained by all those individuals who were 15 years of age in a particular year.  

For example, the data for the year 1995 display the average number of years of education 

attained at the time of the survey by all respondents who were born in 1980.291

If the country in this example experienced conflict during, say, the first half of the 1990s, 

we would expect the data for the age cohort that turned 15 in 1995 to show lower educational 

attainments as a result of the disruptions caused by the fighting. 

But since the data measure years of education attained during the lifetime of the respon-

dents, rather than those attained by the age of 15, the figures may mask reductions in average 

attainments as a result of war.292 This is because not all individuals achieve all of their lifetime 

years of education by the age of 15. Some may lose years of education because of conflict but 

are able to regain them by going back to school between the end of the conflict and the time 

when the survey was conducted. Where this is the case, the negative short-term impact of 

conflict will not be revealed by the UIS data. 

These caveats mean that few definitive conclusions can be drawn from these data. 

Nevertheless, the broad trends that the data-derived graphics for individual countries describe 

offer valuable insights into the very different ways that conflict can affect educational systems 

and that are sometimes sharply at odds with the assumptions of the mainstream narrative.

The main conclusion of the UIS study was that there is:

[a] significant negative impact of conflict on the proportion of the population with 

formal education, the average years of education attained, and the literacy rate. This 

legacy of conflict is visible at the national and sub-national level in household survey 

data from all countries analyzed, with the exception of six countries.293

Trend data displayed in the graphics in the report clearly show educational attainments 

worsening substantially in some countries, often during long periods of conflict. This is very 

evident in the cases of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Cambodia—countries that have experienced some 

of the deadliest conflicts in the past 40 years. In other countries, periods of declining attainment 

are much shorter, less steep, and take place within longer periods of improving attainments.

The UIS data measure the 
total years of education 
attained during the 
lifetime of the respondent.
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The belief that the impact of war reduces educational attainments is uncontroversial, 

supported by evidence as well as common sense, and is a central theme of the mainstream 

narrative on education and conflict. But while it is true, it is far from being the whole truth.

An Extraordinary Finding
In almost a quarter of the 25 countries reviewed, UIS’s researchers found “no visible impact 

of conflict on education.” They suggested that in these cases what is required is “a more fine-

grained municipal-level analysis to pinpoint the conflict-exposed population.”294

But, as noted earlier, what is perhaps most remarkable about the UIS data is that they  

demonstrate that in only 11 percent of conflict periods was there a clear deterioration in edu-

cational attainment indicators. In almost half the cases the trend was unclear or varied across 

different indicators. But in more than 40 percent 

of cases, educational attainment indicators were 

higher at the end of the conflict period than the 

beginning. In some of these latter cases there 

was a fairly steady improvement, in others, there 

were some periods in which educational attain-

ments worsened, but there was nevertheless a 

net improvement from the beginning to the end. 

The finding that emerges from the UIS study that educational outcomes often improve 

during wartime is so counterintuitive, and so much at odds with the mainstream narrative, that 

it is open to question. One obvious counterargument is that increasing educational attainments 

in periods of warfare do not mean that conflict has no negative impact. The relevant issue is, 

one might argue, whether attainment rates improve or worsen relative to the pre-war trend.

It is evident from the UIS case studies that educational attainments may be negatively 

affected by the disruptive and destructive effects of conflict but not sufficiently to reverse any 

long-term improvement evident in the pre-war period. In these cases, educational attainments 

continue to increase but at a slower rate than in peacetime. Here conflict clearly has a negative 

effect, but, as we argued earlier, a slower improvement in attainments is still a much better 

outcome than an absolute decline. 

In fact, as we show later, the major study undertaken by PRIO for the World Bank’s 2011 

World Development Report found that, on average, the rate of increase in educational outcomes 

in conflict-affected countries appeared to be little different from that in countries at peace. This 

suggests that war had little impact on educational outcomes. This finding is important because 

the PRIO study included almost all countries in conflict in its review, while the UIS study was 

restricted to 25.

Some caution is necessary here. The pre-war peacetime educational attainment trend—

the so-called counterfactual against which the in-conflict trend can be compared—can be very 

difficult to determine with confidence, since the pre-war trend is rarely linear. The same applies 

to in-conflict trends as well.

Only 11 percent of 
conflict periods saw a 
clear deterioration in 
educational attainment.
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Educational Attainments in War-Affected Regions versus Unaffected Regions
There are two reasons why the impact of conflict on education in war-affected countries 

may be difficult to detect in nationwide trend data on educational attainments. First, as we 

noted earlier, today’s predominantly low-intensity wars may be neither deadly nor destructive 

enough to have any discernible nationwide impact on educational attainments. 

In other words, the impact may be there, but may be so small as to be indistinguishable 

from data uncertainties due to survey error at the national level. But if this is indeed the case, 

then the impact of war can hardly be described as “devastating” or “disastrous.”

This argument is most compelling with respect to the past two decades—particularly since 

the beginning of the new millennium—than to the Cold War years when war death tolls were 

much higher on average. 

Second, there may be a negative impact of war on educational attainments in regions 

badly affected by conflict, while in the rest of the country educational attainments continue to 

improve. Where this happens, especially if the impact of the conflict on attainments is highly 

localized, the effect may not be discernible in the aggregated nationwide survey data. The 

impact is real in these cases, but not visible at the national level.

In what was in effect a test of this idea, the UIS research team examined the differences in 

educational attainments in war-affected versus non-war-affected regions in a number of the 

countries experiencing conflict. 

The expectation here is that the war-affected 

areas will have lower educational attainments 

than those not directly affected by conflict. This 

is, in fact, the case in most war-affected coun-

tries, as the UIS graphics make clear. Although 

there were a surprising number of cases where 

educational outcomes improved even in the 

worst affected regions.

If educational attainments are lower in 

the war-affected areas than in those that are at 

peace, we might reasonably expect that the death, disruption, and destruction associated with 

the war are responsible for the difference.

This would be a mistake—as UIS’s graphics again clearly suggest.295

Take the case of Turkey. As Figure 4.1, replicated from the UIS study, clearly indicates,  

13- to 17-year-old children in the war-affected Kurdish-inhabited provinces experienced worse 

educational outcomes during the conflict period than the rest of Turkey.296

This is what we would expect given the mainstream narrative’s assumption that war affects 

negatively on education. But the low level of access of children to education in the Kurdish 

region preceded the conflict; and thus, conflict cannot have been its primary cause. Children in 

the war-affected Kurdish provinces were certainly at an educational disadvantage, but this is 

largely because they were already disadvantaged before the conflict began.

Today’s predominantly 
low-intensity wars may 
not be deadly enough to 
have any visible impact  
on education at the 
national level.
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This pattern is evident in the large majority of the cases where conflict-affected and non-

conflict-affected regions were compared in the UIS’s report. 

The lower educational outcomes in the Kurdish areas in both peacetime and wartime were 

almost certainly caused by some combination of poverty, economic and gender inequality, 

and governmental neglect—all factors that preceded the conflict—and likely contributed to 

its onset.

Figure 4.1 Percent of Population without Formal Education  

in Turkey by Region, 1950–1994
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Surprisingly, school attainment improves in many conflict zones. In Turkey’s 

war-affected Kurdish area, the share of the population with no education fell 

by over a third among those who were at school-going age during conflict.

Moreover, if the conflict was affecting education more negatively in the conflict-affected 

Kurdish areas than in other parts of Turkey, we would expect the percentage of individuals with 

no formal education to shrink more slowly during the conflict than before the conflict. In fact, 

as Figure 4.1 makes clear, this is not the case.297 Educational outcomes improved during conflict 

at a rate that is similar to that before the conflict.

In Turkey this positive trend may in part be a function of the substantial improvement in 

female educational attainments that had been underway since the 1970s, when female literacy 

levels started rising more rapidly in the war-affected Kurdish provinces than in the rest of the 

country.298 However, while this trend is somewhat surprising, it is not uncommon in other 

conflict-affected countries.299

In Guatemala, which was continuously embroiled in armed conflict from the mid-1960s 

to the mid-1990s, educational attainments for male students improved, though somewhat 

unevenly throughout the war and in both the war-affected and non-war-affected regions of 

the country. 
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The male students in war-affected regions experienced lower educational attainments 

than those in non-war-affected regions. But, as was the case in Turkey, the gap in attainments 

preceded the war period, which means that conflict could not have been the primary cause of 

this gap. Moreover, the rate of improvement in educational outcomes during the 30-plus years 

of conflict was slightly greater for the war-affected than the non-war-affected regions over this 

period, again the opposite of what might be expected.301

In India the average number of years of education attained per person in the war-affected  

Jammu and Kashmir region improved through almost all periods of violence.302 Attainments 

improved at a faster rate in this region than the rest of India from the mid-1980s onwards.303

In Ethiopia there was no clear difference in average educational attainments between 

the conflict-affected Tigray province and the rest of the country before the period of war 

that started in the mid-1960s. But both regions saw educational attainment rates improve 

throughout most of the conflict period. But while war-affected Tigray lagged behind the rest of 

the country during the first years of conflict, its attainment rates subsequently increased and 

actually exceeded those in non-war-affected parts of the country.304

Since these trends are both counterintuitive and very much at odds with the mainstream 

narrative, it is worth summarizing and briefly reflecting on them:

		In more than 40 percent of cases included in the survey, educational indicators for cohorts 

of school-age children were better at the end of a conflict period than at the beginning. In 

only 11 percent were they worse.

		In most countries affected by conflict, the war-affected regions showed lower educational 

outcomes than the non-war-affected regions. Yet, in almost all countries in which 

comparisons between war-affected and non-war affected regions were made in the 

UIS study, the low outcomes in the war-affected regions preceded the conflict and must 

therefore have had different causes. Factors other than the impact of war—most obviously 

poverty and poor governance—appear to be the likely determinants of low outcomes both 

before, and during, conflicts.

		In a number of countries, the rate at which educational outcomes improved in conflict-

affected areas during a conflict was similar to or greater than the rate of change during the 

same period in the non-conflict areas. If this finding based on a limited sample of coun-

tries is indicative of overall patterns, it again suggests that the impact of conflict is far less 

dramatic than what we would expect. In many cases, the impact may be too small to be 

measured with the data we have available.305

War Is Only One Factor among Many Affecting Educational Outcomes in Wartime
In focusing attention on the impact of war on education it is easy to forget that other factors 

also affect educational attainments—and may have a much greater impact. It is quite possible, 

for example, that low educational attainment scores in war-affected regions of a country are 

caused by factors that have little to do with the war—an economic crisis caused by persistent 

drought, for example. 
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In other cases, the impact of the destruction and displacement caused by warfare on 

aggregate educational outcomes may be more than offset by the positive effect of other 

factors—increased income per capita, for example, or a big infusion of international assistance 

to the educational sector. Where this happens, the trend line indicating that educational 

attainments in war were improving does not necessarily mean that war has no negative impact 

but simply that this impact was hidden by the positive countervailing effect on educational 

attainments of other factors.

In Colombia, for example, poverty appears to have been a far more important determi-

nant of educational attainment than the continued presence of armed conflict. During the 

40-plus years of conflict in Colombia, rising educational attainments have been associated 

with a steady and substantial increase in GDP (gross domestic product) per capita. So, it is 

quite possible that the positive effect of rising incomes on education has more than offset the 

negative effects of the war. 

The most obvious demonstration of the negative impact of non-conflict factors on 

educational attainments is found in those cases where attainments decline for long periods 

in peacetime.

Figure 4.2 Average Years of Education in the DRC by Region, 1950–1998
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The conflict in the eastern DRC inflicted a heavy toll on the civilian population. 

But educational attainments started to stagnate and decline prior to the war—

likely as a result of bad governance and economic crisis.

Educational attainments have, on average, been increasing worldwide. Yet, in some coun-

tries—even those not afflicted by war—progress can stall, stagnate, and be reversed for long 

periods. The DRC is a case in point. Here, as Figure 4.2 makes clear, progress in education 

slowed in the 1980s and stagnated for more than a decade prior to the civil war that started in 

the late 1990s. 
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This decline in educational attainments was the result of a decades-long progressive 

collapse of governance—along with a drop in copper prices—that drove the DRC’s GDP 

per capita down from approximately $300 per capita (in constant USD 2000) in the 1970s, to 

approximately $100 at the beginning of the periods of civil war that started in the late 1990s.307

Interestingly, as we show later, between 2000 and 2007—a period of continuous violence—

primary and secondary school educational attendance rates improved in parts of the DRC  

that were most affected by violence.

Average years of education achieved also 

 declined for long periods in peacetime in 

the DRC’s neighbour, the Republic of Congo 

(sometimes referred to as Congo-Brazzaville).308 

In both countries we witness lengthy declines or 

periods of stagnation in educational attainments 

that have nothing to do with conflict itself. The 

likely causes of the non-war-related educational 

decline are failures of governance and, relatedly, 

declining national incomes.

It is difficult to determine the impact of different and sometimes conflicting factors 

on educational attainments in periods of conflict with descriptive statistics. To discern the 

concurrent effects of a range of different causal factors, researchers can turn to regression 

analysis. We examine this approach in the review of recent econometric research on the impact 

of war on education at the end of this chapter. It includes the major study undertaken for the 

World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report by PRIO. 

The Education Policy and Data Center
EPDC’s analysis, like the UIS study, was prepared for UNESCO’s 2011 Hidden Crisis report.309 

But the EPDC looks at school attendance and enrolment rather than at attainment, which was 

the focus of the UIS study.

The EPDC study examined the differences between conflict-affected and peaceful 

provinces and regions in 19 countries that experienced warfare between 2000 and 2010.  

It found that:

		As expected, weighted net attendance rates for primary schools were on average 11  

percent lower in conflict areas than peaceful areas,310 but the EPDC also noted that “it is 

not possible to establish whether the differences are caused by conflict.”311

		Comparing trends in school attendance rates in pre-conflict periods with conflict and 

post-conflict periods does not show that on average “conflict areas experience weaker 

attendance growth/greater declines.”312

		There is “no strong evidence that primary attendance rates, enrolment rates, pupil 

numbers, and pupil teacher ratios decline dramatically in conflict areas as compared to 

non-conflict regions.”313

The EPDC found no 
strong evidence that 
education indicators 
declined dramatically in 
conflict areas as compared 
to non-conflict regions.

p a r t  I  cha    p ter    4



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 294

As the authors point out, there are a number of factors that might explain why the nega-

tive effect of conflict on education might have remained unobserved in this study, especially 

regarding issues of data quality and availability.314

However, the most surprising finding to emerge from the data was that in many of the 

countries examined, the regions that were worst affected by wartime violence had experienced 

rising levels of school attendance during conflict periods. 

In other words, like the UIS, the EPDC researchers found patterns of association between 

conflict and educational outcomes that were both counterintuitive and frequently sharply at 

odds with the assumptions that underpin the mainstream narrative. 

Interestingly, both research teams appear somewhat skeptical about their own counter-

intuitive findings. 

The EPDC study covers a much shorter period than does the UIS (which tracks trends 

back to the 1950s). The EPDC data are also more fine-grained. In many countries in the EPDC 

study, there are 20 or more regions—in the UIS study, just two. Since the EPDC examined 

smaller geographical units than the UNESCO study, it should, in principle, have been better 

placed to detect localized impacts of conflict on education.

Within each country, the EPDC research team compared the trends in school attendance 

between the “primary” and “secondary” conflict regions, with those that were not directly 

affected by conflict. 

Of the 17 countries for which there was data on primary attendance rates, almost half 

lacked data for analyzing trends in conflict regions. Since in these cases there was no informa-

tion on trends, they are not included in this review.315

In three of the nine cases that have data for at least two years, Côte d’Ivoire, Afghanistan, 

and Colombia—attendance rates declined or stagnated during periods of warfare in conflict-

affected regions. This is what common sense and the mainstream narrative would lead us  

to expect.

But in four countries—Senegal, Central African Republic, the DRC, and Rwanda—

educational attendance increased during periods of warfare in the regions affected by conflict.

In two cases, Uganda and Pakistan, the trend is not sufficiently clear to determine either 

an overall increase or decrease in attendance.316

The EPDC study notes that secondary educational attendance may be “more sensitive 

to system shocks”317 than primary school attendance, so it also examined the differences in 

secondary school attendance between war-affected and non-war-affected regions over time. 

The pattern turned out to be very similar to that for primary education.

In two countries—Côte d’Ivoire and Rwanda—we find the decline in school attendance 

that might be expected during periods of warfare. 

In four countries—Central African Republic, Colombia, the DRC, and Pakistan—we see 

attendance rates counterintuitively rising during conflict periods, although the increase in 

some of these cases is very small.318
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In the remaining countries there are no trend data or the trend is not sufficiently clear.319

The EPDC data appear to confirm what the UIS data revealed—namely, that the effect 

of warfare on education is far more complicated and variable than the mainstream narrative, 

with its stress on worst affected countries, assumes. We stress, however, that the sample sizes 

in both the EPDC and the UIS studies are not large enough for any definitive conclusions to 

be drawn, especially since the countries examined were not randomly selected, creating the 

possibility of inadvertent selection bias. 

Moreover, like is not being compared with like in these studies in two important respects. 

First, the UIS is examining educational attainments, while EPDC’s focus is school attendance. 

Second, the time periods are very different—several decades in the case of the UIS, less than 

10 years in the case of the EPDC. The more recent period covered by the EPDC studies saw far 

less deadly and destructive wars than the period examined by the UIS. So, we would expect 

conflicts to have a lesser impact on education during this period.

In the next section we look at four of the EPDC’s case studies, two that reveal the expected 

negative impact of war on school attendance and two that do not. 

Côte d’Ivoire: Primary School Attendance and War 
The association between conflict and school attendance in Côte d’Ivoire is exactly what the 

mainstream narrative would lead us to expect. Figure 4.3 shows the variation over time in gross 

primary school attendance rates.320

Figure 4.3 Primary School Attendance Rates 

and Conflict in Côte d’Ivoire, 2000–2009
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Côte d’Ivoire’s educational system was seriously affected by the armed conflict 

of the early 2000s. In the most heavily affected region, the primary school  

attendance rate dropped by almost half. 
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In the primary conflict region—the blue line on the graph—the gross attendance rate 

starts to decline shortly after the war begins and continues to decrease throughout the period 

of conflict. This most-war-affected region also had one of the lowest levels of primary school 

attendance. The non-conflict regions also witnessed a decline in attendance during the war, 

suggesting that the deaths, destruction, and disruption caused by the conflict had indirect,  

as well as direct, negative impacts. After the fighting is over, attendance increased again in  

all regions.

Afghanistan: Primary School Attendance and War 
In Afghanistan the data also support the common-sense assumption that regions worst affected 

by wartime violence will see declines in educational attendance. In two of the three worst 

affected regions (namely Helmand and Kandahar), attendance rates dropped dramatically, 

while in the third region, Khost, the decline was less pronounced. 

Afghanistan is unusual in that education suffers in considerable part because schools—

and students—are deliberately targeted by insurgent groups. 

Much of the insurgent violence against schools in Afghanistan has taken place in the 

provinces of Helmand, Kandahar, and other parts of the southern and eastern region of the 

country where there is a strong Taliban presence. In 2011, according to the country’s Education 

Ministry, some 400 schools remained closed in this region because of security concerns.322

Figure 4.4 Primary School Attendance Rates 

and Conflict in Afghanistan, 2000–2009
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Three war-affected Afghan provinces experienced declines in primary school  

attendance: Helmand, Kandahar, and Khost. They also witnessed many targeted 

attacks on children and their schools.

Note: This graph shows the net attendance rate while Figures 4.3, 4.5, and 4.6 show the gross attendance rate.
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In the Taliban-influenced areas, educational attendance rates are among the lowest in 

Afghanistan, and militants have mounted campaigns of violence, including acid attacks, to 

deter girls from attending schools. In Helmand girls made up just 5 percent of school enrol-

ment in 2004, compared with the national average of 35 percent.324

Senegal: Primary School Attendance and War 
The association between war and educational attendance in Senegal, as Figure 4.5 below 

shows, is dramatically different from that which both common sense and the mainstream  

narrative would lead us to expect. 

In most war-affected countries analyzed in the UIS report above, the regions most afflicted 

by armed conflict have, as we might expect, educational outcomes that are worse than non-

conflict-afflicted regions.325

But surprisingly, in Senegal’s worst affected conflict region (Ziguinchor), the gross primary 

school attendance rate was the highest in the country throughout the conflict period and 

continued to rise over time.

It is not clear what accounts for this truly surprising outcome. But two points are worth 

noting. First, the level of political violence in Senegal was very low. The best estimate of 

reported battle deaths for the two periods of warfare in Senegal averaged just 40 per year. 

We would not expect a conflict with such low battle deaths to have a discernible impact on 

educational outcomes.326

Figure 4.5 Primary School Attendance Rates 

and Conflict in Senegal, 2000–2009
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In the conflict-affected Senegalese territory of Casamance, school attendance 

rates were higher than in nonconflict regions and actually appear to have in-

creased between 2000 and 2005. 

p a r t  I  cha    p ter    4



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 298

But secondly, while this may help explain why educational attendance levels in the primary 

conflict region did not decline during the war periods, it cannot explain why they were so much 

higher than the rest of the country. 

We do not know the answer to this question, but the higher rates in Ziguinchor may have 

existed prior to the war (which started in the early 1990s). We note, however, that the gross 

attendance rate in the primary conflict region in 2005 was a remarkable 150 percent, i.e., it 

was 50 percent higher than would be the case if all primary school aged children—and only 

children of that age group—attended school. The additional 50 percent of students were those 

who missed years of schooling when they were younger—likely for reasons related to the 

conflict—and were now catching up. If this was the case, the high attendance rates during the 

conflict period were as much an indication of past educational failure as of current success.

The DRC: Primary School Attendance and War 
In the DRC, as Figure 4.6 shows, we witness school attendance not only increasing in the 

regions worst affected by political violence but doing so at a rate greater than nearly all of the 

other regions in the country.

Figure 4.6 Primary School Attendance Rates 

and Conflict in the DRC, 2000–2009

200

180

160

140

120

100

80

60

40

20

0
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

G
ro

ss
 A

tt
en

da
nc

e 
R

at
e 

(%
)

Year

Primary Conflict 
Region

Secondary
Conflict Regions

Other Regions

Period of Conflict

Period of War

Data Sources: EPDC; UCDP/HSRP.328

Primary school attendance in the DRC’s conflict-affected North Kivu region in-

creased by over a third from 2000 to 2007—likely because of reduced violence 

and increased international aid following the 2002 peace deal.

Note: Because the DRC experienced a high level of non-state and one-sided violence between 2002 and 2005 while 
no state-based armed conflict was recorded at the same time, we include deaths from all three types of organized 
violence in this graph.

As we noted previously, a catastrophic decline in the DRC’s economy that started in the 

1970s was responsible for the subsequent stagnation, then decline, in educational attainments. 
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Between 1980 and 2002, spending per pupil per year in primary and secondary schools fell by 

96 percent as governance of the country progressively collapsed.329 During the 1960s and 1970s, 

educational spending had amounted to more than 20 percent of total government expenditure; 

during the 1990s, it had shrunk to just 1 percent.330 But by the beginning of the new millennium, 

spending on education had risen again to between 5 and 8 percent of government expenditure.331

The increased share of the state budget going to education was not, however, evident 

in increased gross school attendance rates for most of the country. As Figure 4.6 clearly 

indicates, in most non-conflict regions, school attendance rates remained stagnant in the new 

millennium, while some actually declined. 

