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1. Introduction and Scope 
This codebook explains the GEO-SVAC dataset and the variables therein. GEO-SVAC is a geocoded event-

based version of the Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict Dataset (SVAC) (Cohen and Nordås 2014) which 

includes data on the use of sexual violence in all state-based conflicts active between 1989 and 2009 at 

the level of the conflict-actor-year. GEO-SVAC, focusing on state-based conflicts, uses the UCDP GED 

geocoded event dataset (Sundberg and Melander 2013; Croicu and Sundberg 2015) as its starting point, 

and extends it by providing additional variables on the use of sexual violence by the actors involved from 

the SVAC dataset. GEO-SVAC can therefore be used to visualize or analyze geographically the landscape 

of violent events perpetrated by governments and groups that are reported to be using sexual violence 

in state-based conflicts in the year of the particular event.  

GEO-SVAC does not provide information about whether each individual event involved the use of sexual 

violence. Rather, the dataset says something about the general use of sexual violence by one or more of 

the actors involved in the events in the same year. That is, if an armed actor has been reported to be 

involved in the use of sexual violence in a given year and conflict, all violent events connected to the 

same actor, year, and conflict will be given the same code for sexual violence. More detail on how the 

data was constructed is given in section 3. 

It is possible for researchers to recreate GEO-SVAC by merging the UCDP GED and SVAC datasets 

themselves, but this requires time and resources, and presents several data and operationalization 

challenges. The purpose of GEO-SVAC is therefore to serve as a convenient preprocessed link-table 

taking care of most of this for the researcher, providing an immediate and standardized product to more 

readily examine the spatial patterns of armed actors reported to be using sexual violence.  

2. Definitions 

2.1. Unit of Observation 
GEO-SVAC is based on the UCDP GED dataset (Sundberg and Melander 2013), building on the same data 

structure and information. The unit of observation in GEO-SVAC is therefore the conflict event, with the 

highest temporal precision on the day-level, and the highest spatial precision on the city or town-level.  

2.2. Coverage 
The information and coverage of the conflict events in GEO-SVAC is based on UCDP GED, version 4.0 (as 

of 1 July 2016) (Croicu and Sundberg 2015). This means the data cover all of Africa, Asia, the Middle East 

(GED version does not include Syria however), and Europe and the Americas (GED version only covers 

these regions since 2005). However, due to the more limited scope and availability in the current version 

of the SVAC data, GEO-SVAC represents only a subset of the GED data, containing only state-based 

conflicts, and the years 1989 to 2009.  
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2.3. Sexual Violence 
The information on sexual violence provided in GEO-SVAC is based directly on the information from the 

SVAC dataset, version 1.0 (Cohen and Nordås 2014). SVAC defines sexual violence as rape, sexual 

slavery, forced prostitution, forced pregnancy, forced sterilization/abortion,” as well as “sexual 

mutilation, and sexual torture.” The dataset records among other things the prevalence of sexual 

violence by an armed actor in a given conflict and year, based on human rights reports from several 

different sources. All of the limitations inherent in the SVAC data naturally apply to GEO-SVAC as well 

(for a discussion of this, see Cohen and Nordås 2013: 19-20).  

3. Methodology 
To create the event-specific measures of sexual violence each GED event is assigned actor-specific 

information from the SVAC dataset. Since the SVAC unit of analysis is the actor-year-conflict, matching 

the two datasets requires that each GED event belongs to the same 1) actor, 2) year, and 3) conflict as 

the SVAC data. Below we describe in more detail how we matched each of these three identifiers.  

3.1. Actor ID 
First, we matched the correct actor IDs from both datasets. The SVAC actor ID variable “actorid” is based 

on the UCDP Actor Dataset, and in the GED data the corresponding ID is contained in the variable 

“side_[a or b]_dset_id”1 when the event type is state-based violence. Since the SVAC data only contains 

actors involved in state-based conflicts, we exclude those GED events where “type_of_violence” is 2 or 3 

(non-state and one-sided violence). We also exclude SVAC actors whose “actor_type” is 6 (pro-

government militia) since those types of actors are not contained in the GED dataset.  

