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Abstract 

Scholars increasingly call for documentation and analysis of specific forms of conflict-related 

sexual violence. Moreover, accountability for particular crimes is stronger when specific patterns 

of victimization are documented. This article introduces the Repertoires of Sexual Violence in 

Armed Conflict (RSVAC) data package, which assembles reports from 1989 to 2015 of forms of 

sexual violence by state forces, insurgent/rebel organizations, and pro-government militias for 

each conflict and year. RSVAC compiles the reported prevalence of eight forms of sexual violence 

– rape, sexual slavery/forced marriage, forced prostitution, sexual mutilation, forced pregnancy, 

forced abortion/sterilization, non-penetrative sexual torture, and sexual abuse (as well as that of 

multiple-perpetrator reports of each form). It includes extensive qualitative notes on reported 

incidents, as well as ‘conflict manuscripts’ that include the relevant portions of source documents. 

Disaggregating ‘sexual violence’ into its distinct forms enables us to analyze the reported presence 

of forms of sexual violence across time, space, and actor type. We illustrate its usefulness by 

highlighting hitherto neglected global patterns it suggests, and also discuss limitations and 

potential sources of bias and underreporting that users need to take into account. We outline a 

range of research questions that the data can help answer and suggest how the data package could 

inform policy efforts to address sexual violence and its consequences.  
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 Rape occurred on a massive scale during Sierra Leone’s conflict. The insurgent 

organization Revolutionary United Front (RUF), the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council 

(AFRC) (military forces who became a rebel group) and another insurgent group the West Side 

Boys (Cohen, 2016) all engaged in high levels of rape. The RUF and the AFRC also engaged in 

sexual slavery and sexual abuse on a massive scale as well as sexual torture1 (RSVAC dataset). In 

contrast, the West Side Boys were reported to engage only in rape.2 Such differences are hidden if 

scholars analyze them as ‘sexual violence’ without disambiguating into different forms and 

combinations of forms.  

Causes of sexual violence are likely to vary with the specific form–rape during combat 

operations, for example, is likely driven by different mechanisms than forced marriage or abortion. 

Social science theory seeking to explain variation in wartime sexual violence should therefore 

analyze its specific forms. Such variation is also important because accountability is deepened 

when specific patterns of victimization are recognized by truth commissions and prosecuted in 

national or international courts, and because interventions during conflict as well as victim support 

post-conflict are likely to be more effective if tailored to those specific patterns.  

 This article introduces the Repertoires of Sexual Violence during Armed Conflict 

(RSVAC) data package, consisting of a dataset (including extensive qualitative notes), conflict 

manuscripts (compiling the relevant sections of the source documents), and a codebook. The 

dataset summarizes the reported repertoire – the reported forms of sexual violence at different 

prevalence levels – perpetrated by government/state forces, insurgent/rebel organizations 

(Harbom, Melander & Wallensteen, 2008), and pro-government militias (PGMs)3 (Carey, Mitchell 

& Lowe, 2013) in interstate and intra-state armed conflicts each year from 1989 to 2015. Building 

on the Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC) dataset (Cohen & Nordås, 2014), which reports 

aggregated prevalence of ‘sexual violence’, RSVAC disaggregates the reported prevalence of eight 

forms of sexual violence: rape, sexual slavery and forced marriage, forced prostitution, forced 

sterilization and abortion, forced pregnancy, sexual mutilation, non-penetrative sexual torture, and 

sexual abuse – for each actor and year, along with qualitative notes concerning victims, targeting, 

location, and other contextual details.  

 
1 Sexual torture is coded as non-penetrative in RSVAC. Details in Table I.  
2 See Appendix section 6 for details.  
3 PGMs are included in the years 1989-2009 only. Please see Codebook for details.  
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Qualitative comparison of repertoires and targeting, or identification of relevant cases for 

in-depth analysis will often be the most appropriate uses of the data package. Observational 

challenges in sexual violence research can be particularly pronounced in a disaggregated approach. 

Scholars should therefore consider possible limitations and underreporting in the data before any 

statistical applications, and explicitly discuss and qualify empirical results with those caveats.  In 

discussing the dataset, we consistently refer to reported prevalence, not the true levels of abuse. 

The RSVAC data package confirms a recent theme of the literature: Sexual violence is not 

a good proxy for rape. Moreover it provides systematically collected, cross-case evidence of 

tentative patterns (tentative because they are based on reported incidences only), some hitherto 

little-recognized, that stand in contrast to conventional policy assumptions. Collective targeting 

based on social identity seems more often based on presumed political affiliation rather than ethnic 

identity for some forms of sexual violence. Organizations that reportedly engage in wide 

repertoires often do so at high prevalence. An organization’s sexual violence repertoire appears to 

be quite stable over time. A higher proportion of states are reported to engage in (non-penetrative) 

sexual torture than rebel organizations; a higher proportion of rebel organizations are reported to 

engage in sexual slavery or forced marriage.  

The data package can help scholars identify other hitherto neglected patterns in the reported 

violence repertoire by particular actors in specific conflicts, analyze the context and consequences 

of reported prevalence of particular forms of the wider concept of ‘sexual violence’, identify cases 

for in-depth study, and provide scholars with a basis for more grounded advice to policy makers 

and advocates.  

   

Why disaggregate ‘sexual violence’?   

Many large-N studies have been undertaken of conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV, defined 

below), particularly since the release of the SVAC dataset. Yet scholars have called for more 

disaggregated data to further advance this research area (Koos, 2017). The RSVAC data package 

facilitates this agenda.  

By pattern of sexual violence, we mean the combination of repertoire (the form – rape, 

sexual slavery/forced marriage, forced prostitution, forced sterilization, forced pregnancy, sexual 

mutilation, etc.), targeting (for each form, against what social groups), and frequency (for each 
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form, the count or fraction of each social group targeted), in which an armed organization – or a 

unit thereof – regularly engages (Gutiérrez Sanín & Wood, 2017). The RSVAC approach 

facilitates asking precise questions about targeting and frequency for each repertoire element:  

Against what social groups? With what frequency?  What types of co-variation occur between 

different forms of sexual violence and the organization’s wider repertoire of violence? Do 

organizations engage in either very few or many forms of sexual violence? Hence, rather than 

assuming that armed organizations either exhibit consistent restraint or engage in indiscriminate 

use of all forms of sexual violence with high prevalence, RSVAC allows scholars to conduct a 

more nuanced analysis of different repertoires (see below).  

Documenting and analyzing patterns of sexual violence is an important basis for making 

sound policy recommendations. Unless human rights organizations and scholars document all 

forms of sexual violence, some harms will go unrecognized and some perpetrators will not be 

called to account. Moreover, efforts to mitigate sexual violence during conflict can be more 

effective if interventions are based on the best available, detailed reports of the forms of sexual 

violence each organization appears to engage in and against whom.  

Disaggregating ‘sexual violence’ is also important for social science theory. The 

mechanisms underlying different forms of sexual violence generally differ. Rape during combat 

operations, for example, is driven by a different logic than forced abortion. Sexual mutilation is 

driven by a different logic than forced marriage. For example, forced marriage was a political 

project for the Lord’s Resistance Army rebel group in Uganda — a part of building a ‘new Acholi’ 

nation through reproduction (Baines, 2014). Sexual mutilation would not be a possible substitute 

in this case. Analyzing the repertoire of sexual violence also contributes to understanding how an 

armed organization’s ideology and institutions shapes its pattern of violence (e.g. Hoover Green, 

2016, 2017; Gutierrez Sanin & Wood, 2014; Straus, 2012, 2015), including sexual violence 

(Cohen, 2013, 2016; Wood, 2009, 2014, 2018).  While scholars have analyzed surveys to 

document and analyze CRSV in particular conflicts (See Traunmüller, Kijewski & Freitag, 2019; 

Koos, 2018), RSVAC facilitates the development and testing of theory about CRSV repertoires 

across time, conflicts, and organizations. 
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The RSVAC data package  

The RSVAC data package (dataset, codebook, conflict manuscripts) adopts the scope and units of 

observation of the SVAC dataset (Cohen & Nordås, 2014) updated to 2015. Hence, we include the 

same armed conflicts, actors, and years (including up to five interim and post-conflict years).4    

For each conflict-actor-year, the dataset presents an ordinal measure of the reported 

prevalence level for each of eight forms of sexual violence: rape, sexual slavery and forced 

marriage, forced prostitution, forced abortion and sterilization, forced pregnancy, sexual 

mutilation, non-penetrative sexual torture, and sexual abuse. We also include notes on context, 

targeting, and the reported occurrence of multiple perpetrator sexual violence for each form. 