Paradoxically, however, two regions worst affected by conflict, North Kivu (the primary 

conflict region) and South Kivu (one of the secondary conflict regions), experienced the largest 

increases in attendance rates in the country.332

We do not have enough information to understand why this should be the case, but two 

possibilities suggest themselves. First, North and South Kivu have not only been the epicentre 

of conflict in the eastern DRC but they have also received the lion’s share of post-conflict 

reconstruction assistance, including assistance for education. It is quite possible that the 

regions most affected by the conflict have also benefitted most from the increase in government 

spending on education. 

Second, according to one report, an extraordinary 81 percent of the population of the 

eastern DRC has been displaced at some point since 1993.333 Since children under 15 make up 

almost half the population in the DRC, the impact of displacement on education must have 

been very large, not least because most IDPs lack access to education.334 So, the big increase 

in gross primary school attendance in the Kivus, evident in Figure 4.6, may have been due to 

children who had been displaced and subsequently returned to the classroom to catch up on 

years of education lost.

These examples illustrate two of the most persuasive explanations for educational 

outcomes that improve during periods of conflict (we discuss additional explanations below). 

First, as was the case in Senegal, the extent of death and destruction generated by today’s 

wars may simply be too small to have any discernible nationwide, or even regional, impact 

on educational outcomes. Second, the positive effect of a recovery in government spending, 

coupled with a surge in international assistance in the wake of a peace agreement, can more 

than offset the negative impact of ongoing political violence on school attendance rates, even 

in the worst affected regions. This seems to have been the case in the DRC.

Descriptive Statistics and the Impact of War on Education
The descriptive statistics approach adopted by the UIS and EPDC focuses on trend data in a 

series of country case studies and provides a substantial amount of information on the variety 

of very different educational outcomes associated with periods of armed conflict. The data used 

by these studies challenge the mainstream narrative that depicts the impact of war on educa-

tional outcomes by using terms like “devastating” and “disastrous.”
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To summarize briefly: the discussion of the UIS data revealed that educational attainments 

improved during periods of conflict in a substantial percentage of the cases examined. Educational 

outcomes improved during the fighting, even in regions directly affected by the fighting. 

As mentioned earlier, EPDC’s analysis was more fine-grained. Instead of comparing 

educational outcomes in just two very broad categories (conflict-affected and non-conflict-

affected), EPDC researchers compared “primary and secondary” conflict-affected regions with 

a large number of non-conflict regions—20 or more in many cases. 

In principle, the impact of geographically localized conflict on educational outcomes 

should be easier to detect in the considerable smaller regions EPDC surveyed. Surprisingly, 

however, EPDC-collated data revealed that educational outcomes even improved in many of 

the regions worst affected by conflict.

Both the UIS and EPDC make the case there is an impact of conflict on educational out-

comes, but they note that in many of the countries analyzed, the methodology they use may be 

insufficiently sensitive to detect the impact.

The UIS report suggests that a “municipal-level analysis” may be necessary to discern the 

localized impact of conflict.335

EPDC’s researchers note that:

It may be that the effects of violence on the provision of education … can only be 

measured at the most local levels of disaggregation.336

It is clearly true that nationwide survey 

data can fail to detect the impact of war in some 

cases—a small town where schools may have 

been completely destroyed and teachers killed, 

for example. Such individual impacts may be 

undetectable in the aggregated nationwide, 

or even region-wide, data on educational 

outcomes. But if there is a sufficient number 

of such impacts, the nationwide impact will be 

detected in the data. 

But if such events are rare, the consequences, while tragic for the local inhabitants and 

devastating for the local educational system, will have no discernible impact on nationwide 

educational outcomes. And it is national educational challenges and achievements that are the 

focus, not only of this study but of the mainstream narrative as well.

The EPDC researchers appear somewhat skeptical about their own findings, since they 

stress on several occasions that possible shortcomings in the survey data may be preventing 

the relationship between conflict and education from becoming apparent.337

In addition to concerns noted above, they point out that the surveys whose findings they 

draw on may not collect data in areas directly affected by violence. Data that are only drawn 

from peaceful areas will clearly be biased. 

The UIS data revealed that 
educational attainments 
improved during periods 
of conflict in a substantial 
percentage of the cases 
that were examined.
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The EPDC research team reviewed data from 37 household surveys and found that in six 

of 16 cases for which there was documentation on sampling, “regions or portions of regions 

had been left out of the survey due to security concerns.”338 However, they also pointed out that 

there was not sufficient evidence to show that the missing data in these cases would have had 

a major impact on the study’s findings.339

The most important limitation of both the UIS and the EPDC’s studies is that they are 

relatively small nonrandom samples of the universe of possible cases of conflict affecting  

educational outcomes.

This, as the EPDC study notes, “is not sufficient to serve as the basis for global generaliza-

tions about the relationship between conflict and education.”340

Only with regression analyses that draw 

upon the universe of possible cases can we make 

generalizations with any degree of confidence. 

In the next section we review the small number 

of econometric studies that have used regression 

analysis to seek to determine the average impact 

of conflict on education.

Econometric Studies of the Impact of War on Education 
In this section we examine the remarkable, but little-publicized, findings of the very small 

number of econometric studies that have examined the impact of war on educational out-

comes based on a large sample of countries and observations. (The term Large-N simply refers 

to large numbers. In conflict research it is often used to describe datasets that include most 

countries in the international system over a period of several decades or more. Small-N studies 

typically involve qualitative comparative case studies of a small number of countries.)

To the best of our knowledge, just three studies have used regression analysis and cross-

national data to determine possible associations between conflict and educational enrolment 

and attainment. Two of these studies include all or nearly all countries that have experienced 

conflict over the time span of a decade or more.

The aim of these analyses is to identify whether, in general, conflict has a negative effect 

on education, and whether this effect is independent, i.e., whether it holds true when we 

control for other factors that might also cause a decline of educational outcomes.341

The most recent econometric study on the impact of war on the achievement of the 

MDGs—including education—was undertaken by researchers from PRIO for the World 

Bank’s 2011 World Development Report. The PRIO team found that, on average, conflict had 

no statistically significant impact on educational attainments at the primary or secondary 

school levels.342

The contrast between this finding and the claims associated with the mainstream narrative, 

to the effect that the impact of war on educational systems is “devastating” and “disastrous,” 

etc., could hardly be greater.

PRIO researchers found 
that conflict had no 
statistically significant 
impact on education.
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Figure 4.7, which we reproduce from the PRIO study, shows that countries in conflict had 

lower educational attainments than countries at peace, which is unsurprising. The attainment 

rates for countries at peace increase steadily, which is again not unexpected. The PRIO study 

researchers found that, on average, educational attainments improved by about 2 percent in 

every five-year period.343

Figure 4.7 Trends in Secondary Educational Attainment Rates, 1990–2008
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Educational outcomes in conflict countries are lower on average than in non

conflict countries. Remarkably, however, school attainment increased at a 

similar rate in both conflict countries and nonconflict countries.

What is surprising is that, as Figure 4.7 shows, secondary school educational attainments 

in the war-affected countries improved, again on average, at the same rate as they improved in 

the nonconflict countries. 

This suggests that wartime violence was having little or no impact on the rate of improve-

ment in educational attainment—or that any negative impact on the rate  is so small that it is 

not visible in the graph. 

If conflict were having a net negative impact on educational attainments, then the 

educational attainment trend line for the conflict countries would have declined relative to the 

trend line for the nonconflict countries. 

The PRIO research team’s regression analyses on the effect of conflict on primary school 

enrolment and secondary school attainment confirm what the graph above suggests. They 

demonstrate that conflict has no statistically significant impact on educational outcomes at 

either the primary or secondary level.344

The fact that the PRIO researchers found that warfare had no statistically significant impact 

on educational outcomes does not mean that they found no impact at all. In fact, the PRIO 

team’s regression analyses revealed that conflict was associated with a very small reduction in 
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educational outcomes, on average. But the association was not statistically significant—i.e., it 

was discernible, but it could have been determined purely by chance. 

If this analysis is correct, it means that the average effect of conflict on educational out-

comes is, at most, a minor decrease in the rate at which they improve. 

An earlier cross-national statistical study that examined the impact of war on a range 

of development indicators was undertaken by the World Bank and published in the World 

Bank Economic Review in 2008. Among other things, it examined the trend in median educa-

tional enrolments at the primary and secondary school levels in seven-year periods of peace 

before and after periods of armed conflict.346 It compared countries affected by war with control 

groups of other developing countries that were not war-affected.

It found that, on average, secondary school enrolments were appreciably higher for conflict 

countries in the post-conflict period compared to the pre-conflict period. This complements 

the findings of the PRIO study and the more tentative conclusions we drew from the UIS 

multi-country study. 

The data in the World Bank Economic Review paper, like those of the PRIO study, indicate 

that countries in conflict have lower educational outcomes than nonconflict developing 

countries, which appears to support the mainstream assumption that conflict causes a decline 

in enrolments. 

But the data also indicate that the low primary school enrolments of the countries that were 

to become involved in conflict were lower still before the conflict started. The World Bank Economic 

Review study is, however, limited by the fact that it only included a relatively small numbers of 

countries in conflict in its analysis.

A reliable guide to the trend in educational 

outcomes for war-affected countries before 

they succumb to conflict comes from the data  

collected for the PRIO study referred to earlier.  

Although Figure 4.7 above only shows how 

educational attainments improve in the 

conflict-affected countries from 1990 to 2008, 

the PRIO researchers also analyzed data on 

average educational attainments of war-affected 

conflicts before they succumbed to war, which 

they shared with HSRP.

These trend data indicate very clearly that the major cause of the considerable gap between 

nonconflict and conflict countries is not the disruption and destruction of warfare between 

1990 and 2008. The countries that were affected by war in this period had even lower educational 

outcomes prior to the war. 

War in individual countries may indeed have had an impact, and wars in all countries may 

have slightly slowed the rate at which average educational outcomes improved, but warfare 

was not the reason that they were low in the first place. 

The data indicate that 
the low primary school 
enrolments of the 
countries that were to 
become involved in 
conflict were lower still 
before the conflict started.
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The highly counterintuitive findings produced by these studies are uncontested but also 

largely unacknowledged. However, by themselves they tell us nothing about why the impact of 

armed conflict on education should appear to be so limited.

One explanation, already noted above, is that in recent decades wars have become far less 

deadly and destructive. Consequently, their impact is simply not great enough to reverse the 

long-term peacetime trend toward improving educational outcomes.

Second, conflict may have a negative effect if it slows the pre-war rate of improvement, 

but not sufficiently to reverse it. While this is likely true of a substantial number of countries in 

conflict, the PRIO study indicates that, on average, educational outcomes in conflict-affected 

countries improve at a very similar rate to nonconflict countries. This suggests that any negative 

effect is very small. 

Third, a negative impact of conflict on education may be more common than the data that  

we review here suggest, but it may also be too short-lived to be easily detected. It is worth noting 

in this context that the surveys on which the studies reviewed here are based are typically not 

carried out every year. If a short-lived conflict erupted soon after one of these surveys were 

undertaken, the negative effects of the war might not be detectable in the subsequent survey.

Fourth, while war may well be destructive enough in some cases to have a negative impact 

on education, this effect may be offset by the impact of other factors that cause educational 

outcomes to improve. For example, in some countries national incomes continue to rise 

throughout periods of warfare. Where this is the case, the positive effect on education of rising 

incomes—which may enable more parents to send children to school, for example—may be 

stronger than the negative impacts of warfare. 

A Challenge to the Finding That Educational Outcomes Do Not Decline during War 
The two World Bank studies indicate that the overall impact of conflict on educational out-

comes is much smaller than is assumed by the mainstream narrative.

However, an earlier econometric study published in the Journal of Peace Research in 2007 

found that the impact of war on education is both statistically and substantively significant. 

Indeed, authors Brian Lai and Clayton Thyne argue that conflict is “devastating for a system of 

education, as both expenditures and enrolment decline during periods of civil war.”347

Lai and Thyne note that across all the econometric models that they test states in civil war 

experience a decline in educational enrolments of between 1.6 and 3.2 percent, dependent on 

the level of schooling.348

Both the PRIO study for the World Bank and the Lai and Thyne study rely on regression 

analysis in seeking to determine the impact of war on educational outcomes while holding 

constant other possible causal factors. 

However, the two studies are different in many ways. They use different datasets, over 

different time periods and different econometric models. These differences, particularly with 

respect to the choice of econometric models, likely account for a substantial portion of the 

difference in findings. 
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Yet, upon closer examination, the differences between the two studies are not that great. 

Both find a negative effect of war on educational outcomes. PRIO finds a very small effect that 

is not statistically significant. Lai and Thyne find a small effect that is statistically significant. 

A critical challenge for both studies is to determine to what extent the low educational 

outcomes that are evident in wartime are determined by the disruptive and destructive effects 

of conflict, as the mainstream narrative assumes, and to what extent they are determined by 

factors that are already pervasive in peacetime and continue to play a role in wartime.

Factors that might affect educational outcomes negatively in peacetime include gener-

ally weak governance structures; incompetent official management of the national educational 

system; deep poverty—which keeps children out of school because their parents cannot afford 

school fees or need them to work at home; and corruption within the school system—i.e., 

teachers being paid but not turning up for work. These factors are part of a broader system of 

state fragility, the effects of which we discuss in the conclusion.

It is important that the models and data sources that are used in the regression analyses 

take into account the impact on educational outcomes of all the major factors that may be 

driving educational outcomes downward—these include the governance and poverty-related 

factors noted above. If important factors are left out of the study, the analyst will likely attribute 

the measured effect to the wrong “causal” factor. The attribution would be to a factor that—like 

conflict—is correlated with the omitted variables. 

Consider a hypothetical case where the educational system in a particular country that had 

become embroiled in conflict suffered from increasingly incompetent management adminis-

tration and pervasive corruption within the school system, and that these factors had driven 

educational outcomes downwards in peacetime and continued to do so in wartime. 

 Further suppose that the researchers had been unable to access reliable cross-national 

data on either managerial competence or corruption within the school system. This would 

mean that neither factor could be included as a control variable in the regression analyses that 

sought to determine the impact of war on educational outcomes. 

It is not unusual for potentially important 

causal factors to be left out of regression analyses 

because data on indicators that can measure 

their variance is simply unobtainable. 

In our hypothetical example, the impact of the 

important omitted variables on educational out-

comes would therefore be hidden and would be 

attributed to other factors—likely the conflict itself.

As we noted earlier, both the PRIO and the Lai and Thyne studies rely on different datasets, 

cover different time periods, and use different econometric models that have quite different 

approaches to meeting the challenge of omitted variable bias. These differences alone could 

be sufficient to account for their divergent findings. But to determine whether this is the case 

would require an in-depth methodological investigation that is beyond the scope of this Report. 

Conflict may slow the 
rate of improvement in 
educational outcomes, but 
not sufficiently to reverse it.

p a r t  I  cha    p ter    4



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 2106

Summing Up: Assessing the Evidence
There are, as we have shown, three quite different ways of examining the impact of warfare on 

education in the research literature.

First, there are the individual country case studies that explore the impact of war on 

national and local educational systems. These detailed case studies provide nuanced and  

contextualized analyses of the many ways in which conflict can disrupt and reduce children’s 

educational opportunities.

The findings of these studies and the lessons 

that have been drawn from them inform what 

we have called the “mainstream narrative” on 

the impact of war on education. This narrative 

is associated with, and articulated by, major 

international organizations such as UNESCO 

and UNICEF, and by leading NGOs like Save the 

Children. These organizations play crucial roles 

in formulating policy, delivering service, and 

undertaking advocacy campaigns in this area. 

Although critically important to our understanding of the wide variation in the impact 

of war on educational systems, the findings of small numbers of case studies should not be 

used—as they sometimes are—to make general claims about the effects of war on education. 

There is simply no way of determining whether the different impacts of conflict on education 

in a small number of war-affected countries are representative of the average impact of conflict 

on educational outcomes in all war-affected countries. 

Generalizing from the particular, which is characteristic of the mainstream narrative, is 

particularly prone to error when the focus of research and policy is affected by selection bias. 

The mainstream narrative is affected by selection bias in that it presents a picture of the 

impact of war on education that is—understandably—partial. Policy-makers, advocates, and 

researchers have focused most attention on countries and regions of countries where warfare 

has posed the gravest threats to children and their educational opportunities.

These extreme cases tend to be treated as the norm, with analysts, as well as advocates, 

using terms like “disastrous” and “devastating” as general descriptions of the impact of conflict 

on education. Such language is appropriate for the worst affected countries—Afghanistan, 

Iraq, Timor-Leste, and Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge, for example. Yet, these countries, 

we have argued, are the exceptions, not the rule.

The second source of evidence on the impact of war on education examined in this chapter 

came from the multi-country studies undertaken by UIS and EPDC. 

Unlike many of the individual case studies that inform the mainstream narrative, the 

surveys on which the UIS and EPDC studies rely use common methodologies and definitions. 

These data can therefore be used to reveal trends in educational outcomes across a substantial 

number of war-affected countries. 

Generalizing from the 
particular is especially 
prone to error when  
the focus of research 
 and policy is affected  
by selection bias.
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Both studies use statistical data on educational outcomes derived from population surveys 

in some 20 conflict-affected countries. In each case, the data are presented graphically to reveal 

the associations between conflict and educational outcomes. 

The trend data published in the multi-country UIS and EPDC studies present a picture 

that is frequently at odds with core assumptions that underpin the mainstream narrative of the 

impact of war on education:

		In a large proportion of cases, indicators for educational outcomes improve during the 

periods of fighting.

		Even more counterintuitively, both the UIS and the EPDC studies reveal that educational 

outcomes in conflict-affected countries improve in many cases in regions that are most 

affected by the impact of warfare.

		Each study shows that, in general, educational outcomes are substantially lower in the 

regions that are worst affected by conflict than in regions that are not directly affected. 

		The data in the UIS study also reveal, however, that in most cases the low outcomes in the 

worst affected regions were low—or even lower—in the pre-war periods. This indicates, 

contrary to the assumptions of the mainstream narrative, that the low educational out-

comes in war are not driven primarily by warfare, but by factors that predate the war.

Although these are multi-country studies, and although there is no reason to assume 

they suffer from the sort of selection bias that is evident in the choice of the case studies that 

inform much of the mainstream narrative, their sample size is too small, and the descriptive 

trend analysis too coarse, to treat the results as more than highly intriguing and suggestive of 

general trends.

As the EPDC study’s careful authors put it, the relatively small number of countries 

included in their study means that its findings should not be used to make “global generaliza-

tions about the relationship between conflict and education.”349

Generalizing about the impact of conflict on educational outcomes requires cross-national 

studies that have data on all, or nearly all, countries that experienced conflict over a period of 

at least several decades, plus data on a control group of nonconflict studies.350

We reviewed three such cross-national statistical studies that met these criteria and as we 

pointed out, some of their findings differ.

The descriptive statistics in the PRIO study revealed that educational outcomes generally 

improve in war-affected countries. The World Bank Economic Review study similarly found that 

educational outcomes were higher in post-conflict periods compared to pre-conflict periods. 

The data from the UIS multi-country study showed that in a substantial proportion of cases, 

educational outcomes were clearly higher at the end of a conflict period than at the beginning, 

while only a small percentage showed a clear deterioration.

The PRIO study’s regression analyses found that, on average, there was no statistically 

significant impact of conflict on educational outcomes. But there was a very small negative 

impact. The Lai and Thyne study found there was a statistically significant negative association 

between conflict and educational outcomes, but that it was small.
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Both studies show that, as might be expected, war-affected countries have lower 

educational outcomes than nonconflict countries. The mainstream narrative, on the other 

hand, assumes that war is the cause of the lower outcomes in the conflict-affected countries.

But the data from the PRIO study make it 

clear that the lower educational outcomes in 

wartime were also present in the pre-war period, 

indicating that they were largely determined by 

factors that preceded the war. In fact, educa-

tional outcomes are even lower in the periods of 

peace before the war than during the war itself. 

This finding fits with the data from the World 

Bank Economic Review study and the UIS study.

This critically important fact is ignored 

in the mainstream narrative, where the low educational outcomes in wartime are generally 

assumed to be caused by the disruption and destruction of warfare. 

Finally, there is the Lai and Thyne finding that war does have a statistically significant 

impact on educational outcomes, albeit a small one. While this finding is in line with the 

mainstream narrative on the impact of war on education, it is somewhat at odds with the PRIO 

study, whose findings are supported by the World Bank Economic Review analysis, as well as the 

suggestive patterns that we find in the UIS and EPDC studies.351

Such differences in findings are common in the quantitative literature on the causes and 

consequences of civil war.352 We suspect that the major source of the difference between the 

Lai and Thyne and PRIO studies lies in how their 

respective models correct for the challenging 

problem of omitted variable bias that we 

discussed earlier. But addressing this issue in 

more detail is beyond the scope of this chapter. 

As far as we can determine, only three 

cross-national statistical studies have sought 

to determine the impact of war on education. 

This compares with a multitude of econometric 

studies on, for example, the causes of civil war 

onsets and duration.

More research is needed to produce the robust conclusions about the impact of war  

on education that are currently lacking, and to resolve some of the differences between the 

current studies. 

The evidence, we have argued, suggests that conflict does not have the devastating impact 

on educational systems that is a central assumption of the mainstream analysis. On average, 

educational outcomes actually improve during many periods of warfare. What explains this 

counterintuitive and rather remarkable finding remains far from clear, however. 

The World Bank Economic 
Review study found that 
educational outcomes 
were higher in the post-
conflict periods compared 
to pre-conflict periods.

The evidence suggests 
that conflict does not have 
the devastating impact on 
educational systems that 
is a central assumption of 
the mainstream analysis.
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Conclusion
A consistent theme in the mainstream narrative on conflict and education has been the hugely 

destructive impact of the former on the latter, with educational outcomes in conflict-affected 

countries being notably worse than those in nonconflict countries as a consequence.353

If, as it is claimed, the disruptive and destructive impacts of conflict are major drivers  

of low educational outcomes in war-affected countries, then protecting children and schools 

from these threats, and seeking to bring wars to an end, become obvious policy priorities. 

Indeed, UNESCO’s 2011 Hidden Crisis report makes just such a case, calling for “a more 

robust defense of children, civilians and school systems on the front line of conflict.”354  

The report further argues that: 

the most immediate challenge facing the international community is to strengthen 

protection and maintain access to education for those on the front line and for those 

displaced from their homes.355

While in the longer term:

Peace and post-conflict reconstruction are the only viable foundations for achieving 

accelerated progress towards universal primary education and wider goals in conflict-

affected countries.356

Protecting children and schools during wartime and seeking to end wars, and prevent 

those that have ended from starting again, are important and worthwhile goals in themselves. 

