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Violence against women in politics (VAWP) is a human rights violation, as
it prevents the realization of political rights. Violence against women in
political and public life can be understood as “any act or threat of
gender-based violence, resulting in physical, sexual, psychological harm
or suffering to women, that prevents them from exercising and realizing
their political rights, whether in public or private spaces, including the
right to vote and hold public office, to vote in secret and to freely
campaign, to associate and assemble, and to enjoy freedom of opinion
and expression” (UN Women/UNDP 2017, 20).

Although awareness of the gravity and increasing levels of VAWP is
growing, the issue is a relatively new area of investigation, with no global
statistics or measurements available on prevalence or incidence, a lack of
commonly agreed definitions and indicators, a reliance on anecdotal
evidence, and underreporting because of the stigma attached to gender-
based violence in many societies. The absence of commonly agreed
definitions and methodologies for measuring VAWP is a barrier to the
advancement of research, monitoring, and policy and programming
responses in this field. Are agreed indicators and methodologies for
measuring VAWP necessary? How can consistency across different
measurement approaches be ensured? This essay examines the extent to
which VAWP is measured, identifying gaps in current violence against
women (VAW) measurements and considering new opportunities for
measuring and monitoring VAWP.

THE CASE FOR MEASURING VAWP

There is an emerging consensus among practitioners, researchers, and
stakeholders that efforts to eliminate or prevent VAWP must include
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adequate measurement and monitoring. Statistics on violence against
women in general show that it is pervasive, ranging globally between
30% and 70% of women having experienced physical and/or sexual
violence by a partner or sexual violence by a nonpartner at some point in
their lifetime (UN Women 2012; WHO 2013). Unfortunately, VAW
measurements developed over the past decade have neglected to include
the political sphere, possibly because the scope of VAWP was less than it
is today, or because there was less public acknowledgment of this
problem. There are also only a handful of internationally agreed
indicators for measuring women’s political participation, none of which
include VAWP, constituting a major gap in this area (UN 2013).

The UN Secretary General’s report on women and political
participation (2013) noted that “the comprehensive investigation of
allegations of violence, assault, or harassment of women elected officials
and candidates for political office is an important step in creating an
environment conducive to women’s political participation.” Since
recognition of VAWP is relatively new, few states report on it. The report
recommended that solutions start with fact-based assessments, such as
vulnerability mapping or violence monitoring, both to document the
scope of the issue and to identify appropriate and effective mitigation
measures. In this essay, I argue there are three avenues through which
the VAWP evidence base can be established: adapting (1) standard VAW
measurements, which measure prevalence, including the Sustainable
Development Goals; (2) broader political and electoral violence
monitoring, which mostly measures incidence; and (3) country-level
quantitative and qualitative studies, including testimonials, which
provide more concrete and detailed insights into cases of VAWP.

STANDARD VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN MEASUREMENTS1

Reliable statistics are recognized as necessary to help eliminate all forms of
VAW,2 and the need to improve the collection and use of VAW data is high
on the international agenda. In 2011, a set of nine core VAW indicators
(such as rates of physical, sexual, and psychological violence experienced
by women, broken down by age group) were identified and approved by
the UN Statistical Commission, followed in 2014 by guidelines for

1. This section has benefited immensely from ideas provided by Juncal Plazaola Castaño.
2. See the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (1993) and General Assembly

Resolution 48/104.
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producing these statistics by the UN Statistics Division (UN 2014). These
guidelines were developed in consultation with various stakeholders to
produce common indicators for use by national statistical offices
worldwide.

The development of core VAW indicators and guidelines for collection is
important for ensuring consistency of measurement across countries.3
However, standard indicators to measure the prevalence of VAW — in
the family, the community, and the state — have overlooked the political
sphere. Filling this gap might simply entail adding questions or response
options recognizing that the “perpetrator” or “place of occurrence”
might be in politics. Though this approach might be limited by the
specificity of the VAW indicators, it would enable minimum data on
VAWP to be collected systematically and consistently across countries via
standard, agreed indicators. Collecting data on VAWP, moreover, may be
less challenging than collecting data on intimate partner violence
(where many hold the strong view that it is a private issue) or nonpartner
sexual violence (which is often associated with stigma).

National surveys, multicountry studies, and administrative data on VAW
collected through public and private services that come into contact
with women survivors of violence are also potential entry points for
measuring the prevalence of VAWP. National surveys or multicountry
studies can assess the magnitude of the problem and raise awareness
among stakeholders about its existence.4 Administrative data are not
comprehensive enough to measure the magnitude and patterns of VAW,
as many women do not report violence and those who do tend to be
only the most serious cases. However, data collected from health centers,
police stations and courts, housing and social welfare services and
shelters, and other support services are potential sources for determining
the number of cases, the response provided, and/or the referral
mechanism put in place, aiding countries in estimating their needs and
costs (UN 2014).