Next, since GED events always involve two actors (side A and side B) we take care to only match side A 

in SVAC with side A in GED, and side B with side B. The GED data explicitly makes this distinction with 

separate actor ID variables for side A and B. In the SVAC data, side A and B is denoted by more fine-

grained categories, with values 1 and 2 corresponding to side A (government, and state supporting the 

government), and values 3 and 4 corresponding to side B (rebel or opposing government, and state 

supporting side B). Each GED event therefore ends up having SVAC information for each of the two 

actors involved in the event, side A and side B.  

3.2. Year 
The second identifier is based on the SVAC data recording how sexual violence by armed actors changes 

from year to year. We therefore make sure the SVAC actor information is for the same year in which the 

GED event unfolded. Both datasets have a variable “year” that we use for matching.   

                                                           
1 Note that GED will be phasing out this actor ID in favor of a new actor ID in future versions which they currently 
provide in the variable “side_[a or b]_new_id”. GEO-SVAC provides both actor IDs to ease the transition from the 
old to the new IDs in future versions of GED and GEO-SVAC.  
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3.3. Conflict ID 
The third identifier we consider is based on how SVAC gives a separate score for each conflict that an 

actor was involved in each year. This means that for any given year, an actor may have used sexual 

violence in one conflict but not in another. We therefore make sure that a SVAC actor’s use of sexual 

violence during a particular conflict is matched only to those GED events related to that same conflict. 

For the SVAC data the conflict ID variable “ID” is based on the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset, and in 

the GED data the corresponding ID is contained in the variable “conflict_dset_id”2 when the event type 

is state-based violence.  

4. Variables 

4.1. Overview 
At its core, GEO-SVAC presents a small subset of variables containing basic information about each 

event, taken directly from the UCDP GED dataset. For access to any additional GED variables, the user 

must merge or join GEO-SVAC with the original GED version 4.0 dataset using “gedid” as the linking 

variable. The descriptions of the GED variables are from the GED codebook (Croicu and Sundberg 2015).  

The main contribution of GEO-SVAC is a series of variables from the SVAC dataset on the (yearly) use of 

sexual violence by one or more of the actors involved in a particular conflict event. These ordinal 

variables measure the prevalence level of reported sexual violence by the two actors in the year and 

conflict of the event, and are provided for each of the three data sources reported in SVAC (US State 

Department, Amnesty International, and Human Rights Watch).  

In addition to the prevalence scores, we also include a series of variables on the type or characteristics 

of the sexual violence by one or more of the actors involved in a particular conflict event, taken directly 

from the SVAC dataset. These are always based on the highest score of the two implicated actors.  

4.2. Definitions 

Variable name Description 

gedid Same as “id” in UCDP GED. A unique numeric ID identifying each event. 

year The year of the event 

date_start The earliest possible date when the event has taken place. 

date_end The latest possible date when the event has taken place. 

gwno GW country code (Gleditsch and Ward 1999). 

country Name of the country in which the event takes place. 

priogrid_gid The PRIO-grid cell id (gid) in which the event took place. Compatibility with 
PRIO-grid (Tollefsen, 2012) is guaranteed for both PRIO-grid 1 and 2. 

side_a The name of Side A in the dyad. In state-based conflicts always a 

                                                           
2 Note that GED will be phasing out this conflict ID in favor of a new conflict ID in future versions which 

they currently provide in the variable “conflict_new_id”.  
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government. 

side_a_dset_id The unique ID of side A as in the current version of the UCDP Actor 
Dataset. 

side_a_new_id A unique ID of side A. This will be used in the future as the main actor 
identifier. 

side_b The name of Side B in the dyad. In state-based always the rebel movement 
or rivalling government. 

side_b_dset_id The unique ID of side B as in the current version of the UCDP Actor 
Dataset.  

side_b_new_id A unique ID of side B. This will be used in the future as the main actor 
identifier. 

latitude Latitude (in decimal degrees) 

longitude Longitude (in decimal degrees) 

best_est The best (most likely) estimate of total fatalities 
resulting from an event. 

deaths_civilians The best estimate of dead civilians in the event. 

sv_ai_prev_a The prevalence score based on Amnesty International sources in the SVAC 
data for the “side_a” actor.  
 