But neither address the very real possibility that the reason educational outcomes are, on 

average, lower in conflict-affected countries than nonconflict countries is because they were 

already lower before the war started. This suggests that the primary cause of low educational 

outcomes in wartime is not war itself, but factors that preceded it in peacetime.357

If policy-makers are concerned with low 

educational outcomes in wartime, then policy 

needs to address their root causes—i.e., those 

that predate the fighting. 

Here an obvious candidate is state fragility, 

a term that describes the complex syndrome 

of interrelated governance challenges and 

pathologies that prevent, or slow down, the 

attainment of a broad range of development 

goals—including better educational outcomes.

Most states involved in civil wars would be designated as fragile, but definitions of fragility 

include countries that are not affected by conflict, but that also have weak institutions and 

governance. The PRIO study for the World Bank has its own category of fragile states that are 

not conflict-affected. Interestingly, as Figure 4.7 shows, these states turn out to have even lower 

educational attainments than the conflict-affected countries.358

If policy-makers are 
concerned with low 
educational outcomes 
in wartime, they need to 
address their root causes—
which predate the conflict.
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There is no consensus definition of state fragility in the literature, but most analysts would 

agree that elements of fragility include: 

		Weak and ineffectual national governance.

		The inability, or unwillingness, of national governments to provide basic security for citizens.

		Low governmental capacity—or will—to deliver other essential services, including education.

		Lack of legitimacy of the state in the eyes of citizens.

		Pervasive corruption.

		Armed conflict and other forms of organized violence.

These elements tend to be mutually constitutive, which means that each in part determines 

the other. From this it follows that addressing fragility and its consequences requires 

multidimensional and multi-stakeholder responses. This is precisely the direction in which 

the international development and security community has been moving since the end of  

the Cold War.

The increased commitment to multidimensional and multi-stakeholder policies in fragile 

states is most obviously evident in the dramatic post-Cold War shift from traditional peacekeep-

ing operations—that often involved little more than UN “blue helmets” monitoring ceasefire 

agreements—to the present multidimensional and highly complex peacebuilding operations. 

Addressing fragility as an interrelated syndrome, rather than as a series of discrete prob-

lems, is also central to the work of the Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies 

(INEE) and the OECD’s (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s) 

International Network on Conflict and Fragility (INCAF).359

In all cases, the primary policy goal is to help to create effective, legitimate, resilient, and 

sustainable institutions of effective governance, i.e., the antitheses of fragile institutions. Such 

institutions help promote the realization of development goals—including better educational 

outcomes.

Conflict, from this perspective, is just one of many elements of state fragility and its 

associated low educational outcomes. 

The mainstream narrative on conflict and education depicts the low educational outcomes 

in war-affected countries as being caused by the disruption and destruction of warfare. But 

viewing the association between war and low educational outcomes through the lens of state 

fragility suggests a very different picture.

Rather than seeking to determine if conflict is the cause of low educational outcomes, the 

fragility lens focuses our attention on the broad range of challenges to education posed by 

state fragility in peacetime—factors that are also major determinants of educational outcomes 

in wartime.360

But state fragility in peacetime does not explain why educational outcomes should, on 

average, continue to improve in periods of war. In some cases, the rates of improvement are 

comparable to, and sometimes even higher than, those in peacetime. Indeed, this is the most 

counterintuitive finding to emerge from our research.

How is the puzzle to be explained?
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First, there is, as we have pointed out, a long-term average trend towards better educational 

outcomes in developing countries in peacetime—even in those countries with fragile institutions—

and that few of today’s wars are deadly or destructive enough to reverse this long-term trend.

Second, we noted the additional possibility that in particular cases the negative impact 

of conflict on educational outcomes could be offset by other factors, such as rising incomes 

or infusions of international assistance, that tend to improve enrolment and attainment rates 

during, and despite of, the armed conflict. 

But there is another, more general, explanation for why educational outcomes improve in 

wartime. This explanation is somewhat conjectural. There is some evidence to support it, but 

not enough to be confident that it is correct. 

Over the last 15 years, there appears to have been a substantial decline in state fragility, 

which is, as we point out, an important cause of low performing educational systems. 

The State Fragility Index produced by the Washington, DC-based Center for Systemic 

Peace (CSP) measures the fragility level of countries around the world. Between 1995 and 2010, 

its data indicate that overall state fragility decreased by over 20 percent worldwide.361

Over roughly the same period, there has moreover been significant progress towards 

achieving better educational outcomes and other key development goals in developing coun-

tries overall. 

If high levels of state fragility are an important part of the explanation of low educational 

outcomes, we would expect that as fragility declines overall, educational outcomes will also 

tend to improve in fragile states. This is, in fact, what appears to be the case. 

While state fragility declined worldwide 

between 1995 and 2010, the PRIO study shows 

educational outcomes improving substantially 

in both conflict-affected and nonconflict fragile 

states, between 1990 and 2008. 

Moreover, it is not just educational out-

comes that often improve despite warfare. In the 

previous Human Security Report, we showed that 

child mortality rates declined in 90 percent of the years that countries were involved in war. 

And, as we noted earlier in this chapter, the descriptive statistics from the PRIO report 

indicate that even though conflict may slow down—or even reverse—progress towards 

development goals in some countries, the general trend is towards improvement. Rates of 

malnutrition, life expectancy, infant and maternal mortality, plus access to sanitation and 

potable water all improve on average during periods of war. 

These rather extraordinary findings have, to the best of our knowledge, not been replicated 

elsewhere, nor has their importance been assessed.362 For students of both education and civil 

war, they are at once surprising, intriguing, and encouraging. They also suggest a clear need 

for more research to confirm—or challenge—the counterintuitive trends, and to examine their 

causes and policy implications more thoroughly. 

Over the last 15 years, 
there appears to have  
been a substantial  
decline in state fragility.
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Part II analyzes global and regional trends in organized violence.  

It sheds light on new research into the deadliness of external 

military interventions and scrutinizes recent claims that civil  

wars are becoming more difficult to resolve.
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Part II of this report studies global and regional trends in the incidence 

and severity of armed conflict and other forms of organized violence. 

The analysis highlights, among other things, the deadly effect of military 

support for warring parties in civil wars and critically reviews claims that 

armed conflicts are becoming more difficult to resolve. 

This part presents updated data on three important types of organized violence, which the 

Human Security Report first analyzed in 2005: 

		State-based armed conflicts—international conflicts and civil wars—in which at least one  

of the warring parties is the government of a state. 

		Non-state armed conflicts, which consist of fighting between two armed groups, neither  

of which is the government of a state.

		One-sided violence, or targeted attacks on unarmed civilians.

The updated datasets confirm findings of our earlier Reports. The deadliness of warfare has 

seen a marked decline over the last 50 to 60 years, and there are now significantly fewer armed 

conflicts around the world than during the peak of the early 1990s. Plus, contrary to popular 

notions, we find no evidence that non-state conflicts and one-sided violence have increased 

over the past two decades, the period covered by the datasets. The number of campaigns of 

one-sided violence, for example, reached a low point in 2009—the last year covered by the 

dataset used here.

Chapter 5 gives a global and regional overview of trends in the number and deadliness 

of state-based armed conflicts. It finds that the location of the world’s deadliest conflicts has 

shifted over time. From the 1950s through to the end of the 1970s, most of the world’s battle  

deaths occurred in East and Southeast Asia and Oceania. More recently, the conflicts in  
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Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq make Central and South Asia and the Middle East 

and North Africa the deadliest regions in the world.

The analysis furthermore takes a closer look at external military interventions in intrastate 

conflicts: civil wars that involve the military forces of external powers fighting in support of one 

of the warring parties are shown to be twice as deadly as other intrastate conflicts. We argue 

that calls for intervention in support of a warring party in an ongoing intrastate conflict should 

therefore be viewed with caution.

Chapter 6 investigates the claim that civil wars are becoming increasingly difficult to end, 

which has caused concern among researchers and policy-makers in recent years. The chapter 

represents the first systematic analysis of trends in conflict duration and recurrence and finds 

that the data suggest a much less alarming picture. In contrast to what has been argued in the 

past, there is little support for an overall trend towards longer conflicts; civil wars that started 

since the end of the Cold War have tended to be less persistent than previous ones. 

It is true that many contemporary conflicts stop only to start again after a short inter-

ruption. But we show that this is not so much, as some have suggested, because efforts to 

permanently resolve armed violence through 

negotiations are failing. Instead, the high rate of 

conflict relapse is in large part due to the fact 

that most of today’s civil wars are very small in 

scale, involve weak rebel groups, and often take 

place in remote areas. Such struggles are less 

likely to end in victories or peace agreements, 

which are more stable outcomes. 

Chapter 6 also presents another important finding that has so far rarely been noticed: 

peace agreements are much more successful in reducing armed violence than is usually 

assumed, and they save lives even when they fail to ensure lasting peace. The intensity of a 

conflict drops by more than 80 percent if it restarts after a peace deal—a more dramatic change 

than for any other type of conflict termination.

Our data on non-state conflicts now cover the entire post-Cold War period between 1989 

and 2009. Chapter 7 discusses the often volatile trends in the incidence of these conflicts and 

the number of victims. It looks more closely at the characteristics of this type of violence and 

the actors involved. The analysis highlights, among other things, that non-state conflicts are 

much shorter and less deadly than their state-based counterparts. 

Finally, Chapter 8 reviews the data on targeted attacks against civilians. Although deaths 

from one-sided violence increased slightly between 2008 and 2009, these figures are sub-

stantially lower compared to the mid-1990s. Most campaigns of and deaths from one-sided 

violence were concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa between 1989 and 2009, however both cam-

paigns and deaths in the region have decreased significantly in recent years.

Peace agreements reduce 
armed violence and save 
lives even when they fail 
to ensure lasting peace.
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State-Based Armed Conflict

In this chapter, we analyze trends in the number and deadliness of state-based armed con-

flicts—those in which at least one of the warring parties is a government. We show how the 

geographic locale of the deadliest wars has shifted over time. In the first three decades that 

followed the end of World War II, most of the world’s battle deaths were in East and Southeast 

Asia and Oceania. In the 1980s, the Middle East 

and North Africa was the most violent region; in 

the 1990s, sub-Saharan Africa. By the middle of 

the new millennium, Central and South Asia and 

the Middle East and North Africa had become 

the world’s deadliest regions. Most recently, the 

deadliest conflicts in the world are concentrated 

in these two regions, notably the wars in Sri 

Lanka, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq.

Finally, we examine the complicated phenomenon of internationalized intrastate conflicts—

civil wars in which external military forces intervene and fight in support of at least one of 

the warring sides. These conflicts include many of the wars involving major powers that 

have dominated the media headlines for decades—the Vietnam War, the Soviet intervention  

in Afghanistan, the civil war in Iraq following the invasion in 2003, and the current conflict 

in Afghanistan.1

We find that these wars are consistently deadlier than civil wars in which there is no exter-

nal military intervention. Given the large numbers of troops and heavy conventional weapons 

that major powers can bring to civil-war battlefields, this is perhaps not surprising. What is 

ch  a pter     5

Teun Voeten / Panos Pictures. Afghanistan.

Internationalized intrastate 
conflicts are civil wars in 
which external military 
forces fight in support  
of one warring side.
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surprising is that civil wars in which there are military interventions by minor powers can be as 

deadly as those in which major powers are involved.

Global Trends in State-Based Armed Conflict
The last Human Security Report noted that the number of state-based armed conflicts rose by 25 

percent between 2004 and 2008. While this was a significant increase, and clearly a source of 

concern, we cautioned against interpreting this five-year increase as a long-term trend towards 

an increased incidence of warfare around the world. 

As Figure 5.1 below demonstrates, the number of conflicts in 2009 was a third lower, at 

36, than in the peak year of 1992. The latest data, which we are currently analyzing for the  

next Human Security Reports, show that the number of conflicts appears to be stabilizing 

roughly at this level—i.e., between 30 and 40 active conflicts per year—despite significant 

year-to-year fluctuations. 
 

Figure 5.1 Global Trends in State-Based Conflicts, 1946–2009
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The number of conflicts declined steadily after the Cold War, then rose from 

2004 to 2008. There was a slight decrease in 2009, however this does not appear 

to mark the start of a downward trend. 

Battle deaths also increased by around a third from 2005 to 2008.2 But this increase should 

be seen in the context of the dramatic, decline in battle deaths over the past 60-plus years, 

shown in Figure 5.2. The average number of battle deaths per conflict in the post-Cold War 

period3 is some 76 percent lower than the average during the Cold War period.

 A large part of this long-term, but uneven, decline in battle deaths has been a result of the 

reduction in the number of high-intensity conflicts, counted as wars in years when they cause 

at least 1,000 battle deaths. As shown in Figure 5.3, in the new millennium the average number 

of wars being fought each year was just over half that in the 1990s.
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Wars also make up a decreasing share of all conflicts.5 During the Cold War period—from 

1950 to the end of the 1980s—31 percent of conflict years resulted in at least 1,000 battle 

deaths. That figure dropped to 25 percent in the 1990s, and even further to 19 percent in the 

new millennium.

Figure 5.2 Global Trends in Battle Deaths from State-Based Conflicts, 1946–20086
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Battle deaths peaked in 1950 due to the Korean War, in the 1970s due to the 

Vietnam War, and in the 1980s due to the Iran-Iraq and Afghanistan wars. 

Despite these deadly wars, battle deaths have declined since 1946.	

Figure 5.3 Trends in Wars, 1950–2009
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The average number of high-intensity conflicts per year—defined as conflicts 

that reach 1,000 or more battle deaths in a calendar year—halved from the 

1980s to the new millennium. 
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The Deadliest Conflicts
In 2009 the three deadliest conflicts in the world were all in Central and South Asia—in Sri 

Lanka, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. 

There were just three high-intensity conflicts outside of Central and South Asia in 2009: 

in Iraq, Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), where Rwandan and 

Congolese forces battled the Democratic Liberation Forces of Rwanda (FDLR).8

Of these six high-intensity conflicts, those in Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, and the DRC are 

internationalized intrastate conflicts. This type of conflict, as we explain later, tends to be con-

siderably deadlier than civil wars in which there is no military intervention by external powers.

Four of 2009’s six most deadly conflicts, those in Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, and Somalia, 

are associated with international and local campaigns against Islamist groups. The security 

implications of this association were discussed in the last Human Security Report.9

Regional Trends in State-Based Armed Conflict
Since the end of World War II, the location of the world’s deadliest conflicts has shifted repeatedly.

From 1946 to the end of the 1970s, East and Southeast Asia and Oceania was by far the 

deadliest region in the world, with most of the deaths being caused by the Chinese Civil War, 

the Korean War and the wars in Indochina. But, as we demonstrated in the last Human Security 

Report, with the effective ending of foreign military intervention (mostly by the US and China), 

the region’s major wars were over by the early 1980s and battle-death tolls declined steeply. 

Since the end of the Cold War, East and Southeast Asia and Oceania has suffered fewer battle 

deaths than any other region.

In the early 1980s, the Middle East and North Africa became the deadliest region in the 

world, with the war between Iran and Iraq alone causing hundreds of thousands of battle 

deaths. But in the late 1980s, death tolls in the region declined sharply, driving the global death 

toll down in the process.

Half of the World’s Battle Deaths in the Post-Cold War Period Have Occurred in Sub-
Saharan Africa
The battle-death toll in sub-Saharan Africa declined in the late 1980s, but in the second half 

of the 1990s it increased again—this time dramatically. This increase meant that sub-Saharan 

Africa was by far the deadliest region in the world in the 1990s. And as Figure 5.4 indicates, 

nearly half of the world’s state-based battle deaths between 1989 and 2009 were caused by 

wars in sub-Saharan Africa, most of them in the 1990s.

But in the new millennium there was another radical change as the number of people 

being killed in state-based conflicts across the region dropped dramatically. While the number 

of conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa has remained high, as Figure 5.5 demonstrates, the average 

number of battle deaths per conflict in the region has declined by 90 percent since 2000.
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Figure 5.4 Regional Trends in Battle Deaths  

from State-Based Conflicts, 1989–200910
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Nearly half of the world’s battle deaths between 1989 and 2009 took place in 

sub-Saharan Africa, but deaths there have declined since 2000. From the mid-

2000s onwards, Central and South Asia has been the deadliest region.

Note: Figure 5.4 is a “stacked graph,” meaning that the number of battle deaths in each region is indicated by the 
depth of the band of colour. The top line shows the global total number of battle deaths in each year.	

Figure 5.5 State-Based Conflicts and Battle Deaths  

in Sub-Saharan Africa, 1989–2009
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The number of conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa was high throughout the post-

Cold War period. However, just five of those conflicts accounted for the majority  

of battle deaths in the region.
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Sub-Saharan Africa has been by far the most conflict-prone region in the post-Cold War 

years, with nearly a third of the world’s total conflicts.

However, over half of the region’s battle-death toll has been due to just five conflicts, 

each of which caused at least 10,000 battle deaths in a calendar year at some stage in the 

conflict. Two of these wars were civil conflicts in 

Ethiopia. There was a single international con-

flict between Ethiopia and Eritrea, and civil wars 

in Angola and the Republic of Congo (some-

times referred to as “Congo-Brazzaville”) that 

also exceeded 10,000 reported battle deaths in 

a year. Since the end of the Cold War, only one 

conflict outside sub-Saharan Africa has reached 

this level of intensity in at least one year: the war 

following the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1991.

None of these conflicts have been active since 2002, however, and their ending has made 

a major contribution to the decline in global death tolls in the new millennium.

The list of the deadliest cases of organized violence also includes the 1994 Rwandan geno-

cide and the violence in the DRC (sometimes referred to as “Congo-Kinshasa”) during the late 

1990s and early 2000s, the latter of which has been described as “the world’s deadliest conflict 

since World War II.”12 In these cases, however, the majority of deaths resulted from one-sided 

attacks against civilians. Data on one-sided violence are discussed in more detail in Chapter 8  

of this Report.

Central and South Asia Is Currently the World’s Deadliest Region
In the mid-2000s, death tolls due to conflicts in Central and South Asia and in the Middle East 

and North Africa increased relative to all other regions. As the battle-death toll in Iraq decreased 

in 2007, however, Central and South Asia has clearly become the world’s deadliest region.

Recently, death tolls in Central and South Asia have escalated significantly, more than 

quintupling between 2005 and 2009, as shown in Figure 5.6. 

In 2009 Central and South Asia alone 

accounted for two-thirds of the world’s total 

battle deaths from state-based armed conflict. 

The region had four times as many battle deaths 

as the next deadliest region, sub-Saharan Africa. 

The fact that the number of armed conflicts 

in the region has remained fairly stable while 

the number of battle deaths has increased dra-

matically means that, on average, these conflicts are becoming deadlier. But this higher average 

is driven by just three conflicts. The wars in Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and Afghanistan were the three 

deadliest conflicts in the world both in 2008 and, as noted earlier, in 2009.

Sub-Saharan Africa has 
been by far the most 
conflict-prone region in 
the post-Cold War years, 
with nearly a third of the 
world’s total conflicts.

Death tolls in Central and 
South Asia have escalated, 
more than quintupling 
between 2005 and 2009.
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Figure 5.6 State-Based Conflicts and Battle Deaths  

in Central and South Asia, 1989–2009
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Although conflict numbers in this region have not changed much, death tolls 

quintupled from 2005 to 2009 due to conflicts in Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and 

Afghanistan, the world’s deadliest conflicts in 2008 and 2009.

In 2009 the government of Sri Lanka decisively defeated the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LTTE), and there have been no battle deaths associated with this conflict since mid-

2009. However, the other two conflicts, both associated with international and local campaigns 

against Islamist groups, show no signs of abating. 

While these conflicts are currently the world’s deadliest, they cost far fewer lives than 

the deadliest conflicts in previous decades. For example, UCDP researchers estimate that the 

war between Ethiopia and Eritrea had a battle-death toll of nearly 50,000 in 1999 alone. In Sri 

Lanka it took some 18 years to reach a comparable cumulative death toll.

The Deadly Impact of Military Interventions
Many of the deadliest conflicts of the past two decades have involved external military forces 

fighting in civil wars. These internationalized intrastate conflicts are, on average, twice as 

deadly as intrastate conflicts where there is no military intervention.13

Interstate wars tend to have far higher battle-death tolls than civil wars with or without 

external military support, but as shown in Figure 5.7, conflicts between states have become 

extraordinarily rare. Since the end of the Cold War there have been three times as many inter-

nationalized intrastate conflicts as interstate conflicts.

Internationalized intrastate conflicts are a type of civil conflict in which the military forces of 

one or more external governments fight in support of one of the warring parties.14 This includes 

so-called humanitarian interventions if external military forces officially take sides and support 



H U MA  N  S E C U R It  y  rep   o rt   2 0 1 2158

p a r t  I I  ch   a pter     5

a party to the conflict with troops. However, the definition does not include most peacekeep-

ing missions, which are usually deployed to support negotiated settlements—and sometimes 

to help protect the peace against spoilers—but not to further the goals of a combatant.15

States intervene militarily in civil conflicts in other countries for a variety of reasons. They 

may send forces to protect political or ideological interests, as was the case in the so called 

proxy wars of the Cold War era, or in response to humanitarian crises. Intervening states often 

have a complex combination of motivating factors, many of which may remain unstated. Our 

data do not provide information on these motivations but rather enable us to focus on the 

common characteristic of these conflicts: the presence of external military forces supporting at 

least one of the warring sides.

Figure 5.7 Trends in State-Based Conflicts by Type, 1946–2009
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Extrastate—or anticolonial—conflicts ended by 1975, while interstate conflicts 

became rare in the 2000s. As a result of this shift, all conflicts in 2009 were in-

trastate, though nearly a quarter were internationalized.

Note: Figure 5.7 is a “stacked graph,” meaning that the number of conflicts in each category is indicated by the depth 
of the band of colour. The top line shows the total number of conflicts of all types in each year.

The highest-profile internationalized intrastate conflict currently is in Afghanistan, where 

the United States and its allies intervened on behalf of the Northern Alliance and now support 

the current government against the Taliban. The US-led involvement in Iraq started as an 

interstate war with the foreign forces fighting to end Saddam Hussein’s regime, but in 2004 the 

conflict shifted to a civil conflict in which the United States and its allies are militarily supporting 

the current government in its fight against rebel forces. Earlier examples of internationalized 

intrastate conflicts include the American intervention in South Vietnam in the 1960s and early 

1970s and the Cuban presence in Angola in the 1970s and 1980s. France’s reinstatement of Léon 

M’ba as president of Gabon in 1964 was a smaller-scale internationalized intrastate conflict.
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As the Cuban example shows, intervening countries can be non-major powers. North 

and South Vietnam (and later the Socialist Republic of Vietnam) played a major role in the 

Cambodian civil war throughout the 1970s and 1980s, while the armed forces of a major 

power, the US, were also involved. In the DRC the armies of several neighbouring countries 

fought in the civil war in the late 1990s and early 2000s without the presence of a major power.

As we will show in the following section, civil wars with foreign military support differ 

from other intrastate conflicts in a number of ways. Most notably, they are on average twice as 

deadly as conflicts in which no external powers are involved.

