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V iolence against Women and Girls: Lessons from South Asia examines the prevalence and factors 
associated with various types of violence against women and girls in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. It analyzes the nature of violence throughout 

the life cycle and highlights gaps where intensive research or interventions might be undertaken. Analyses 
of the most recent data reveal that South Asia has the world’s highest levels of excess female child 
mortality and child marriage. The prevalence of intimate partner violence also remains unacceptably high, 
particularly for married adolescents. Reliable data are limited for other forms of violence.

The number and intensity of e­orts to address violence in the region are truly impressive and yield 
promising practices for future action. Important challenges remain, however—particularly the need for 
more rigorous evaluation and the urgency for actors to engage across forms of violence and to more 
systematically involve men and boys in addressing this violence. Di­erent stakeholders have distinct roles 
to play if the region is to make progress in violence prevention and response, including increased funding 
of programs and evaluations. On the whole, strengthening the e­ectiveness, reach, and sustainability 
of interventions will involve multifaceted coordination across all actors on the ground. This book o­ers 
evidence-based recommendations for these actors and for coordination among them.          

“This book makes a huge contribution to the field of violence against women and girls.  
It synthesizes an enormous amount of information, including extensive consultations with 
stakeholders from governments and civil society in South Asia. Most important, it provides an 
excellent set of recommendations that clearly outline how governments, donors, civil society, 
and the private sector can contribute to ending violence against women by addressing gender 
inequality and discrimination.”

— Dr. Mary Ellsberg, Founding Director, Global Women’s Institute, The George Washington University 

“Structural gender inequality is deeply embedded in South Asian societies, leading to di�erent 
manifestations of violence against women across their lives. And this violence continues 
despite laws and policies and various other attempts to address it. Hopefully this book will 
lead to a more nuanced understanding of this problem and help to develop contextually 
appropriate interventions to address it.”

— Dr. Abhijit Das, Director, Centre for Health and Social Justice, India, and Founding Member,  
Men’s Action for Stopping Violence Against Women (MASVAW)

“Repeatedly, violence against women has been identified as the biggest issue faced by women 
in Pakistan. This book captures the patterns of the problem across South Asia, illustrating  
that the problem is not rooted in the traditions of just one religion or one country, but, rather,  
in centuries-old systems of patriarchy that make women second-class citizens. The case 
studies of success provided in the book build hope for the possibility of a more balanced  
and just society in the future.” 

— Dr. Fouzia Saeed, women’s rights activist and author of Working with Sharks (2013) 
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South Asia Development Forum

Home to a fifth of mankind, and to almost half of the people living in poverty, 
South Asia is also a region of marked contrasts: from conflict-affected areas 
to vibrant democracies, from demographic bulges to aging societies, from 

energy crises to global companies. This series explores the challenges faced by a region 
whose fate is critical to the success of global development in the early 21st century, and 
that can also make a difference for global peace. The volumes in it convey in an acces-
sible way  findings from recent research and lessons of experience, across a range of 
development topics. The series is intended to present new ideas and to stimulate debate 
among practitioners, researchers, and all those interested in public policies. In doing so, 
it exposes the options faced by decision makers in the region and highlights the enor-
mous potential of this fast-changing part of the world. 
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Foreword

For years and even decades, dedicated women and men in South Asian countries 
have been working to prevent and respond to violence against women and girls, 
often putting their own lives at risk. Their efforts in the field—together with 

those of researchers who seek to better understand the drivers of this violence and 
improve interventions—are the heart and foundation of this study. Its analysis, synthe-
sis of lessons, and recommendations for stakeholders stand on the shoulders of these 
committed practitioners, many of whom are survivors of violence themselves. Their 
motivation is to improve the opportunities, rights, and lives of women and girls. 

Such violence has economic and fiscal consequences for South Asian countries. The costs 
are enormous, and they are crippling to economies and societies. As detailed in the pages that 
follow, the human, social, and financial costs of violence against women and girls severely 
hamper countries’ ability to achieve six of the eight Millennium Development Goals. These 
costs will continue to accrue unless government, the private sector, media and entertain-
ment, and other stakeholders can coordinate and launch large-scale efforts that complement 
ongoing interventions in the region to address such violence and legislation to combat it, to 
varying degrees, in each country. By summarizing these costs and consequences, capturing 
ongoing efforts to address violence against South Asian women and girls in the field, and 
collating findings from research on risk factors and evaluations of interventions, this book is 
intended to serve as a reference and a policy tool. Hopefully it can help those already work-
ing on these issues in South Asia to learn more about each other’s work and take advantage 
of synergies across actors, stakeholders, sectors, and even countries. Hopefully the recom-
mendations it has distilled from findings of legal, government, research and other experts in 
the region can help guide policy makers as they prioritize and fund intervention programs.

Philippe Le Houérou
Vice President

South Asia Region
The World Bank
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Executive Summary

This report examines the prevalence and the factors associated with various types 
of violence against women and girls in South Asia (Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka). The report also 

highlights the gaps where intensive research or interventions might be undertaken. 
Its focus, themes, and organization, as well as its content and analyses, have benefited 
greatly from consultation, guidance, and direct inputs from experts in the public, 
nongovernmental organization (NGO), private, donor, and research sectors of South 
Asia. This report is one component of the World Bank’s regional program, launched 
in January 2013, to attend to issues of gender-based violence in its operations, analyt-
ics, and collaborative work with other practitioners in South Asia.

Organizing Frameworks

The report’s organizing framework and analysis, described in chapter 1, draw from 
Heise’s (1998) ecological model of abuse. The ecological model posits that violence 
is a function of multiple factors that interact at various levels of the “social ecology,” 
not only the level of the individual but also the levels of her household, community, 
and society. We combine the ecological model with a life-cycle approach to capture 
the fact that women and girls in South Asia face the risk of multiple forms of violence 
throughout their lives, from birth through old age. We examine violence faced by girls 
in infancy and early childhood (excess female child mortality and physical and sexual 
abuse), in adolescence before marriage (sexual harassment by nonmarital intimate part-
ners), and in adolescence and adulthood once married (dowry-related violence and inti-
mate partner and domestic violence). We also examine forms of violence that cut across 
life stages—namely, sexual harassment of adolescent and adult women, trafficking of 
women and girls, honor killings, and custodial violence.
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We draw from the fields of feminist research, economics, sociology, anthropology, 
public health, demography, and law to review the large body of literature on all the 
forms of violence against women and girls in the region. We analyze data from mul-
tiple sources to provide additional information on trends over time and comparisons 
of South Asia with other world regions. Finally, we map the landscape of interventions 
to address different forms of violence across the eight South Asian countries and draw 
promising lessons from their evaluations.

Why Is Violence against Girls and Women in South Asia 
Critical to Address?

The violence that women and girls are subjected to throughout their lives prevents them 
from realizing their rights as human beings and as equal citizens. This fact in itself 
provides an imperative to act. A large literature also investigates the human, social, and 
economic costs and consequences of this violence. Available data and measurements 
capture a tiny fraction of the totality of these costs, and yet even this fraction can be a 
massive drain on individuals, families, communities, and societies. Women suffer direct 
consequences to their physical, sexual, and emotional health. Violence in childhood 
and later can also affect girls’ and women’s abilities to fully benefit from and partici-
pate in schooling and employment, thus constraining their lifetime opportunities for an 
education and a career. Violence not only affects the girls and women experiencing it 
and their families, but also can spiral across generations. Monetizing the costs of these 
consequences has proved challenging, and estimates of costs to individuals and house-
holds vary tremendously across studies. Still, it is clear that monetary costs are borne 
because of days lost to work, treatment costs of injuries, or police and judicial arrange-
ments. Finally, violence against girls and women undermines countries’ achievements 
of at least six of the eight United Nations Millennium Development Goals. Chapter 1 
further elaborates on these points.

What Does Violence against Women and Girls in 
South Asia Look Like?

South Asian women and girls face a range of types of violence throughout their 
lives, as detailed in chapter 2. Starting with the beginning of the life cycle—that is, in 
childhood—South Asia has the highest levels of excess female child mortality among 
world regions. Within South Asia, India has the greatest excess female child mortality 
of all countries for which data are available; Bangladesh, Nepal, and Pakistan also show 
high levels. Since the early 1990s, however, excess female child mortality has declined 
in Nepal and Sri Lanka and dramatically in Bangladesh. Excess female child mortality in 
India, however, has remained firmly and largely unchanged.
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South Asia also has the highest rate of child marriage in the world, with 46 percent of 
girls married by age 18. In Bangladesh, more than 40 percent of girls are married by age 
15 (figure ES.1). Analysis of data from the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) sug-
gests that rates of child marriage are slowing in the region. Qualitative data provide cau-
tious optimism that attitudes toward child marriage may also be changing. Still, a divide 
persists between individual desires on the one hand and perceived cultural norms and 
compulsions for early marriage on the other, thus contributing to the persistence of 
child marriage in the region.