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) offer additional
opportunities to measure VAWP through data collected to monitor
progress toward Goal 5, Target 5.2, on eliminating all forms of violence
against women and gender in private and public spheres; Goal 11,
Target 11.7, on providing universal access to safe and inclusive public

3. More than 100 countries have conducted at least one prevalence survey, and more than 40
countries have conducted at least two surveys (UN 2015).

4. Personal interview with Juncal Plazaola Castaño.
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spaces; and Goal 16, Target 16.1, on significantly reducing all forms of
violence and related death rates. These indicators are aligned with the
core VAW indicators, and related SDG monitoring efforts require
reliable and comparable prevalence data collected in line with existing
globally agreed standards. The subindicators 5.2.2, on sexual violence by
a nonpartner, and 11.7.2, on physical and sexual harassment, require
data to be disaggregated by place of occurrence. Here, public office may
be suggested as one of the places of occurrence of violence to be
explored. The scope of controlling behaviors could also potentially be
broadened to include controlling behaviors of women in political and
public life, including for example, incidents in which women are
prevented from voting by a partner or coerced to vote a particular way.

POLITICAL AND ELECTORAL VIOLENCE MONITORING

Political violence monitoring programs and international and domestic
election observation have the potential to provide quantitative information
on VAWP. By integrating a gender dimension in their reporting, or
developing VAWP-specific indicators, international election observation
missions, domestic observations, and early warning systems can contribute
to understanding the incidence of VAWP at specific points in time. There
are positive innovations in this regard. For example, the National
Democratic Institute’s “Votes without Violence” toolkit, which has been
piloted in several countries, provides citizen observer groups (particularly
long-term observers) with gender-sensitive assessment tools and training on
how to identify and record incidents of violence against women in
elections (NDI 2016). Similarly, the International Foundation for
Electoral Systems’ “Violence against Women in Elections Framework”
has been developed as a monitoring tool to track VAW throughout all
phases of the electoral cycle (IFES 2017). These tools could contribute to
filling the data gap. However, it may be useful to consider common
indicators or approaches in collection methodologies and questions used
in report forms to ensure consistency and comparability of data.

VAWP CASE STUDIES AND TESTIMONIALS

An additional promising source of data involves national case studies
and testimonials, capturing both qualitative and quantitative information
on VAWP. Several pilot projects have sought to collect data through
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multipartner initiatives, including in partnership with civil society
organizations. These include academic analyses and research commissioned
by development organizations using a variety of data points and
measurement. One example of the rich information provided by such
case studies is a UN Women initiative together with the Tanzania
Women’s Cross-Party Platform to collect data on violence against
women in the 2015 elections in Tanzania. This report used both
quantitative and qualitative research methods, including interviews, to
confirm the occurrence of psychological, physical, and sexual violence
during the elections.

In another example, the Inter-Parliamentary Union interviewed 55
parliamentarians from 39 countries about their perceptions and
experiences of harassment, intimidation, and violence, as well as possible
motivations for the violence (IPU 2016). The analysis revealed troubling
levels of violence against women parliamentarians, with 81.8% of survey
participants having experienced some form of psychological violence
while serving their terms, mainly through social media. Complementary
initiatives include ParlAmericas’ video project, “Mapping Gender-Based
Political Harassment: Parliamentarians Speak Out,” an online space
featuring testimonies of women parliamentarians from across the
Americas and the Caribbean on the topic of VAWP (ParlAmericas 2017),
and the National Democratic Institute’s Incident Report Form,
collecting testimonies of violence in order to highlight its global nature
(NDI 2017).

CONCLUSION

The various sources of data outlined here may collectively contribute to
filling the VAWP data gap. There are lessons learned from the
development of the VAW measurements and indicators, which could
help inform the development of standardized VAWP measurements,
namely, (1) a strong call for data collection and research established
through international resolutions agreed by states, urging states to report
progress, and (2) a minimum set of agreed indicators, establishing clear
methods and guidelines for data collection, improving comparability of
data across countries. While an entirely new approach may not be
necessary, an integrated one that aims to measure VAWP through agreed
standards and indicators is a compelling way forward. In addition, data
collected during electoral observation missions can provide quantitative
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information on incidences at particular moments in time, and national
case studies on VAWP can provide qualitative information on specific
incidents. Consistent standards will significantly improve data collection
efforts and measurement of VAWP in the long term.

Julie Ballington is Policy Advisor for Political Participation at UN Women,
New York: julie.ballington@unwomen.org
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