Intervention is Associated with Intensified and Prolonged Conflict
The trend data on internationalized intrastate conflicts show a strong positive correlation 

between external involvement in a conflict and that conflict’s battle-death toll, but this does 

not necessarily mean that the former caused the latter. The involvement of foreign combat 

troops and their weaponry in a civil war clearly has the potential to increase fatalities, but it may 

also be the case that foreign military support is more likely in conflicts that are already deadly.

The internationalized intrastate conflict in Iraq from 2004 to 2009 resulted in much higher 

battle-death tolls than any previous civil conflict 

in Iraq. In this conflict there is no doubt that 

the intervention was one of the major drivers 

of the huge death toll in the country. In other 

cases the pre-existing level of organized vio-

lence prompted the intervention that eventu-

ally stopped the fighting. Cases in point are the 

intervention of the US-led coalition in Kosovo in 

1999 and the UK deployment of combat troops 

in Sierra Leone in 2000. 

Surprisingly little systematic research has been done on the impact of external military 

support on conflict intensity. The limited findings so far provide little more than confirmation 

that external support is usually associated with high battle-death tolls, but quantitative analy-

ses tend not to draw strong conclusions about causality. 

Bethany Lacina, of the University of Rochester, finds that “[a] strong predictor that a civil 

war will be severe is the availability of foreign assistance to the combatants”—but her findings 

do not include an analysis of external military support in civil conflicts since the end of the Cold 

War.16 More recently, Kristine Eck, of Uppsala University, has found that the risk of conflict 

escalation—i.e., of higher death tolls— “increases by 192 percent if an external state intervenes 

militarily on the side of the rebels,” suggesting that this is because “obtaining troops and 

military resources from an external state” increases the “strength of the rebel organization.”17

A number of researchers have examined the impact of external military support on the 

duration of conflict. Patrick Regan, of Binghamton University, who has done extensive research 

on different types of intervention, finds for example that “longer running conflicts tend to have 

The limited research 
findings provide little 
more than confirmation 
that external support is 
usually associated with 
high battle-death tolls.
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more outside interventions.” But again, he notes that the research design of his study “cannot 

discriminate between the cause and effect.”18

Some researchers argue that a one-sided intervention may increase the probability of vic-

tory for the warring party that receives the support and that this will shorten the conflict,19 but 

this claim is contested.20 Most agree that intervention leading to a balance of power between 

the warring parties is likely to prolong conflicts since neither side will have the forces necessary 

to defeat the other.21

David Cunningham, of the University of Maryland, offers a somewhat different perspec-

tive, finding that the effect of external military interventions on conflict duration results from 

cases “in which the intervener has an independent agenda.” He argues that if there are separate 

agendas to be satisfied, the conflict will consequently be more difficult to settle.22

Cunningham uses the example of South African and Cuban involvement in Angola’s 

civil war to illustrate how the presence of an external party can be an important obstacle to 

peace: with the winding down of the Cold War in the late 1980s, the political imperatives that 

had led South Africa23 to support the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola 

(UNITA) rebels and the Cuban government to support the left-oriented Angolan government 

lost their salience. Following an agreement in 1988, Cuban and South African forces withdrew. 

As Cunningham notes, this “paved the way for an internal peace agreement in Angola in 1991, 

albeit one that broke down a few years later.”24

In December 2011 UCDP released a new dataset that provides more information on 

the involvement of foreign powers in wars. This includes the provision of both military and  

economic assistance by external actors. UCDP’s Therese Pettersson reviewed the new data, 

and preliminary findings “suggest that there is a positive relationship between external support  

and conflict intensity.”25

Are Internationalized Intrastate Conflicts a Growing Threat?
Many scholars see military intervention in civil wars as a phenomenon associated primarily 

with the security politics of the Cold War. Bethany Lacina, for example, examines the impact 

of military assistance on conflict severity by comparing the death tolls of conflicts that started 

during the Cold War with those that started subsequently.26 She finds that conflicts that started 

during the Cold War had 1.8 times as many battle deaths as compared to the post-Cold War 

era.27 This makes intuitive sense: the high-stakes geopolitics of the Cold War drove many 

proxy wars—conflicts in which the US and the Soviet Union (or their allies) supported warring 

parties in the developing world. Support related to the ideology of the Cold War, which was 

often associated with extremely high death tolls, ended with the Cold War. 

But while this might suggest that internationalized intrastate conflict numbers should 

have declined in the aftermath of the Cold War, the reverse has been true. The number of for-

eign military interventions in civil wars over the past two decades has actually increased, while 

the number of intrastate conflicts with no such intervention has decreased substantially. In the 

new millennium the number of conflicts in which external forces have intervened militarily 
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is 70 percent higher than in the 1980s, the last decade of the Cold War.28 Therese Pettersson, 

using UCDP’s new data on external support, finds that the proportion of “active conflicts with 

external troop involvement” has gone from an average of 12 percent during the Cold War, to 7 

percent in the 1990s, and up to 16 percent in the new millennium. If sustained, the rise in both 

the number and percentage of conflicts with external military intervention in recent years is a 

cause for concern.29

As the number of internationalized intrastate conflicts increased over the past two decades, 

their average deadliness showed no discernible upward or downward trend. As Figure 5.8 

demonstrates, internationalized intrastate conflicts have remained, on average, deadlier than 

other intrastate conflicts throughout most of the post-Cold War period. The difference peaks in 

1997, a year in which external military support was recorded in only two intrastate conflicts.30 

The civil wars in the DRC (“Congo-Kinshasa”) and in the neighbouring Republic of Congo 

(“Congo-Brazzaville”) each resulted in several thousands of battle deaths that year.

Figure 5.8 Death Tolls in Intrastate and Internationalized  

Intrastate Conflicts, 1989–2009
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.

Intrastate conflicts with external military support on one side have been dead-

lier, on average, than those without. The dramatic spike in 1997 was due to 

deadly conflicts in the DRC and in the Republic of Congo.

While there are civil conflicts with no foreign military support that are quite deadly, this 

analysis shows that, on average, conflicts that do involve external armed forces tend to be 

deadlier. The number of these conflicts, and the proportion of all armed conflicts that involve 

foreign military support, appears to be increasing. Even though the limited evidence available 

does not prove that military intervention causes deadlier conflicts—foreign militaries may be 

more likely to intervene in already deadly wars—it does suggest that a significant risk of esca-

lation may be associated with intervention on behalf of a party to a conflict.
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The Surprising Deadliness of Minor Power Intervention
Since the end of World War II, France, the UK, the US, and Russia (USSR) have each shown 

the ability to independently project power over significant distances.31 These four countries, 

which here we consider the major powers, have repeatedly dispatched military forces overseas 

to assist governments or rebels in fighting civil wars around the world.32 Some of these 

interventions—such as those by the US in Vietnam and the Soviets in Afghanistan—have been 

associated with hundreds of thousands of battle deaths.

It is not surprising that major power interventions, which add highly trained troops and 

sophisticated weapons systems into ongoing civil wars, are sometimes associated with high 

battle-death tolls. What is surprising is that military interventions by minor powers are, in 

many cases, associated with battle-death tolls that are just as high.33

For example, the internationalized intrastate conflict in Angola involved the armed forces 

of Cuba, South Africa, and the DRC—none of which are here considered major powers. The 

conflict caused over 1,000 battle deaths every year from 1975 to 1989. This minor power inter-

vention is far more deadly than some examples of major power intervention. The Russian 

intervention in Georgia’s South Ossetia region in 2008 was associated with hundreds, not 

thousands, of battle deaths, while even fewer fatalities were recorded in the context of the UK’s 

intervention in Sierra Leone in 2000. 

High-profile major power interventions that 

cause extremely high death tolls—from Vietnam 

to Afghanistan—capture most of the media’s 

attention. But, in fact, minor power interventions 

in civil wars are more often associated with high 

death tolls than major power interventions.

Some 61 percent of minor power inter-

ventions—by which we mean external military 

support that does not involve any of the major 

powers—in civil wars since 1946 were associated with battle-death tolls that crossed the high-

intensity, thousand-battle-death threshold for a year or more. Over the same period, just half 

of the intrastate conflicts in which major powers intervened crossed this threshold.

Conclusion
Some scholars have suggested that international military interventions are an effective means 

of ending civil wars. Ann Hironaka, for example, argues that “decisive external intervention” 

represents a “promising possibility” to end civil wars, citing the NATO missions in Bosnia-

Herzegovina and Kosovo as examples.34 The doctrine of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P), 

which was endorsed in principle by the UN General Assembly in 2005, also envisages the 

possibility of Security Council-mandated military interventions by the international community 

to protect civilians from war crimes, genocides, or other gross violations of human rights, which 

tend to occur during civil wars. 

Major power interventions, 
which add troops and 
weapons to civil wars,  
are often associated with 
high death tolls.
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However, we have shown in this chapter that the support of foreign military forces for 

a warring party in a civil conflict is very generally associated with higher death tolls than is  

the case where there is no intervention. While in some cases military intervention can save 

lives, the reality is that we know very little about the necessary conditions for successful  

military interventions. 

By contrast, there is much evidence to suggest that international efforts to resolve conflicts 

through diplomacy, negotiations, and peace operations have overall been successful in reduc-

ing the number of wars worldwide—as we have discussed in detail in the last Human Security 

Report.35 The following chapter analyzes trends in the duration and termination of civil wars and 

argues, among other things, that the large increase in the number of peacemaking and peace-

building efforts since the end of the Cold War has helped make recent conflicts less persistent.
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Persistent Armed Conflict: An Increasing Threat?36

It is now widely accepted that the number of armed conflicts has declined substantially over the 

last two decades. But there are warnings of serious and even growing causes for concern: that wars 

are lasting longer than before and that, even when wars stop, violent conflict is increasingly likely 

to recur. In short, it is argued conflicts are becoming more difficult to resolve.37

This bleak assessment has certainly received support from some influential conflict 

researchers. For example, James Fearon asserted in 2004 that “the average duration of civil wars 

in progress has been steadily increasing throughout the postwar period, reaching almost 16 years 

in 1999.”38 Paul Collier and colleagues, as well as Ann Hironaka, have made similar claims.39  

If it is indeed the case that conflicts are lasting longer on average, then this is bad news for 

efforts to end them.

It is true that numerous conflicts have remained unresolved for decades. The conflict 

between Israel and the Palestinians was recorded as active for 58 of the 64 years from 1946 to 

2009, the period covered by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) and Peace Research 

Institute Oslo (PRIO) datasets on which we primarily rely for our analyses. Other conflicts that 

have lasted decades include those in Burma, the Philippines, and Colombia. And even civil 

wars in Algeria, India, and elsewhere that started more recently—in the 1980s or 1990s—have 

already continued for more than a decade.

An additional cause for concern is that in an increasing share of instances where conflicts 

have stopped, the violence starts up again within a short time. The World Bank World Development 

Report (WDR) noted in 2011 that repeated cycles of violence and recurring civil wars have become 

“a dominant form of armed conflict in the world today,” pointing out that “90 percent of conflicts 

initiated in the 21st century were in countries that had already had a civil war.”40

ch  a pter     6

Dean Chapman / Panos Pictures. Burma.
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If these analyses are correct—if conflicts are becoming much more protracted, more likely 

to restart once stopped and therefore more difficult to resolve—this raises an important ques-

tion. Were the vast number of international initiatives that were launched after the end of the 

Cold War to stop conflicts and prevent them from starting again as effective as the Human 

Security Report Project (HSRP) and others have argued?

However, while recognizing that conflict persistence is an important policy issue, we argue 

in this chapter that a closer examination of the data reveals a considerably more encourag-

ing picture than other authors suggest. Most of today’s conflict episodes are relatively short; 

long-lasting conflicts are increasingly the exception rather than the rule. Persistent conflicts 

are often very small in scale, and the higher rates of recurrence of conflict result in large part 

because conflicts have become more difficult to win—but not necessarily more difficult to 

resolve. An increasing proportion of conflicts is terminated by negotiated settlements, the 

majority of which prevent the recurrence of violence. We further find that even when peace 

deals collapse, the death toll due to subsequent fighting is dramatically reduced. 

Defining and Measuring Conflict Persistence
What do we mean by conflict persistence? Generally, concern about armed conflicts arises not 

because governments and their non-state rivals have serious disputes, but primarily because 

they attempt to resolve such disputes through armed violence, which is highly destructive 

and disruptive. Simply speaking, a persistent conflict is therefore one that involves many years  

of fighting.

Conflicts that have resulted in armed com-

bat for long periods without interruption are 

persistent according to this definition, but so 

too are those that repeatedly stop and then start 

again, accumulating many years of fighting in 

the process. We therefore approach persistence 

from different angles, looking at the duration of 

armed conflicts, as well as rates of conflict recur-

rence. Findings on how long conflicts last and how frequently they recur, however, depend to 

some extent on how onsets and terminations of conflicts are defined. 

Most studies on conflict duration and recurrence focus on civil wars—or intrastate conflicts 

as they are defined in the datasets used here—because they are not only the most common type 

of conflict but also the most persistent. Following this practice, the chapter will also be limited to 

conflicts that occur within rather than between states.41 An armed intrastate conflict in UCDP/

PRIO terms consists of state forces fighting one or more rebel groups over either government 

power or the control of a certain territory, leading to at least 25 battle deaths per year.

But how do we distinguish between a new conflict and a recurrence? And what exactly 

does “uninterrupted” fighting mean? Does a cessation of hostilities lasting for a few years mark 

the end of a conflict or simply the end of an episode within the same armed struggle? 

Studies on duration and 
recurrence focus on civil 
wars because they are the 
most common conflict type 
and the most persistent.
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Some researchers consider a conflict terminated when it causes fewer than 1,000 battle 

deaths within a calendar year; others apply lower casualty thresholds and require a two-year 

break in the fighting to qualify as a termination.42 One dataset may record certain events as a 

single long-lasting conflict, another might count the same events as a series of violent episodes 

within one conflict, while a third may count these events as two separate conflicts. Trends and 

analytical findings based on these definitions differ as a result.

The UCDP/PRIO armed conflict dataset 

and the related UCDP conflict terminations  

dataset that we primarily use here avoid this 

problem by allowing the study of both distinct 

episodes of fighting as well as conflicts consist-

ing of several such episodes of fighting between 

the same actors or over the same issues.43

The datasets code a conflict as active for 

each year in which it results in at least 25 battle 

deaths. When the conflict’s death toll falls below this threshold for one calendar year—and 

thus the fighting is interrupted—this marks the end of a conflict episode.44

Even when the fighting dies down below this death-toll threshold, the conflict is not  

necessarily over. The dispute between Israel and the Lebanese group Hezbollah, for example, 

was last active (using the UCDP/PRIO definition) in 2006, but few would argue that the 

conflict—the core antagonism between the rival parties—is really over. The cessation of 

hostilities in 2006 is counted in the UCDP/PRIO dataset as the end of an episode. If violence 

breaks out again between these two parties, the dataset will list a new episode within the same 

conflict. A new conflict, on the other hand, is recorded when fighting erupts between any two 

parties over an issue that was not previously contested.

The UCDP terminations dataset records, as precisely as possible, start and end dates for 

all conflict episodes.45 The dataset includes information about the outcome of conflict episodes: 

this can be a peace agreement, a ceasefire, a victory, or—if a conflict falls below the battle-

death threshold without a decisive event—“low or no activity” (which in the following we refer 

to as “other terminations”).46

All of these termination types can mark the end of a conflict—or merely an interruption of 

the fighting. Some of the communist insurgencies in East Asia, for example, dropped below the 

battle-death threshold without an outright victory or a peace settlement but never started up 

again. In Afghanistan, on the other hand, the conflict halted for a short while due to the victory 

of the US- and NATO-backed “Northern Alliance” over the Taliban government in 2001. The 

Taliban have since regrouped and the violence has resumed.

The UCDP/PRIO data allow us to study the duration of armed conflicts, whether as  

continuous episodes of fighting or in terms of the total number of years that an intermittent 

dispute results in battle deaths. We can also track patterns in how conflict episodes end and 

whether or how often they recur. This enables our analysis of persistent conflict to look at both 

When the conflict’s battle-
death toll falls below 25 
deaths for one calendar 
year, this marks the end  
of a conflict episode.
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conflicts that last for many years without interruption and conflicts that result in a substantial 

number of years of warfare spread out over periods of intermittent violent struggle. 

This definition includes long-running, uninterrupted conflicts such as the civil war in 

Colombia, which has been active in each year since 1964, as well as intermittent struggles such 

as the conflict over the Cabinda territory in Angola, which has broken out in seven episodes of 

deadly violence since 1989, adding up to nine conflict years in total. In both cases, we have a 

record of many years of armed clashes, but different patterns of violence. 

We use the term persistent conflict to include all forms of intrastate conflict that result in 

more than 25 battle deaths per year over a prolonged time period. The definition includes some 

conflicts that have seen resolution attempts, but persistent conflicts are not necessarily “intrac-

table”;47 instead, many may persist simply because no real effort has been put into ending them. 

Are Conflicts Really Lasting Longer than Before?
In 2003 Paul Collier found evidence that “decade by decade, civil wars have been getting  

longer.”48 This widely accepted finding appears to be supported by other studies: James Fearon, 

for example, points out that the average duration of civil wars has almost trebled since the 

1960s.49 The UCDP/PRIO dataset, which use a slightly different definition of armed conflict, 

reveal a less consistent trend, but the duration of civil wars still shows an increase over the 

same period.

Due to the different definitions and datasets, Fearon’s numbers are not directly comparable 

with ours. But we argue that this way of measuring trends in duration represents in any case 

only one part of the picture. A significant problem arises because figures such as those relied 

upon by Fearon are affected by a strong upward 

bias over time. The average duration of ongoing 

conflicts is skewed upward by the longer-

running conflicts or conflict episodes.50 Short 

conflicts or conflict episodes will be factored 

into the average as long as they are active.  

But once they stop, they cease to be part of the 

sample and their duration will not affect the 

average the following year, while the longer-

running conflicts keep pushing the average up. 

Thus, as long as some persistent conflicts remain, the average duration of conflicts in 

progress will go up in most years. Understanding what determines the persistence of these 

conflicts is important, but as Roy Licklider observed, long-running conflicts are clearly not the 

norm but rather outliers.51 And even though Fearon’s measure correctly shows that the world 

has a significant number of persistent conflicts today, it tells us little about how this compares 

to other time periods. 

Focusing on the most persistent cases does not allow us to analyze whether more or fewer 

conflicts are now persistent than before. It also does not tell us enough about whether changes 

Understanding what 
determines the persistence 
of long-running conflicts 
is important. Yet these 
conflicts are clearly not  
the norm.
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in the ways that conflicts are fought and brought to an end have affected their persistence. 

These are, however, critical questions for the design and evaluation of policy responses. 

A Different Perspective Reveals a Decline in Conflict Duration
To understand whether, at any given time, more or fewer conflicts are becoming persistent, it is 

useful to look at the average duration of conflicts and conflict episodes that started in the same 

year or the same time period. Unlike other metrics, this ensures that persistent conflicts are not 

given more weight than other conflicts. 

When viewed from this angle, the data 

show that there is ample reason to doubt that 

most conflicts are lasting longer than they used 

to. In fact, the average duration of conflict epi-

sodes, sorted by start date, shows a clear down-

ward trend. Episodes starting in the 1970s lasted 

almost seven years on average, but the aver-

age duration dropped to around four years in 

the 1980s. By the end of that decade, the aver-

age duration was around three years and has 

remained roughly at the same level since.52 The drop in duration is slightly larger when we 

count entire conflicts rather than just episodes.53

We must be careful, however: measuring trends in duration based on start dates also 

contains a bias. In this case, it is downward: a conflict episode that started in 1950, for example, 

could theoretically have lasted 60 years by the year 2009—the most current entry in the 

dataset—while the maximum duration of an episode starting in 2006 would be four years. The 

most recent conflicts may only appear to be short at this stage because we cannot look into the 

future to determine their end dates.

But the sharp decline in the duration of 

conflict episodes—by more than half—around 

the mid-1980s is too steep to be wholly the result 

of this bias. Not only did some long-standing 

conflicts end during the late 1980s but the 

proportion of civil conflicts lasting longer than 

average has declined significantly since the 1980s.

Long Periods of Fighting Have Become Less Common 
These two different ways of calculating the average duration of civil wars both have their 

limitations, as shown above. Another way to track how civil war duration has changed over 

time is to determine how many of the conflicts that started each year eventually exceed a 

specified length. When applied to uninterrupted episodes of fighting, this measure shows 

no bias over time, since each episode has the same chance of reaching the threshold. If the 

By the end of the 1980s, 
the average duration of an 
episode was around three 
years and has remained 
roughly the same since.

To understand whether 
persistence is increasing, 
it is useful to look at the 
duration of conflicts and 
conflict episodes that 
started in the same period.
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proportion of conflict episodes that are longer than the specified length has risen over time, 

then this clearly indicates an increase in conflict persistence. 

Civil war episodes since the end of World War II have lasted on average approximately 

four years and three months. We therefore applied a threshold of five years to capture conflict 

episodes that have been longer than average.54 The results are shown in Figure 6.1. 

Figure 6.1 Percent of Intrastate Conflict Episodes  

Lasting Five or More Years, 1946–2004
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.57

Conflict episodes lasting five or more years have become less common in recent 

decades. Since the percentage figures show strong year-to-year fluctuations, 

the moving average helps uncover the broad underlying trend.

The trend line in Figure 6.1 shows that onsets of conflict episodes that lasted five years 

or more have clearly become less common in recent years. Their share was highest during 

the 1970s, when almost half of all conflict episodes resulted in five or more years of fighting. 

This was followed by a decline during the 1980s and, since the 1990s, the share of longer-

than-average episodes of conflict has remained lower at approximately 20 percent.55 In other 

words, roughly 80 percent of the more recent conflict outbreaks were followed by less than 

five years of continuous fighting. The fact that this figure is significantly higher than during 

the preceding decades counters claims that there has been a general increase in conflict 

duration. Recent conflict episodes appear to be less persistent, not more, than those that 

started earlier.56

The duration of uninterrupted conflict episodes gives just one indication of trends in con-

flict persistence. As explained above, many conflicts stop and start up again after a short break 

in the fighting. The downward trend shown in Figure 6.1 is confirmed, however, if we look at 

the cumulative duration of conflicts—i.e., if we consider all conflicts that resulted in a total of 

five or more active years that may have been interrupted by a period of inactivity. Application 



H U MA  N  S E C U R It  y  rep   o rt   2 0 1 2170

p a r t  I I  ch   a pter     6

of other thresholds as a way of testing the strength of this conclusion does not significantly 

alter the trend.58

Results drawn from data that include inter-

mittent conflicts may change in the future if 

more conflicts break out in violence again. Still, 

the fact that the downward trend in onsets of 

longer-than-average conflicts and conflict epi-

sodes is consistent even when the data are 

examined in various ways undermines claims 

that conflicts are generally lasting longer and 

longer, and counters warnings that persistent 

conflict is an increasing threat. 

Summing Up: Conflict Duration Is Not Generally on the Rise
Our analysis demonstrates that different ways of looking at changes in conflict duration over time 

reveal different trends in conflict persistence. All of these findings convey important messages.

There is no question that a significant number of persistent conflicts exists today. 