 

Definitions  

We consider as conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV) violations perpetrated by the 

named armed actors involved in each conflict, and exclude violations by civilians or unnamed 

assailants.5 Sexual violence in general is sexual acts that are ‘committed by force, or by threat of 

force or coercion […] or […] against a person incapable of giving genuine consent,’ (International 

Criminal Court, 2011, 8). Following the SVAC dataset, we build on ICC documents as the most 

authoritative source defining forms of sexual violence such as rape, sexual slavery, forced 

prostitution, etc. (ICC, 2011). We also include non-penetrative sexual torture, sexual mutilation, 

and sexual abuse on the grounds that they are needed social science categories that fall under the 

broader ICC definition although they are not explicitly defined as sexual violence crimes by the 

ICC.   The definition of sexual mutilation is taken from SVAC (Cohen & Nordås, 2014).  

We coded an act as a particular form of sexual violence if the act is named as such in the 

source material or described with sufficient detail to enable categorization. Accordingly, general 

reports of ‘sexual violence,’ ‘sexual attacks,’ or other broad descriptors are not coded. For this and 

other reasons (discussed below) our measures sometimes underestimate sexual violence 

prevalence.  

 
4 Active conflicts are defined based on Harbom, Melander & Wallensteen (2008). 
5 Sexual violence by civilians is more frequent than that by combatants in many wartime contexts (Wood, 

2014). We, like SVAC, focus nonetheless on combatant perpetrators as the underlying mechanisms often 

differ. See Hoover Green (2014) for additional discussion. 
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Drawing boundaries between different forms of sexual violence is challenging. We 

therefore code some very related forms together in the dataset, mainly to avoid conceptual overlap 

between categories. For example, forced marriage (defined as the case where the perpetrator used 

force, or threat of force or coercion, to cause a person or persons to enter a forced conjugal 

association), is combined with sexual slavery in part because what a combatant may consider a 

‘marriage’ may be experienced as sexual slavery by the victim. Similarly, we code forced abortion 

and forced sterilization together.6 Importantly, however, the qualitative notes preserve 

transparency about the specific coding decisions, which allow the interested scholar to 

disaggregate them.  

Defining sexual torture poses particular challenges. For example, the Convention Against 

Torture would appear to include many acts of sexual violence we code as rape, sexual slavery, 

sexual mutilation, and sexual abuse (See Appendix section 4.1). As we seek to disaggregate forms 

of sexual violence, we define sexual torture narrowly as a residual category (non-penetrating 

sexual acts that meet the CAT definition but cannot be classified under some other form of sexual 

violence), even as we recognize that many acts we code as other forms surely count as sexual 

torture under a broader understanding. Again, our approach is to use exclusive categories and 

prioritize transparency through extensive qualitative notes for relevant columns. This allows 

scholars to, for example, re-aggregate rape in detention with non-penetrative sexual torture (sexual 

torture as we define it), should they choose to do so. Overlapping categories would not allow this.  

Table I outlines the definitions of different sexual violence forms included in RSVAC.  

Sources and coding procedures 

The RSVAC Data Package was created using the SVAC dataset and conflict manuscripts, 

which contain excerpts on sexual violence from the annual U.S. State Department ‘Country Report 

on Human Rights Practices’ (USSD) and the annual reports and special topical reports published 

by Amnesty International (AI) and Human Rights Watch (HRW). A human coder read the SVAC 

conflict manuscripts, and recorded relevant excerpts into new RSVAC conflict manuscripts, 

checking the original source if necessary (See the RSVAC Coding Manual).  

For particular judgments on how to define an act of sexual violence, the coder recorded 

their rationale as a note in the RSVAC conflict manuscript. Reports of rape, sexual slavery, and 

 
6 No instances of forced sterilization were reported in our sources. Nor was forced pregnancy reported.  
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sexual abuse are often declaratory (the form is explicitly named in the source), whereas reports of 

sexual mutilation and non-penetrative sexual torture are often descriptive, meaning the source 

reporting describes an act of violence, and the coder classifies the perpetrator’s act in accordance 

with the RSVAC definitions.7  

We employ the ordinal prevalence scale and coding conventions used in the SVAC dataset 

(Cohen & Nordås 2014) and by Cohen (2013). The ordinal categories indicate whether there were 

no reports (0) or reports of (1) isolated, (2) numerous, or (3) massive numbers of occurrences of 

that form of sexual violence on the part of each actor and each year based on each source separately 

(USSD, HRW, and AI). This results in 24 prevalence variables (three sources, eight forms).   

Additionally, eight prevalence variables (one for each form) and a qualitative note field 

record reported violence by multiple perpetrators.  These variables are coded on an ordinal scale: 

no reports (0), isolated reports (1), or significant reports (2). The code 2 indicates that multiple 

perpetrator incidents were reported in one or more of the three sources to have occurred relatively 

commonly, frequently, or regularly. The scale differs from the form-prevalence variables because 

the sources rarely provide detailed accounts of its frequency. A qualitative note field at each 

conflict-actor-year summarizes the reporting. 

 

RSVAC qualitative notes 

An important aspect of the RSVAC Data Package is the extensive qualitative notes that 

report additional information in the source material (context and details) for over 80% of 

observations (conflict-actor-years with non-zero prevalence values) of rape, sexual slavery, non-

penetrative sexual torture, sexual mutilation, and sexual abuse. Five fields of qualitative notes for 

each form give information on: (1) victim characteristics, (2) targeting, (3) attack timing, (4) attack 

location, and (5) witnesses (See Appendix section 3.1). 

 Notes on victim characteristics indicate whether the perpetrator attacked victim(s) who 

were male, detainees, refugees, and/or children. Such notes allow us to determine, for instance, 

that children were reported as victims of rape in 62% of conflicts (53 of 86) in which rape was 

reported, and children were reported as victims of forced prostitution in 50% of conflicts (2 of 4) 

 
7 See Appendix Section 3 for more information. 
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in which that form was reported. Because we found that male victims were much more often 

reported to be targets of non-penetrative sexual torture, the notes on victim characteristics for this 

form indicate whether the reported sex of the victim(s) was male, female, or not reported. (We 

note that the sources do not allow us to estimate the share of victims by gender). The data show 

that male victims were reported in 78% of non-penetrative sexual torture observations of rebels or 

states during conflict years; female victims were reported in 16% of such observations.  

 A qualitative note records targeting that appears to have been based on some aspect of the 

victim’s identity (collective targeting) including the victim’s ethnicity, nationality, religion, age, 

combat actor affiliation, or another trait. Our sources very rarely include information indicating 

selective targeting based on behavior, so we did not code that.  

In our judgement, because the qualitative notes tentatively identify targeting and contextual 

elements, they are likely to be as important for identifying variation in CRSV as the reported 

prevalence entries. Figure 3, in the following section, presents initial analysis comparing targeted 

characteristics across forms of sexual violence.  

 

RSVAC conflict manuscripts 

The conflict manuscripts contain direct quotations from the three sources (USSD, HRW, 

AI) for every year in the dataset. The documents have searchable headers that are organized by 

actor, year, and source, and include passages on sexual violence that were coded as well as those 

that were not. Observations with non-zero prevalence values are accompanied by a table 

documenting the precise term or phrase underlying the coding decision. Several conflict 

manuscripts are hundreds of pages long.8  

  

Limitations and potential biases 

Sexual violence is difficult to document and systematically code for a range of reasons (c.f. 

Cohen & Nordås, 2014; Cohen & Hoover Green, 2012; Leiby, 2009). Like other global datasets 

on sexual violence (See Cohen, 2013; Cohen & Nordås, 2014), we measure the reported 

prevalence of violence – not the totality of what actually took place. Hence, we cannot conclude a 

 
8 The conflict manuscript for specific conflicts are available on request to the lead author.  
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repertoire element did not occur just because it was not reported. Underreporting – often due to 

shame or social stigma on the part of victims, their families or communities – could cause 

significant bias. Our sources may have incomplete information about an event or be entirely 

unaware of some incidents of sexual violence, which is of course particularly problematic if the 

underreporting is not random.9 Using multiple, frequently consulted sources for human rights 

scholars (USSD, HRW, AI) helps to somewhat mitigate these issues.  

 The coding rules deliberately exclude unspecific and aggregated information. This is both 

a strength (as it maintains coding rigor), but also a limitation in that not all possibly relevant 

information is used. Specifically, for information to be codeable, the source must identify the actor, 

the year, and the conflict, as well as some description of the sexual violence form. Sometimes, the 

source material aggregates information on armed actors with overlapping political aims (e.g. in the 

case of Colombia, violence was sometimes attributed to ‘guerillas,’ without specifying which of 

Colombia’s five guerrilla organizations was the perpetrator, which prevented coding). Other times, 

the source aggregates distinct conflicts in geographic proximity, as in India, the source material 

described several distinct conflicts in the northeast as ‘areas where armed opposition was active,’ 

which was similarly not codable given the conflict-actor-year unit of analysis. The choice of 

ordinal measures of prevalence make the coding less sensitive to the problem of having uncodable 

information; and including uncodeable information would often not have altered the prevalence 

coding for the relevant observational units.   

 Scholars should carefully consider the uncertainty and incomplete nature of the reported 

prevalence data summarized in the RSVAC dataset before undertaking any statistical analysis, or 

perhaps consider modeling the uncertainty specifically, for example through latent variable 

modeling (Krüger & Nordås, 2020). Even descriptive inference such as that we engage in below 

should reiterate the caveat that it is based on reported prevalence, as we strive to do throughout 

this article. Qualitative comparison of repertoires and targeting will often be the most appropriate 

use of the data package. Scholars analyzing sexual violence repertoires during particular conflicts 

should complement RSVAC data with specialized reports from reputable organizations beyond 

 
9 Different types of non-random underreporting could be a concern. Some are highlighted in the Appendix 

section 5 on reporting biases. 
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our three sources, and consider case-specific reporting bias and the presence of anomalous reports 

(See Appendix section 5).  