Large surveys may inaccurately estimate prevalence of intimate partner violence. 
Regardless, such violence is unacceptably high: DHS data from countries whose surveys 
include questions about physical domestic violence show that almost one-half of surveyed 
married women in Bangladesh, one-third in India, and one-quarter or more in Nepal and 
Pakistan report physical spousal violence. A growing body of research also documents 
that the violence experienced by South Asian women at the hands of their husbands is fre-
quent, severe, and of multiple forms. Married adolescents may be particularly vulnerable. 
Much of the marital abuse that women suffer likely occurs in the first few years of mar-
riage. Given the early average age at marriage in much of South Asia, this finding means 
that a great deal of this violence is experienced by married adolescents, who may be more 
powerless than older married women to defend themselves. Significant proportions of 
men and women accept or condone spousal violence against women for many behaviors; 
however, some research suggests that attitudes toward domestic marital violence are not 
unequivocally supportive of violence, but vary by the reason and the extent of violence. 
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FIGURE ES.1 � Child Marriage Prevalence: Countries with Highest Proportion Married 
by Age 15

Source: DHS, multiple years.
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Data remain limited for several aspects of intimate partner violence in South Asia, 
including forms of violence other than physical and sexual—such as economic violence 
or controlling behavior—and intimate partner violence faced by never-married women 
or older women. Research on domestic violence perpetrated by other household mem-
bers is limited for women at all ages and for divorced or widowed women. Reliable data 
are also lacking to estimate prevalence or trends in (a) physical and sexual abuse against 
girls, (b) sexual harassment, (c) trafficking, (d) honor killings, and (e) custodial violence. 
Several small-scale quantitative and qualitative studies suggest, however, that these forms 
of violence are persistent across many parts of South Asia and require further research.

Why Is Violence against Women and Girls in South Asia So 
Persistent?

Violence against women and girls in South Asia plays out in a historical, social, and 
political context where structures and functioning of government, social institutions, 
and the law all may contribute to its persistence, as analyzed in detail in chapter 3. 
In recent years, governments have been increasingly active in implementing policies 
that may contribute to preventing violence and that strengthen support services for 
those who experience violence. Yet, many policies and services continue to reflect a 
gender bias. Religious institutions and norms across the region also continue to rein-
force unequal gender relations.

All eight countries in South Asia have specific constitutional provisions addressing 
gender equality and have signed the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women, albeit some with reservations. All countries also have 
some legal protection against several forms of violence, including female infanticide, 
child marriage, and intimate partner violence. Yet, legal systems contend with signifi-
cant barriers to reform as well as with structural deficiencies that inhibit women’s access 
to justice: implementation is poor, and legal awareness is limited.

A major barrier to needed legal and social reform is the continued lack of recog-
nition that women and girls are first and foremost citizens, individuals who should 
be accorded the same rights and privileges as men and boys. A perception of women 
as victims or subjects—rather than as individuals with rights to their own identities, 
sexualities, and other forms of self-expression—has circumscribed the social and legal 
provisions for women’s safety. This perception perpetuates the patriarchal belief that 
female household members must be protected by men and in ways that ensure female 
conformity to roles defined by traditional, patriarchal norms. 

Patriarchy in South Asia also creates other circumstances that perpetuate social norms 
conducive to continuing violence against women and girls. Most critically, both women 
and men are prescribed numerous attributes that are tied directly to feminine and mas-
culine social identities and enforced not only by men but also by women—for example, 
by mothers and mothers-in-law. The result is a cycle of violence against women and girls.
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In addition to these societal- and institutional-level factors underlying violence, 
women and girls are vulnerable to many forms of violence because of a host of house-
hold- and individual-level risk factors. Although specific factors may vary by type of 
violence, some key risk factors span all forms of violence. 

At the individual level, childhood exposure to violence is a key risk factor for future 
vulnerability to violence as adults for women, and, for men, a greater likelihood of being a 
perpetrator. Life stage appears to be important as well, such that young girls and adoles-
cents are at heightened risk of many forms of violence. The ability of women and girls to 
negotiate with peers, parents, spouses, family members, and society at large is likely to be 
protective, but rigorous research unfortunately is scarce, especially regarding what kinds 
of negotiation skills are most useful. Secondary education is considered protective also, 
possibly because it provides women the opportunity to acquire skills and confidence.

In the immediate environment, a small but unequivocal body of research posits 
that alcohol abuse is a key risk factor triggering violence. Low socioeconomic sta-
tus is also highlighted as an important risk factor. Circumstances that emerge from 
poverty, such as heightened stress in day-to-day living, create conditions for inter-
personal violence or trafficking. The imperative to balance costs and benefits with 
limited resources contributes to excess female child mortality and child marriage. At 
the same time, violence also occurs in households that are not poor. Resource control 
is important: women’s and girls’ ownership of assets—either financial or land—can 
be protective, for instance, against child marriage for girls and intimate partner and 
domestic violence for women.

What Can We Learn from Interventions to Address 
Violence against Women and Girls in South Asia?

In much of South Asia, violence against women and girls is occurring against a back-
drop of perhaps the most rapid economic and social changes the region has seen. 
Those changes may influence violence directly or indirectly through shifts in gender 
equality, described in chapter 4. For instance, women’s opportunities for and partici-
pation in higher education, employment, and politics have expanded in most coun-
tries. As such opportunities arise and open the doors to greater gender equality and 
women’s empowerment, however, women and girls may face a backlash, including an 
increased risk of violence as they leave their homes to work or to study. As women’s 
greater participation in public life—including higher education and employment—
eventually becomes the norm, violence may decrease.

In this shifting dynamic, the number and intensity of efforts to prevent or respond 
to violence is truly impressive. Rigorous evaluation is limited, however. We identi-
fied 101 interventions (figure ES.2) that were evaluated by quantitative, qualitative, or 
mixed methods, the largest number of which comprise broad “violence against women” 
interventions that also address intimate partner violence (41) or child marriage (27). 



xxx  l  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Fourteen evaluated interventions across forms of violence explicitly engage men 
and boys. The smallest number of evaluated interventions address abuse specifically 
against girl children (3), custodial violence against women and girls (3), and honor 
crimes (3). Chapter 4 analyzes lessons learned and promising approaches from this set 
of interventions.

EVALUATIONS YIELD SOME PROMISING OR POTENTIAL PRACTICES FOR 
PARTICULAR FORMS OF VIOLENCE

•	 Conditional cash transfers, bans on practices, and media campaigns are the main 
evaluated interventions to address excess female child mortality. However, findings 
suggest the importance of multisectoral efforts with an explicit gender focus that 
simultaneously address risk factors at the individual, household, community, institu-
tional, and structural levels of society.

FIGURE ES.2  Evaluated Interventions by Violence Type

Note: DV = domestic violence; GBV = gender-based violence; IPV = intimate partner violence; 
VAW = violence against women.

Child marriage,
27

IPV/DV/GBV/VAW/
gender equality,

41
Sexual harassment,

13

Honor killing,
3

Custodial
violence,

3

Trafficking,
10

Engaging men
and boys,

14

Excess female
child mortality,

6

Girl child abuse,
3



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  l  xxxi 

•	 Most identified interventions addressing child abuse focus, appropriately, on child 
rights for boys and girls equally. Yet, given the particular low value of girls in South Asia, 
it is important to inject an explicit focus on gender into what is a human rights con-
cern. This focus can be accomplished through existing forms of interventions—for 
instance, through child clubs and peer groups that can focus on girls and through 
training police to respond appropriately to cases of violence against girls.

•	 Interventions to prevent child marriage have found some success through life skills 
programs that empower girls. Other successful interventions include those that  
increase participation in secondary school as an alternative to marriage and provide 
livelihoods and assets to girls to counter the view of daughters as a financial liability. 
However, evaluations do not clarify the key essential elements of success in effective 
life skills, schooling, or livelihoods programs.

•	 Campaigns to prevent intimate partner violence show that using community 
networks, identifying change agents, and applying innovative media with provoca-
tive messages can at least bring intimate partner violence out of the private realm 
into the public eye. Interventions with boys and men demonstrate that addressing 
unequal gender norms early in life through approaches similar to girls’ life skills pro-
grams for early marriage can influence boys’ perceptions of masculinity and gender 
norms. There is little evidence, however, on what are the most promising services to 
provide to survivors of intimate partner violence, although one-stop crisis centers 
are drawing increasing interest.

•	 Campaigns and media have contributed to a growing awareness of the extent of 
sexual harassment in public places. Still, interventions are few and far between, and 
most are not evaluated in a manner that can provide promising lessons for repli-
cation or scale-up. Key gaps include the lack of evaluated interventions to address 
sexual harassment in the workplace, to engage bystanders to intervene effectively, 
and to address the sexual pressure and coercion that adolescent girls can face from 
partners in premarital romantic relationships.

•	 The increased awareness of the persistence of honor killings, particularly in 
Afghanistan, India, and Pakistan, provides an opportunity for more systematic inter-
vention. Lessons can be extracted from evaluations and experiences of interventions 
that address other forms of violence.

•	 Custodial violence against women and girls needs to become more visible beyond the 
silo of those who work on it. This form of violence is perhaps the most hidden from 
the general public eye as well as from programs that address other forms of violence. 
Promising approaches used to prevent and respond to other forms of violence offer 
many lessons for addressing custodial violence.

•	 Trafficking presents a unique category of violence that girls and women face, one that 
is transnational in its nature. Some potential practices that merit further consider-
ation include raising awareness through media and engaging trafficking survivors in 
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prevention and response efforts. Overall, approaches to address trafficking mirror those 
used for preventing child marriage or for preventing or responding to intimate partner 
violence. As such, lessons from evaluations of child marriage and intimate partner vio-
lence interventions could be valuable to design of interventions against trafficking.