Twelve—or 18 percent—of the 65 civil conflicts recorded between 2000 and 2009 were active 

in every single year of that decade. This includes the chronic violence in parts of Ethiopia 

(Oromiya), in Algeria, India (Assam and Kashmir), and Colombia. These persistent conflicts 

pose major challenges and, as discussed above, they drive up the average duration of conflicts 

in progress.

These cases are, however, not necessarily representative of overall patterns. Civil wars that 

have persisted for decades are often difficult to resolve and, obviously, get longer every year. 

But this does not suggest that conflict persistence in general is a bigger problem than it was 

during previous periods. 

Our analysis shows that the conflict episodes 

that have started recently tend to be short. The 

overwhelming majority of episodes of fighting 

that started since the end of the Cold War have 

been brief. As we have shown, the proportion of 

conflict episodes that are shorter than five years 

increased significantly during the 1980s. 

Many of the conflicts active today have 

multiple episodes, stopping and starting again. 

We will take a closer look at recurrences in the 

remainder of the chapter. However, the trend towards shorter duration in recent conflicts dis-

cussed above still holds true when we add up the total number of active years spread over a 

number of episodes. The trend revealed in Figure 6.1 does not, therefore, result simply from 

the fact that today’s conflicts tend to split into many short episodes. More than a third of the 

Recent conflict episodes 
appear to be less 
persistent, not more, than 
those that started earlier. 
Roughly 80 percent lasted 
less than five years.

Conflicts that have 
persisted for decades are 
difficult to resolve. This 
does not suggest that 
persistence is becoming  
a bigger problem.
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conflicts that started since the end of the Cold War have been both short and nonrecurring—in 

other words, they are far from persistent.

Yet, the tendency of many contemporary conflicts to stop and start again after a short 

lull in fighting is a reality as well. Approximately half the conflicts that started during the 

1990s had more than a single episode. Understanding why conflicts start up again after a halt  

is therefore crucial for explaining trends in conflict persistence and for the design of policies 

aimed at peacemaking. The following section takes a closer look at how conflicts end  

and recur.

Increases in Conflict Recurrence
Conflict relapse has become characteristic of today’s civil wars. The UCDP armed conflict 

termination data clearly demonstrate that a substantial number of today’s conflicts are 

“on-and-off affairs”59 and that the recurrence 

rate of violent conflict is higher now than at 

any time since World War II: 60 percent of the 

conflict terminations between 2000 and 2004 

were followed by renewed violence in less than 

five years. 

Judging solely by the increase in the rate 

of civil war recurrence, we might be tempted to 

conclude that there is much cause for alarm. If, 

however, our major reason for concern about 

armed conflicts is the death and destruction 

they cause, then a closer look at the data on conflict recurrence reveals that the trend has some 

reassuring elements. Most importantly, as we explain below, it is very often the case that the 

conflicts that recur are relatively small and less deadly, not the ones that are responsible for the 

majority of battle deaths.

In 2011 the WDR observed that the overwhelming majority of the conflicts currently active 

are recurrences of violence. In fact, the report finds that “every civil war that began since 2003 

was in a country that had a previous civil war.”60

Figure 6.2 confirms this finding by presenting a similar measure. The number of onsets 

of new conflicts—i.e., conflicts that have not been recorded before—was lower between 

2000 and 2009 than in any other decade in the post–World War II period. Outbreaks of 

new conflicts peaked in the 1990s, with 46 new conflicts, and dropped to just 13 in the first 

years of the new millennium, a reduction by more than two-thirds. Although the number of 

old conflicts erupting into new episodes of violent conflict dropped by about one-third over  

the same period, this number remained at a very high level. The share of recurrences for 

the years from 2000 to 2009 exceeded those of the Cold War decades by a factor of roughly 

two or more. Recurrences of earlier civil wars now make up almost 80 percent of all conflict 

episode outbreaks. 

Though the number of  
old conflicts erupting into 
new conflict episodes 
dropped by one-third  
from the 1990s to the 
2000s, it remained at  
a very high level.
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Figure 6.2 New versus Recurring Intrastate Conflicts, 1950–2009
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.

Conflicts that recur after a short interruption of the fighting have become very 

frequent since the end of the Cold War. Yet, encouragingly, the number of new 

conflict onsets declined sharply after a peak in the 1990s.

Not all of the messages that Figure 6.2 conveys are cause for concern. On the positive  

side, the drop in the number of new outbreaks of conflict suggests that fewer disputes, 

whether over territorial autonomy or over who should control government, are turning violent.  

If instead there was a larger number of new conflicts today, this would certainly be bad news 

for prevention efforts. 

What is more, we have to keep in mind that for a conflict to recur, it first has to stop. 

The large number of recurring wars must therefore also be seen in the context of the many 

conflict terminations since the late 1980s. The 

fact that so many conflicts have terminated is 

encouraging, but this naturally resulted in more 

post-conflict settings that always involve a risk 

of violence recurring.

But the increased number of episodes 

where violent conflict recurs after a lull remains 

a concern, because it indicates that terminations 

of intrastate conflicts have become less stable. 

The proportion of terminations that are followed by renewed violence in less than five years 

has shown a substantial and steady increase over the last 40 or so years. Figure 6.3 demon-

strates that the rate of recurrence has now reached 60 percent, a more than threefold increase 

compared to the 1960s.61 In the first half-decade of the new millennium, the risk of recurrence 

increased by more than one-third compared to the 1990s.

The drop in new conflicts 
suggests that fewer 
disputes, whether over 
territory or government, 
are turning violent.
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Figure 6.3 The Rate of Recurrence in Intrastate Conflicts, 1950–2004
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.

Of the intrastate conflicts that had stopped, the proportion that restarted in 

under five years has increased significantly since the 1960s. Although this is a 

concern, the recurring conflicts tend to be less deadly.

Civil Wars Have Become Difficult to Win 
Conflict episodes can end in a number of different ways, and some endings are far less stable 

than others. The prime reason why there is a higher rate of recurrence of violence today is that 

less stable types of outcomes have become—relatively—much more common. For reasons we 

explain below, this change is not as big a cause for concern as it may seem.

As mentioned above, the UCDP terminations dataset records whether a conflict episode 

ends in a victory or a negotiated settlement, which can be a peace agreement or a ceasefire. 

Conflicts that drop below the 25-deaths activity threshold without a settlement or the defeat of 

one party fall into the “other” category.62

Victories have long been known to be the 

most stable type of outcome.63 Table 6.1 shows 

that between 1950 and 2004, less than 20 per-

cent of the conflicts terminated by victories 

recurred in less than five years. In most cases, 

victory prevents renewed fighting because the 

defeated side simply lacks the capability to con-

tinue the struggle. 

By contrast, where hostilities cease as a result of negotiations, both parties often retain 

their capacity to continue to fight. Given this, and given that the experience of war usually 

increases suspicion, fear, and mutual antipathy between the parties, it is not surprising that 

between 1950 and 2004, twice as many ceasefires (38.2 percent) and nearly twice as many 

The reason for the higher 
rate of recurrence of 
violence today is that less 
stable types of outcomes 
are more common.
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peace agreements (32.4 percent) as victories (18.3 percent) were followed by renewed violence 

within five years. 

Table 6.1 also clearly demonstrates that fighting is most likely to recur when a conflict epi-

sode ends with neither victory nor negotiated settlement. In most cases where a conflict dies 

down without a victory or settlement, there is merely a lull in the fighting, followed by renewed 

violence within a few years. 

There are cases where conflicts taper off and 

do not start up again because the rebels quietly 

give up the fight. This happened, for instance, 

in Thailand, where the small communist insur-

gency ended in the 1980s. The rebels were not 

decisively defeated, nor was there a peace deal, 

but the conflict has not recurred since.

Yet, this is the exception rather than the 

rule. Between 1950 and 2004, almost 60 percent 

of conflict terminations that fell into the “other” category were followed by renewed violence in 

less than five years. The figure for the early years of the new millennium was nearly 80 percent.

The data presented here show that the risk of conflict recurrence differs considerably for 

various types of conflict outcomes. But they also demonstrate that the relative frequency of 

these different outcomes has changed significantly over time. Figure 6.4 displays victories, 

negotiated settlements, and “other terminations” as a percentage of the total conflict termina-

tions in each decade since 1950. It reveals a major shift over time. 

Victories—the type of outcome least likely 

to be followed by a recurrence of violence—

were by far the most common form of conflict 

termination from the 1950s through the 1970s. 

But civil wars have become much more difficult 

to win outright, and victories are becoming very 

rare.64 As Figure 6.4 illustrates, approximately 

only one in 10 of all terminations since 2000 has 

been a victory by one side over the other. 

The decline in the number of victories has coincided with a fairly steady increase in 

negotiated settlements (ceasefires or peace agreements). As Figure 6.4 shows, for each decade 

of the Cold War period, the share of conflicts ending with a peace agreement or a ceasefire was 

only 20 percent or less. Since then, however, the share has risen to almost 40 percent. 

Table 6.1 shows that in the majority of cases—68 percent for peace agreements and 62 

percent for ceasefires—negotiated settlements lead to a stable solution of the conflict. But nei-

ther peace agreements nor ceasefires reduce the risk of relapse into violent conflict as much as 

victories do. That the increase in the number of settlements relative to victories has contributed 

to a higher overall recurrence rate is therefore no surprise.

In most cases where a 
conflict dies down without 
a victory or settlement, 
there is merely a lull  
in fighting. 

68 percent of peace 
agreements and 62 percent 
of ceasefires recorded in 
the dataset led to a stable 
solution of the conflict.
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Figure 6.4 The Shift in How Intrastate Conflicts End, 1950–2004
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The share of intrastate conflicts ending in victories—the most stable termination  

type—has declined since the end of World War II. This has contributed to the 

recent elevated recurrence rates in recent years.

Note: Unlike the other line graphs in this section, which show yearly trends, these lines display changes from one 
decade to the next.

Figure 6.4, however, indicates another major change: unlike during most of the Cold War-

decades, the majority of today’s conflict episodes end without a clear outcome. In the 1980s, 

“other” terminations surpassed victories as the most common type of outcome. Since then, 

roughly half of all conflict terminations have been “other terminations,” involving neither out-

right victory nor a ceasefire or peace agreement. 

As explained above, these “other terminations” are far more likely to be followed by 

renewed violence. The change in how most conflicts terminate thus represents the single most 

important explanation for today’s high rate of recurrent violence. In fact, almost two-thirds of 

the recurrences since 1990 have been associated with “other” conflict terminations.

The data patterns discussed here clearly demonstrate that the rise in civil war recurrence 

rates is not because victories or negotiated settlements have become less stable over time. As we  

point out in the box on page 178-9, the data seem to suggest instead that peace agreements, 

at least, have recently become considerably more successful. There is also no clear trend for the 

stability of victories or for ceasefires.65 In other words, there is no general increase in recurrence 

rates of all types of terminations; instead, there is a change in the ways conflict episodes end. 

The Least Stable Terminations Occur in the Least Deadly Conflicts
Different types of conflict outcome not only have different risks of recurrence; they are also 

associated with different levels of lethality. Conflict episodes that end in victory are by far the 
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most deadly. In a sense this is not surprising, since military defeats almost by definition mean 

large death tolls. By contrast, conflict terminations that fall into the “other” category, compris-

ing the majority of all terminations today, have the lowest battle-death tolls. During the two 

decades since the end of the Cold War in 1989, the civil conflict episodes that terminated 

with neither victory nor a negotiated settlement had an average annual toll of less than 350 

battle deaths. The toll is two times higher for ceasefires, three times higher for conflicts settled 

through peace agreements, and seven times higher for conflict episodes that ended in victory. 

The comparatively small death tolls associated with the termination type that is most 

prone to conflict relapse suggest a link between low-intensity conflict and high recurrence 

rates. And there is, as we show below, evidence to support the view that the limited scope of 

conflicts can favour persistence. 

We note that the definitions of conflicts and conflict terminations may partially explain the 

finding that low-intensity conflicts are more likely to stop and start up again. If a conflict only 

accounts for a few dozen codable battle deaths and thus hovers just above the threshold of 25 

battle deaths a year, not much needs to change for it to be coded as inactive in one year and as 

starting up again in the next. A high-intensity conflict, on the other hand, killing 1,000 people 

per year, will require significant changes in the conflict dynamics for the toll to fall below 25 

battle deaths.

If the high recurrence rate of low-intensity conflicts were only an artifact of the coding of 

the data, the finding would be of little value. However, there is evidently more to it. Research 

based on a new dataset indicates that contemporary conflicts significantly affect only a small 

fraction of a country’s territory.66 It is often these small conflicts that are also the most persis-

tent conflicts of recent decades.

Thirty-eight percent of the conflicts that 

recorded three or more episodes over the last 

two decades had average death tolls of less than 

100 casualties per year. These include the con-

flicts in Angola over the territory of Cabinda, the 

struggle between the government of Eritrea and 

Islamist rebels based along the Sudanese border, 

and the conflict over Tripura in India. Only four conflicts with more than two episodes—the 

conflicts over government power in Pakistan, Somalia, and in the Republic of Congo (“Congo-

Brazzaville”), as well as the conflict in Sri Lanka—had an average annual death toll of more 

than 1,000. 

Many of the conflicts with the highest number of cumulative years of fighting since 1989 

are also of relatively limited scale, both in terms of intensity and geographical scope. India’s 

insurgencies in Assam, Manipur, and Bodoland have each accumulated between 15 and 20 

years of conflict but resulted in average annual death tolls lower than 100. There are, of course, 

a small number of long-lasting conflicts that are also quite deadly, including the civil wars 

in Afghanistan, Sudan, and Sri Lanka, each of which has claimed more than 1,000 lives per 

Contemporary intrastate 
conflicts significantly affect 
only a small fraction of a 
country’s territory.



H U MA  N  S E C U R It  y  rep   o rt   2 0 1 2178

p a r t  I I  ch   a pter     6

There are different forms of negotiated settlements that show a varying risk of conflict 

recurrence: ceasefires and peace agreements.68 These settlements differ in the degree to which 

they address the root causes of the conflict. Unlike ceasefires, peace agreements include con-

crete steps to resolve the issues at stake between the warring parties.69 As might be expected, 

their failure rate is slightly lower, with 32 percent of peace agreements being followed by 

recurring violence between 1950 and 2004 compared to 38 percent of ceasefires (see Table 6.1 

on page 45). 

Even though this is a significant failure rate, most settlements recorded in our dataset 

succeed in ending the conflict.70 And, as the last Human Security Report pointed out, there is 

evidence to suggest that peace agreements became more stable in the new millennium.71 

When we read that peace agreements have “failed,” we might conclude that the peace 

process is reversed entirely and the affected country relapses into full-scale war with no 

diminution of deaths. This would be a mistake.

Not everyone goes back to war after a failed settlement. On the contrary, when renewed 

violence occurs after a peace deal, it sometimes involves rebel groups that did not sign the 

agreement in the first place. In other cases, only one of several signatories resumes the 

fighting. The data show that two warring parties who have signed a peace agreement rarely go 

back to war with each other.72 Put differently, the recurrence of violence does not always mean 

that the settlement was a failure since crucial conflict actors usually stick to the agreement 

despite the presence of spoilers.

A Dramatic, but Little Noticed, Reduction of Violence

That the collapse of an agreement does not always mean complete failure is even more evi-

dent when we look at the intensity of the fighting: wars that restart after peace agreements 

virtually always experience a significant reduction in death tolls. In 10 out of the 11 collapsed 

peace agreements between 1989 and 2004 the annual death toll was lower after the conflict 

restarted. Peace agreements, in other words, save lives, not only by stopping hostilities, but 

also by reducing the level of violence if the conflict recurs.

That peace agreements are associated with significant reductions in battle deaths, how-

ever, stands in contrast to the work of other authors. In 2010, for example, Harvard University’s 

Even Failed Peace Agreements Save Lives

Today a greater share of conflicts is brought to a halt through negotiated 

settlements than at any time since the end of World War II. But about a third of 

peace agreements have broken down in less than five years. So, it might seem 

that peace agreements are an ineffective means of ending civil conflicts.67 In fact, 

there is strong evidence that the opposite is true. 
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Monica Duffy Toft claimed that “the empirical evidence … does not support the normative 

argument that negotiated settlements save lives.”73 Her definition of “negotiated settlement” 

is similar to what we refer to here as a peace agreement.

Professor Toft maintains that wars with failed settlements have higher death tolls com-

pared with the average for all recurring conflicts including victories.74 Yet, Toft’s analysis does 

not permit the conclusion that such higher death tolls are, as she argues, “costs of negoti-

ated settlements.”75 Her comparison tells us only that, in her sample, negotiated settlements 

occurred in conflicts that are on average more deadly than other recurring conflicts. Nothing in 

her results suggests that the higher death tolls actually resulted from the peace settlements.76 

A better way to test how different types of terminations may have an impact on death 

tolls in conflicts that subsequently recur is to compare the death toll before a conflict stops 

and after it recurs. As shown in Figure 6.5, the evidence from more recent and fine-grained 

data than Professor Toft uses clearly suggests that the intensity of the fighting decreases most 

dramatically when conflicts recur after a peace agreement.77

Figure 6.5 Battle-Death Tolls and Termination Types  

in Recurring Intrastate Conflicts, 1989–2009
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Although peace agreements are less stable than victories, they lead to a much 

greater reduction in battle deaths. Ceasefires do little to stem the violence, 

while conflicts that taper off show no improvement.

As Figure 6.5 demonstrates, the reduction in deadliness associated with peace agree-

ments is very large. The average annual death tolls of civil conflicts drop by more than 80 

percent when they recur after a peace agreement. The percentage decline is only half as big for 

victories, while death tolls for ceasefires and other terminations show little change. 
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year on average. But aside from these few cases even the more deadly persistent conflicts are 

usually limited relative to the size of the countries in which they take place. These conflicts 

typically do not engulf entire nations but are concentrated in smaller areas. Examples are the 

conflict in Northern Uganda, and in Turkey over Kurdistan.

This raises a question with important policy implications: why are small conflicts so per-

sistent, in terms both of protracted low-level fighting and of high rates of recurrence?

The Persistence of Small Conflicts 
We have seen that types of conflict terminations differ markedly in their rates of recurrence, 

and that the least stable outcomes and some of the longest-running conflicts are associated 

with very low death tolls. As we show in this section, there is a plausible explanation supported 

by recent scholarship: the smaller a conflict is, the fewer incentives there are for the parties to 

end the fighting.

Some conflicts are characterized by both 

persistence and a high intensity of fighting, as 

in Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo (DRC), Somalia, and Sri Lanka. But many 

of the persistent civil wars active today are lim-

ited both in terms of human and material costs 

and the amount of territory affected by violence, 

because rebels often choose to base themselves 

in remote and inaccessible areas.78

A number of recent quantitative studies 

show that small and peripheral insurgencies are more likely to persist. And some of the  

authors provide support for the argument that strategic considerations in the capital may be 

one reason for the persistence.79

Fearon has argued that the reason these peripheral cases last a long time “may be that they 

involve relatively few combatants, pose relatively little threat to the center, and thus stay fairly 

small. They are difficult to eliminate entirely, and because they tend to be so small, not worth 

the cost of doing so.”80

Guerrilla forces in remote areas are extremely hard to defeat. The Philippines Army, for 

example, possesses military resources that are vastly superior to that of the Communist Party 

of the Philippines (CPP), an insurgent group mainly active in remote and mountainous areas. 

But, as in other small, guerrilla-type wars, the government’s problem is not so much defeating 

the rebels in battle, but locating and engaging them.

In other words, while peripheral insurgencies present little real threat, they are never-

theless difficult to put to an end. As a result, governments have few incentives to devote the 

resources necessary to end the insurgencies, either by military action or by negotiations. 

There are additional reasons why state actors might not push forcefully to end low-level 

insurgencies. A state military organization, for example, may invoke domestic rebellion as a 

Guerrilla forces in remote 
areas are hard to defeat. 
The government’s problem 
is not defeating them in 
battle, but locating and 
engaging them.
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threat to national security in a bid to build its power base, or even to legitimize a coup against 

the government. Moreover, international actors are less likely to pressure a government to 

negotiate a settlement where the conflict is small and contained. 

It is, of course, difficult for the quantitative studies cited here to determine what moti-

vates the decisions of conflict parties, whether it is a government’s indifference or inability 

that presents obstacles to solving a conflict. But the argument that small-scale conflicts are 

allowed to persist because they do not significantly hurt the interests of the government side 

are consistent with findings from the qualitative literature as well. Chester Crocker et al., for 

example, point out that a state of war can become “a comfort-zone”81 when there appears to be 

an acceptable status quo—at least for those in positions of power on both sides. 

Explaining Changes in Conflict Persistence
This chapter provides one of the first systematic analyses of trends in conflict persistence. 

Persistent armed conflict, we argue, can manifest itself in long, uninterrupted periods of fight-

ing, as well as in intermittent conflicts that stop and start again frequently. We have therefore 

taken a closer look at patterns of conflict duration and recurrence.

First, we noted that the often-cited rise in the average duration of ongoing conflicts, 

while not untrue, is misleading in that it gives the impression that wars overall are becoming  

longer and more intractable. There are, of course, significant numbers of decade-long—and 

longer—conflicts that are still active today. These conflicts, understandably, receive a great 

deal of attention from researchers, which contributes to the impression that most conflicts are  

getting longer. 

But while long-duration conflicts are a source of obvious concern, and while they inflate 

the average duration of conflicts, they remain the exceptions, not the rule. In fact, most of the 

conflicts that have started in recent years have been of short duration. 

We point out that the rate at which conflicts restart after a brief calm has increased sig-

nificantly. Today’s high recurrence rate, however, can to a large extent be explained by the 

trend towards small-scale armed conflict with few violent clashes that are often interrupted by 

months and years of tranquility.

As noted above, fighting in today’s conflicts 

tends to take place in confined geographic areas. 

The most persistent of these conflicts also result 

in low numbers of battle deaths and take place 

at the periphery of a country. And the data and 

research discussed above suggest that such 

conflicts are often allowed to persist precisely 

because the intensity and scope of the fighting is limited. Paradoxically, the very weakness of 

rebel groups may help them avoid defeat if it means that they carry out operations in peripheral 

territories where the violence and destruction they perpetrate do not represent a significant 

threat to the central government. 

The weakness of rebels 
may help them avoid 
defeat if they are not a 
threat to the government.
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A second reason for the higher recurrence rate of conflict episodes today is the increase in 

the number of negotiated settlements. Since 1990 more conflicts have ended through nego-

tiations than at any other time in the post–World War II era. Because such settlements have a 

significant risk of relapse into violence, any increase in their share contributes to a higher rate 

of conflict recurrence. Despite this, as we argue in more detail below, negotiated settlements 

are almost always the best available outcome for a conflict episode.

The picture we present is more encouraging than most other accounts of trends in con-

flict persistence. However, this is not to suggest that conflict persistence is a marginal issue. A 

significant number of persistent conflicts exist today and some of them are highly destructive. 

Responses to conflict persistence depend on reliable information about trends and what drives 

them. But just as important as understanding the causes of conflict persistence is trying to 

account for the positive developments over the last decades.