  

Repertoires of sexual violence in conflict: Some tentative patterns 

In this section, we identify some patterns in the RSVAC data that merit further research. 

In the tables and figures that follow, we exclude observations of Side A2nd (states that are 

government allies) and Side B2nd (states that are rebel allies) (UCDP categorization10) as well as 

PGMs, and our analyses include conflict-years only. 

We first note that the reported prevalence of rape should not be inferred from that of sexual 

violence. Of observations of sexual violence at level 2 or 3 in the SVAC dataset where rape and at 

least one other form of sexual violence are reported, the RSVAC rape prevalence scores differ 

from the SVAC sexual violence prevalence scores in 42% of observations.  

Table II shows, as the percent of all states (column 1) engaged in conflict at some time 

1989-2015 (excluding Side A2nd and Side B2nd), those that were reported to have engaged in 

each form (the row) at level 1, 2 or 3 during at least one conflict-year (and similarly for rebels, 

column 2). States are much more likely than rebels to be reported to engage in rape and non-

penetrative sexual torture. States and rebels are approximately equally likely to be reported to 

engage in sexual slavery/forced marriage.    

Figure 1 shows reported conflict-actor repertoires for states (Figure 1a) and rebels (Figure 

1b) involved in at least one form at prevalence level 2 or 3 during at least one conflict-year. The 

most common sexual violence repertoire for both states and rebels was rape alone (16 out of 44 

conflict-actor repertoires and 13 out of 42 conflict-actor repertoires, respectively). For states, this 

is followed by the combination rape, non-penetrative sexual torture, and sexual abuse (seven 

instances); then rape and non-penetrative sexual torture (four instances), whereas for rebels this is 

followed by rape and sexual slavery/forced marriage (eight instances); then rape and sexual abuse 

(four instances). While the only single-element repertoire reported is rape, the dataset includes a 

number of distinct three- and four-element repertoires for both states and rebels, one rebel 

repertoire that includes all forms (reported for the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 

 
10 See UCDP Dyadic Dataset Codebook (Pettersson, 2020) 
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Colombia), and one rebel repertoire that does not include rape at all (consisting of sexual abuse 

and sexual mutilation reported for Sendero Luminoso). There are more reported repertoires 

appearing only once for rebels (10 instances) than there are for states (four instances) indicating 

that rebel groups’ individual reported repertoires differ more from one another than states’ 

repertoires do.11  

Figure 2 below shows co-variation in the forms of sexual violence used by conflict-actors, 

states (Figure 2a) and rebel groups (Figure 2b), at the conflict-actor-year level. The node size 

represents the count of conflict actors that perpetrated the form at level 1, 2 or 3 during at least one 

conflict-year. The edges connecting the nodes show the count of conflict actors that perpetrated 

both forms in at least one conflict-year. For instance, if an actor engaged in rape (at any level) and 

non-penetrative sexual torture (at any level) during one active year of a given conflict, that actor 

would contribute to the width of the edge between rape and non-penetrative sexual torture and 

would be included in the count shown on the edge.  

In Figure 2a, we see that 28 states were reported to engage in non-penetrative sexual torture 

and rape in at least one conflict-year, and 10 states in rape and sexual slavery/forced marriage in 

at least one conflict-year. Figure 2b suggests that rebel groups were reported to engage in a wider 

variety of repertoire element combinations.12  

 For actors reported to have engaged in at least one form of sexual violence, Table III 

explores how repertoire ‘width’ – the number of reported forms of sexual violence by an actor in 

a single year – combined with the reported prevalence level of sexual violence that year. Narrow 

(reported) repertoires (one or two forms) are more common than wide ones (three or more forms). 

Wide repertoires are more often reported with high prevalence (the actor engaged in at least one 

form at prevalence level 2 or 3; 75% of wide repertoire observations), and narrow repertoires with 

low prevalence (68% of narrow repertoire observations). Yet, many (off-diagonal) exceptions to 

these patterns exist that could be explored further. (See Appendix section 1.3.2 for results using a 

different definition of ‘high prevalence’.)  

 
11 Figure 1 only depicts repertoires that were used by two or more conflict-actors in the dataset. See 

Appendix 1.3.1 for an alternative visualization, including the repertoires reported only once. 
12 Appendix section 1.3.5 shows the proportion of actors that engaged in two forms in the same year, with 

at least one form at level 2 or 3. 
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The reported repertoires are generally quite stable. For about 66% of conflict-actor-years, 

there was no change in the number of reported forms of sexual violence from one conflict-year to 

the next.  More specifically, the reported prevalence of sexual slavery/forced marriage and non-

penetrative sexual torture changed infrequently from year to year, with no reported change in 89% 

and 83% of conflict-actor-years, respectively. The reported prevalence of rape by armed 

organizations changed more frequently, but was stable in 66% of observations (See Appendix 

section 1.3.3 for details).  

Targeting based on the victim’s identity was reported in 25% of observations (conflict-

actor-years with non-zero prevalence values) of rape and sexual mutilation, roughly 20% of 

observations of sexual abuse and forced abortion, 34% of observations of sexual slavery/forced 

marriage, 28% of observations of sexual torture, and one observation of forced prostitution. Figure 

3 concerns observations that included reports of collective targeting, showing for each form the 

distribution of targeted characteristics. The stacked sections of the bars indicate the share of 

observations for each of six characteristics (ethnicity, nationality, religion, age, link to a conflict 

actor, or other trait) as well as for multiple characteristics. Real or perceived link to a conflict 

actor13 was reported as the basis for engaging in rape against victim(s) in 32% of the observations 

and for more than two thirds of non-penetrative sexual torture observations. Collective targeting 

based on ethnicity is prominent for rape, sexual mutilation, and forced abortion/forced sterilization. 

Age is the most common characteristic in targeting for sexual slavery/forced marriage (see 

Appendix section 1.3.6 for details).  

Conclusion  

Documenting the forms of sexual violence in which armed organizations are reported to 

engage is important to mitigate violence and its consequences, and also to construct and assess 

theoretical explanations for violence during war. The RSVAC Data Package shows that the 

reported prevalence of different forms of sexual violence varies sharply across armed 

organizations.  Reported variation is more complex than a simple dichotomy between those 

organizations that use a wide repertoire and those not reported to engage in any. Moreover, 

targeting may vary with repertoire element.   

 
13 As discussed above, our sources do not let us distinguish whether such links were based on victim 

behavior or identity (e.g. family ties to enemy combatant).  
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Throughout, we have emphasized that the RSVAC data package compiles reported sexual 

violence repertoires, and that the dataset’s qualitative fields and the associated conflict manuscripts 

are important to properly interpret the dataset. As we often encountered reports of sexual violence 

that we could not code (because they were not specific enough), we urge those colleagues – policy 

advocates and practitioners as well as scholars – who work hard and often courageously to 

document CRSV to report its occurrence in as much detail as possible, including its form, the 

perpetrating organizations (including the unit if possible), targeted social groups, and apparent 

prevalence. 

We hope that analysis of the RSVAC Data Package can facilitate more appropriate and 

specific policy advocacy and implementation, including more precise early warning tools and more 

effective mitigation. For example, the distribution of aid to mitigate the harm of sexual violence 

should be informed by its particular form and targeting: those who suffered sexual slavery may 

need particular kinds of aid different from those needed by those who suffered forced sterilization. 

Moreover, focusing on only a few repertoire elements risks failing to mitigate or prevent sexual 

violence against social groups, including male and non-gender binary victims, whose suffering is 

less recognized.  

Transitional justice policies will also be strengthened if informed by this disaggregated 

approach. Prosecutors, investigators, and truth commissions will be better able to hold perpetrators 

and their commanders accountable if they seek from the beginning to document each 

organization’s repertoire of sexual violence and its targeting. Such detailed knowledge could 

prevent the inadvertent granting of impunity for some form of sexual violence.  

The dataset and the patterns we tentatively identified above also suggest avenues for further 

research. What accounts for those states and rebels that have narrow (or nonexistent) sexual 

violence repertoires versus those that have wide repertoires? Under what conditions do sexual 

violence repertoires widen or narrow? Under what conditions do particular combinations of forms 

of sexual violence occur together? Are there combinations that do NOT occur together? To what 

extent (and how) do the repertoires of states differ from their PGMs? Finally, our data also includes 

reported sexual violence repertoires after conflict’s end. How do the post-conflict repertoires of 

state forces differ from those they exerted during war?  
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The RSVAC Data Package – the dataset, qualitative notes, and conflict manuscripts, can 

hopefully help scholars to address these types of questions, and also guide policy efforts to mitigate 

the occurrence of different forms of sexual violence and their consequences, particularly the 

ongoing suffering on the part of survivors, their families and communities, and the families and 

communities of those who did not survive.  