Some important challenges that need to be addressed across all forms of violence 
are as follows:

1.	 Competent evaluation is the most imperative challenge. The lack of competent 
evaluation means that a great deal of learning is lost and considerable financial 
and human resources are wasted. Evaluations need not only to assess whether and 
how interventions are effective, but also to extract the minimum critical elements 
necessary for success.

2.	 Organizations addressing different forms of violence need to engage with each other 
to enable opportunities for learning. Even when risk factors and approaches are 
similar across forms of violence, there is little overlap or cross-fertilization across 
interventions or actors, resulting in a loss of learning.

3.	 Men and boys should be more systematically engaged at all levels and across all 
forms of violence. The only systematic and evaluated engagement of men and boys 
that we were able to identify in connection with violence prevention and response 
for South Asia was in the domain of intimate partner violence or interventions 
addressing norms of masculinity. 

4.	 Interventions need to engage key household members and address key risks within 
the household that have been inadequately addressed thus far. Interventions should 
systematically work with household members who may perpetrate violence or offer 
support, such as parents, in-laws, and siblings. There are important risk factors on 
which more focused attention is critical, such as alcohol abuse, parent-child inter-
action, and intergenerational transmission of violence.

5.	 Interventions need to be sensitive to particular needs and vulnerabilities of ado­
lescents. We found little evidence of attention to adolescent vulnerabilities in inter-
ventions that consider adolescents together with girls and women at other stages of 
their lives. Such a perspective is crucial, given that young people form the bulk of 
the population across South Asia. 

6.	 Interventions should occur early in life and should engage survivors and those at 
risk as active participants. A range of interventions addressing child marriage 
and notions of masculinity and femininity among young girls and boys attest to 
the importance of intervening early before biased gender norms are internalized. 
Efforts to prevent child abuse and trafficking need to explicitly engage survivors 
and those at risk. Efforts to address other forms of violence also need to more 
explicitly engage children, adult women at risk, and survivors as active participants 
in designing and implementing programs, and not as passive recipients.
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7.	 Strengthen legal implementation and increase institutional accountability. Last but 
not least, the many laws and policies across the region’s countries to prevent and 
address violence and gender inequality need to be rigorously implemented, and rel-
evant institutions held accountable for enforcement. To do so, governments need 
to make addressing violence against women and girls more of a political priority 
than it has been to date.

What Do Different Stakeholders Need to Do to Advance 
the Agenda?

All stakeholders across society need to be involved in some capacity in order to 
effectively address these challenges. The recommendations in chapter 5 detail pos-
sible actions for each set of stakeholders. Governments have a critical role to play in 
ensuring that existing laws and policies protecting women and girls from violence are 
implemented effectively and that government instruments, such as health sector crisis 
centers, reach the intended populations. Moreover, governments need to commit ade-
quate funding across ministries for policies and programs that address specific forms of 
violence. Most important, governments need to recognize and acknowledge that vio-
lence against women and girls is not the purview of a specific ministry or department 
but requires coordinated efforts across ministries.

Donors support the bulk of programs and research on violence against women 
and girls. These organizations need to better support learning across interventions 
and research on different forms of violence. Donors also need to send a clear message 
regarding the importance of monitoring and evaluation. At the same time, evaluations 
should be designed in ways that take into account the current and potential capacity of 
implementing organizations. Unless program organizations can take ownership of and 
successfully integrate monitoring and evaluation into their primary mandate of pro-
gram implementation, evaluation research will not be institutionalized into program 
work. In addition to rigorous evaluations, donors need to fund longitudinal studies on 
the costs and consequences of violence.

NGOs are at the front line of violence prevention and response programs. First, 
NGOs need to improve documentation of processes to allow for comparisons of the 
merits of different intervention components. Second, greater dialogue, sharing of expe-
riences, and collaboration among NGOs is necessary. Third, NGOs need to better iden-
tify potential unintended consequences of their interventions. Finally, NGOs need to 
improve their capacity for monitoring and evaluation. NGOs and researchers together 
should ensure that this evaluation is carried out in ways that not only illustrate promis-
ing approaches for the future, but also allow for NGOs to make midcourse corrections 
and integrate monitoring and evaluation into program design to improve the effective-
ness and sustainability of an intervention.
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Researchers, media, and the private sector also need to be more systematically 
involved in interventions. Researchers can work to improve documentation, design, 
and monitoring and evaluation. The media has a role to play in increasing awareness, 
promoting gender-transformative messaging, and influencing norms at the macro 
level. The private sector can engage in ongoing efforts to prevent violence by support-
ing school-to-work transitions, employment programs, and more effective help lines, 
shelters, and other response services.

Addressing the challenges to strengthen the effectiveness, reach, and sustainability 
of interventions for violence against women and girls will involve multiple and long-
lasting coordination across all actors. Risk factors identified in the research need to 
be addressed more pointedly; laws and institutions need to be strengthened and held 
accountable; and boys, men, and other household and community members will have 
to be more systematically engaged. Governments and donors need to provide dedicated 
funding and emphasize feasible, yet rigorous, evaluation to identify and scale up prom-
ising approaches. The recognition of women and girls as equal citizens, not victims, 
should be central in these efforts.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction and Overview 

At the time of this writing, a year or more has passed since unprecedented 
protests erupted across South Asia in response to violent attacks on women 
and challenges to their human rights. Such challenges and events of extreme 

violence have included the failure of the Afghan Parliament to reaffirm a law banning 
violence against women and setting a minimum age of marriage—thus undermining 
the law’s credibility—in May of 2013; the kidnapping and rape of a 15-year-old girl 
in Bangladesh, which ignited a human chain of protest outside the National Press 
Club in Dhaka in January of 2013; the brutal gang rape and murder of a young female 
medical student in India in December of 2012 and the nationwide protests that fol-
lowed; mass demonstrations against sexual violence organized by Pakistan’s powerful 
women’s movement in January of 2013; and Nepal’s months-long “Occupy Baluwatar” 
protest, launched in late December of 2012, in reaction to custodial violence against 
a female migrant worker. 

These events and the ensuing public uproar have brought international attention 
to issues of violence against women and girls in South Asia, as well as reflection 
about the pervasive and intractable nature of violence against women in all parts 
of the world. In the South Asia region, these events also bring to light the fact that 
whereas violence against women may be pervasive, there is perhaps an inkling of 
change. In recent years, and particularly within the past 12 months, individuals, 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), media, schools, local and national politi-
cians, and religious and community leaders are quietly building on the momentum—
at least in parts of the region’s countries—to change norms around various types 
of violence that women and girls face. They are participating in campaigns against 
daughter aversion and son preference, highlighting sexual harassment on the streets 
or in schools, and breaking the silence on sexual abuse and rape. 
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Why This Report and Why Now?

The violence that women and girls face throughout their lives prevents them from real-
izing their rights as human beings and equal citizens. Most directly, the physical, psy-
chological and other forms of injury they sustain prevent women and girls from leading 
healthy, productive lives. More broadly, violence represents a critical tool to perpetuate 
the underlying patriarchy that persists in much of South Asia, wherein women and 
girls are identified strictly by their relationships to men and boys, as their mothers, 
daughters, sisters, and wives (Kapur 2013). Men must protect—and control—female 
household members in ways that ensure female conformity to these roles as defined 
by traditional patriarchal norms. Violence against women and girls constitutes a key 
manner of such control and prevents women from asserting their roles as individu-
als with rights. This study’s underlying principle is that women and girls are first and 
foremost citizens, individuals who should be accorded the same rights and privileges 
as men and boys. We integrate throughout our discussion the ways in which violence 
against women and girls transgresses this principle and highlight practices that seek to 
empower women and girls as equal citizens. 

Violence against women and girls is also a gender and development issue. It has 
been recognized as a matter of global concern because of its enormous human, social, 
and  economic costs. These costs are constantly accumulating, proving significantly 
detrimental to the lives of women and their families, and to the poverty reduction 
and development efforts of governments, NGOs, multilateral institutions, and other 
regional partners. 

Without sufficient budget dedicated to assessing which programs are effective, and to 
implementing programs that have proven effective in violence prevention and response, 
the problem will continue—and perhaps grow—in spite of legislation and other mea-
sures to combat violence in South Asian countries. Given heightened attention to the 
problem in the region, the time is now to impress upon those in charge of budget deci-
sions the immense damage wrought by violence against women and girls and the urgent 
need to act.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS HAMPERS 
ACHIEVEMENT OF MDGS

Several studies (for example, Ellsberg 2006; Jayaweera et al. 2007) and the evidence pro-
vided throughout this report demonstrate how violence against girls and women has a 
strong potentially deleterious effect on countries’ achievements of at least six of the eight 
United Nations (UN) Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (box 1.1). Conversely, 
reducing women’s and girls’ exposure to violence—especially repeated and severe 
forms of violence—is likely to improve their health and education status and increase 
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their productivity through a number of possible pathways, such as increased stamina, 
better overall attentiveness, and improved capacity and knowledge (Duvvury et al. 
2013). This, in turn, is bound to have a positive effect on overall economic growth and 
attainment of the MDGs. Although the extent of this effect is difficult to quantify, the 
final section of this chapter examines these costs and consequences in further detail, 

BOX 1.1 � Violence against Women and Girls Hampers Achievement of the 
Millennium Development Goals

•	 Goal 1—Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger. Violence is often preceded or 
accompanied by withdrawal of resources for women, exacerbating their poverty and 
lack of opportunities. Violence contributes directly to the poverty faced by widows; by 
women and girls who are trafficked into prostitution, bonded labor, or any other form of 
trafficking; by children in prostitution; and by women who encounter abuse in custody. 
Violence also can contribute to women’s and households’ poverty by hampering their 
ability to access and learn from education and to compete in the labor market.