The codes used are the same as in the original SVAC data and their 
descriptions are only provided in their short form here: 
 

 -99 = Missing. No report was issued for a country-year and no data 
about this conflict-actor-year was available from subsequent years 

 0 = A report was issued for a country in a given year, but there was 
no mention of sexual violence related to the conflict. 

 1 = Some sexual violence. 

 2 = Several/Many instances of sexual violence.  

 3 = Massive use of sexual violence.  
 

sv_ai_prev_b The prevalence score based on Amnesty International sources in the SVAC 
data for the “side_b” actor. Same codes as “sv_ai_prev_a”.  

sv_ai_prev The prevalence score based on Amnesty International sources of any of 
the two actors. It is always the highest of “sv_ai_prev_a” and 
“sv_ai_prev_b”, even if one of them has a missing value.  

sv_hrw_prev_a The prevalence score based on Human Rights Watch sources in the SVAC 
data for the “side_a” actor.  
 
The codes used are the same as in the original SVAC data and their 
descriptions are only provided in their short form here: 
 

 -99 = Missing. No report was issued for a country-year and no data 
about this conflict-actor-year was available from subsequent years 

 0 = A report was issued for a country in a given year, but there was 
no mention of sexual violence related to the conflict. 

 1 = Some sexual violence. 
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 2 = Several/Many instances of sexual violence.  

 3 = Massive use of sexual violence.  
 

sv_hrw_prev_b The prevalence score based on Human Rights Watch sources in the SVAC 
data for the “side_b” actor. Same codes as “sv_hrw_prev_a”.  

sv_hrw_prev The highest prevalence score based on Human Rights Watch sources of 
any of the two actors. It is always the highest of “sv_hrw_prev_a” and 
“sv_hrw_prev_b”, even if one of them has a missing value.  

sv_state_prev_a The prevalence score based on US State Department sources in the SVAC 
data for the “side_a” actor. 
 
The codes used are the same as in the original SVAC data and their 
descriptions are only provided in their short form here: 
 

 -99 = Missing. No report was issued for a country-year and no data 
about this conflict-actor-year was available from subsequent years 

 0 = A report was issued for a country in a given year, but there was 
no mention of sexual violence related to the conflict. 

 1 = Some sexual violence. 

 2 = Several/Many instances of sexual violence.  

 3 = Massive use of sexual violence.  
 

sv_state_prev_b The prevalence score based on US State Department sources in the SVAC 
data for the “side_b” actor. Same codes as “sv_state_prev_a”.  

sv_state_prev The highest prevalence score based on US State Department sources of 
any of the two actors. It is always the highest of “sv_state_prev_a” and 
“sv_state_prev_b”, even if one of them has a missing value.  

sv_max_prev_a The highest prevalence score of all three SVAC sources for the “side_a” 
actor.  
 
The codes used are the same as in the original SVAC data and their 
descriptions are only provided in their short form here: 
 

 -99 = Missing. No report was issued for a country-year and no data 
about this conflict-actor-year was available from subsequent years 

 0 = A report was issued for a country in a given year, but there was 
no mention of sexual violence related to the conflict. 

 1 = Some sexual violence. 

 2 = Several/Many instances of sexual violence.  

 3 = Massive use of sexual violence.  
 

sv_max_prev_b The highest prevalence score of all three SVAC sources for the “side_b” 
actor. Same codes as “sv_max_prev_a”.  

sv_max_prev The highest prevalence score of all three SVAC sources and of any of the 
two actors. It is always the highest of “sv_max_prev_a” and 
“sv_max_prev_b”, even if one of them has a missing value.  

sv_selection Dummy variable that indicates if the sexual violence was targeting only a 
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selected group of people, such as a particular ethnic or religious group. 
Highest among any of the actors.  

sv_male Sexual violence against males. Highest among any of the actors.  
 

 0 = No sexual violence against males reported 

 1 = Some/many incidents of sexual violence against men reported 

 2 = Significant sexual violence against men reported 
sv_child Sexual violence against children. Highest among any of the actors. 

 

 0 = No sexual violence against children reported 

 1 = Some/many incidents of sexual violence against children 
reported 

 2 = Significant sexual violence against children reported 
sv_detainee Sexual violence against detainees. Highest among any of the actors. 