 

 

Data replication: The dataset, codebook, and scripts for the empirical analysis in this article can 

be found at http://www.prio.org/jpr/datasets and https://github.com/thegargiulian/RSVAC. All 

analyses were conducted using R and Python. 
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Table I. Definitions of forms of sexual violence 

Form  Definition (shortened) Comments & caveats 

Rape The perpetrator invaded the body of a person by 

conduct resulting in penetration, however slight, 

of any part of the body of the victim or of the 

perpetrator with a sexual organ, or of the anal or 

genital opening of the victim with any object or 

any other part of the body.  

We code an act as rape when it (1) meets the 

definition and (2) does not conform to an 

alternative classification, such as sexual 

slavery, forced prostitution, or forced 

pregnancy. 

Forced 

sterilization 

and abortion 

The perpetrator deprived one or more persons of 

biological reproductive capacity. 

Coded together with forced abortion. Notes in 

dataset indicate if actor engaged in forced 

sterilization, forced abortion, or both. No 

instances of forced sterilization were reported 

in our sources. 

Forced 

pregnancy 

The perpetrator forcibly made pregnant, one or 

more women and confined such person/persons 

in order to compel reproduction. 

Our definition differs from the ICC definition 

by not requiring explicit intent to affect the 

ethnic composition of a population. No 

instances of forced pregnancy were reported in 

our sources.  

Forced 

prostitution 

The perpetrator or another person obtained or 

expected to obtain pecuniary or other advantage 

in exchange for or in connection with acts of a 

sexual nature. 

We code when the perpetrator caused the 

victim to engage in acts of a sexual nature by 

coercion, force or threat of force in exchange 

for monetary or other advantage.  

Sexual 

slavery 

The perpetrator exercised powers attaching to the 

right of ownership over one or more persons, (…) 

to cause such person/persons to engage in one or 

more acts of a sexual nature. 

See also forced marriage, below.  

Forced 

marriage 

The perpetrator used force, or threat of force or 

coercion, to cause a person or persons to enter a 

forced conjugal association 

Coded with sexual slavery, above. Notes in 

dataset indicate if actor engaged in sexual 

slavery, forced marriage, or both. 

Sexual 

mutilation 

Permanent disfiguration of breasts, genitals, or 

anus has occurred and that this conduct, including 

but not limited to cutting/severing, has caused 

death or has seriously endangered the physical or 

mental health of such person or persons. 

Traditional female genital cutting or male 

circumcision not included unless perpetrated 

by an armed actor in context of conflict. 

Non-

penetrative 

sexual 

torture 

Any sexual act by which severe pain or suffering, 

whether physical or mental, is intentionally 

inflicted on a person for such purposes as 

obtaining from him or a third person information 

or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a 

third person has committed or is suspected of 

having committed, or intimidating or coercing 

him or a third person, or for any reason based on 

discrimination of any kind. 

We code when the act (1) meets the CAT 

definition but (2) cannot be classified under an 

alternative form. Coded for both state and non-

state actors. Non-penetrating acts, such as 

blows and electric shocks to sexual organs, 

were commonly coded as sexual torture. If the 

act entailed cutting/severing of genitals, see 

sexual mutilation (above). Rape of a detainee 

undergoing interrogation is coded as rape. 

Sexual abuse The perpetrator used force, or threat of force or 

coercion, to cause a person or persons to engage 

in sexual behavior or non-penetrating sexual 

contact.  

Includes reports of sexual molestation and 

sexual assault. Our sources sometimes use the 

term in an inconsistent manner. (Coded 

together with sexual torture in SVAC.) 

Coding examples in Appendix section 3 and full definitions in Codebook  
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Table II. Percent of states and rebel groups reported to have perpetrated various sexual violence 

forms at any prevalence level 

Form States 

 

Rebels 

 

Rape 43.6 18.5 

Sexual mutilation 4.5 1.6 

Sexual slavery and 

forced marriage 
5.6 6.8 

Forced prostitution 0.6 1.1 

Forced abortion and 

forced sterilization 
1.1 1.6 

Forced pregnancy 0.0 0.0 

Sexual torture 21.8 1.6 

Sexual abuse 15.1 4.9 

  

See Appendix 1 for additional summary statistics and maps 
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Figure 1a. Conflict-actor level sexual violence repertoires for states for prevalence level 2 or 3  

Repertoires of sexual violence employed by states engaging in at least one form of violence at 

prevalence level 2 or 3 during at least one conflict-year.  
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Figure 2b. Conflict-actor level sexual violence repertoires for rebels for prevalence level 2 or 3 

Repertoires of sexual violence employed by states engaging in at least one form of violence at 

prevalence level 2 or 3 during at least one conflict-year.  
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Figure 2a. Co-variation in forms of sexual violence by states 
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 Figure 2b. Co-variation in forms of sexual violence by rebels 
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Table III. Counts of actors for combinations of repertoire width and reported prevalence in the 

same year 

 Low prevalence High prevalence 

Narrow repertoire 376 (68.2%) 175 (31.8%) 

Wide repertoire 17 (24.6%) 52 (75.4%) 
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Figure 3. Collective targeting by targeted characteristic 
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1. Summary statistics and maps 

 In this section, we provide additional summary statistics of the RSVAC data, covering 1989 

to 201514. Tables A1 and A2 show the reported number of states and rebel actors that engaged 

in each form of sexual violence at any level (prevalence 1, 2, or 3) and at a high level (prevalence 

2 or 3), respectively. The third column is the proportion of states that engaged in each form out 

of all states involved in conflict at some time 1989-2015 (similarly for rebels in the fifth column).15 

Table A3 shows, as the percent of each actor category reported to have engaged in sexual 

violence of any form at any level, those that were reported to engage in the form given in each 

row at level 2 or 3 during at least one conflict-year. Tables A4 and A5 list actors reported to have 

engaged in sexual violence at prevalence level 2 or 3 for at least three successive years, for each 

repertoire element.  

 

1.1 Tables providing more summary statistic information 
 
Table A 1. Actors reported to have engaged in sexual violence at prevalence 1, 2, or 3 for each repertoire 
element 

Form 
Count of 

states 
Proportion of 

states 
Count of rebels 

Proportion of 
rebels 

Rape 78 43.6% 68 18.5% 

Sexual 
mutilation 

8 
4.5% 

6 1.6% 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 

10 
5.6% 

25 6.8% 

Forced 
prostitution 

1 
0.6% 

4 1.1% 

Forced abortion 
and forced 
sterilization 

2 
1.1% 

6 1.6% 

Sexual torture 39 21.8% 6 1.6% 

Sexual abuse 27 15.1% 18 4.9% 

 

 
14 These calculations exclude Side A2nd and Side B2nd states, militias, and interim- and post-
conflict years. 
15  Excluding Side A2nd and Side B2nd states. 
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Table A 2. Actors reported to have engaged in sexual violence at prevalence 2 or 3 for each repertoire 
element 

Form 
Count of 

states 
Proportion of 

states 
Count of rebels 

Proportion of 
rebels 

Rape 41 22.9% 38 10.4% 

Sexual 
mutilation 

1 
0.6% 

1 0.3% 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 

2 
1.1% 

13 3.5% 

Forced 
prostitution 

1 
0.6% 

2 0.5% 

Forced abortion 
and forced 
sterilization 

0 
0.0% 

2 0.5% 

Sexual torture 5 2.8% 2 0.5% 

Sexual abuse 6 3.4% 8 2.2% 

 
Table A 3. Of states/rebel actors reported to have engaged in any form at any prevalence level, the 
proportion reported at level 2 or 3 for each form 

Form 
Proportion of 

states 
Proportion of 

rebels 

Rape 47.7% 52.1% 

Sexual 
mutilation 

1.2% 1.4% 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 

2.3% 17.8% 

Forced 
prostitution 

1.2% 2.7% 

Forced abortion 
and forced 
sterilization 

0.0% 2.7% 

Sexual torture 5.8% 2.7% 

Sexual abuse 7.0% 11.0% 

 
Table A 4. States reported to have engaged in sexual violence at prevalence 2 or 3 for at least three 
successive years, for each repertoire element 

Form States 
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Rape 

Government of DR Congo (Zaire), Government of Burundi, Government of 
Nigeria, Government of Syria, Government of Sudan, Government of 
Somalia, Government of India, Government of Central African Republic, 
Government of South Sudan 

Sexual 
mutilation - 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage - 

Forced 
prostitution - 

Forced abortion 
and forced 
sterilization - 

Sexual torture Government of Syria 

Sexual abuse Government of Iraq 
 

Table A 5. Rebel actors reported to have engaged in sexual violence at prevalence 2 or 3 for at least three 
successive years, for each repertoire element 

Form Rebels  

Rape 
Jama'atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda'awati wal-Jihad, Lord’s Resistance Army, 
Revolutionary United Front, Armed Forces Revolutionary Council 

Sexual 
mutilation - 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 

Al-Shabaab, Jama'atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda'awati wal-Jihad, Lord’s Resistance 
Army 

Forced 
prostitution FARC 

Forced abortion 
and forced 
sterilization FARC 

Sexual torture - 

Sexual abuse UNITA 
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1.2 Maps 
Figures A1-A6 provide a visual representation of the use of sexual violence broken down 

by repertoire element for state16 and rebel actors. We focus our attention on the reported 

prevalence of rape, non-penetrative sexual torture, and sexual slavery/forced marriage. 