•	 Goal 2—Achieve Universal Primary Education. When sexual harassment, child abuse, 
excess female child mortality, or child marriage cut short a girl’s life, a girl’s life chances, 
or parents’ willingness to send girls to school, these forms of violence directly hamper 
the goal of universal primary education.

•	 Goal 3—Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women. Gender equality and 
women’s empowerment cannot be achieved without addressing all the types of 
violence that girls and women face. In fact, male-biased gender norms and women’s 
disempowerment trigger attitudes and behaviors that lead to persistent, repeated, 
and severe violence against women and girls.

•	 Goal 4—Reduce Child Mortality. Child marriage and intimate partner violence 
experienced by married women, particularly when they are pregnant, impede this goal’s 
achievement because of the documented impact on fetal growth and the health and 
survival of newborns and infants. Excess female child mortality and child abuse directly 
affect efforts to achieve this MDG. Girls who are trafficked, physically or psychologically 
abused, or prostituted also face higher risks of child mortality than children who lead a 
harm-free childhood.

•	 Goal 5—Improve Maternal Health. All the forms of violence that adolescent girls and 
women face, whether from intimate partners or from sexual abuse and rape perpetrated 
by non-intimate partners, can affect their health when pregnant. Sexual and physical 
violence against pregnant women and the early childbearing that accompanies child 
marriage directly undermine maternal health.

•	 Goal 6—Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria, and Other Diseases. A large body of research 
documents women’s increased vulnerability to sexually transmitted infections, including 
human immunodeficiency virus and acquired immune deficiency syndrome (HIV/AIDS), 
when they are subjected to sexual violence including—but not limited to—rape. Other 
diseases, including malaria and tuberculosis, may not be triggered by violence as such, 
but women’s ability to seek care may be hindered if spouses and in-laws use violence to 
prevent them from doing so.

Source: UN Millennium Development Goals.
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summarizing literature that has adopted quantitative approaches to estimate these 
costs at various levels of society.

MAKING THE CASE FOR ACTION: HIGHLIGHTING COSTS, MECHANISMS, 
AND PROMISING APPROACHES 

Building on the current momentum to address violence against women and girls in 
South Asia, this report aims to document its prevalence and typology throughout 
the region, the attendant risk and protective factors, the costs and consequences of 
this violence, and promising approaches to prevention and response. The intended 
audience for the report is deliberately broad, following recent efforts in South Asia 
to bring together policy makers, practitioners, and research experts from a diverse 
range of backgrounds to share information and coordinate efforts to address violence 
against women and girls. Report findings and recommendations, however, are tailored 
to specific stakeholders:  the report clarifies the constructive roles that civil society; 
researchers; donors; media; the private sector; and—most notably—the budgeting, 
policy-making, and programming arms of government can and do play to lessen the 
problem of violence against women and girls in the region.

This report is but one component of the World Bank’s regional program, launched 
in January 2013, to attend to issues of gender-based violence in its operations, analytics, 
and collaborative work with other practitioners in South Asia. The process followed 
for this study illustrates a collaborative approach, facilitated by concerted efforts and 
collective attention on the issues. Its focus, themes, organization, and content have ben-
efited greatly from consultation, guidance, and direct inputs from experts in the public, 
NGO, private, donor, and research sectors of South Asia.

Scope of the Report

Using existing literature and available data from the region, this report examines 
the prevalence and factors associated with various types of violence against women 
and girls  in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and 
Sri Lanka. Despite a tremendous pool of literature on intimate partner violence and a 
few other violence types in South Asia, no comprehensive, region-wide stocktaking of 
research, data, evaluations, policy analysis, and measures to address violence against 
women has heretofore been undertaken. This report is not an exhaustive review of this 
knowledge base, and efforts to attempt such a review would be beyond the scope of 
any one document. Rather, its aim is to analyze the broad landscape of violence against 
women and girls in the region—including the much-researched forms, such as intimate 
partner violence, as well as the less-researched forms, such as child abuse of girls or 
abuse of women in custody—in order to gain a common understanding of what drives 



1.  INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW  l  5 

this violence, where knowledge gaps lie, and what are the most effective approaches for 
prevention and response.

The analysis is based on a vast literature that includes peer-reviewed and pub-
lished journal articles, organizational reports, and an array of unpublished working 
papers or other documents. Unfortunately, the eight countries in South Asia are not 
equally represented in the literature: we found much less research on Bhutan and 
the Maldives, for instance, than on India, Bangladesh, and Nepal. In fact, studies 
on India and Bangladesh comprise the largest proportion of the literature, followed 
by Nepal, and then Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Afghanistan. Similarly, data on preva-
lence of particularly common forms of violence—such as intimate partner violence, 
excess female child mortality, and child marriage—are more easily available for India, 
Bangladesh, and Nepal than for other South Asian countries. Any resulting apparent 
focus on India or Bangladesh, particularly in chapter 2, is not intended to suggest 
that violence is worse in these countries than in other countries in the region. Rather, 
it represents where the research on prevalence and patterns of violence is currently 
focused and available. On the flip side, the evaluated interventions highlighted in 
chapter 4 are also largely from India and Bangladesh, illustrating that documentation 
of action to address violence is also higher in these countries than in other parts of 
South Asia.

The Bank’s broader portfolio of work on gender-based violence in South Asia gives 
considerable attention to violence against men and boys as well as to violence against 
women and girls. Whereas this study focuses specifically on violence against women and 
girls, it takes into consideration the key factors (such as childhood exposure to violence, 
substance abuse, length and quality of the marital relationship, and—in select countries—
spousal differences in age, education, and employment status) that increase the risk of 
men and boys becoming perpetrators of violence against women and girls. Male-centered 
approaches to reducing violence against women are considered alongside approaches that 
target women and girls in interventions.

Physical, sexual, and emotional violence perpetrated against boys and men is a wide-
spread and pernicious problem throughout South Asia, as it is globally.1 The patterns 
and drivers of this violence are, in some ways, similar to those for girls and women. In 
many ways, however, they are distinctive. The study of violence against men and boys 
requires distinct approaches that center on how masculinities are defined, perceived, and 
manifested in societies, communities, and households (Pawlak and Barker 2012). With an 
objective similar to this report’s, a stocktaking of the growing body of research and pro-
gramming on violence against men and boys in South Asia could help break down silos 
in research and programs and bring together findings to better understand the problem. 
Groundbreaking studies of these issues in select countries (see, for example, Barker 
et al. 2011; Contreras et al. 2012), research reviews of specific types of violence against 
men and boys in the region (for example, Frederick 2008), and numerous programmatic 
efforts to address violence against boys and men are highly deserving of such stocktaking 
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and analysis. The time and resources required to do justice to such an exercise render it 
beyond the scope of the current report.

Organizational Framework: Life-Cycle and 
Ecological Approaches

The report’s organizing framework and analysis draw from a combination of the 
life-cycle approach and the ecological model of abuse adapted by Heise (1998) from 
Belsky (1980), with contributions from Edleson and Tolman (1992). Because South 
Asian girls and women are at risk of experiencing violence throughout their lives, the 
analysis adopts a life-cycle perspective. The life-cycle approach is accepted and widely 
used to study a range of social issues concerning women (Foner 1984; Das Gupta 1995), 
including violence perpetrated against them (WHO 1997; Watts and Zimmerman 
2002). Girls and women in South Asia typically are at or near the bottom of the social 
and familial hierarchy because of a multitude of economic, historical, cultural, and 
social reasons (for India, for example, see Das Gupta et al. 2004; Rahman and Rao 
2004). Because they have low status, lack power, and face a host of other related social 
and economic challenges, most girls and women in South Asia are exposed to some 
form of violence throughout their lives. Such violence can occur across the physical 
spaces of a girl’s or a woman’s life—within the home, in public settings (for example, 
on the street), and in institutional settings (such as schools or workplaces). Violence 
can take many forms in and across these spaces and can be committed by any type of 
intimate or non-intimate perpetrator. 

Using the life-cycle approach, this report aims to build a comprehensive narrative 
of the violence experienced by South Asian girls and women. To accurately reflect 
the nature of violence throughout their lifetimes, its interpretation of the life-cycle 
stages for women—infancy, girlhood, adolescence, adulthood, and old age—takes 
into account the critical significance of marriage in South Asia. In most parts of the 
region, marriage signifies the shift in life stage for girls from childhood to adulthood. 
Regardless of the age at which a young girl is married, she is expected from that point 
to take on the roles and responsibilities of adulthood, including sexual interaction 
with her spouse (Haberland, Chong, and Bracken 2003). As such, married girls and 
adolescents presumably are exposed to violence that unmarried girls and adolescents 
do not face—that is, marital spousal violence, violence from others in the marital 
home (such as in-laws), and dowry-related violence (see, for example, Purkayastha 
et al. 2003 for India). 