 

 0 = No sexual violence against detainees reported 

 1 = Some/many incidents of sexual violence against detainees 
reported 

 2 = Significant sexual violence against detainees reported 
sv_refugee Sexual violence against refugees. Highest among any of the actors. 

 

 0 = No sexual violence against refugees reported 

 1 = Some/many incidents of sexual violence against refugees 
reported 

 2 = Significant sexual violence against refugees reported 
sv_ public Dummy variable that indicates whether the location of sexual violence was 

reported to be in public. Keywords/phrases include “in the street,” “in full 
view,” “in a public space,” or “at a public meeting.” Highest among any of 
the actors. 

sv_ semipublic Dummy variable that indicates whether the location of sexual violence was 
reported to be in a semi-public location. Semi-public spaces are locations 
that are low traffic (i.e. not frequently used) public locations such as “in 
the field,” “by a road,” “in an empty church,” or “in an abandoned 
building.” Highest among any of the actors. 

sv_ private Dummy variable that indicates whether the location of sexual violence was 
reported to be in a completely private location such as “a locked room.” 
Highest among any of the actors. 

sv_gang Dummy variable indicating if the reported sexual violence perpetrated by 
two or more individuals at the same time/location. Highest among any of 
the actors. 

sv_byproxy Dummy variable indicating if an armed actor forced someone (but not a 
member of the armed actor’s own group) to perpetrate sexual violence on 
her/himself or any third party. Sexual violence includes (but is not limited 
to) forced self-mutilation and masturbation. Highest among any of the 
actors. 
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5. A Look at the Data 
To give a better idea of what exactly the GEO-SVAC dataset is, we take a brief look at its contents. 

Specifically, we look at the “sv_max_prev” variable, which measures for each conflict event the highest 

prevalence of sexual violence among both actors and among all the SVAC sources.  

5.1. Prevalence of sexual violence 
GEO-SVAC contains 51,893 observations of state-based conflict events, spanning all major continents 

between 1989 and 2009. The vast majority of these events (98%) have valid observations from the SVAC 

data. A brief examination further shows that while most events did not involve any actors reported to 

use sexual violence (57% with a prevalence score of 0), actors using sexual violence are still responsible 

for a fairly large share of conflict events (41% with prevalence measures 1 to 3).  

Table 1. Frequency and share of conflict events by actors known to be using sexual violence 

SVAC prevalence (sv_max_prev) UCDP GED-events 

-99 (missing) 703 (1.4%) 

0 (none) 29,810 (57.4%) 

1 (some) 15,357 (29.6%) 

2 (several) 4,859 (9.3%) 

3 (massive) 1,164 (2.2%) 

Total # events 51,893 

 

For more conservative estimates of conflict events by armed actors (state militaries and rebel groups) 

who use sexual violence, one can also focus only on prevalence scores of 2 or 3 where the actor was 

reported to have used sexual violence “several/many” times or at a “massive” level. Doing so lowers the 

estimate to 11,5% or 2,2% respectively. However, a potential risk with such a more conservative 

approach could be to aggravate problems of under-reporting that arguably can be a problem in studying 

sexual violence (Nordås and Cohen 2011).    

5.2. Regional Patterns 
A brief look at the regional patterns will give us a rough idea of whether sexual violence during conflict is 

more prevalent in some regions than in others. The percentages mentioned in this section are based on 

the table below which compares the percent of conflict events assigned to the various sexual violence 

prevalence scores within each of the main regions. And for the maps used throughout this section we 

have taken the entire GEO-SVAC dataset for the entire 1989-2009 period where each individual event is 

a point on a map. Each point is then given a color based on the prevalence of sexual violence of the 

actors involved, and when multiple events have occurred in the same location, we show the highest 

prevalence for any of the events.  
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Table 2. Share of conflict events by actors known to be using sexual violence, by region 

SVAC prevalence 
sv_max_prev 

Africa Americas Asia Europe 

-99 (missing) 0.4% 0.2% 1.7% 0.6% 
0 (none) 33.9% 5.1% 65.8% 61.5% 
1 (some) 37.7% 94.6% 25.4% 37.9% 
2 (several) 21.6% 0% 6% 0% 
3 (massive) 6.4% 0% 1.1% 0% 

Total # events 11,839 859 38,075 1,042 

 