Countries are shaded blue or red if at least one actor of a given type (state or rebel) has ever 

been reported to engage in the repertoire element of interest at prevalence 1, 2, or 3. Countries 

are shaded dark grey if no actor of a given type (state or rebel) was ever reported to engage in 

the repertoire element of interest, but at least one such actor was reported to have ever engaged 

in another form of sexual violence at prevalence 1, 2, or 3 in the country. Finally, countries are 

shaded light grey if they were not the site of active conflict involving sexual violence as 

documented in the RSVAC dataset. We only include information on domestic actors acting in 

active conflict zones. For example, we do not include the observation documenting use of sexual 

violence by Peruvian government forces operating within Ecuador during the Cenepa War in 

1995.   

Comparing Figure A3 and Figure A4 we observe that state actors are reported to engage 

in non-penetrative sexual torture more often than rebels, whereas we see the opposite is true for 

sexual slavery/forced marriage when we compare Figure A5 and Figure A6. Figure A1 and Figure 

A2 show that both rebels and states are frequently reported to engage in rape.  

 

 
16 These calculations exclude Side A2nd and Side B2nd states, militias, and interim- and post-
conflict years. 
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Figure A 1. Reported use of rape by state actors 

 
Figure A 2. Reported use of rape by rebel actors 

 
Figure A 3. Reported use of non-penetrative sexual torture by state actors 
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Figure A 4. Reported use of non-penetrative sexual torture by rebel actors 

 
Figure A 5. Reported use of sexual slavery and forced marriage by state actors 

 
Figure A 6. Reported use of sexual slavery and forced marriage by rebel actors 
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1.3 Additional figures and tables  
 

In this section we include variations of topics explored in the main text, as well as 

additional analysis of complementary topics. 

 

      1.3.1 Sexual violence repertoires for states and rebels for prevalence level—an alternate view 

 
Figure A 7. Reported repertoires of sexual violence employed by states and rebels engaging in at least 
one form of violence at prevalence level 2 or 3 during at least one conflict-year. 

Figure A7 shows conflict-actor level repertoires of sexual violence for state and rebel actors that 

were reported to have employed at least one repertoire element at prevalence level 2 or 3 

during at least one conflict year.17 The stacked vertical bars show the count of state and rebel 

actors reported to have engaged in the repertoire indicated by the black shaded circles in the 

 
17 These calculations exclude Side A2nd and Side B2nd states, militias, and interim- and post-
conflict years. 
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bottom portion of the graph. For example, the bar second from the left should be read as “the 

count of state/rebel actors reported to have engaged in rape and sexual slavery/forced 

marriage, but none of the other forms.” This information in analogous to that presented in 

Figures 1a and 1b, but it displays all reported repertoires, not just those reported more than 

once.   

 
Figure A 8. Reported repertoires of sexual violence employed by states and rebels engaging in at least 
one form of violence at prevalence level 1, 2, or 3 during at least one conflict-year. 

 
Figure A8 shows conflict-actor level repertoires of sexual violence for state and rebel actors that 

were reported to have employed at least one repertoire element at prevalence level 1, 2, or 3 

during at least one conflict year.18 Overall, the most commonly reported sexual violence 

repertoire was rape alone (71 out of 159 conflict-actor repertoires); followed by both rape and 

 
18 These calculations exclude Side A2nd and Side B2nd states, militias, and interim- and post-
conflict years. 
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sexual slavery/forced marriage (13 instances); then rape, non-penetrative sexual torture, and 

sexual abuse (10 instances) and rape and non-penetrative sexual torture (10 instances). For 

states the most commonly reported repertoires was rape alone (35 out of 86 conflict-actor 

repertoires); followed by rape, non-penetrative sexual torture, and sexual abuse (10 instances); 

and rape and non-penetrative sexual torture (10 instances). For rebels they were rape alone (36 

out of 73 instances); followed by rape and sexual slavery/forced marriage (12 instances); and 

rape and sexual abuse (5 instances). Again, there is variety in reported repertoire: we see a 

number of distinct 3 and 4 element repertoires, one rebel repertoire that includes all elements 

coded in the RSVAC, and six repertoires that do not include rape at all.  

 
 

      1.3.2 Wide repertoire/targeting/high prevalence OR restraint in sexual violence 
Like Table III, Table A6 considers the wide repertoire/targeting/high prevalence or 

restraint dichotomy for actors reported as having perpetrated at least one form of sexual 

violence at prevalence level 1, 2, or 3. The criteria for a repertoire to be considered “wide” 

remains the same (3 or more forms), but these results are presented with “high prevalence” 

redefined to mean that an actor engaged in at least 2 individual forms with prevalence level 2 or 

3. Even changing this cutoff, non-negligible values in the off-diagonal cells suggest that armed 

actors engage in patterns of sexual violence different than wide repertoire/targeting/high 

prevalence or restraint. 

 
Table A 6. Reported repertoire width and prevalence (with “high prevalence” redefined) 

 Low prevalence High prevalence 

Narrow repertoire 536 (97.3%) 15 (2.7%) 

Wide repertoire 42 (60.9%) 27 (39.1%) 

 

      1.3.3 Repertoire (in)stability 
Here we consider changes in reported repertoire over time at the element level for 

conflict-actor-year observations. To do this, we devise the equation:  

1(element present) + 2  1(element at high prevalence), 

which generates the “scores” shown in Table A7. 
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Table A 7. A mathematical representation of reported element-wise changes 

Element present High prevalence Score 

FALSE FALSE 0 

FALSE TRUE N.A. 

TRUE FALSE 1 

TRUE TRUE 3 

  

There are four possible magnitude changes. A change of 1 indicates that an element was 

added or removed in reports of an actor’s conflict sexual violence repertoire from one year to 

the next. A change of 2 indicates that an element became deeper (going from low prevalence 

to high prevalence) or shallower (going from high prevalence to low prevalence). Recall that we 

define high prevalence as prevalence at level 2 or 3. A change of 3 indicates that an element 

went from not being reported at all to being reported with high prevalence or vice versa. Finally, 

a difference of 0 means that there was no reported change in the repertoire element from the 

previous year an actor was involved in a conflict. In general, positive changes should be 

interpreted as repertoire expansion (wider or deeper) and negative changes should be 

interpreted as repertoire contraction (narrower or shallower).  

For example, consider reports of sexual slavery/forced marriage perpetrated by the RUF 

as shown in Table A8. 

 

Table A 8.  Example scores for reported sexual slavery and forced marriage by the RUF from 1995-2000 

Year 

Sexual slavery and 
forced marriage 

present 

Sexual slavery and 
forced marriage high 

prevalence Score 
Change from 
previous year 

1995 FALSE FALSE 0 - 

1996 FALSE FALSE 0 0 

1997 TRUE FALSE 1 +1 

1998 TRUE TRUE 3 +2 

1999 TRUE TRUE 3 0 

2000 TRUE FALSE 1 -2 
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In 1995 and 1996 there were no reports of sexual slavery/forced marriage perpetrated by the 

RUF. As 1995 is the first year we consider in this example, this corresponds to a score change of 

0 in 1996. In 1997 the RUF was reported to have engaged in sexual slavery/forced marriage, but 

not with high prevalence, yielding a score change of +1 corresponding to repertoire expansion. 

In 1998 the RUF was again reported to have engaged in sexual slavery/forced marriage, this time 

with a high prevalence level yielding a score change of +2; further expansion. In 1999 they again 

were reported to engage in sexual slavery/forced marriage at high prevalence level; no score 

change. Finally, in 2000 the RUF is reported to have engaged in sexual slavery/forced marriage, 

but not at a high prevalence level. This yields a score change of -2; repertoire contraction. 

 
 

      1.3.4 Score change frequency breakdown for sexual violence repertoire elements 
Table A9 shows a score change frequency breakdown for all repertoire elements19.  
 
Table A 9.  Score change frequency breakdown for sexual violence repertoire elements 

Score 
change 

Forced 
abortion and 

forced 
sterilization 

totals 

Forced 
prostitution 

totals 
Rape 
totals 

Sexual 
abuse 
totals 

Sexual 
mutilation 

totals 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 

totals 

Sexual 
torture 
totals 

-3 0 3 4 5 1 4 4 

-2 0 0 47 4 0 5 2 

-1 4 2 29 32 10 11 36 
 

0 451 453 304 373 444 410 382 

1 6 1 20 38 6 20 33 

2 1 0 53 5 0 8 1 

3 0 3 5 5 1 4 4 
 

 
19 These calculations exclude Side A2nd and Side B2nd states, militias, and interim- and post-
conflict years. 
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The large number of 0 score changes shows that reported repertoires are generally 

stable over time, with forced prostitution being the most stable and rape the least. State and 

rebel actors alike exhibit both repertoire stability and expansion/contraction.   

 

      1.3.5 Repertoires of more than one form 
Table A10 lists the proportion of actors reported to have engaged in two forms in the same 

year, with at least one form at the widespread to massive level. In repertoires involving both 

rape and non-rape forms at differing prevalence levels, it is common for rape to be high 

prevalence (2 or 3) and non-rape forms to be low prevalence. The fourth column is the 

proportion of rebels that engaged in the pair of forms out of all rebels involved in conflict at 

some time 1989-2015 (similarly for states in the sixth column). 