DEFINITIONS AND FORMS OF VIOLENCE ACROSS LIFE STAGES

This report uses the UN General Assembly’s 1993 definition of violence against women as 
“any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or 
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TABLE 1.1  Definitions of Types of Violence Addressed in This Report

Types of violence experienced by unmarried girl children and adolescents

Excess female child mortality A mortality rate of females from birth to 5 years that 
exceeds that of boys in the same age range beyond what is 
biologically expected.

Female infanticide The practice of killing girls from birth to 1 year.

Child abuse or maltreatment “...all forms of physical and/or emotional ill-treatment, sexual 
abuse, neglect or negligent treatment or commercial or other 
exploitation, resulting in actual or potential harm to the child’s 
health, survival, development, or dignity in the context of a 
relationship of responsibility, trust or power” (WHO 1999, 15; 
Hyder and Malik 2007, 168).

Child sexual abuse “Contacts or interactions between a child and an older or 
more knowledgeable child or adult (a stranger, sibling or 
person in a position of authority, such as a parent or caretaker) 
when the child is being used as an object of gratification 
for an older child’s or adult’s sexual needs. These contacts 
or interactions are carried out against the child using force, 
trickery, bribes, threats or pressure” (UNICEF 2001, 9).

Nonmarital intimate partner 
violence: unmarried adolescents

The violence that adolescent girls (ages 12 to 18) may face 
while engaging in relationships outside marriage, which 
involve a pattern of threatened or actual acts of sexual, 
physical, or emotional maltreatment or abuse.a 

Child marriage A formal or informal union that occurs before age 18 
(UNICEF 2001).

Forced marriage Any marriage that is conducted without both parties’ full 
consent and in which duress is a factor, thereby violating 
Article 1 of the United Nations Convention on Consent 
to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and Registration 
of Marriages: “No marriage shall be legally entered into 
without the full and free consent of both parties, such 
consent to be expressed by them in person after due 
publicity and in the presence of the authority competent 
to solemnize the marriage and of witnesses, as prescribed 
by law.”b

table continues next page

psychological harm or suffering to women” (United Nations 1993). This definition’s refer-
ence to “gender-based” violence is an acknowledgment of its origins in gender inequality; 
as such, laws, institutions, and social and community norms tend to tolerate and condone 
violence against women, helping to enforce it (Heise, Ellsberg, and Gottemoeller 1999; 
Bott, Morrison, and Ellsberg 2005). The analysis of types and forms of violence expe-
rienced by girls and women is organized roughly by the life stage in which they occur. 
Table 1.1 lays out the definitions adopted for the various types of violence discussed in 
this report, and figure 1.1 displays these types as they occur by life stage.

The earliest life stages covered in this report are infancy and childhood before 
adolescence. Our version of the life-cycle framework does not include the period 
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TABLE 1.1  Definitions of Types of Violence Addressed in This Report (continued)

Types of violence experienced by married girls and adult women

Dowry violence Violence perpetrated on an incoming bride by her spouse or 
marital family in retaliation for her and her family’s inability to 
meet the dowry demands of the groom or his family or when 
the intended groom wishes to remarry to obtain another 
dowry. Dowry violence may take the form of harassment that 
leads to death, known as “dowry death.”

Domestic intimate partner and 
nonpartner violence

Acts of physical, sexual, emotional, or other forms of abuse 
perpetrated against a married woman in the home by a 
husband or other household members or against a formerly 
married woman (widowed or divorced) by her marital or natal 
household members.

Violence against elderly women Any abuse or neglect of an older person by a caregiver or 
another individual in a relationship with the elderly person 
that involves an expectation of trust.c

Types of violence that are not limited to a particular life stage 

Sexual harassment in public 
spaces

“Any unwelcome sexual advance, request for sexual favor, 
verbal or physical conduct or gesture of a sexual nature, or 
any other behavior of a sexual nature that might reasonably 
be expected or be perceived to cause offence or humiliation 
to another” and that occurs in public places (UNHCR 2005, 3). 

Trafficking “The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt 
of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other 
forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of 
the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the 
giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the 
consent of a person having control over another person, for 
the purpose of exploitation,” such as prostitution or other 
commercial sexual exploitation and forced labor or slavery 
(UNODC 2004, 42).

Custodial violence Sexual or physical violence perpetrated by a person or 
persons in a custodial role (anyone providing care, protection, 
supervision, or guarding), typically in a state institutional 
setting, including judicial custody, police custody, or 
guardianship of a country’s armed forces, particularly in 
conflict-affected areas (Thomas and Levi 1999).

Honor crimes, with a focus on 
honor killing

“A variety of manifestations of violence against women, 
including ‘honor killings,’ assault, confinement or 
imprisonment, and interference with choice in marriage, 
where the publicly articulated ‘justification’ is attributed to a 
social order claimed to require the preservation of a concept 
of ‘honor’ vested in male (family and/or conjugal) control 
over women and specifically women’s sexual conduct: actual, 
suspected or potential” (Welchman and Hossain 2005, 4). 

a. See “Definition of Teen Dating Violence” on the website of New Choices Inc., http://www.newchoicesinc.org​
/educated/abuse/TDV/def. 

b. See “Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and Registration of Marriages” 
on the website of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, http://www.ohchr.org/EN​
/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/MinimumAgeForMarriage.aspx.

c. See “Elder Abuse: Definitions” on the website of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
http://www​.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/elderabuse/definitions.html.
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before birth, when sex-selective abortion is reported to occur on occasion in the 
region. Sex-selective abortion is an important manifestation of the persistence of a 
preference for sons and low value generally assigned to girls, particularly in some 
parts of India (Arnold, Kishor, and Roy 2002; Das Gupta et al. 2003). A discussion 
of sex-selective abortion is outside the scope of this study, however, as this report 
focuses on violence experienced by girls and women from birth to old age. As such, 
we do examine the role of son preference as manifested by excess female child mor-
tality from birth to age 5. Child labor is another type of violence that lies beyond the 
scope of the report, although a strong case can be made for child labor to be classi-
fied as a form of abuse. The International Labour Organization distinguishes between 
child work and child labor, the latter which “deprives children of their childhood, their 
potential and their dignity, and that is harmful to physical and mental development.” 

FIGURE 1.1	Types of Violence Experienced by Girls and Women in South Asia, 
by Life-Cycle Stage
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Specifically, child labor denotes work that “is mentally, physically, socially or morally 
dangerous and harmful to children” and “interferes with their schooling by depriving 
them of the opportunity to attend school, obliging them to leave school prematurely, 
or requiring them to attempt to combine school attendance with excessively long and 
heavy work.”2 Most data on child labor, however, are not gender disaggregated, espe-
cially for countries in the South Asia region. In the rare cases where separate statistics 
are available for girls and boys involved in child labor, the gender differential is not 
sufficiently significant to argue that girls are at a greater risk of child labor than are 
boys in the region. For these reasons, child labor is not among the types of violence 
against women and girls examined in this report; however, we stress the need for 
research on child labor—particularly in South Asia—to use more gender-sensitive 
approaches in data collection and analysis.

In addition to excess female infant and child mortality, the types of violence that 
female infants and girls may face before adolescence in South Asia include female 
infanticide and child abuse. All three types fall under the United Nations definition 
of violence against women in their direct contributions to the psychological, physical, 
or sexual harm or suffering of women and girls. Decisions to rate the importance of 
the health and nutrition of male infants and children above that of female infants and 
children, for example, are interpreted here as acts of violence and neglect. 

Adolescence extends over the teen years, or slightly before, and legally ends when 
the individual reaches the age of majority. The age of majority is almost universally 
recognized as 18 years, as 192 countries are state parties to the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, which states that “a child means every human being below the age of 
eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier” 
(UNOHCHR 1990). Although research on violence against women and girls and on 
reproductive  health tends to define “adolescence” as the period between ages 12 and 18, 
it is worth noting that the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and World Health 
Organization (WHO) have both used the term “adolescent” to refer to individuals ages 
10 to 19 (WHO 2004; UNICEF 2011). 

Once girls enter adolescence, they begin their transition from childhood to adulthood. 
Because girls also begin their reproductive years at this stage, societies universally asso-
ciate adolescence with the beginning of female sexuality. Adolescence is one period in 
which biological life stage and marital life stage intersect. Given the taboo around pre-
marital sex in much of South Asia (discussed in chapter 3), unmarried adolescent girls are 
at risk of sexual harassment. They are also at risk of child marriage and, in certain cases, 
forced marriage. Once married, given the defining role that marriage plays in South Asia, 
adolescent girls are at risk of the same types of violence (including physical, sexual, and 
emotional) as married adult women of reproductive age and older married women, which 
comprise the next two life stages in which South Asian women face violence. The two 
types of violence analyzed in depth for married women in this report are intimate partner 
and domestic violence, which prevails globally as a form of violence against women, and 
dowry violence, which is unique to South Asia. 
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As much as marriage exposes South Asian women to the risk of violence, the identity 
and status women attain through marriage can also offer certain protections. Women 
who are no longer married—that is, divorcees and widows—are no longer afforded such 
protections. Although relevant data are scarce, the forms of violence faced by widows 
and divorcees analyzed in this report include sexual, physical, and emotional violence, 
but also economic violence and cultural violence specific to their life stage as defined by 
marriage. Widowhood itself can occur in most biological life stages, given the early age 
of marriage across much of South Asia.