5.2.1. Africa 

When comparing the various prevalence ratings of sexual violence for conflict events within each region 

in the entire period (1989-2009), it appears that Africa is the continent that has experienced the most 

severe use of sexual violence during conflict. Looking at the share of conflict events within each region, 

Africa has had a much larger share of its conflict events with “several” or “massive” uses of sexual 

violence (28% with a rating of 2 or 3) compared with that of other continents (the next highest being 

Asia at 7%). Only in Africa and the Americas has the use of at least some level of sexual violence in 

armed conflict been more common than not (within Africa sexual violence ratings of 1 or higher account 

for over 64% of conflict events). While we observe some degree of sexual violence in nearly all conflicts 

across Africa, notable concentrations of high-level sexual violence (prevalence score of 3) are found in 

Sierra Leone, Liberia, Rwanda, Burundi, South Sudan, southwest Sudan, and Congo Brazzaville.  
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Figure 1. Map of conflict events by actors reported to be using sexual violence, Africa 1989 - 2009.  
Note: Information is based on sv_max_prev, meaning each event shows the highest level by all three SVAC sources and both 
implicated actors. When multiple events have occurred in the same location we show the highest prevalence for any of the 
events.  

5.2.1. Asia 

Asia has also experienced a high degree of sexual violence during conflict. However, compared to Africa, 

the share is much lower with only 32% of all events within Asia involving actors known to be using at 

least some level of sexual violence that year. As a share of all conflict events globally on the other hand, 

Asia accounts for roughly half of all conflict events with actors that commit sexual violence (with a 

prevalence score of 1 or higher), largely due to the fact that Asia has the highest number of conflict 

events more generally. Areas where we find conflict actors using high levels of sexual violence include 
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especially Tajikistan, Kyrgystan, Sri Lanka, Cambodia, and East Timor (prevalence score of 3), and to a 

lesser extent in Turkey, Iraq, Afghanistan, Nepal, and Aceh (Indonesia) (prevalence score of 2).  

 

Figure 2. Map of conflict events by actors known to be using sexual violence, Asia 1989 - 2009.  
Note: Information is based on sv_max_prev, meaning each event shows the highest level by all three SVAC sources and both 
implicated actors. When multiple events have occurred in the same location, we show the highest prevalence for any of the 
events. 

5.2.3. The Americas  

In the Americas and particularly South America, almost all conflict events (over 94%) have involved 

actors known to have used at least some level of sexual violence during conflict that year (prevalence 

score of 1 or higher), the highest share for any of the regions. GED only provides data for the Americas 

since 2005, and there are relatively few conflicts events overall in this region, so these rates are likely 

driven by only a few individual actors. The incidents of sexual violence actor events have been mostly 

located in Colombia. 

5.2.4. Europe 

In Europe, the share is more similar to that of Asia, with 38% of conflict events in the region involving 

actors using at least some form of sexual violence. The severity of sexual violence has been relatively 

low-level with a highest prevalence rating of 1. This region has also had less conflict overall, and GED 

only provides data since 2005, so the rates are based on only a few actors. The incidents of sexual 

violence actor events in this region have been mostly located in Armenia/Azerbaijan.  
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Figure 3. Map of conflict events by actors known to be using sexual violence, the Americas and Europe 1989 - 2009.  
Note: Information is based on sv_max_prev, meaning each event shows the highest level by all three SVAC sources and both 
implicated actors. When multiple events have occurred in the same location we show the highest prevalence for any of the 
events. 

 

5.3. Trends over time 
The patterns of sexual violence in the previous section are not however static and endemic, but rather a 

result of continually evolving histories that vary considerably over time. In the world as a whole, from 

1989 to 2009 there has been a slight increase in the absolute number of conflict events by actors 

reported to be using at least some level of sexual violence. Also, the level of sexual violence employed 

has become somewhat more severe, with a higher proportion of incidents caused by actors with a 

prevalence of “several/many”, though incidents from “massive” prevalence actors are not as common 

anymore. On the other hand, the global share of all conflict events by actors using sexual violence has 

actually gone down from about one third to roughly one fifth, but only because the number of conflict 

events more generally has grown at a much faster pace.  
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Figure 4. Temporal stacked area plot of conflict events by actors reported to be using sexual violence.  
Note: Information is based on sv_max_prev, meaning the highest level by all three SVAC sources and both actors in each event. 