 
Table A 10. The proportion of actors reported to have engaged in two forms in the same year, with at 
least one form at the widespread (2) to massive (3) level 

Form A 
(Prev 2|3) 

Form B  
(Prev 1|2|3) Rebels 

Proportion of 
rebels States 

Proportion of 
states 

Rape 

Sexual 
mutilation 3 0.8% 4 2.2% 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 16 4.4% 7 3.9% 

Forced 
prostitution 2 0.5% 1 0.6% 

Forced 
abortion and 

forced 
sterilization 3 0.8% 1 0.6% 

Sexual torture 3 0.8% 10 5.6% 

Sexual abuse 12 3.3% 12 6.7% 

Sexual 
mutilation 

Rape 0 0.0% 1 0.6% 

Sexual abuse 1 0.3% 0 0.0% 

Sexual 
slavery and 

forced 
marriage 

Rape 13 3.5% 2 1.1% 

Sexual 
mutilation 0 0.0% 1 0.6% 

Forced 
prostitution 1 0.3% 0 0.0% 

Forced 
abortion and 2 0.5% 0 0.0% 
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forced 
sterilization 

Sexual torture 2 0.5% 0 0.0% 

Sexual abuse 8 2.2% 0 0.0% 

Forced 
prostitution 

Rape 2 0.5% 1 0.6% 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 1 0.3% 0 0.0% 

Forced 
abortion and 

forced 
sterilization 2 0.5% 0 0.0% 

Forced 
abortion 

and forced 
sterilization 

Rape 2 0.5% 0 0.0% 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 2 0.5% 0 0.0% 

Forced 
prostitution 1 0.3% 0 0.0% 

Sexual abuse 1 0.3% 0 0.0% 

Sexual 
torture 

Rape 2 0.5% 5 2.8% 

Sexual 
mutilation 0 0.0% 1 0.6% 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 2 0.5% 1 0.6% 

Sexual abuse 2 0.5% 4 2.2% 

Sexual 
abuse 

Rape 7 1.9% 6 3.4% 

Sexual 
mutilation 1 0.3% 0 0.0% 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 7 1.9% 0 0.0% 

Forced 
abortion and 

forced 
sterilization 2 0.5% 0 0.0% 

Sexual torture 2 0.5% 3 1.7% 

 
 

      1.3.6 Calculation of collective targeting figure 
 Reports that a conflict actor engaged in targeting based on some characteristic of the 

victim (identity or behavior) are recorded in the targeting qualitative note field. The note 
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indicates in bracket notation whether the targeted characteristic was the victim’s ethnicity, 

nationality, religion, age, combat actor affiliation (real or imputed), or other trait.  

Sometimes single observations of the dataset list multiple types of characteristics that 

were targeted by the conflict actor. For instance, the Turkish government in its conflict with the 

Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) was reported to have targeted victims due to their ethnicity 

(Kurdish) and their conflict actor affiliation (PKK) in 1993, and the Islamic State, in 2015, was 

reported to have targeted victims in Iraq due to their conflict actor affiliation, ethnicity, and 

religion.  

When creating the targeting figure, we begin by calculating the number of observations 

with reports of targeting during an active conflict year. We then divide the targeting observations 

into groupings based on targeted characteristic. In the above examples, the Turkish government 

in 1993 has two targeting characteristics reported and the Islamic State, in 2015, has three. Such 

observations, where there are reports of conflict actors targeting multiple characteristics during 

a single observation, are placed into the grouping “multiple”.  

 
Table A 11. Total number of observations and observations reporting targeting during active conflict 
years by form of sexual violence 

Form 
Total 

observations20 
Selective targeting observations 

Rape 545 137 

Sexual mutilation 17 3 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 87 24 

Forced 
prostitution 9 1 

Forced abortion 
and forced 
sterilization 19 4 

Sexual torture 107 30 

Sexual abuse 107 20 
 

 
 

 
20 Excludes Side A2nd and Side B2nd states, militias, and interim- and post-conflict years. 
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Table A 12. Number of targeting observations during active conflict years by form of sexual violence and 
targeted characteristic 

 
Actor Age Ethnicity Multiple Nationality Other Rebel Religion 

Rape 44 1 56 15 7 7 1 6 

Sexual mutilation 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Sexual slavery 
and forced 
marriage 2 11 3 4 1 2 0 1 

Forced 
prostitution 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Forced abortion 
and forced 
sterilization 0 0 2 1 0 0 0 1 

Sexual torture 24 0 2 1 0 3 0 0 

Sexual abuse 8 0 2 5 1 4 0 0 
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Table A 13. Share of targeting observations for each characteristic during active conflict years by form of 
sexual violence 

  Actor Age Ethnicity Multiple Nationality Other Rebel Religion 

Rape 32.1% 0.7% 40.9% 10.9% 5.1% 5.1% 0.7% 4.4% 

Sexual 
mutilation 66.7% - 33.3% - - - - - 

Sexual 
slavery and 

forced 
marriage 8.3% 45.8% 12.5% 16.7% 4.2% 8.3% - 4.2% 

Forced 
prostitution - - - - - - - 100.0% 

Forced 
abortion 

and forced 
sterilization - - 50.0% 25.0% - - - 25.0% 

Sexual 
torture 80.0% - 6.7% 3.3% - 10.0% - - 

Sexual 
abuse 40.0% - 10.0% 25.0% 5.0% 20.0% - - 

 

 

 

2. The International Criminal Court’s definition of sexual violence.   

“The perpetrator committed an act of a sexual nature against one or more persons or caused 

such person or persons to engage in an act of a sexual nature by force, or by threat of force or 

coercion, such as that caused by fear of violence, duress, detention, psychological oppression or 

abuse of power, against such person or persons or another person, or by taking advantage of a 

coercive environment or such person or persons incapacity to give genuine consent.” 

http://www.iccwomen.org/resources/crimesdefinition.html  

 

      

http://www.iccwomen.org/resources/crimesdefinition.html
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       3. Coding rules and examples 

As described in the main article, the SVAC dataset and SVAC Conflict Manuscripts were 

used to create the RSVAC dataset. A human coder read the SVAC Conflict Manuscripts, which 

contain excerpts from human rights reports, and recorded relevant excerpts into new RSVAC 

Conflict Manuscripts, checking the original source if necessary. The RSVAC Conflict Manuscripts 

document the coder’s decisions on the prevalence of each form of sexual violence (ordinal scale: 

no reports (0), isolated (1), numerous (2), or massive (3) reports), as well as the prevalence of 

multiple perpetrator sexual violence for each form (ordinal scale: no reports (0), isolated reports 

(1), or significant reports (2)). Qualitative notes capture additional information available in the 

source material, including on (1) victim characteristics, (2) targeting, (3) attack timing, (4) attack 

location, and (5) witnesses. 

Notes on victim characteristics indicate whether the perpetrator attacked victim(s) who 

were male, detainees, refugees, and/or children. For non-penetrative sexual torture only, we 

indicate whether the reported victim(s) was male, female, or not reported, because male victims 

are much more often reported as victims of this form. The victim description in the qualitative 

notes field may pertain to one person or many persons, and each descriptor should be read 

independently of the others. For instance, the note ‘male; detainee’ does not necessarily indicate 

that the armed actor perpetrated sexual violence against a male victim in detention. Rather, the 

perpetrator attacked one or more male victims and one or more detained victims. The victim(s) 

may have been but was not necessarily both male and detained. 

Information on the timing and location of attacks are recorded in two notes fields. The 

names of villages, towns, cities, regions, detention facilities, army camps, and police stations are 

among the information recorded in the location note; the month of an incident, its relation to 

political/military events, whether it occurred as a victim was performing errands and other such 

details are recorded in the timing notes. A victim of sexual slavery may be abducted and 

transported by the perpetrator before the perpetrator attacks the victim. The timing and location 

notes on sexual slavery indicate, whenever possible, whether the timing description pertains to the 

‘moment of abduction,’ and whether the location description pertains to the ‘place of abduction’ 

or ‘place of captivity.’ 
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For observations in which information on witnesses of sexual violence was reported, a 

qualitative note indicates whether the witnesses were family members, fellow victims, soldiers, or 

others. 

 

3.1 Examples of coding decisions based on narrative descriptions 
As noted in the main text, reports of rape, sexual slavery, and sexual abuse are often 

declaratory (the form is explicitly named in the source). It is pertinent to consider whether we 

should expect more underreporting of the descriptive forms (e.g. “the victim got his penis cut 

off”) relative to declared forms (e.g. “the victim suffered sexual mutilation”), but we do not 

have any straight-forward way of assessing this possibility at this stage. We can only speculate 

as to whether declarative vs descriptive information is more likely to be passed on to a report, 

for example, if on the one hand more descriptive information is more “memorable” given 

stronger imagery, it would be more likely to be reported, or if more declaratory information is 

considered less ambiguous then other type of information then perhaps that type of 

information might be more likely to be recorded and not overlooked. We cannot adjudicate 

which of these is the dominant process, if any. We do note that reports of sexual mutilation and 

non-penetrative sexual torture are often descriptive, meaning the source reporting describes 

an act of violence, and the RSVAC coder classifies the perpetrator’s act in accordance with the 

RSVAC definitions. Apart from this difference, we do not have evidence of any systematic biases 

in reporting based on declarative vs. descriptive information, although this might be 

investigated in future research. To gain some leverage on that type of information bias 

question, we believe in-depth case analysis in an information-rich setting would be necessary. 