Why Most Conflicts Today Are Short-Lived
Global changes in the way conflicts are fought and resolved have had a profound impact on 

patterns of conflict persistence. Since the end of the Cold War, the intensity of armed conflicts 

has declined dramatically. In many cases, long-standing civil wars came to an end while new 

conflicts tended to end after only a few years of fighting. As a result, the number of conflicts 

has declined globally, but as we showed above, the duration of recent conflicts and conflict 

episodes has also seen a significant drop. The reduction in the intensity of armed conflicts, 

however, may have contributed to conflict persistence in other cases. As we have argued, some 

conflicts are able to persist precisely because their intensity is low so that they pose so little 

threat to governments.

For more than four decades following the end of World War II the superpowers and their 

allies engaged in “proxy” wars by fuelling civil wars in the developing world. This exacerbated 

death tolls and prolonged the fighting by providing the warring parties with financial, military, 

ideological, and political support.82 The end of 

the Cold War abruptly reduced the external sup-

port that had helped sustain both governments 

and rebel forces. Without it, many long-standing 

conflicts simply ground to a halt.

With fewer sources of external support, 

the civil wars that started during the 1990s and 

2000s became both shorter and less deadly. Few 

of the rebel movements active today have much chance of defeating the governments they 

oppose. Indeed, less than 5 percent of terminations in civil wars since 1990 have been insur-

gent victories. 

The reduction of superpower support following the end of the Cold War affected rebel 

groups but also states.83 It is often claimed that conflicts persist because weak or “failed” states 

simply lack the capacity to end them.84 But they may also persist because governments are 

Few of the rebel 
movements today have 
much chance of defeating 
the government.
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much stronger than insurgents, pushing the latter towards the periphery and out of reach of 

government forces.85 Where threats to a state are low because rebels are weak, but the chal-

lenges of crushing a peripheral insurgency are high, governments may prefer the low-cost 

option of containing the insurgency, rather than the high-cost route of seeking to defeat it. 

The Successes of Peacemaking and Peacebuilding
The end of the Cold War also coincided with an upsurge in peacemaking and peacebuilding  

missions seeking to bring armed conflicts to an end and to prevent them from starting 

again. The 2009/2010 Human Security Report 

explained how this international activism has 

helped reduce the number of active civil wars 

around the world since 1992.86 But a much-

less-remarked-on benefit of these international 

efforts has been a reduction in conflict duration.

There is strong evidence that the mediation 

efforts central to post–Cold War peacemaking 

have shortened the average length of armed 

conflicts. Patrick Regan and Aysegul Aydin 

found in 2006 that “diplomatic interventions dramatically reduce the expected duration of a 

conflict. For example, the expected duration for civil conflicts that have experienced diplomatic 

interventions is reduced by about 76 percent over conflicts without diplomatic interventions.”87

Abel Escribà-Folch explains that economic sanctions, which have also increased dramati-

cally in number over the past 20 years, may be much more successful in bringing conflicts to 

an end than is usually assumed. His models show that sanctions increase the chances of civil 

war termination or, in other words, shorten the duration of conflicts.88

The upsurge in international activism thus provides an additional explanation for the 

decline in conflict duration since the late 1980s that we have highlighted in this chapter. As 

internationally supported peacemaking initiatives have increased, negotiated settlements 

have become more common. But, as we point out above, such settlements have—by their very 

nature—a considerable risk of collapse. 

Today’s high rate of conflict recurrence is to some extent related to the increase in negoti-

ated settlements and therefore also to the success of peacemaking, which has helped create 

more post-conflict settlements, and hence more situations in which conflicts may recur. This 

raises an important question for policy-makers: does the high recurrence rate of civil wars put 

in question the success of international efforts to shorten conflicts?

Some observers have argued that because of the high risk of subsequent failure, negoti-

ated settlements artificially prolong the fighting and exacerbate human suffering.89 By contrast, 

conflict terminations that result from the decisive military defeat of one of the warring parties 

are seen as a better outcome because the defeated party often lacks the capability to go back to 

war.90 Conflicts that end in the military defeat of one of the warring parties are not immune to 

As peacemaking initiatives 
have increased, negotiated 
settlements have become 
more common. But such 
settlements have a risk  
of collapse. 
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recurrence. But, as shown above, only around 18 percent of victories were followed by renewed 

violence, making it the most stable type of conflict termination.

What then are the advantages of peace agreements as a means of bringing conflicts to an 

end? The evidence clearly suggests that despite their risk of collapse, negotiated settlements 

almost always present the best available option to end wars and save lives.

First, negotiations may be the only practicable means of ending some conflicts. While 

victories tend to occur in shorter wars, negotiated settlements are usually needed to bring the 

longest-running conflicts to an end.91 Where a conflict is stalemated and victory has become 

unattainable by either side, the only alternative to a negotiated settlement is continued war-

fare, perhaps interrupted by short breaks in the fighting. Such “other terminations,” as we show 

above, are even more likely to be followed by renewed violence than negotiated settlements. 

In other words, negotiated settlements do 

not prevent victories that, according to some 

scholars, would occur if a conflict was allowed 

to follow its “natural course.”92 Instead, settle-

ments typically stop those conflicts that are 

stalemated and unlikely to be resolved through 

any other means.

In a small number of cases, peace agree-

ments end the fighting even though one side is 

on the verge of defeat; that is, when victory for the other side is a realistic possibility. These 

settlements are usually very stable, since they involve a dramatic diminution of the military 

capacity of one side and negotiations that give at least some concessions to the weaker party. 

The conflict in Angola is a case in point. In 2002 the government struck a deal with UNITA 

(National Union for the Total Independence of Angola) after the rebels had been seriously 

weakened. Since then, UNITA has transformed into a political party and no fighting has 

recurred in this conflict.

Last but not least, it is seldom recognized how much the costs of conflict are reduced 

by peace agreements even when they break down. The focus on conflict recurrence has drawn 

attention away from a crucial fact: the analysis in the box on page 178-9 points to the crucial, 

but largely unnoticed, finding that even peace agreements that break down almost always lead 

to a dramatic reduction in battle deaths. Death tolls drop by more than 80 percent on average 

in conflicts that recur after a peace agreement. This is a greater reduction than for any of the 

other termination types.

It is true that peace agreements have repeatedly failed to bring about an enduring peace 

and that this pattern may be repeated in the future. Yet, the evidence presented here clearly 

shows that peace agreements are often the only available option to raise the chances of peace 

and decrease casualties in persistent civil conflicts.

Moreover, there are ways to increase the success rate of peace agreements. Reaching and 

implementing a peace settlement demands a high level of cooperation and trust from the 

While victories tend 
to occur in short wars, 
negotiated settlements 
are usually needed to end 
long-running conflicts.
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warring parties, yet such sentiments are usually absent in wartime. And, as Barbara Walter has 

argued, a peace deal usually “offers enormous rewards for cheating and enormous costs for 

being cheated upon.”93 She argues that this is why security guarantees from outside actors like 

the United Nations are crucial for reducing the risk of cheating and thus limiting the risk that 

conflicts will break out again.94

UN peacemaking and peacekeeping missions have been shown to be successful at help-

ing to end civil wars and preventing them from restarting.95 Both effects have the consequence 

of reducing conflict persistence. But even though peacemaking and peacebuilding efforts have 

grown rapidly in number since the end of the Cold War, they address only a limited number 

of conflicts. 

The UN tends to deploy peacekeepers to high-intensity conflicts in relatively weak 

states.96 Many other conflicts—those on the territories of major powers and major regional 

actors, as well as small-armed struggles—receive little or no direct attention from international 

actors. This is not likely to change in the future. New research, however, suggests that in these 

cases, potential improvements in the quality and legitimacy of governance within the conflict-

affected state may also reduce the probability of conflicts recurring.97 There are many fragile 

and conflict-affected states where there is little prospect of a peace operation being mounted 

but where the international community may still work with national leaders to help them 

enhance the quality and legitimacy of their governments.98
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Non-State Armed Conflict

A number of scholars and reports from international agencies have suggested that there has 

been a shift in the nature of warfare over the past two decades.99 According to this thesis, the 

traditional, state-centric view of armed conflict no longer accurately captures the forms of 

organized violence taking place today because non-state actors such as rebels, warlords, and 

communal groups are playing an increasingly important role.

Until recently, however, the only conflicts that were counted in datasets involved states 

fighting other states or armed non-state groups. This state-based conception of conflict cap-

tured much of the armed violence being waged around the world, but it left out an entire 

class of conflicts. This omission limited the scope of potentially useful quantitative research on 

armed conflict.

To remedy this, the Human Security Report Project (HSRP) asked the Uppsala Conflict 

Data Program (UCDP) in 2003 to collect data on non-state conflicts, defined by UCDP as those 

that involve “the use of armed force between two organized armed groups, neither of which is 

the government of a state, that results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in a year.”100

Initial data covering 2002 and 2003, presented in the 2005 Human Security Report, revealed 

that although there were more non-state conflicts in these years than state-based conflicts, the 

death tolls in non-state conflicts were, on average, much lower.

This report analyzes UCDP’s non-state data from 1989 to 2009, a period of 21 years, allow-

ing us to trace developments since the end of the Cold War. The data show no real support 

for claims that non-state conflicts are becoming more widespread than state-based conflicts. 

The updated information reveals, instead, that non-state conflict numbers do not appear to be 

increasing overall, although they can fluctuate considerably from year to year. Conflicts among 
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non-state actors tend to be much shorter than state-based conflicts. And the backdated data 

confirm our previous finding that these struggles are usually much less deadly than state-

based conflicts: reported battle-deaths per year from the average non-state conflict between 

1989 and 2009 were only about 16 percent of the battle death toll from the average state-based 

conflict during the same period. The data also reveal that there are considerable differences in 

the levels of organization of non-state groups involved in conflicts, and in the geographical 

concentration of these conflicts. Non-state conflicts and battle deaths have been most numer-

ous in sub-Saharan Africa, followed by Central and South Asia. The other regions of the world 

have experienced comparatively few non-state conflicts.

What Is Non-State Armed Conflict?
As mentioned above, the UCDP non-state conflict data include only those conflicts that do 

not involve the government of a state as a party, and that—consistent with its treatment of 

data from other types of organized violence—result in 25 or more reported battle deaths in a 

calendar year. 

UCDP codes numbers of conflicts and 

deaths according to clear and consistently 

applied definitions, thereby reducing the likeli-

hood of double and incoherent counting. There 

will, however, always be a considerable amount 

of uncertainty in the battle-death counts. 

Estimating deaths from armed conflict is diffi-

cult as many deaths go unreported, especially 

in conflicts where international observers, NGOs (nongovernmental organizations), and the 

media are often absent. Non-state conflicts are particularly prone to undercounting because 

they tend to erupt spontaneously and do not involve government forces, and draw less atten-

tion from journalists, governments, and NGOs than do state-based conflicts. To ensure that 

the data are comparable over time and across different countries, UCDP only includes those 

deaths and conflicts that coders are certain occurred. 

Non-state groups involved in conflict have differing levels of organization. Some are highly 

organized, while in others organization is minimal and violence may be spontaneous. UCDP 

distinguishes among these non-state groups by categorizing them as either formally or infor-

mally organized. This distinction is discussed in the box, “Comparing Non-State Armed Groups.”

Most groups that are involved in non-state conflict are not involved in any other types 

of organized violence. However, about 13 percent have also taken part in state-based con-

flicts, fighting against national governments, and 10 percent of the groups have perpetrated 

one-sided violence against civilians (a category of organized violence that we discuss in the 

next chapter). About 6 percent have been involved in both types of violence. The latter groups 

include for example the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka and the Ugandan 

rebel group Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) in Sudan.

Groups have differing 
levels of organization. 
Some are highly 
organized, while in others 
violence is spontaneous.
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At the other end of the spectrum are loosely structured groups that mobilize tempo-

rarily along ethnic, clan, religious, national, or tribal lines. Examples include Christians and 

Muslims in the Philippines in 1993, or the Luo and Kikuyu ethnic groups in Kenya in 2008.101 

UCDP codes these as informally organized groups, a category that includes what are often called  

“communal conflicts.”

Since 1989 some 60 percent of non-state conflicts have been fought between informally 

organized groups, while the remaining 40 percent occurred between more organized groups. 

These two categories of conflicts are an important part of the global picture of organized 

violence beyond the more familiar state-based conflicts. The information on the different 

levels of organization provided by the UCDP dataset enable a more nuanced understanding 

of non-state conflict.

Conflicts between formally organized groups, such as militias and rebel forces, tended to 

last longer than conflicts between informally organized groups. Less than 20 percent of the 

conflicts between informally organized groups lasted more than one year, compared with 33 

percent of those between formally organized groups. 

Among the longest-lasting conflicts were two between formally organized groups: the 

nine-year fight in Colombia between the United Self Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC) and 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), and the long struggle between Hezbollah 

and the South Lebanon Army from 1992 to 2000.

It is not surprising that conflicts between formally organized groups lasted longer. 

Supplying and training armed groups and sustaining campaigns of violence over a long period 

require, and perhaps engender, a high degree of organization.

A few conflicts between formally organized groups caused 1,000 or more reported battle 

deaths in a single year. One such conflict took place in Sudan in the 1990s and caused some 

5,000 reported battle deaths. In another example, a single year of fighting in 1996 in Liberia 

caused some 2,000 reported battle deaths.

Somewhat surprisingly, of the non-state conflicts that caused 1,000 or more reported 

battle deaths in a single year, the majority have involved informally organized groups. This 

puzzle deserves further research, as we discuss in the text.

Comparing Non-State Armed Groups

Armed groups involved in non-state conflicts can take diverse forms. UCDP codes 

as formally organized groups those military factions or rebel forces that fight 

under an official name and resemble regular armed forces. Examples are well-

organized armed groups such as the Taliban in Afghanistan and, until recently, 

various factions of the LTTE in Sri Lanka. Many of these groups are involved in 

both non-state and state-based conflicts.
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In rare cases, non-state conflicts cross international borders. Two non-state groups may 

fight in border areas, or on territory claimed by more than a single country. In 1995, for exam-

ple, fighting between two rebel forces in Liberia spilled over into neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire. 

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, sporadic fighting between rival ethnic groups erupted in an 

area joining Ethiopia, Sudan, and Kenya. Of the few non-state conflicts that have spanned two 

or more countries, most have occurred in sub-Saharan Africa, but some have also occurred in 

other regions. 

Global and Regional Trends
In this section we examine global trends in non-state conflicts during 1989 through 2009. 

During this period, 372 non-state conflicts in the world resulted in some 80,000 reported battle 

deaths. Numbers of non-state conflicts have fluctuated from year to year, as shown in Figure 

7.1, but have not followed the same downward trend as state-based conflicts, which have 

declined substantially since the end of the Cold War. Because non-state conflicts tend both to 

erupt and to end quickly, year-to-year fluctuations in conflict numbers do not mean very much 

when analyzing long-term trends. Overall, there has been no clear upward or downward trend 

since the end of the Cold War.

Figure 7.1 Global Trends in Non-State Conflicts and Battle Deaths, 1989–2009
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.104

After deadly conflicts in the DRC and Sudan caused the spike in 1993, non-state 

conflicts have become much less deadly. Trends in non-state conflict are largely 

driven by those in sub-Saharan Africa.

Non-state conflicts, which were recorded as active in 1.5 calendar years on average, tend 

to be much shorter than the average conflict involving a state.102 As Figure 7.2 shows, the 

overwhelming majority of non-state conflicts during the period from 1989 to 2009 were active 

during only one year; many ended months, weeks, or just days after they began.103
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Figure 7.2 The Duration of Non-State Conflicts, 1989–2009
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Non-state conflicts, more than half of which are fought between loosely orga-

nized groups, tend to be short. In the past two decades, the majority lasted up 

to a year, while very few were active in three or more years.

The longest-lasting non-state conflict in the dataset was found in Colombia. There, the 

two rebel forces, AUC and FARC, fought continuously for nine years from 1997 to 2005. Even 

though this conflict lasted an unusually long time, it was not nearly as deadly as most conflicts 

involving a state; it resulted in some 200 reported battle deaths per year on average. In the con-

flict between FARC and the Colombian government, which has lasted almost half a century, 

the violence recorded in the dataset between 1989 and 2009 was significantly more deadly. This 

state-based conflict led to an average 750 reported battle deaths per year for the 21 years of the 

conflict recorded by UCDP—meaning that it was almost four times deadlier than the fighting 

between FARC and AUC.

Although the number of non-state conflicts does not show the same post-Cold War decline 

as state-based conflicts, there is also no indication that they are becoming more numerous. 

And, as Figure 7.1 shows, the annual average death toll has declined in the second half of the 

period compared to the first half. The annual average death toll was around 4,400 each year on 

average between 1989 and 1999, but dropped by nearly 1,000 deaths in the new millennium. 

Moreover, the average non-state conflict tends to be much less deadly than the average conflict 

involving states. The average non-state conflict during the period studied, 1989 to 2009, caused 

some 150 reported battle deaths per year—much fewer than the 935 deaths per year from the 

average state-based conflict in the same period. Conflicts that involve a government are thus, 

on average, six times deadlier than conflicts that involve only non-state groups, according 

to this measure. Even if we assume that deaths from non-state conflict are less likely to be 

reported, the figures show that conflicts that involve a government appear to be many times 

deadlier than conflicts that involve only non-state groups.
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11 of the 372 non-state conflicts during the period studied resulted in 1,000 or more 

reported battle deaths for at least one of the active years in the conflict. Most of these—nine 

of the 11—took place in sub-Saharan Africa. The other two were fought in India between 

1989 and 1994, and in Burma in the early 1990s. Encouragingly, there have been fewer high-

intensity non-state conflicts since the mid-1990s than in the early years covered by the dataset, 

and none at all since 2005. 

The non-state conflict that caused the highest total number of reported battle deaths in 

the dataset took place in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). From 1999 to 2003, 

the Hema and Lendu ethnic groups fought, causing some 6,000 reported battle deaths in total. 

While the two non-state groups fought one another, the DRC was also involved in a large-

scale civil war. 

Many countries experiencing non-state conflict between 1989 and 2009 also experi-

enced conflicts in which the state was a warring party—the DRC, above, is an example—

even though, as we stated above, most groups that have fought in non-state conflicts were 

not involved in state-based conflicts. However, non-state conflicts also afflicted a few coun-

tries—Brazil, Jamaica, and Canada—that had experienced no state-based conflict since the 

end of World War II, although in none of these were very high numbers of battle deaths 

reported. All three of these conflicts involved criminal gangs. In Brazil in 2001, and again 

in 2004, for example, fighting erupted between rival criminal groups over control of gang 

territory, causing about 45 reported battle deaths per year on average. In 2001 fighting 

between supporters of opposing political groups in Jamaica, much of which was related to 

gang rivalry, caused 116 reported battle deaths in a single year. In Canada turf wars erupted 

between gangs for a few years in the 1990s, and generated approximately 30 reported battle 

deaths per year on average. In addition, Ghana, a country without any state-based conflict 

since 1983, experienced a deadly conflict between ethnic groups in 1994 that resulted in 

2,000 reported battle deaths in a single year. 

Figure 7.3 shows the trends in non-state conflict in the six regions of the world. Although 

non-state conflicts took place in every region during 1989–2009, they were most numerous in 

sub-Saharan Africa, which experienced an average of 18 non-state conflicts per year. 

Central and South Asia was the region with the second-highest number of non-state 

conflicts, but it had just four non-state conflicts each year on average between 1989 and 2009. 

The Middle East and North Africa averaged fewer than two conflicts each year during the same 

period, followed by the Americas, with 1.5 conflicts each year on average. The region of East 

and Southeast Asia and Oceania averaged just over one conflict each year, while Europe, with 

the fewest each year, has been free of non-state conflict since the mid-1990s.

The difference between sub-Saharan Africa and the rest of the world is also reflected in 

reported battle-death tolls. Conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa accounted for the majority of the 

world’s battle deaths from non-state conflicts between 1989 and 2009. In 12 of the 21 years in 

that period—in other words, more than half the time—sub-Saharan Africa had more reported 

battle deaths than did Central and South Asia in its deadliest year.
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figure 7.3 	
Regional Trends in Non-State Conflicts, 1989–2009
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East and Southeast Asia  
and Oceania

Non-state conflicts and battle 

deaths in this region were concen-

trated in Burma and were related 

to the long-standing, state-based 

conflicts involving the Burmese 

government. 
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Central and South Asia

This region was one of the few  

to see an increase in the number 

of non-state conflicts in the 2000s. 

The increase was due to the many 

conflicts erupting in Pakistan and, 

to a lesser extent, India.

30

25

20

15

10

5

0N
um

be
r 

of
 N

on
-S

ta
te

 A
rm

ed
 C

on
fl

ic
ts

19911989 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 20072005 2009

Year

Americas

Non-state conflicts were heavily 

concentrated in Colombia and 

Mexico. In the late 1990s to the 

early 2000s, clashes in Colombia 

led to increases in conflict activity 

in the region. 
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Europe

The few non-state conflicts 

in Europe took place in the 

context of post-Cold War wars 

of independence—for example, 

the conflict between Azeris and 

Armenians in the Soviet Union. 
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Middle East and North Africa

Non-state conflicts have declined 

over the years, though they have 

never been very numerous to 

begin with. In 2008 the only non-

state conflict occurred in Lebanon.
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Sub-Saharan Africa

Non-state conflicts in sub-Saharan 

Africa spiked in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s due in large part 

to fighting in Somalia, Nigeria, 

Ethiopia, and the DRC. 

Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.
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Thus, we turn our focus now to sub-Saharan Africa, and then to Central and South Asia, 

the two regions that have suffered the highest number of non-state conflicts, as well as the 

highest number of battle deaths from non-state conflicts. 

Sub-Saharan Africa 
Figure 7.4 shows trends in non-state conflicts and battle deaths in sub-Saharan Africa between 

1989 and 2009. During this period, 271 non-state conflicts in the region resulted in some 60,000 

reported battle deaths.

Figure 7.4 Non-State Conflicts and Battle Deaths  

in Sub-Saharan Africa, 1989–2009
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.

Deadly conflicts in Sudan, the DRC, and Nigeria caused the dramatic peak in 

battle deaths in 1993. Non-state conflicts in the region were on average dead-

lier from 1989 to 1999 than in the new millennium. 

Within sub-Saharan Africa, most of the non-state conflicts were concentrated in three sub-

regions: the Great Lakes, the Horn of Africa (defined here to include Sudan), and West Africa.

Somalia, Nigeria, Sudan, and Ethiopia experienced the most non-state conflicts of any 

countries in the world, while Sudan, the DRC, Somalia, and Nigeria experienced the high-

est numbers of reported battle deaths.106 Sudan alone, with less than 1 percent of the world’s 

population,107 has experienced nearly a fifth of 

all reported global battle deaths attributable 

to non-state conflicts. Many of the conflicts 

in Sudan were caused or exacerbated by its 

government’s deliberate strategy of weaken-

ing opposition groups by pitting them against  

one another.108

Between 1989 and 2009, 
non-state conflicts in sub-
Saharan Africa resulted in 
some 60,000 battle deaths.
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Central and South Asia
Central and South Asia had the second-highest number of non-state conflicts during  

1989–2009. In this region, 44 non-state conflicts caused some 8,000 reported battle deaths, as 

shown in Figure 7.5. 