The final life stage examined is that of elderly women. Elderly women can cross 
marital stages: they may be currently married, divorced, widowed, or never married. 
Consequently, they may face many of the types of violence that are not limited to a 
particular life stage. 

In addition to types of violence that are defined largely by biological and marital life 
stages, this study also examines some types of violence for which the risk spans multiple 
life stages. These types are sexual harassment in public spaces, honor killing, trafficking 
of girls and women, and custodial violence. 

The continuing central position of marriage in social and cultural norms as a life 
stage obfuscates the increasing prevalence and concerns of women who never marry. 
With women’s growing participation in labor markets, increasing rates of educational 
attainment, and thus expanded means of providing for themselves, remaining single—
though not common—is an increasingly viable life path for women in South Asia, espe-
cially in urban areas. Almost no literature or data on violence against women for this 
demographic group could be found, however, and this gap is one of many key limita-
tions on the study of violence against women in the region. 

Recognizing never-married women as a discrete segment of South Asian populations 
is important for a number of reasons. First, ignoring women who never marry plays into 
the patriarchal assumption that women have a valid identity only when they are mar-
ried. Second, covering this group in demographic data collection would enable interven-
tions to be tailored to their needs for prevention and treatment of violence against them 
(among other issues); it would also allow greater insight into the role of never-married 
women in the shifting patterns of violence against women in South Asia. These women 
do not take part in the traditionally imperative milestone of marriage. They may be liv-
ing independently; financially supporting themselves; and, to some degree, bypassing 
customary gender roles and familial structures in which men determine life choices for 
adult women. Are never-married women at greater risk of violence because they chal-
lenge these roles and structures, threatening the patriarchal system that underlies these 
rules? To what extent do they serve as role models for other adult women and younger 
generations, allowing for a different type of lifestyle to diffuse throughout communities 
and broader society? Would this diffusion of lifestyle put girls and women at greater risk 
because its increasing threat to traditional norms would mobilize widespread reaction 
against them? Such questions have yet to be empirically tested in South Asia, in part 
because of a lack of reliable data on and attention to never-married women. 
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RISK FACTORS FOR VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS: 
FOUR LEVELS OF THE SOCIAL ECOLOGY

Research on violence considers risk factors of violence rather than causes of vio-
lence; a risk factor contributes to violence by increasing its likelihood of occur-
ring. Similarly, protective factors decrease the likelihood of violence. The ecological 
approach does not attribute the cause of violence against women and girls to any 
single factor. Rather, the ecological model posits that violence is a function of multiple 
factors that interact at various levels of the social ecology, including (a) life histories 
and personality factors that women and men bring to their relationships; (b) situ-
ational and context factors that shape their daily lives; and (c) norms and messages 
that are reinforced by family members, friends, and social institutions as appropriate 
behavior for women and men. As Heise (2011, vi) explains: “These norms and expec-
tations are in turn shaped by structural factors—such as religious institutions and ide-
ology and the distribution of economic power between men and women—that work 
to define beliefs and norms about violence and structure women’s options for escap-
ing violent relationships.” Sociocultural factors themselves can be imagined to oper-
ate at two levels: (a) through those structures that impinge directly on the individual’s 
immediate context; and (b) through the broader social norms that influence those 
structures. Adapted to suit the South Asian context, our approach draws from Heise’s 
(1998) categories to arrive at the following definitions of each social ecology level:

•	 Social norms are the sociocultural values and beliefs that overlay all other layers of 
the social ecology and that influence dynamics in these other layers of interaction. 

•	 Institutions and systems factors are the formal and informal structures—for example, 
economic, legal, political, and so forth—that influence a person’s immediate environ-
ment (that is, household, interpersonal relationship) and determine the dynamics in 
those settings. At this level, which can include local communities, factors “are often 
the byproducts of changes taking place in the larger social milieu” (Heise 1998, 273). 

•	 Household and relationship factors pertain to the interactions in an individual’s 
immediate environment in which a person directly engages with others, and the 
subjective meanings assigned to those interactions. 

•	 Individual factors are those features of an individual’s developmental experience or 
personality that shape his or her response to stressors within the household and in 
interpersonal relationships, as well as in the local community. 

Not all risk factors fall neatly within a particular level of social ecology; there is con-
siderable overlap—for example, a girl’s relationship with her parents may be regarded 
as an individual factor rather than as part of her immediate environment (see figure 1.2, 
which summarizes risk factors that have been identified by existing research and are 
particularly relevant to the South Asian context). Yet, a key strength of the ecological 
framework is its power to identify the level or multiple levels of interaction at which 
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risk factors may operate. This framework serves two purposes: (a) it is a useful and 
clear means of organizing a large body of literature on factors that predict violence 
against women and girls; and (b) because the framework identifies the level or levels of 
social interaction at which a risk factor operates, it allows for more precise targeting and 
development of interventions to address particular risks. 

This book extends and modifies Heise’s (1998) elaboration of the ecological model in 
several ways. First, the ecological model is applied to a range of perpetrators and types 
of violence against women in South Asia across their lifetimes—as opposed to only inti-
mate partners as perpetrators. Second, the life-cycle approach is combined with the 
ecological model, and categories are composed of the risks and consequences for each 
type of violence at each stage of life at various levels of the social ecology. Third, each level 
is associated with a somewhat different set of risk factors for each type of violence at each 
stage of life for South Asian girls and women. This information is drawn from a broader 
review of available literature—particularly research from South Asia—in comparison to 
what was available when the model was developed. Fourth, a similar categorization of 

FIGURE 1.2	Risk Factors for Violence against Women and Girls at Different Levels of 
the Social Ecology

Personal characteristics
1. Witnessed marital violence as a child

2. Experienced abuse as a child

3. Relationship with parents

4. Age and other personal attributes

Immediate environment (household and interpersonal
relationships)
1. Household poverty

2. Household member attributes (individuals, couples, spouses,
    or parents)

3. Substance abuse by partner or household member

4. Marriage characteristics

5. Male dominance in family, including male control of 
    household wealth

6. Interaction norms within the household

Community, institutions, and systems 
1. Community or neighborhood characteristics

2. Women’s participation in microcredit or social groups

3. Institutional and legal development and implementation

4. Migration, conflict, natural disaster

Social and cultural norms
1. Rigid patriarchal gender rolesa

2. Socioeconomic development influencing gender roles

3. Honor and chastity notionsb

4. Caste and religion

a. This norm would encompass issues of the understanding of
    masculinity and femininity and son preference.

b. This norm would pertain to dowry, marriage, and honor.

Social and cultural
norms

Community, 
institutions, and systems

Immediate
environment

Personal
characteristics
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levels at which factors operate has been used to synthesize the literature on costs and 
consequences of violence against women (below). Specifically, consequences to the indi-
vidual (such as physical injury, emotional scars, sexual harm) are examined at the level or 
setting in which violence occurs (such as financial costs borne by women and households 
because of violence); at the level of institutions and systems (such as the implications 
for health, education, and lost productivity nationwide); and at the broad level of social 
norms (such as the implications for attaining the MDGs). Finally, we conduct the analysis 
of interventions and other efforts to address violence against women and girls using these 
categories, and we examine each type of violence, looking at how the identified interven-
tions at different levels (individual, household and community setting, institutions and 
systems, and social norms) respond to the different risk factors identified in the research. 

Estimating the Costs and Consequences of Violence across 
Levels of Society

A large amount of literature investigates the costs and consequences of violence against 
women and girls, but available data and measurements of financial costs and nonfinan-
cial consequences capture a tiny fraction of their totality, perpetrated as it is against 
such a vast proportion of the region’s population. Still, even the costs and consequences 
that have been documented illustrate a massive drain on individuals, families, commu-
nities, and societies. Health consequences affect women and girls and their families in 
many ways. Economic consequences, such as productive days lost because of violence 
and accompanying injuries, affect women, their families, their communities, and society 
overall when violence is as pervasive as it is in South Asia. Health, emotional, and psy-
chological consequences for girls who experience violence as children affect not only 
them and their families, but also can spiral across future generations. For governments, 
such violence prevents a large part of their citizenry from being healthy, attaining their 
full potential through education and employment, contributing to their society, and 
enjoying their rights as citizens with the same rights as men and boys. It also affects 
development outcomes, especially achievement of the MDGs, as discussed previously.

VIOLENCE PREVENTS GIRLS AND WOMEN FROM BEING EQUAL CITIZENS

By virtue of its impact on women’s and girls’ survival, health, education, and life 
opportunities, violence undermines their rights to a full and healthy life as equal citi-
zens of societies. This fact is true of all types of violence faced across the life cycle. 
Sexual harassment and abuse undercut women’s and girls’ rights to use public spaces 
as freely as do men. For example, Perera, Gunawardane, and Jayasuriya (2011) report 
that sexual harassment on buses in Sri Lanka triggers anger and anxiety among women 
about using public transportation. Trafficking, bonded labor, and child prostitution 
by their very nature preclude girls (and boys) from leading normal lives in childhood 
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and—in many cases because of problems with rehabilitation—as adults. Finally, abuse 
that leads to physical and psychological harm is bound to inhibit women’s ability to seek 
employment and perform in a job to the extent that those who do not suffer violence 
are able to do; controlling actions by spouses or in-laws also prevent many women from 
exploring their potential in the workplace.