However, that also comes with a potential drawback of conclusions based on information-rich 

cases not necessarily being generalizable to a wider set of cases (as those cases might stand out 

in other ways that also explain why they are information-rich in the first place).  

The following passages, which are drawn from the RSVAC Conflict Manuscripts, are 

examples of coding decisions based on descriptive source reporting. 
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Table A 14. Examples of coding decisions based on narrative descriptions: form classification 

Actor-conflict 

ID-year 
Passage Form 

Israel-234-

1991 

Other Palestinians were victims of brutality while in the hands of Israeli 

forces.  In April Kadhem Dahabrah was reportedly beaten and kicked in 

the testicles at a road block near Jerusalem by soldiers who thought he had 

forged the date on a travel permit.  He required surgery for a ruptured 

testicle. 

Non-
penetrative 
sexual torture 

PDF-309-

1992 

When government forces opened the railway line in 1992 there was heavy 

fighting between government and SPLA in the north of Aweil. PDF units 

were dispatched to raid Dinka cattle camps and villages. Government 

officials reported that around 85,000 people were displaced. Dinka alleged 

that the PDF troops had abducted 46 boys and 150 young women, “whom 

they divided among themselves as their wives”. 

Forced 

marriage 

India-364-

1998 

Then the torture started. They didn't tie me, but they rolled a big wooden 

roller over my leg muscles as I was lying down, and they passed electricity 

through me-one wire attached to a toe, the other to my penis-while they 

were questioning me. 

Non-
penetrative 
sexual torture 

Turkey-354-

1993 

The Jandarma sergeant then ordered Bermal over to the door and ordered 

her to take her clothes off. "Bermal refused, so the sergeant tore them off 

anyway," T.P. recalled. "He fondled her naked body, made humiliating 

sexual remarks about wanting to fuck her, and then pushed her out of the 

door." T.P. said he disobeyed the sergeant's order to watch. 

Sexual abuse 

Sendero 

Luminoso-

292-1991 

For example, in April Sendero murdered eight members of one family, 

including two minor children, and in September, Sendero brutally beat, 

castrated and burned the bodies of seven members of a civil defense group. 

Sexual 

mutilation 

South Sudan-

270-2013 

Susan, a survivor of sexual violence living in the Thong Piny protection site 

told Amnesty International that a large group of soldiers came to her home 

in the Eden neighbourhood of Juba on the morning of 18 December 2013. 

They took her and nine other women to an empty clinic where the soldiers 

were staying and raped them. Fifteen soldiers raped her over a period of 

approximately three hours. The soldiers subsequently shoved sticks up 

the vaginas of six of the women, causing extensive bleeding. 

Sexual 

mutilation 

Turkey-354-

1993 

In July Mitlik Ölmez was detained in the street by plainclothes police 

belonging to the Anti-Terror Branch. He was interrogated at Istanbul Police 

Headquarters for allegedly assisting the PKK: he said he was hung by the 

arms, given electric shocks to his fingers, tongue and penis, and had a 

truncheon repeatedly forced into his anus. As a result, his arms became 

partially paralysed. 

Non-
penetrative 
sexual torture; 

rape 

 

3.2 Examples of collective targeting coding decisions 
We code targeting based on a victim’s identity, including whether the apparent targeted 

characteristic was ethnicity, nationality, religion, age, combat actor affiliation (real or imputed), 

or another trait. The passages in this section illustrate coding decisions on collective targeting.  

 

 
Table A 15. Examples of coding decisions based on narrative descriptions: targeting 
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Actor-

conflict 

ID-year 

Passage 
Characteristic 

type 

Myanmar-

231-2011 

The Burmese army has been responsible for numerous human rights violations 

since armed conflict resumed in Kachin State in June 2011. It has forced men, 

women, and children to serve as porters in the front lines of the fighting, at 

grave risk. It has deliberately attacked ethnic Kachin villages, killing 

civilians, engaging in torture and other ill-treatment of detainees, and 

committing rape and other forms of sexual violence. 

Ethnicity 

Sudan-309-

1993 

Church sources also reported that a government offensive was launched in 

northern Aweil district on March 18, 1993, killing hundreds of civilians and 

razing several villages to the ground. Government soldiers were said to 

consider the villagers of Aweil district to be SPLA sympathizers or 

combatants and often targeted them, regardless of sex or age. In March, 

1993, villagers went into Aweil, seeking food that they believed had arrived on 

a train from Babanusa. Government troops captured thirty-two villagers inside 

Aweil and tortured them, cutting their testicles with scissors and cutting off 

their ears; ten escaped, including one who was severely injured, and twenty-

two were killed, according to church sources. Two of those killed were Deng 

Mojok Kuol and Garang Ateng Akuei, both from Gaal village, fourteen miles 

from Aweil town. 

Linked to 

conflict actor 

IS-62-2014 

ISIL reportedly used brutal tactics to abuse, punish, and torture individuals 

connected to the security services and government, as well as those they 

considered apostates, such as Yezidis, according to international human 

rights organizations. The Human Rights Ministry and the United Nations 

reported multiple cases of rape and sexual assault carried out by ISIL and its 

affiliates; in one case four girls committed suicide after ISIL militants sexually 

assaulted them in Mosul. 

Religion 

Sudan-309-

2014 

The aims of the military operations against Tabit are unclear. Numerous 

residents told Human Rights Watch that government soldiers entering their 

homes said that they were looking for a soldier who had been abducted and to 

punish his captors. One soldier who later defected told Human Rights Watch 

that they had been ordered to search for and punish rebel supporters in the town 

because of information that rebel forces deployed outside the town were 

planning to attack the SAF base. Two soldiers who had participated in the 

operations said that superior officers had ordered them to “rape women” 

because the women were rebel supporters. 

Linked to 

conflict actor 

India-351-

1990 

The Family of Bhajan Singh. Bhajan Singh, a farmer from Maksudra, told Asia 

Watch that the police have repeatedly harassed and detained him and other 

members of the family because they are looking for his two sons, Bhagwan 

Singh and Balwant Singh, whom they accused of being militants. In May 

1990, another son, Jasbir Singh, was arrested and killed by the police in what 

they claimed was an encounter.142 The two other sons, and a family friend, 

were detained at the same time and tortured. Asia Watch obtained a copy of 

Balwant Singh's affidavit in which he described their detention. […] They got 

furious and started putting my genital organ over the burning match sticks. 

Linked to 

conflict actor 

Jama'atu 

Ahlis 

Sunna 

Lidda'awati 

Boko Haram continued to abduct men, women, and children, often in 

conjunction with large-scale attacks on communities. The group forced men, 

women, and children to fight on its behalf. Women and girls abducted by Boko 

Haram were subjected to physical and psychological abuse; forced labor; 

Religion; other 

(students) 
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wal-Jihad-

297-2015 

forced marriage; forced religious conversions; forced participation in military 

operations; and sexual abuse, including rape. While the abductions of some of 

the women and girls seemed arbitrary, many of the victims appeared to have 

been targeted because they were students or Christians. 

Turkey-

354-1999 

HADEP official Mazaffer Cinar was interrogated in incommunicado detention 

for 8 days at Siirt police headquarters on suspicion of supporting the PKK. 

According to HRW, he said that he was beaten, his testicles were pulled, he 

was suspended by his arms, he was hosed with cold pressurized water, and his 

wife was threatened with rape. 

Linked to 

conflict actor 

ADF-314-

2001 

The ADF and the LRA abducted civilians. Both the ADF and the LRA abducted 

civilians for training as guerrillas and as sex slaves and porters; most victims 

were children and young adults. 

Age 

 

3.3 Examples of prevalence coding decisions 
The RSVAC dataset uses an ordinal prevalence scale (no reports (0), isolated (1), 

numerous (2), or massive (3) reports); the following passages illustrate prevalence level coding 

decisions. 

Table A 16. Examples of coding decisions based on narrative descriptions: prevalence 

Actor-

conflict 

ID-year 

Passage Prevalence 

Sri Lanka 

-352-1995 

There were reports of torture, including rape, particularly by army personnel in 

the east. In January, three Tamil women were reportedly raped by soldiers at 

Coomachcholai and Kayankaddu, Batticaloa district, in reprisal for an attack by the 

LTTE on the nearby army camp at Thampanamveli. 

1 

Haiti-381-

1993 

On 31 August 1993 Jocelyne Nicolás was arrested by the police at her home in 

Saint Martin, Port-au-Prince. She was accused of having distributed posters of 

President Aristide, but was released some 24 hours later. She reportedly bore 

injuries to the head, had been raped and been forced to roll in garbage. 

1 

DRC-283-

2000 

Numerous cases of rape by military recruits reportedly took place in areas around 

N’djili airport near Kinshasa in early 2000. Among the victims was a woman who 

was abducted by three recruits near Tata Raphael stadium on 16 February. 