Figure 7.5 Non-State Conflicts and Battle Deaths  

in Central and South Asia, 1989–2009
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.

After deadly conflicts between Hindus and Muslims in India ended in the early  

1990s, battle deaths in the region declined. In 2008, however, conflicts in 

Pakistan led to a spike in conflict numbers and deaths.

Over the period 1989–2004, Afghanistan recorded the highest number of non-state 

conflicts in the region—with a total of 21 different conflicts. Since then, most have been in 

Pakistan, which was the location for all four non-state conflicts in the region in 2009. Several 

of these involved conflicts between the Pakistan Taliban Movement and tribal armies in north-

west Pakistan that had turned pro-government.

The deadliest year in the region for non-state conflicts during this period was 1990. Most 

non-state conflicts in Central and South Asia have killed relatively few people, but a single 

conflict––between Hindus and Muslims in India––was active every year from 1989 to 1994 

and resulted in some 3,000 reported battle deaths. In 1990, the deadliest year of that conflict, 

fighting caused nearly 2,000 reported battle deaths, or 95 percent of the total in Central and 

South Asia in that year. 

New Directions in Conflict Research 
UCDP’s backdated non-state dataset for the years 1989-2009 creates opportunities for new 

research on conflicts between armed groups. In addition, UCDP has also geo-referenced the 

data on non-state conflicts, as well as on state-based conflicts and one-sided violence, in a new 

dataset. The data provide information on the location of deaths from non-state conflict and  
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other forms of organized violence, a first version of which was released in December 2011  

and covers sub-Saharan Africa. This section reviews some of the first studies to use the 

expanded non-state conflict data and the geo-referenced data on non-state conflicts, and  

suggests directions for future research.

The backdated and geo-referenced non-state datasets create new ways for researchers to 

test claims about factors that increase the risk of organized violence.109 This can be illustrated by 

the debate over the relationship between environmental factors and the onset of armed conflict.

Policy-makers and researchers devoted 

considerable attention to an argument made 

in 1994 by Robert Kaplan, and by others, that 

future wars would arise over environmental and 

resource disputes.110 However, there was little 

clear research-based evidence demonstrating 

how environmental degradation and resource 

scarcity would affect the risk of armed conflict.111 

Since then, numerous studies have investigated 

the effect of environmental factors, focusing 

exclusively on state-based conflicts, but the results have been mixed.112 Now, it is possible 

to investigate correlations of environmental stresses with localized violence—such as non-

state conflict—using UCDP’s geo-referenced data. Since non-state conflicts tend to be very 

localized and often occur over land rights or other resources, they may be more influenced by 

changes in the environment.113

Early findings from such research appear to support Kaplan’s argument that there is an 

association between environmental degradation and violent conflict. A 2011 study by Eric 

Melander and Ralph Sundberg found, for example, that acute soil degradation in areas of 

extreme population density in sub-Saharan Africa was strongly correlated with an increased 

risk of onset of non-state conflicts.114

Similarly, in 2007 Ole Magnus Theisen and Kristian Brandsegg examined the association 

between localized changes in rainfall and conflicts arising in the same locations. They found 

that changing levels of precipitation were associated with a higher risk of non-state conflicts.115

The geo-referenced data on non-state conflicts also allow researchers a new perspec-

tive on the impact of inequality on the risk of organized violence. Previous research has used 

national-level datasets to examine correlations between grievances—those associated with 

economic inequality, but also ethnic and religious divisions, and political repression116—and 

the outbreak of state-based conflicts.117 Some of the most-cited earlier studies, including those 

by James Fearon and David Laitin, as well as Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler, had failed to find 

any relationship between grievances and the outbreak of state-based conflict.118

Again, the non-state data allow for new insights. In 2011 Hanne Fjelde and Gudrun 

Østby examined the impact of economic inequality between regions on the risk of non-state 

conflict in sub-Saharan Africa using UCDP’s geo-referenced data on non-state conflicts and 

Since non-state conflicts 
tend to be localized 
and occur over land or 
other resources, they 
may be influenced by 
environmental changes.
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Demographic Health Survey (DHS) data on subnational socio-economic welfare.119 They found 

that unequal access to economic benefits increased the likelihood that local groups would use 

violence against other groups. Rather than fighting the government—an approach requiring 

resources that these marginalized groups likely do not have—groups within these marginal-

ized regions instead fight more privileged local groups for benefits. 

Political instability can also increase the risk of non-state conflict. In a 2011 paper, Joakim 

Kreutz and Kristine Eck showed that during major regime transitions, it becomes more difficult 

to regulate the behaviour of groups.120 In a cross-national study, they found that regime transi-

tions not only decrease the ability and willingness of the state to constrain violence between 

groups, but they also erode the legitimacy of in-group policing mechanisms. Moreover, this 

risk is more pronounced when the government in the previous period was authoritarian, led 

by an unconstrained executive, or dominated by a single ethnic group. 

Much of the research thus far has focused 

on how non-state conflicts begin. How non-

state conflicts terminate is not well understood 

and has been little examined. Part of the reason 

is that such conflicts usually end quickly, they are 

small, and there is little involvement by national 

or international peacemaking interventions. 

Another understudied area of non-state 

conflicts concerns a counterintuitive result that involves informally organized groups. Such 

groups generally lack the resources needed to fight effectively over long periods of time and 

are not permanently armed. Yet, some of the deadliest non-state conflicts between 1989 and 

2009 were those fought between informally organized communal groups. 

Although research on non-state conflicts is still new, use of UCDP’s backdated non-

state dataset and geo-referenced data have provided us with deeper insight into the distinct 

phenomenon of non-state conflict. As we point out above, non-state conflicts are much less 

destructive than their state-based counterparts. Nevertheless, the data that allow us to study 

this form of organized violence also contribute significantly to our understanding of issues left 

unclear by previous national-level research on state-based conflicts. 

Some of the deadliest 
non-state conflicts  
were fought between 
communal groups.
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Deadly Assaults on Civilians

Since its inception, the Human Security Report has sought to present a comprehensive picture 

of trends in organized violence around the world. One-sided violence—the targeting of civilians 

with deadly force—is an important part of this picture. Yet, until recently, it has been largely 

understudied compared to other forms of organized violence. 

Prior to 2005, global data on one-sided violence were limited. This permitted a number of 

mistaken beliefs to flourish unchallenged, including the widely accepted claim that civilians 

have been increasingly targeted in contemporary wars.

The Human Security Report Project (HSRP) 

commissioned the Uppsala Conflict Data 

Program (UCDP) to create a dataset on one-

sided violence. The first findings were published 

in the 2005 Human Security Report. 

Using an updated version of the dataset, 

this chapter reviews the global and regional 

trends in one-sided violence over the past 21 

years, and some recent research findings. The 

data indicate that in 2009 the number of deadly campaigns against civilians was the lowest 

recorded since 1989—the earliest year for which UCDP has data. The conventional wisdom 

that civilians are increasingly being targeted in today’s wars is simply incorrect.

The data also reveal that between 1989 and 2009 most campaigns and deaths from one-

sided violence were concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa. Since the early 2000s, however, the 

incidence of one-sided violence in this region has declined. The Central and South Asia region 

The conventional wisdom 
suggesting that unarmed 
civilians are increasingly 
being targeted in today’s 
wars is simply incorrect.
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has seen the second-highest number of campaigns against civilians—and fatalities—but here 

too there has been a decline in recent years. The remaining regions have suffered compara-

tively fewer campaigns of one-sided violence.

This chapter will also review the burgeoning research literature on organized violence 

against civilians that uses the new dataset to explore a range of issues related to one- 

sided violence.

What Is One-Sided Violence?
UCDP defines one-sided violence as the organized use of armed force directed at civilians by  

a government or a formally organized group that results in at least 25 reported deaths in a 

calendar year.121 Unlike civilians who die in the crossfire of armed conflict—and whose deaths 

are counted as battle-related deaths—victims of one-sided violence are the direct, rather than 

the inadvertent, victims of an attack. 

“One-sided violence” is a relatively neutral term, and has thus far avoided the sort of 

controversy that swirls around the concepts of “terrorism” and “genocide”—both of which also 

focus on the killing of civilians. It is also in some ways a more inclusive category than either 

genocide or terrorism. First, it includes both large-scale massacres and small-scale campaigns 

that meet the fatality threshold of 25 reported deaths in a calendar year. The term “genocide,” 

on the other hand, generally applies to large-scale killings.

Second, one-sided violence can be perpetrated by either a government or a formally orga-

nized non-state group. There is disagreement about whether the term “terrorism” applies in 

cases where the government intentionally kills civilians. Most terrorism analysts argue that  

terrorism is the intentional use of violence against civilians for political ends by non-state 

groups, and argue that where governments intentionally kill civilians this may well be a war 

crime, but it is not terrorism. 

Third, according to the standard definition, genocide has the goal of destroying, in whole or 

in part, a national, ethnic, or religious group.122 The definition of one-sided violence does not 

involve identifying the target of violence—other than the fact that it is civilians.

One-sided violence is a broader category than terrorism and genocide in some ways, yet it 

is narrower in one important respect: targets of one-sided violence must be unarmed civilians. 

In the literature there is no consensus with respect to whether victims of terrorism or genocide 

must be either civilian or unarmed. 

“Collateral Damage” versus One-Sided Fatalities
As pointed out, civilians can become victims of organized violence outside of wars. Within 

the context of armed conflicts, however, there are two analytically distinct circumstances in 

which civilians can be killed. The first is when they are caught “in the crossfire” of combat—

i.e., when they become the unintended victims of either gunfire, or exploding bombs or 

improvised explosive devices (IEDs). Such deaths are often euphemistically referred to as 

“collateral damage.” The second circumstance involves the targeting of civilians by government 
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or nongovernment forces that often takes place during wars but sometimes also in peacetime. 

This is one-sided violence. 

Although battle-related civilian deaths and one-sided violence both result in the death of 

noncombatants, they are conceptually different. The former is a in effect an inevitable consequence 

of fighting; the latter is the result of tactical choices by combatants to target civilians. 

There are several reasons for treating deaths 

from the targeting of civilians separately from 

deaths of civilians caught in the crossfire. First, 

one-sided violence constitutes a crime under 

international law, whereas military engagements 

that inadvertently cause civilian casualties are 

not onsidered unlawful. The policy responses 

to situations in which civilian targeting is a war 

tactic differ from those in which civilians are 

accidentally caught in the crossfire of conflict. 

Second, campaigns of one-sided violence may occur outside of war settings. Around 16 

percent of campaigns of one-sided violence recorded in the dataset occurred in countries that 

did not experience civil conflict in the same year. One prominent example is the deadly assault 

on civilians by Chinese government forces in the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989. These 

deaths would not be counted by data-gatherers for standard battle-death datasets because 

there was no combat. The victims did not, indeed could not, fight back. 

Third, the level of one-sided violence varies substantially from conflict to conflict. Some 

conflicts see significant levels of one-sided violence; the most severe recent example, the 

Rwandan genocide in 1994, took place while the country was in the midst of a civil war. Yet, in 

other conflicts—for example, the intrastate conflict in Yemen in 1994—no instances of civilian 

targeting were recorded. The use of one-sided violence also differs among conflict actors. A 

2011 study by Madelyn Hsiao-Rei Hicks et al. found that while 11 percent of non-state conflict 

actors targeted civilians as their “sole form of lethal behaviour in conflict,” 61 percent com-

pletely refrained from using one-sided violence.123

In other words, the large-scale killing of civilians is not part of every armed conflict, nor 

does it play a role in every warring party’s strategy. But the variation in the use of one-sided 

violence can only be studied if the phenomenon is treated separately from collateral damage. 

Even though there is a clear advantage in analyzing the two types of civilian fatalities 

separately, it is often difficult to clearly identify one-sided violence when it occurs. This is why 

there is a higher degree of uncertainty with respect to one-sided violence fatality numbers 

than is the case with data on battle deaths. The fact that killing civilians—unlike killing com-

batants—is universally proscribed means that governments and non-state armed groups are 

often reluctant to claim responsibility for acts of one-sided violence that they may perpetrate. 

Plus, the distinction between one-sided violence and collateral damage, while clear in theory, 

is often difficult to make in practice for those coding the data.

Around 16 percent of 
campaigns recorded in 
the dataset occurred in 
countries that did not 
experience civil conflict  
in the same year.
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Research on One-Sided Violence
The recent availability of data on one-sided violence has already led to a small, but growing, 

number of analytic studies that are increasing our understanding of this phenomenon.

The study by Hicks et al. looks at the degree to which conflict parties resort to targeting 

civilians.124 Their finding—that most warring groups in conflict between 2002 and 2007 did not 

target civilians—shows that, notwithstanding claims to the contrary targeting civilians is not 

a widely employed tactic.125 Between 2002 and 2007, only 39 percent of conflict parties carried 

out some degree of one-sided violence.

Another stream of research looks at the drivers of one-sided violence. In 2009 Chyanda 

Querido, for example, examined cases of one-sided violence in the context of armed conflict 

and found that where countries in conflict possessed natural resources, such as easily lootable 

diamonds and onshore oil reserves, there was an increased probability that the government 

would carry out mass killings of civilians.126

In 2007 Lisa Hultman and Kristine Eck of Uppsala University found that regime 

type is associated with the risk of one-sided violence.127 Autocratic regimes are associated 

with increased risks of one-sided violence perpetrated by government forces in wartime. 

However, somewhat surprisingly, there is a higher risk of one-sided violence in democracies 

than semi-democracies, although in the former case the perpetrators tend to be rebel groups 

rather than government forces. 

In 2010 Reed Wood studied the relation-

ship between a rebel group’s strength and its 

tendency to perpetrate one-sided violence.128 

He found that weak rebel groups that lack the 

capacity to provide benefits to the civilian popu-

lation are unlikely to receive voluntary support. 

In such situations, rebels use violence to coerce 

support from civilians because the latter are 

unwilling to provide it voluntarily.

Other research has analyzed some potential negative effects of efforts to support the reso-

lution of armed conflict on one-sided violence. In 2010 Hultman looked at the effect of a 

peacekeeping presence in ongoing conflicts on the incidence of one-sided violence.129 She 

found that peace operations in an ongoing conflict setting can unintentionally increase the 

level of one-sided violence perpetrated by non-state groups. For example, warring parties fac-

ing an intervention might anticipate a settlement to the conflict and therefore target civilians 

as a “last-minute strategy” to gain territory.130

In 2010 Margit Bussmann and Gerald Schneider examined whether various “protection of 

civilians” mechanisms are effective in restraining parties in civil war from targeting civilians.131 

 Their analysis revealed that the presence of a neutral actor, such as the International Committee 

of the Red Cross (ICRC), deters some government groups from targeting civilians, but fails to 

deter rebel troops.

Recent research found 
that peace operations 
in a conflict setting can 
unintentionally increase 
attacks on civilians by 
non-state groups.
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Global and Regional Trends in One-Sided Violence
Figure 8.1 below shows the trend in campaigns of one-sided violence between 1989 and 

2009. Although state-based conflict numbers declined in the post-Cold War period, one-sided 

violence campaigns increased unevenly until 2004 then started to decline. And, as the figure 

shows, the number of campaigns in 2009 was the lowest recorded between 1989 and 2009.

Figure 8.1 Global Trends in Campaigns of One-Sided Violence, 1989–2009
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.133

Campaigns of one-sided violence peaked in the early 2000s, with the largest 

increase seen in the DRC. In 2009 four of 19 campaigns took place in the DRC, 

though all regions except Europe were affected.

While there has been a clear decline in the number of campaigns of one-sided violence 

since 2003 and 2004, there has been no comparable decline in the number of fatalities caused 

by assaults on civilians. Figure 8.2 shows the global trends in deaths from one-sided violence 

between 1989 and 2009. Deaths from one-sided 

violence in 2009 increased by over 60 percent 

compared to the record low in 2008, but remain 

much lower than during the mid-1990s. 

As noted earlier, deaths from one-sided  

violence are extremely difficult to estimate, 

which means that we should treat absolute 

numbers of estimated deaths in any particular 

year with due caution. There are obvious reasons 

why both governments and non-state groups 

might deny intentionally killing civilians, not least being that—unlike killing in combat— 

one-sided violence is a grave violation of international law. But there are also cases—Bosnia, 

for example—where one-sided violence estimates have been grossly overestimated.132

Deaths from one-sided 
violence in 2009 increased 
by over 60 percent, but 
remain much lower than 
during the mid-1990s.



H U MA  N  S E C U R It  y  rep   o rt   2 0 1 2 203

p a r t  I I  ch   a pter     8

Figure 8.2 A Close-Up of the Global Trends in Deaths

from One-Sided Violence, 1989–2009
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The Rwandan genocide in 1994, which killed some 500,000 civilians, overshad-

ows other deadly campaigns. The truncated graph shows that 1996 was also a 

deadly year largely due to one campaign in the DRC that killed at least 27,000.

Note: The total in 1994 is 504,084 deaths, some 500,000 of which are attributed to the genocide in Rwanda.

UCDP’s estimates of one-sided violence are revised as new information becomes avail-

able. For example, the version of the data presented in this Report contains a major revision 

to the death toll from deadly assaults on civilians in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(DRC). Previous estimates had indicated that the rebel group Alliance of Democratic Forces 

for the Liberation of Congo-Zaire (AFDL) killed around 6,000 civilians in 1996. New evidence, 

however, has increased that the figure to at least 27,000.134

In the deadliest years in the dataset—1994 and 1996—the overwhelming majority of the 

fatalities recorded in each year were generated by just one campaign in that year. In 1994 the 

genocide in Rwanda caused 99 percent of the deaths from one-sided violence in that year. The 

AFDL’s campaign in the DRC caused 84 percent of the global one-sided death toll in 1996. 

The tendency for a few campaigns to be responsible for the majority of the yearly 

death tolls also helps explain the uptick in fatalities from 2008 to 2009. Although there were  

19 campaigns of one-sided violence in 2009, just two campaigns—again in the DRC—were 

responsible for half the global death toll that year. Most of the campaigns in 2009 were not 

very deadly by comparison; indeed, if we exclude these two campaigns, the average death toll 

for each campaign in 2009 was just over 150. 

Despite the increase between 2008 and 2009, deaths from one-sided violence have declined 

substantially since the mid-1990s. The trend remains the same even if we exclude the huge and 

unprecedented death toll from Rwanda. Absent Rwanda, the average death toll from one-sided 

violence per year declined by half in the new millennium compared to the period 1989 to 1999. 
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When it comes to determining which type of actor—government or non-state group—has 

been the deadliest perpetrator of one-sided violence, there is no clear-cut answer. Between 1989 

and 2009, governments were responsible for 83 percent of global deaths from one-sided vio-

lence. However, this result is predominantly driven by one-sided violence campaigns in the first 

half of the period considered. One prominent 

campaign, as we discuss below, is the Rwandan 

genocide in 1994, in which (according to 

UCDP’s “best estimate”) some 500,000 civilians 

were killed at the hands of the government.135  

Indeed, the data show that the share of one-

sided violence deaths perpetrated by non-state 

actors has clearly grown over time. This trend, 

highlighted in our last Report,136 continues to be supported by the updated data: between 1989 

and 1999, non-state groups were responsible for 12 percent of the deaths. In the new millen-

nium, however, they were responsible for 70 percent of the deaths—a remarkable shift. 

Regional Trends
The percentage of campaigns and fatalities due to one-sided violence varies substantially 

between regions. Figure 8.3 shows the proportion of campaigns of one-sided violence for each 

region. Just under half of all recorded campaigns took place in sub-Saharan Africa. Central 

and South Asia was second with just under a quarter of the total campaigns, followed by the 

Middle East and North Africa with 12 percent.

Figure 8.3 Campaigns of One-Sided Violence by Region, 1989–2009
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.

More attacks on civilians were recorded in sub-Saharan Africa than in any other 

region. However, no region was free of one-sided violence. Now peaceful, 

Europe saw campaigns well into the start of the new millennium.

In the 2000s, non-state 
groups were responsible 
for 70 percent of deaths 
from one-sided violence.
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The divergence between sub-Saharan Africa and the rest of the regions is even more marked 

when we look at fatalities. Figure 8.4 shows the proportion of deaths due to one-sided violence 

that occurred in each region.137 Sub-Saharan Africa accounted for 90 percent of the total number 

of fatalities from one-sided violence between 1989 and 2009. By contrast, the region accounted 

for just under half of all battle deaths from state-based conflict in the same period.

Figure 8.4 Deaths from One-Sided Violence by Region, 1989–2009
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Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.

Over the past two decades, sub-Saharan Africa saw the majority of deaths from 

one-sided violence. This is in part due to the Rwandan genocide in 1994, but the 

result holds even if we exclude that lethal campaign.

The regional differences can also be seen in the trends over time. Figure 8.5 shows the 

trends in one-sided violence campaigns and deaths between 1989 and 2009 for each region. 

In almost every year the death toll was higher in sub-Saharan Africa than in any other 

region. Because sub-Saharan Africa had such a large share of total civilian deaths, its trend 

tends to drive the worldwide trend. 

For example, the global peaks in the death tolls in 1994 and 1996 were due to one-sided 

violence campaigns in Rwanda and the DRC, respectively. Campaigns in sub-Saharan Africa 

were also responsible for the recent global increase in deaths due to one-sided violence 

between 2008 and 2009. The Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and Democratic Forces for the 

Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR), both active in the DRC, perpetrated the deadliest campaigns of 

one-sided violence in 2009. 

Governments in sub-Saharan Africa were responsible for the overwhelming majority— 

88 percent—of deaths in the region. However, as was the case at the global level, this was pri-

marily a result of the staggering death toll in a single case—the Rwandan genocide. If Rwanda 

is excluded from the analysis, government actors were responsible for just over a third of  

civilian fatalities. 
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figure 8.5 	
Regional Trends in One-Sided Violence Campaigns and Deaths, 1989–2009
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Americas

Few campaigns were recorded 

in this region and they were 

generally not very deadly. One 

exception was in 2001, when the 

events of 9/11 caused 89 percent 

of the deaths that year. 

Central and South Asia
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A single campaign in Afghanistan 

perpetrated by the Taliban govern-

ment accounted for almost the en-

tire death toll in 1998. Campaigns 

in this region otherwise caused 

relatively few deaths. 
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East and Southeast Asia  
and Oceania

The events at Tiananmen Square 

in China caused a spike in deaths 

in 1989, while attacks on civilians 

in Indonesia and the Philippines 

increased the number of cam-

paigns in 2002.
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Sub-Saharan Africa

Deadly campaigns in Rwanda in 

1994 and in the DRC in 1996 caused 

deaths to peak (exceeding the axis 

limit here). Attacks on civilians in 

the region have been much less 

deadly since. 