PHYSICAL, SEXUAL, AND MENTAL HEALTH CAN BE SEVERELY AFFECTED

The most researched effects of violence are perhaps the health consequences of intimate 
partner violence experienced by married women and of child marriage experienced by 
adolescents. Data for both men and women testify to the extent of the purely physical 
consequences of intimate partner violence, which range from surface cuts and bruises 
to deep wounds including internal bleeding, broken bones, or organ damage. About 
23 percent of men in India who reported committing physical violence and 14 percent 
of those who reported committing sexual violence reported injury to their wives as a 
result of their behaviors (Duvvury, Nayak, and Allendorf 2002). Estimates based on 
women’s reporting are even higher, as table 1.2  illustrates for India and Nepal, the two 
countries for which such data are available.

Gynecological and reproductive damage is also common. Campbell (2002, 1332), in 
a review of studies of Western countries, reports that gynecological problems are “the 
most consistent, longest lasting, and largest physical health difference” between bat-
tered and nonbattered women. Coker’s (2007) review of studies from the developing 
world echoes the same theme, as do studies from across South Asia that establish 
links  between intimate partner violence and poor physical and mental health out-
comes among women and their young children (Kumar et al. 2005; Stephenson, 
Koenig, and Ahmed 2006; IIPS and Population Council 2009; Jejeebhoy, Santhya, and 
Acharya 2010; Puri, Tamang, and Shah 2011; Silverman et al. 2009). Consequences of 
violence can percolate through widowhood and old age, moreover: Munsur, Tareque, 

TABLE 1.2	 Percentage of Ever-Married Women Ages 15–49 Who Reported 
Injuries as a Result of Physical or Sexual Violence Experienced in 
the 12 Months before the Survey, India and Nepal

Type of 
violence

Cuts, bruises, 
aches (%)

Eye injuries, 
sprains, 

dislocations, 
burns (%)

Deep wounds, 
broken bones, 
broken teeth, 
other serious 

injury (%)
Any of these 
injuries (%)

Number of 
ever-married 
women who 

reported 
violence

Nepal 
2011

India 
2005–06

Nepal 
2011

India 
2005–06

Nepal 
2011

India 
2005–06

Nepal 
2011

India 
2005–06

Nepal 
2011

India 
2005–06

Physical 52.8 43.6 16.9 11.4 14.5 8.1 53.5 45.7 337 13,680

Sexual 38.6 40.8 13.9 15.5 13.6 11.4 38.9 43.5 250 4,635

Sources: Demographic and Health Surveys data, see IIPS and Macro International 2007; MOHP, New ERA, and 
Macro International 2012. 
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and Rahman (2010), in their study of women age 60 or more across seven villages in 
Bangladesh, find that widows are 47 percent more likely to report being unhealthy than 
their married counterparts.

Child marriage as a form of violence against adolescents exacerbates these health 
risks. A regional study of South Asia shows that women who marry at age 14 or younger 
have a higher risk of poor reproductive health outcomes than women who are married 
at age 15 or older (Godha, Hotchkiss, and Gage 2013). With limited or no knowledge 
about contraceptive methods or control over use of contraception, girls who marry 
before age 18 have a high exposure to sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and HIV/
AIDS (Santhya et al. 2008; Santhya et al. 2010; Khanna et al. 2013). Child brides are less 
likely to deliver in a health care facility than older married women (Santhya et al. 2010; 
Godha, Hotchkiss, and Gage 2013), more likely to die in childbirth (Lawyer’s Collective 
Women’s Rights Initiative and ICRW 2012), more likely to experience marital violence, 
and more likely to deliver a premature infant with low birth weight and poor health and 
survival outcomes (Santhya et al. 2010; Raj et al. 2010a, 2010b; Khanna et al. 2013). In 
general, whether married or not, adolescents who are sexually abused face an elevated 
risk of unplanned pregnancy, STIs (including HIV/AIDS), emotional disorders, and 
self-destructive behaviors (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003).

Violence experienced by women as mothers adversely affects not only the mother, 
but also her children’s overall well-being. Such violence and its consequences for 
mother and child start from violence during pregnancy. Intimate partner violence dur-
ing pregnancy is associated with physical trauma to the fetus, maternal stress, or mater-
nal anemia, which in turn increases mortality risks for newborns or results in low birth 
weight and consequent child malnutrition (Ahmed, Koenig, and Stephenson 2006). 
Studies also report a dose–response effect, with higher mortality for newborns, infants, 
or young children of mothers who suffer multiple episodes of violence (Ackerson and 
Subramanian 2008; Koenig et al. 2010). 

Women in violent partner relationships may also be less likely to—or less allowed 
to—seek prenatal or pediatric care, thus compromising the health of surviving 
infants (Koenig et al. 2010). Studies in India find that, compared to women who do 
not experience intimate partner violence, young children of women who experience 
intimate partner violence are significantly less likely to be fully immunized (Sabarwal 
et al. 2012) and more likely to be malnourished (Ackerson and Subramanian 2008). 
Further, mothers who experience violence are themselves more likely to physically 
abuse their children (Mohr et al. 2000). 

In contrast to intimate partner violence and child marriage, the costs and conse-
quences of abuse faced by unmarried girls are less researched, although such abuse is 
likely to have long-lasting consequences for girls’ physical and mental health throughout 
their lives. Studies that do exist are not gender specific. Yet, these clearly show that sexual 
and physical abuse faced by children—girls and boys—leads not only to physical injuries 
and pain, but also to mental trauma, depression, and low self-esteem, as well as a whole 
range of other issues, including distrust, increased chances of being abused as an adult, 
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and inappropriate behaviors as children, adolescents, or adults (UNICEF 2001; Conticini 
and Hulme 2007; Malik 2010). Children who witness or experience violence in their early 
years can carry the scars in their behaviors and relationships throughout their adult lives 
(Duvvury et al. 2013). This early exposure to violence can also trigger in children feelings 
of parental rejection, as demonstrated by Malik’s (2010) study in Pakistan. Parental abuse 
and its sequelae may be even more traumatic for a child than witnessing the violence of 
war, as Panter-Brick et al. (2009) report from their research in Afghanistan. Still, vio-
lence through war and conflict also exact a physical and emotional toll on girls and boys 
according to studies from Afghanistan (Panter-Brick et al. 2011) and Sri Lanka (Catani et 
al. 2008). Whereas most of these studies do not use data that are gender disaggregated, 
one study from Pakistan does suggest that girls in South Asia may experience heightened 
emotional turmoil because of abuse triggered by son preference (Murtaza 2012).

Other forms of violence against girls and women, such as trafficking and sexual 
harassment, have similar consequences. Trafficked girls and women suffer serious 
psychological damage, including constant terror, guilt, embarrassment, hopelessness, 
denial, and self-blame; when trafficking involves sexual abuse and coercion, gynecologi-
cal consequences are also triggered (Khowaja et al. 2012). The harsh living conditions to 
which trafficked girls and women may be subjected can also result in premature death 
or debilitating disease (Kumar et al. 2001). Attempts at rehabilitation may not signal 
an end to the consequences of being trafficked, as women and children who have been 
victims of trafficking are stigmatized as outcasts and may face moral isolation and legal 
consequences (Ghosh 2009); they also may be unable to return to their homes and may 
face the risk of being retrafficked.

The most extreme consequence of violence is death: in a review of studies, Ellsburg 
(2006) finds that worldwide 40 percent to 70 percent of women’s deaths from violence 
are caused by intimate partners, often within the context of abusive relationships. 
Studies reviewed in this report also document self-immolation and suicidal thoughts 
among married adolescents and adults in South Asia because of the violence and abuse 
perpetrated by husbands and other family members. In a review of research on non-
consensual sex in Asia, Jejeebhoy and Bott (2003) also note that, in parts of South Asia, 
disclosure of sexual harassment by a peer may result in the harassed girl becoming 
subject to an honor killing.

PARTICIPATION IN SCHOOLING AND THE LABOR MARKET IS DIMINISHED

The physical and emotional scars of childhood abuse are bound to have an impact on 
girls’ participation and performance in school. Corporal physical punishment in schools 
has a direct effect, with research in many parts of the developing world suggesting a 
link with school dropout (UNICEF 2009). Yet, there is little research linking childhood 
abuse to schooling consequences.

Another type of violence, however, that can affect young girls’ and women’s school-
ing and productivity at work is sexual harassment in public places. Fear of sexual 



18  l  VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

harassment at school is one reason that parents in South Asia may withdraw girls from 
school at puberty, thus constraining their lifetime opportunities for education and a 
career (Bott et al. 2003; Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003). Research from the garment industry 
in Bangladesh, a major form of employment for young women, finds that the harassment 
women face at work directly impairs productivity, as women fake illness or intentionally 
slow their work to avoid the harassment; the harassment faced by one woman affects all 
the others, as other young women tend to become resentful or anxious (Siddiqi 2003). 
Harassment faced on the street when traveling to and from school or work also gener-
ates fear among women, according to studies from Sri Lanka (Perera, Gunawardane, 
and Jayasuriya 2011) and Bangladesh (Siddiqi 2003; Hancock 2006), and may affect their 
ability to concentrate at school or work.