5.3.1. The Levant 

One area where the use of sexual violence in armed conflict has undergone noticeable changes is in the 

area around Iraq and Turkey. Sexual violence has long been a characteristic of the conflict in the 

southeastern parts of Turkey which escalated after 1996 but then largely disappeared after 2003, 

despite a continuation of the conflict. Iraq also had some experience with sexual violence since 1989, 

and was marke d by a very significant increase since the US invasion in 2003. The absence of information 

in Syria is due to the fact that Syria was not included in the most recent version of the GED data.  

 

Figure 5. Time-Maps of conflict events by actors known to be using sexual violence, Turkey/Iraq.  
Note: Information is  based on sv_max_prev, meaning each event shows the highest level by all three SVAC sources and both 
implicated actors. When multiple events have occurred in the same location we show the highest prevalence for any of the 
events. 

5.3.2. Central Asia 

Conflicts in Central Asia have seen particularly many events involving actors using high levels of sexual 

violence. There has been an increase in the number of GED events in the region in the three time 
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periods shown in Figure 6(1989-1995; 1996-2002; 2003-2009), however there were relatively more 

events with actors using the highest level of sexual violence (level 3) in the first two time periods relative 

to the last (2003-2009). Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan had a period from 1989 to 2002 when many conflict 

events involved actors using high levels of sexual violence. Afghanistan has also seen events by actors 

reportedly using low-level sexual violence throughout the period, but has seen a significant escalation of 

the number of events that involve actors using higher levels of sexual violence (level 2 or more) in the 

southeastern areas near the border with Pakistan since 2003.  

 

Figure 6. Time-Maps of conflict events by actors known to be using sexual violence, Afghanistan/Tajikistan/Kyrgyzstan.  
Note: Information is based on sv_max_prev, meaning each event shows the highest level by all three SVAC sources and both 
implicated actors. When multiple events have occurred in the same location we show the highest prevalence for any of the 
events. 

5.3.3. South Asia 

The picture we see in South Asia has been one of mixed trends. One the one hand, in northwest India 

and in Sri Lanka where conflict has persisted through all three periods, the proportion of conflict events 

by actors reported to have used sexual violence has declined from very severe and commonplace to 

almost nonexistent. . On the other hand, based on reports of higher prevalence of sexual violence by the 

Nepalese government forces in 2004 we also see an uptick in sexual violence between the time periods 

1996-2002 and 2003-2009. The time periods saw similar numbers of events, but the conflict actors 

accounting for the events in the latter period used a higher prevalence of sexual violence than in the 

earlier period. .  
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Figure 7. Time-Maps of conflict events by actors known to be using sexual violence, India/Nepal/Sri Lanka.  
Note: Information is based on sv_max_prev, meaning each event shows the highest level by all three SVAC sources and both 
implicated actors. When multiple events have occurred in the same location we show the highest prevalence for any of the 
events. 

5.3.4. Indochina 

The use of sexual violence during conflict has also been a problem in Indochina, especially in Cambodia 

and somewhat in Myanmar prior to 1996. The situation in Myanmar has continued to this day, 

particularly along the Thai border. Conflict events by actors that use sexual violence have also been 

reported in the southern tip of Thailand since 2003.  

 

Figure 8. Time-Maps of conflict events by actors known to be using sexual violence, Myanmar/Thailand/Cambodia.  
Note: Information is based on sv_max_prev, meaning each event shows the highest level by all three SVAC sources and both 
implicated actors. When multiple events have occurred in the same location we show the highest prevalence for any of the 
events. 

5.4. Online Map Tool 
In the previous we have seen just some of the trends and hotspots of sexual violence in armed conflict 

that can be gathered from the GEO-SVAC data. For a more fine-grained illustration of how the patterns 

have changed over time, we have provided an interactive online map where the user can explore how 

the prevalence of sexual violence for the actors implicated in each conflict event from the GEO-SVAC 

dataset unfolds over time down to the daily level, and zoom in on areas of interest. This map is featured 

on the main SVAC website, and can also be accessed via the following URL address:  
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https://geo-svac.carto.com/viz/9f7c2ce4-9091-11e6-8ad0-

0e05a8b3e3d7/public_map  
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