20

18

16

14

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

10

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

0
1989 1993 19951991 1997 1999 2003 20052001 20092007

N
um

be
r 

of
 C

am
pa

ig
ns

 
of

 O
ne

-S
id

ed
 V

io
le

nc
e

N
um

ber of R
eported D

eaths from
O

ne-S
ided V

iolence (1,000s)

Year

Middle East and North Africa

In 2004 and 2005 targeted attacks 

on civilians in Iraq were the 

primary cause of the spikes in 

campaigns in this region, as well 

as the sole cause of the spike in 

deaths in 2007.
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Europe

The deadliest campaigns occurred 

early in the post-Cold War period. 

Attacks on civilians in Bosnia-

Herzegovina caused deaths to 

peak in 1992 and 1995. 

Campaigns

Reported Deaths

Data Source: UCDP/HSRP Dataset.
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Death tolls in sub-Saharan Africa as a proportion of the global tolls have been much lower 

in recent years compared to those in the 1990s. The region suffered 93 percent of the global 

total fatalities between 1989 and 1999, but less than half the total between 2000 and 2009. 

The region has also witnessed a decline in the number of campaigns of one-sided vio-

lence. Indeed, much of the global decline in campaign numbers since the mid-2000s can be 

attributed to the decline in sub-Saharan Africa.

Although sub-Saharan Africa stands out for having the highest number of campaigns of, 

and fatalities from, one-sided violence, no region was free of deadly assaults against civilians 

between 1989 and 2009. 

Central and South Asia had the second-highest number of deadly assaults against 

civilians. The number of campaigns of one-sided violence in this region fluctuated from year 

to year between 1989 and 2009. In 2006 the region saw a slight increase due in part to new 

campaigns in India.

In 1998 deaths due to one-sided violence in the region spiked sharply. A campaign by  

the Taliban, which controlled the Afghan government at the time, resulted in nearly 6,000 

civilian deaths. Since then, estimated annual death tolls in the region have varied between  

500 and 1,500.

The Middle East and North Africa saw just 12 percent of the global campaigns and less 

than 2 percent of global fatalities. However, it is one of three regions—including Central and 

Southeast Asia, and East and Southeast Asia and Oceania—to have had more campaigns of 

one-sided violence in the new millennium than during the 1990s. In the Middle East and 

North Africa, the total number of campaigns in the 2000s was 85 percent higher than in the 

previous decade—a much larger increase than the ones seen in the other two regions.

Since the mid-2000s, however, the Middle East and North Africa has seen a downward 

trend in the number of campaigns. The number has decreased 60 percent from the peak year 

in 2005, while deaths have declined 65 percent since the peak year in 2007. As a consequence 

of the so-called Arab Spring, there may well be a considerable increase in both campaign and 

fatality numbers in 2011. At the time of writing, these data are still being collated. 

The most active perpetrator in the Middle 

East and North Africa was the government 

of Iraq, which committed one-sided violence 

against civilians in 11 of the 21 years covered by 

the data. Its activity spanned two countries, Iraq 

and Kuwait—though in Kuwait there were only 

two campaigns, in the context of the Gulf War 

in the early 1990s. In Iraq, however, the govern-

ment perpetrated one-sided violence every year between 1991 and 1996, then again in 1999, 

and then every year from 2005 to 2007.

The East and Southeast Asia and Oceania region saw comparatively few campaigns of 

one-sided violence. The deadliest perpetrator in the region was the government of China. 

Since the mid-2000s, the 
Middle East and North 
Africa has seen a decline in 
the number of campaigns.
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During the Tiananmen Square massacre of 1989, government forces killed some 2,600 people, 

accounting for 27 percent of all one-sided violence in the region between 1989 and 2009. It 

is, however, difficult to obtain accurate information on one-sided violence in China and other 

countries with tightly controlled media. The death toll, in fact, may well be much higher than 

that which UCDP records. 

In 2002 East and Southeast Asia and Oceania suffered the highest number of campaigns 

of one-sided violence in any year covered by the data. In Myanmar and the Philippines, deadly 

campaigns of violence against civilians were associated with state-based armed conflicts that 

were being waged at the same time. In Indonesia the majority of the deaths that year can be 

attributed to the bombings in Bali, which killed over 200 people. Although the number of 

campaigns in the region began to decline in 2003, the number of fatalities did not significantly 

decline again until 2008 and 2009. 

Like East and Southeast Asia and Oceania, 

the Americas region has accounted for only a 

small proportion of the total campaigns of one-

sided violence, and most kill fewer than 100 

civilians a year.

The deadliest campaign in the region took 

place in 2001 in the United States. The deaths 

associated with the events on 11 September 

accounted for 45 percent of the global total 

deaths due to one-sided violence that year. 

The perpetrators of the highest number of campaigns of one-sided violence in the 

Americas were Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and United Self-Defense 

Forces of Colombia (AUC) non-state armed groups in Colombia. FARC perpetrated one-sided 

violence every year in the dataset from 1994, except 2007, while AUC killed civilians each 

year from 1997 through 2005, with the exception of 2003. These campaigns are connected to 

the ongoing drug-fuelled civil war in the country. AUC has also fought another rival group, 

National Liberation Army (ELN), and FARC has long been fighting against the government 

of Colombia. 

Europe saw the fewest campaigns of one-sided violence. But the campaigns that occurred 

in the region tended to be deadly, though the high deaths tolls may have reflected more 

complete reporting than may have occurred in some other regions. In fact, after sub-Saharan 

Africa, Europe saw the highest number of campaigns causing 1,000 or more deaths a year. 

This was primarily a result of the one-sided violence in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in the 

Caucasus region of Russia. 

Campaigns in Bosnia and Herzegovina caused an estimated 40 percent of the global 

death toll from one-sided violence in 1992, and 53 percent in 1995. The Russian government’s 

deadly assaults against civilians in Chechnya caused the spike in deaths seen at the start of 

the millennium.

The perpetrators of 
the highest number of 
campaigns in the Americas 
were FARC and AUC. The 
campaigns are connected 
to the war in Colombia.
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Estimating Battle Deaths: A Challenging Exercise138 
There are currently two datasets that provide estimates of the number of worldwide battle 

deaths—i.e., combat-related deaths—that occur in state-based armed conflicts.139 (State-based 

armed conflicts are those in which at least one of the warring parties is the government of a 

state). Battle deaths include not only combatants but also civilians caught in the crossfire—

deaths that are often referred to as collateral damage. 

The Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) has battle-death data for the period from 

1989 to 2010 and the dataset is updated annually. PRIO, on the other hand, currently has data 

from 1946 to 2008. This dataset is updated periodically.

The trends in battle deaths described by the two datasets are quite similar as Figure A.1 

shows, although the PRIO “best estimates” of worldwide battle deaths are higher than those  

of UCDP—several times higher in some years. (This can be seen more clearly in Figure A.2, 

below.) As Figure A.1 demonstrates, there has been a clear long-term, but highly uneven, 

decline in battle deaths since 1946.

Figure A.1 Reported Battle Deaths from  

State-Based Conflict, 1946–2008/09
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Data Sources: PRIO; UCDP/HSRP Dataset.140

The methods used by UCDP and PRIO are similar, but to understand why PRIO’s  

best estimates are mostly greater than those of UCDP, we need to know how each dataset  

is compiled.

part II

appendix
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The Datasets
The PRIO dataset was originally created to determine if there were any long-term trends in 

the deadliness of armed conflict in the post-World War II era. The starting point for the coding 

of battle deaths was the list of armed conflicts from 1946 contained in the UCDP/PRIO Armed 

Conflict Dataset.141 The coding was undertaken by Bethany Lacina.

The first iteration of the dataset was released in 2005 and covered the period 1946–2002.142 

The dataset has been updated twice, in 2006 and 2009, and the latest version covers the period 

1946–2008. As of 12 March 2012, no final decision had been made on the next update.

UCDP, unlike PRIO, collects data on three types of organized violence. In 2005 data 

from all three new UCDP datasets were published for the first time in the Human Security 

Report. In addition to the battle-death data for state-based conflicts, UCDP introduced two 

new datasets—one on non-state battle deaths, and one on deaths from one-sided violence. 

Subsequently, each dataset has been updated annually—currently to 2010. Moreover, all three 

UCDP datasets have now been backdated to 1989. 

Both the PRIO and UCDP provide “low,” “high,” and “best” estimates of fatality numbers 

for each year.143 

Summary Estimates versus Incident Counting 
PRIO and UCDP both use a wide range of sources in compiling their estimates. But there is 

one major difference between their approaches—one that helps explain why PRIO’s estimates 

are generally higher than those of UCDP. 

The UCDP dataset is compiled primarily by counting the annual total of combat-related 

fatalities (national and global) from reports of fatalities in individual violent incidents (battles, 

clashes, etc.) in each state-based conflict being waged around the world. To do this, UCDP uses 

a variety of sources, including news reports and on-the-ground reports from human rights 

organizations, local NGOs (nongovernmental organizations), etc.

This approach not only provides very detailed information about particular violent events, 

but it also gives UCDP researchers considerable confidence that they have a reliable estimate 

of the minimum number of battle deaths in a conflict. But since it is highly unlikely that all 

reports of battle deaths will be recorded—particularly in conflicts where outside observers 

are banned from war zones—this methodology will almost certainly underestimate the actual 

number of battle deaths.144

By contrast, the PRIO dataset relies heavily on summary estimates—i.e., expert assessments 

of overall fatalities. There is no reason to assume that summary estimates will systematically 

undercount battle deaths as does UCDP’s incident-based estimation method.145 

In producing estimates of battle deaths for the early decades of the post-war era, PRIO 

researchers had no choice but to rely on summary reports of war deaths—which were typically 

estimates of how many people had been killed over the course of an entire conflict.146 During 

these early decades, there was nothing remotely like the Factiva database, with its 35,000-plus 
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news sources, that among other sources has enabled UCDP to undertake electronic searches 

for reports of individuals killed in battle.

Second, as noted earlier, UCDP data coders disaggregate deaths from organized violence 

into several categories. This means, for example, that UCDP will not count fatalities from 

intentional one-sided violence against civilians in its battle-death category, since these 

fatalities are collected in a separate dataset. However, the summary estimates of war deaths on 

which PRIO relies may well include the intentional killing of civilians along with battle deaths, 

because their sources do not always distinguish between the two types of violence.147 Where 

PRIO battle-death tolls include civilian deaths that UCDP counts separately, the effect will 

again be to increase the PRIO toll relative to that of UCDP.148 

Third, UCDP’s stringent coding rules mean that violent deaths will not be recorded as 

battle deaths unless the identity of the perpetrators is known. But of course it is sometimes not 

possible to identify the perpetrators. Where this is the case, UCDP does not record the fatalities. 

This helps explain why UCDP’s battle-death counts in Iraq are lower than the battle-death 

counts of other sources, and is yet another reason why PRIO’s best-estimate battle-death tolls 

are higher on average than UCDP’s.149 

Fourth, another difference between the two datasets arises from the fact that UCDP 

updates its data annually. UCDP researchers may well find, and include, important new sources 

of data for early conflict periods that were not available at the time to PRIO researchers. The 

PRIO dataset cannot include these data until its next periodic update.

These four differences account for most of the variation between PRIO and UCDP battle-

death estimates.150 

Conclusion
Although the differences in battle-death counts between the two datasets are often consid-

erable, the overall trends track each other reasonably closely as Figure A.2 (opposite page) 

indicates. Both datasets show a clear, though very uneven, decline in battle deaths over the 

past two decades, the period in which the two datasets overlap. If different data collection 

methodologies generate data that follow similar trends, then we can be reasonably confident 

that the trends are real. 

This is important because the most prominent—and most contested151—finding that has 

emerged from more than six decades of PRIO battle-death data is that there has been a long-

term, but uneven, secular decline in deadliness of warfare around the world.152

Notwithstanding their differences—and in part because of them—the two datasets are 

clearly complementary. Only the PRIO dataset has trend data in battle deaths for the first 

four decades of the post-World War II era, but only UCDP provides updates and revisions 

every year. This means that UCDP’s data are usually more up to date than PRIO’s and thus of 

particular interest to policy-makers. Plus, UCDP provides separate, but compatible, datasets 

on violent deaths from one-sided violence and non-state conflicts. Because of their incident-

based method of data collection, UCDP is not only able to differentiate between distinct types 
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of organized violence but the data can also provide more detailed information on where and 

when the deaths occurred.

As pointed out below, a primary objective of the PRIO dataset is to provide data on long-term 

historical trends in the number of battle deaths, while the UCDP dataset focuses on recent time 

periods and allows for more detailed and disaggregated analysis of violent events. Users must 

take this into account when choosing the appropriate dataset for a specific research question.

Figure A.2 Reported Battle Deaths from  

State-Based Conflict, 1989–2008
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Data Sources: PRIO; UCDP/HSRP Dataset.

Policy-makers and other researchers can be confident that UCDP’s data accurately reflect 

the minimum number of battle deaths that occur in each conflict each year, but its overall 

estimates are likely to undercount the true extent of the death toll for reasons spelled out 

above—and by UCDP itself.

PRIO’s data, on the other hand, not only cover six-plus decades of conflict but will tend to 

provide higher, and often more realistic, estimates of overall death tolls than UCDP’s battle-

death counts, precisely because PRIO’s methodology is not affected by the factors that tend to 

reduce battle-death estimates in the UCDP dataset. But it is also possible that PRIO’s estimates, 

which are based in large part on judgments about the accuracy of sources, rather than on 

counting reports of deaths in individual incidents, will overestimate the extent of battle deaths 

in some cases. It is highly improbable that this would happen with the UCDP estimates.

We should also be clear that these datasets are neither intended—nor suitable—for the sort 

of painstaking in-depth investigations of human rights violations and deaths from organized 

violence that Benetech’s Human Rights Data Analysis Group (HRDAG) undertakes—often for 

truth and reconciliation commissions in post-conflict settings.153

However, HRDAG’s intensive investigations often take multiple years to complete. They 

are essentially one-off exercises and are only carried out in a minority of war-affected countries 
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in each year. As such, they cannot be used for mapping global trends in organized violence on 

an ongoing basis.

For researchers and policy-makers interested in understanding trends in death tolls from 

organized violence and what drives them, and in determining the impact of violence-reduction 

strategies, there are no substitutes for the trend data revealed by the PRIO and UCDP battle-

death datasets. The datasets serve different but complementary purposes.
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1 	 For the purpose of this chapter, the US, the UK, France, and Russia (USSR) are considered 
major powers. In some conflicts, such as in Iraq and in Afghanistan, the government may 
receive support from both major powers and other countries—the latter rarely involved 
in more than a minor combat role. Where this is the case the conflict is still treated as a 
civil war with military involvement by a major power.

2 	 This Report, like previous Reports, uses battle-death data from two datasets. For the long-
term trend from 1946 to 2008, we rely on the dataset compiled by the International Peace 
Research Institute (PRIO). Data from the Uppsala Conflict Data Programme (UCDP) 
are now available from 1989 and are updated annually. The overall trends for the period 
where the two datasets overlap—the post-Cold War period—are very similar. There are, 
however, differences in absolute death tolls between the two datasets that reflect the 
different approaches to estimating battle deaths. UCDP’s methodology, which requires 
much more detail in order to code battle deaths, tends to report lower battle-death tolls. 
The number of battle deaths reported by either UCDP or PRIO for any individual conflict 
should therefore be treated with caution, but the trend is reliable (see Appendix for more 
details).

3 	 We consider the post-Cold War period to start in 1989.

4 	 Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP), Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden/Centre 
for the Study of Civil War, International Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO), Armed 
Conflict Dataset v.4-2010, http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/datasets/ucdp_prio_
armed_conflict_dataset/ (accessed 14 March 2012). 

5 	 Each conflict year represents a calendar year in which a conflict was ongoing. Most 
calendar years involve more than one conflict year because more than one conflict was 
being fought during that year.

6 	 The long-term trend remains the same steep decline shown in Figure 10.4 of the last 
Human Security Report, however the numbers are different. The last Human Security Report 
used PRIO data for 1946 to 2001 and UCDP data for 2002 to 2008. Figure 5.2 in this 
Report only uses PRIO data and ends in 2008, the last year of the dataset. UCDP data, 
which cover the period from 1989 to 2009, are graphed separately.

	 The Human Security Report Project (HSRP) has also changed how it calculates best 
estimates for the PRIO dataset in cases where PRIO has not provided a best estimate. 
In the past, HSRP calculated the straight average. HSRP now uses the geometric mean 
to calculate best estimates. This reduces the upward bias when there is a substantial 
difference between the high and low battle-death estimates.

7 	 Centre for the Study of Civil War, International Peace Research Institute Oslo, (PRIO), 
Battle Deaths Dataset 3.0, http://www.prio.no/CSCW/Datasets/Armed-Conflict/Battle-
Deaths/The-Battle-Deaths-Dataset-version-30/ (accessed 14 March 2012), updated from 
Bethany Lacina and Nils Petter Gleditsch, “Monitoring Trends in Global Combat: A New 
Dataset of Battle Deaths,” European Journal of Population 21, no. 2–3 (2005): doi: 10.1007/
s10680-005-6851-6.

part II

Endnotes



H U MA  N  S E C U R It  y  rep   o rt   2 0 1 2216

8 	 This latter conflict was also associated with significant levels of one-sided violence—
deaths due to targeted attacks on civilians by government forces or by formally organized 
non-state armed groups. See Chapter 8 of this Report for more analysis of this type of 
organized violence.

9 	 HSRP, Human Security Report 2009/2010: The Causes of Peace and the Shrinking Costs of War 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 160.

10 	 The battle-death data graphed here are similar to, but not exactly the same as, those 
shown in Figure 10.4 of the last Human Security Report. The last Human Security Report 
used PRIO data for 1946 to 2001, and UCDP data for 2002 to 2008. Figure 5.4 only  
uses UCDP data, which are now available for the period 1989–2009. PRIO data are 
graphed separately.

11 	 Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP), Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden/ Human 
Security Report Project, School for International Studies, Simon Fraser University, 
Vancouver, Canada.

12 	 While no one doubts that the war-related death toll in the DRC was very high, the last 
Human Security Report demonstrated that the much-cited estimated 5.4 million death 
toll is a substantial overestimate. Nor is the claim that the war in the DRC is the world’s 
deadliest conflict since the end of World War II correct. Deaths from organized violence—
both in total numbers and per population—were many times higher during the Korean 
War, for example. See HSRP, Human Security Report 2009/2010, 121.

13 	 Some intrastate conflicts are internationalized in only some of the years of the conflict. 
Following the coding of the UCDP dataset, the term internationalized intrastate conflict in 
this chapter only refers to conflict years (see endnote 5) with external military intervention. 
When comparing internationalized intrastate conflicts with other types of conflicts, we 
check the robustness of our findings by comparing all civil conflicts that have ever had 
foreign military involvement with those that have never had such an involvement.

	 With both definitions, UCDP data for 1989–2009 show internationalized intrastate 
conflicts as just over twice as deadly as other intrastate conflicts. PRIO data from 1946 to 
2008 confirm this with the latter definition. When considering conflict years, PRIO data 
show internationalized intrastate conflicts as nearly four times as deadly on average as 
other intrastate conflicts. 
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14 	 The definition of internationalized intrastate conflict excludes solely indirect military 
assistance, such as the provision of arms. Internationalized intrastate conflicts, however, 
include some cases in which fighting occurs outside the territory of the disputed 
government. The rebel group may be fighting the forces of more than one government 
but has only stated its intention to target one, so all related deaths are considered part 
of that conflict, and the forces of the other governments are considered to be fighting on 
behalf of the targeted government. These cases include the fighting in Sudan, the Central 
African Republic, and the DRC involving the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), which is in 
conflict with Uganda; the fighting in the DRC involving the FDLR, which is in conflict 
with Rwanda; plus, the fighting in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, and 
Yemen involving al-Qaida, which UCDP codes as conflict with the US. 

15 	 Most peacekeeping missions start when a peace process is already significantly advanced. 
Peace agreements tend to be in place before the UN deploys a peacekeeping mission, 
which is then mandated to support that peace. This role is quite different from military 
operations intended to secure victory for one side of the conflict.

16 	 Bethany Lacina, “Explaining the Severity of Civil Wars,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 50, 
no. 2 (2006): 285–287, doi: 10.1177/0022002705284828 (accessed 13 August 2012).

17 	 Kristine Eck, “From Armed Conflict to War: Ethnic Mobilization and Conflict 
Intensification,” International Studies Quarterly 53, no. 2 (2009): 380, doi: 10.1111/j.1468-
2478.2009.00538.x (accessed 13 August 2012).

18 	 Patrick M. Regan, “Third-party Interventions and the Duration of Intrastate Conflicts,” 
Journal of Conflict Resolution 46, no. 1 (2002): 57, doi: 10.1177/0022002702046001004 
(accessed 13 August 2012).

19 	 See, for example, Paul Collier, Anke Hoeffler, and Måns Söderbom, “On the Duration of Civil 
War,” Journal of Peace Research 41, no. 3 (2004): 253–273. doi:10.1177/0022343304043769.

20 	 See Regan, “Third-party Interventions,” 55–73.

21 	 See, for example, Dylan Balch-Lindsey and Andrew J. Enterline, “Killing Time: The World 
Politics of Civil War Duration, 1820–1992,” International Studies Quarterly 44, no. 4 (2000): 
615–642. Ibrahim A. Elbadawi and Nicholas Sambanis, “External Interventions and the 
Duration of Civil Wars” (unpublished manuscript, World Bank, March 2000), http://www-
wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/IW3P/IB/2000/09/30/000094
946_00091405494827/additional/122522322_20041117154546.pdf; Regan, “Third-party 
Interventions,” 55–73. 

22 	 David E. Cunningham, “Blocking resolution: How external states can prolong civil wars,” 
Journal of Peace Research 47, no. 2 (2010): 124–125, doi: 10.1177/0022343309353488 
(accessed 13 August 2012).

23 	 The US also supported UNITA but not with armed forces on the ground. 

24 	 Cunningham, “Blocking resolution,” 116–117.
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Armed Conflict 2010, edited by Therese Pettersson and Lotta Themner (Uppsala: Uppsala 
University, 2011), 51.

26 	 Bethany Lacina, “Explaining the Severity of Civil Wars,” 285.

27 	 Ibid., 286.

28 	 Andrea Kathryn Talentino, whose definition is broader than the one we use here for 
internationalized intrastate conflict, also finds an increase in intervention following the 
end of the Cold War: “[o]f all post-Cold War [conflicts], 71 percent saw some form of 
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University Press, 2005), 26.

29 	 These data include interstate conflicts. However, because interstate conflicts have been 
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number of intrastate conflicts in every year. This in large part explains why the trend in 
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31 	 Although China may also come to mind as a major power, we do not include China 
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32 	 As we showed in our last Report, France, the UK, the US, and Russia (USSR) have each 
been involved in more international conflicts—which include interstate as well as 
internationalized intrastate—since the end of World War II than any other state. HSRP, 
Human Security Report 2009/2010, 165.
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Kosovo conflict in 1999, fought between the Serbian military and US-supported Kosovo 
rebel force, with additional military forces from other NATO countries. For the purpose of 
this discussion, we consider these conflicts to be civil wars with external military support 
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34 	 Ann Hironaka, Neverending Wars: The international community, weak states, and the 
perpetuation of civil war (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 155.

35 	 HSRP, Human Security Report 2009/2010.
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