2 

LRA-314-

1997 

In addition, the LRA abducted hundreds of school-age children, reportedly for 

indoctrination in Sudan as LRA guerrillas, for sale as slaves in Sudan, or for sexual 

purposes. […]The LRA abducted many children, using them as guards, soldiers, 

and concubines. 

2 

South 

Sudan-

11345-

2015 

Throughout the spring offensive in Unity State and into the summer and fall, 

government forces and their affiliated armed militias used rape as a weapon. 
3 

Syria-299-

2012 

Reports from multiple UN and NGO sources indicated that during the year cases of 

rape and other extreme sexual violence against women ranged from the high 

hundreds to thousands. The COI found that the government and affiliated militias 

perpetrated rape and other inhuman attacks against the civilian population in a 

systematic manner. 

3 
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 4. Additional notes on coding procedures of particular forms of sexual violence  

Additional information on the definition and coding procedures for particular forms of 

sexual violence.  

 

      4.1. Non-penetrative sexual torture 
Sexual torture is defined in accordance with the United Nations Convention against Torture 

(CAT); sexual torture committed by non-state actors is also coded.21  

For the purposes of this Convention, the term "torture" means any act by which 

severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on 

a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a third person information 

or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third person has committed or 

is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or coercing him or a third 

person, or for any reason based on discrimination of any kind, when such pain 

or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the consent or 

acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official capacity. 

It does not include pain or suffering arising only from, inherent in or incidental 

to lawful sanctions. 

The CAT definition of torture is broad and would subsume acts such as rape, sexual 

slavery, or sexual mutilation. Consequently, to establish discrete definitions for each form, we treat 

sexual torture as a residual category and define it narrowly as a non-penetrating act of sexual 

violence that meets the CAT definition and cannot be classified under an alternative form. This 

narrow conception of torture typically involves cases of electric shocks or blows to 

breasts/genitals. Conversely, rape of a detainee undergoing interrogation is coded as rape and 

mutilation of a political prisoner’s genitals is coded as sexual mutilation.  

We recognize that this coding procedure raises certain concerns. There is a broader 

understanding of torture as harm inflicted on individuals in detention in order to obtain information 

or punish them for an act or characteristic. However, operationalizing such a definition as a coding 

practice proves difficult or impossible. The source material often lacks specific details of the 

motives of perpetrators during individual acts of violence.  Information on the location and context 

 
21 https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cat.aspx. (Last accessed 9/19/18)  

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cat.aspx
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of individual attacks is also frequently absent from human rights reports. Accordingly, we used 

the narrow definition of sexual torture in order to avoid coding bias toward conflicts with 

substantial reporting on the motives of actors perpetrating violence.  

With the limitations of the source material in mind, the qualitative notes may be used to 

identify observations where victims suffered sexual violence in detention. This may serve as a 

partial proxy for identifying acts of violence that align with the broader understanding of torture 

(however, it reveals nothing about the intent of the perpetrator). The victim notes field indicates 

whether the victim was a detainee, and the location notes field identifies if the site of sexual 

violence was a detention facility. Researchers may filter the data on these fields, though should 

bear in mind that the RSVAC dataset adopts the SVAC definition of detainee, which is broad and 

includes any person taken into any form of captivity, including temporary custody outside of 

formal detention settings. Additionally, the qualitative notes indicate that the actor engaged in 

some level of sexual violence (of the given form) against the specified victim or in the specified 

location, not that the actor exclusively engaged in sexual violence against those victims or in those 

locations. Reference the Conflict Manuscripts for additional information. (Note that Table A17 

includes all actors (rebel, state, militias), conflicts, and years (conflict-, interim-, and post-conflict 

years).) 

 
Table A 17. Observations reporting sexual violence in detention or against detainees 

  Location detention Victim detainee 

 Form Count of 

observations 

Proportion of total 

observations 

Count of 

observations 

Proportion of total 

observations 

Rape 62 7% 203 24% 

Sexual 

Mutilation 

1 4% 7 28% 

Sexual 
Slavery/ 

Forced 

Marriage 

5 4% 54 43% 

Forced 

Prostitution 

0 0% 1 6% 

Forced 
Abortion/ 

Forced  
Sterilization 

0 0% 2 9% 
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Sexual 

Torture 

67 49% 110 81% 

Sexual 

Abuse 

30 22% 62 45% 

 

 

      4.2. Sexual abuse 
 Sexual abuse, which is not defined consistently in our sources, is treated as a particular 

form of sexual violence. This coding practice departs from that of the SVAC dataset, which coded 

reports of sexual abuse as sexual torture. In RSVAC, we code reports of “sexual molestation” and 

“sexual assault” under sexual abuse in order to give a complete picture of the scope of sexual 

violence reported in the source material, though we acknowledge the ambiguity of the term and 

the diversity of violence which may be encompassed by it.  

 

      4.3. Multiple perpetrator sexual violence 
Multiple perpetrator rape is rape where two or more individuals were closely engaged in 

the act (and similarly for other forms). All those present need not directly perpetrate sexual 

violence, but there must be evidence that two or more individuals made physical contact with the 

victim or compelled obedience or applied coercion at the time of the attack. Our definition of 

multiple perpetrator sexual violence is not limited to gang rape and includes, for example, non-

penetrative sexual torture carried out by two or more individuals. 

 

      5. Potential reporting biases  

Different types of non-random underreporting could be a concern: underreporting may be 

a function of the form of sexual violence in question, the types of victims, or the social context. 

Rape and forced marriage may go underreported in contexts where those forms of violence are 

accepted as social practices to some degree. For example, although the Islamic State engages in 

forced and child marriage of Sunni Muslims (Revkin & Wood, 2019), that is not reported in our 

sources. Sexual torture might go underreported if it is perpetrated against men in particular, if the 

social stigma for male victims is particularly strong (Sivakumaran, 2007). Sexual mutilation, non-

penetrative sexual torture, and gang rape also commonly involve lethal injury, implying that 

victims may have died before being able to report. In cases of mass-killings such as during 

genocides there might also be few surviving witnesses who can recount cases of sexual violence.  
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The quality of the data is also affected by whether and how human rights observers are able 

to categorize forms of sexual violence accurately, or to document such violence with sufficient 

detail that coders could distinguish between distinct acts. Human rights observers may misclassify 

forms of sexual violence if she, or a witness to the violence, has a narrow conceptualization of 

sexual violence, or lacks well-defined terminology. The legal terminology of human rights 

reporting sometimes seeks to use inclusive categories, whereas social scientists prefer exclusive 

categories. The use of the term “sexual abuse” illustrates this point. In certain cases, the source 

reporting appears to use sexual abuse to describe both rape and forced sexual touching, while in 

other cases (the majority) sexual abuse appears to entail forced sexual touching and exclude rape.22  

Moreover, observers or witnesses might systematically overlook certain types of violations 

or fail to report particular violations as sexual violence. For instance, a researcher cataloging 

violence against men may not classify blows against male sexual organs as sexual in nature (Leiby, 

2009). Indeed, we found that violence against male genitalia was commonly described as torture, 

not as sexual torture. Yet, the details in the reporting usually allows us to categorize forms of 

violence according to our definitions, even if our categorization differed from the form named in 

the source reporting or the source did not classify the violence. Appendices 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 

exemplify some classifications and coding decisions based on the narrative description of what 

took place.   

We are also aware that the RSVAC Data Package contains some potentially anomalous 

reports, which correctly reflect our three sources but that are not confirmed in other (national) 

sources. For example, the LTTE is reported by the U.S. Department of State Country Report on 

Human Rights Practices 1995 (but not in our other two sources) to have engaged in rape at level 3 

solely during 1995; in contrast, national-level sources do not contain such allegations though they 

amply document other LTTE human rights violations including political assassinations and 

recruitment of children (Wood, 2009).  

 

6. Sierra Leone Case Study 

 
22 Where an act described as sexual abuse appeared to constitute rape, coders categorized the act as 
rape. See the Appendix section 5.1 for a table of passages coded for either sexual abuse or non-
penetrative sexual torture. 
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In the text, we describe conflict-related sexual violence in Sierra Leone. Here, we provide 

further detail about the reported repertoires of sexual violence used by actors in this conflict. 

Figure A9 depicts repertoires of sexual violence used by the government of Sierra Leone 

and the rebel Revolutionary United Front (RUF), Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC), and 

West Side Boys. The y-axis represents the prevalence level, ranging from reports of isolated 

sexual violence to massive levels of sexual violence. Each form of sexual violence appears as a 

color-coded bar. The dotted vertical lines indicate the actor’s first and last observations in the 

dataset. The RSVAC dataset codes active conflict years (25+ battle-related deaths), interim years 

(periods of inactivity between active years), and post-conflict years. The government and RUF 

were active from 1991 to 2000, the AFRC was active between 1997 and 1999, and the West Side 

Boys were active in year 2000 only. The data demonstrate that both the government and RUF 

perpetrated sexual violence in post-conflict years, and in the RUF’s case, high levels of sexual 

slavery after reports of other forms of sexual violence had ceased. 
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Figure A 9. Repertoires of sexual violence in Sierra Leone’s civil war (1991-2005) 
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