The relationship between intimate partner violence and employment is complex 
because the causality could go in both directions. Employment may be a protective factor 
against violence but may also trigger violence; women who experience violence may 
be less able to work, or violence may be used to compel women to work. There are few 
longitudinal studies that can disentangle these effects, and researchers have long called 
for such analyses (Duvvury et al. 2013). Still, a few studies from Pakistan (Ghaus and 
Kazi 2012; SPDC 2012), Bangladesh (ICRW and UNFPA 2009; Siddique 2011), and a 
large body of research across the world (Morrison and Orlando 2004; Day, McKenna, 
and Bowlus 2005; ICRW and UNFPA 2009; Duvvury, Minh, and Carney 2012) doc-
uments to some extent the monetary and nonmonetary costs to women’s economic 
productivity associated with domestic violence, illustrating both how violence hinders 
women’s ability to reach their full potential and the costs to economies and societies of 
this gap between their potential and their reality.

ACCURATELY MONETIZING FINANCIAL AND ECONOMIC COSTS OF 
VIOLENCE IS DIFFICULT

Estimating financial costs of violence may be even more methodologically challenging 
as well as fraught with data problems, compared with estimating nonfinancial conse-
quences of violence. In addition to the underreporting of violence itself, discussed in 
chapters 2 and 3, the key challenge to estimate a monetary value for the financial and 
economic costs of violence is that much of South Asia still operates as an informal 
economy, making wage information difficult to obtain. In particular, women engage in 
a large amount of informal or unpaid labor in the household that is not counted in the 
formal economy and not monetized. Thus, in calculating the total costs of violence for 
women and households, accounting is tricky for this unpaid but critical work, such as 
child care, household work, and unpaid farm or subsistence work. Finally, it is impos-
sible to monetize the economic costs that arise over a lifetime for children who face 
abuse early in their lives.

The range of definitions and methods used to estimate such costs adds to the com-
plexity (appendix L). The resulting estimations cover a wide range. Although estimating 
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macro costs is still more tenuous, there are a few examples that attempt to do so.  Based 
on a household survey carried out in Bangladesh in 2010, Siddique (2011) reports 
that violence against women results in substantial direct and indirect costs to society. 
Monetary costs are also borne because of days lost to work, either because of direct 
injuries or because of the time spent in health care for injuries or in police and judicial 
arrangements. Regardless of how financial estimates are calculated, there is little doubt 
that they represent a tiny drop in the ocean of costs accruing from violence against 
women and girls in the region. Still, such estimates add to the mounting evidence that 
it is critical to address violence against women and girls in South Asia.

Summary of Data and Methods 

This study comprises three types of analysis. The first is a review of existing research 
(published and unpublished) on violence against women in South Asian countries. The 
literature review includes impact evaluations and other assessments of programs that 
address violence against women and girls in South Asia and other regions. Second, 
existing data—mostly quantitative but some qualitative—are analyzed to describe 
risk factors for selected types of violence against women and girls (see appendix A 
for a summary of quantitative sources). Third, an extensive mapping of interventions 
implemented in all eight countries involves (a) an extensive—though not exhaustive—
search and enumeration of organizations addressing violence against women and girls 
in the region, by country, listed in appendix S; (b) findings from identified evaluated 
programs in each country, summarized in appendixes C to K; and (c) several in-depth 
case studies of noteworthy programs addressing violence against women and girls 
in the region. A list of World Bank projects addressing gender-based violence since 
2008 can be found in appendix B. Detailed descriptions of the methodologies used 
for the literature review and mapping exercise can be found in appendixes M and N, 
respectively. 

DATA SOURCES USED FOR QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

The report’s quantitative analysis has employed data from a range of sources, listed 
in appendix A. These include data from UNICEF’S Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Survey database (UNICEF 2009–2011) and The State of the World’s Children 2013 
(UNICEF 2013); United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 2006, 2009; 
UN World Population Prospects 2012 (United Nations, Department of Economics 
and Social Affairs, Population Division 2013); WHO/LSHTM/MRC 2013; and a 
range of Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) from South Asian and other coun-
tries. Chapter 2 presents descriptive results using data from these sources, as well as 
data from reports and other information in published journal articles, also listed in 
appendix A.
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Outline of Chapters

The remainder of this book is organized into four chapters. Chapter 2 describes the 
extent of violence against women and girls in South Asia. It compares attitudes toward 
violence and prevalence of violence types—organized by life stage—by region, as well 
as between countries in South Asia. Chapter 3 discusses social, economic, and demo-
graphic changes in South Asian countries that have had implications for girls’ and 
women’s empowerment as individuals; it also delves into the broader mechanisms by 
which violence occurs, as well as attempts by state, legal, and other systems to address 
this violence. It then summarizes existing research findings that, for each type of vio-
lence that may occur throughout the life cycle, identify specific risk and protective fac-
tors at each level of the social ecology—ranging from individual factors to the macro 
level of social norms. Types of violence are organized by three major groupings of life 
stages: (a) violence that is of particular risk to girl children and unmarried adolescent 
girls, (b) violence to which married adolescent girls and women tend to be exposed, and 
(c) types of violence that are a threat across multiple life-cycle stages. Chapter 4 tackles 
the complex issue of addressing violence against women and girls, summarizing efforts 
across South Asia to prevent and to respond to various aspects of violence in the region. 
Chapter 4 also presents lessons learned from these efforts and from select interventions 
in other regions. Chapter 5 offers recommendations for action that stakeholders can 
adopt in the region.

Notes

1.	 According to the World Health Organization, approximately 73 million boys and 150 million 
girls under age 18 worldwide have encountered sexual violence that involves physical con-
tact (UNICEF Tanzania 2011). In Nepal, a 2005 study of 3,960 girls and boys found that 
10.5 percent of girls and nearly 8.0 percent of boys reported contact forms of sexual abuse in 
2005 (CWIN and UNICEF 2005). In Sri Lanka, an estimated 10 percent of girls and 20 percent 
of boys are abused at school or at home (Frederick 2008).

2.	 Quotations from this paragraph are from the International Labour Organization’s “What Is 
Child Labour,” http://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang--en/.
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CHAPTER 2

Patterns of Violence against 
Women and Girls in South Asia

V iolence against women and girls in South Asia is particular by virtue of 
its unrelenting pervasiveness throughout a woman’s life—from childhood 
through adolescence, adulthood, and eventually to old age. It is a persistent 

part of their lives, throughout their lives. Such violence is not just domestic violence—
although that is perhaps the best known and most widely researched. Rather, women 
and girls in South Asia face a staggering array of forms of violence perpetrated by a 
range of men, other women, family, community, and the state, from birth to old age. 
Some of these forms of violence occur in many parts of the world (such as intimate 
partner violence, child abuse, sexual harassment, child marriage, and trafficking); 
others are particularly persistent in South Asia (such as excess female child mortality, 
child marriage, and honor crimes); and still others are unique to the region (such as 
dowry-related violence).

The efficiency with which violence is perpetrated systemwide is also startling, such 
that women are constantly and daily vulnerable, not just to the threat of violence by 
individual intimate partners or family members, but also by strangers (such as in the 
case of sexual harassment or trafficking), whole communities (such as occurs with 
honor killings), and the state (in cases of custodial violence).

Despite the pervasiveness of violence that women and girls face, research contin-
ues to be limited on most of its forms. Most widespread quantitative and qualitative 
analysis is in the realms of intimate partner violence, child marriage, and excess female 
child mortality. Statistics are patchy, at best, for all other forms of violence, but in par-
ticular for honor crimes. For custodial violence and child abuse, the data and analyses 
that exist rarely differentiate by gender. Reliable quantitative statistics that would enable 
programmers and policy makers to track progress in addressing violence are lacking 
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for almost all forms of violence. Partly for this reason, intercountry and international 
comparisons are fraught with problems. 

Despite large gaps in available information, the data that do exist still present a compel-
ling picture of the extent of violence that South Asian women and girls face, hampering 
their full potential as equal citizens. In this chapter we explore these patterns, starting 
with those forms of violence for which most data are available, and then moving to those 
about which information is limited. Chapter 3 analyzes the causes and underlying risk and 
protective factors.

Excess Female Child Mortality

Some degree of son preference is evident in most societies. But son preference so 
strong as to cause daughter aversion and consequent sex differences in child mortal-
ity in excess of what is biologically expected occurs only in a few parts of the world, of 
which South Asia is a prominent example.

We analyzed the prevalence of this form of violence in South Asia by comparing the 
ratios of mortality rates for girls and boys from birth through age 5 years (termed the 
“under-5 mortality rate ratio”). These ratios are presented here as the number of female 
deaths for every hundred male deaths among children aged zero to five. We compared these 
ratios to biological standards developed by Hill and Upchurch (1995), based on popula-
tions from countries in which discrimination against girls is negligible.1 Positive deviance 
of female to male under-five mortality rate ratios from expected standards can be inter-
preted as evidence of excess female child mortality due to some form of discrimination.

Compared to other regions of the world, South Asia has the greatest difference 
between actual and expected under-five mortality rate ratios, as evident from figure 2.1. 
Four of the eight South Asian countries are among the 10 countries with the highest 
excess female child mortality (figure 2.2). India has the largest deviation, thus the largest 
excess female child mortality, of all countries for which data are available; Bangladesh, 
Nepal, and Pakistan also show high levels.

The most direct postnatal driver of excess female child mortality is female infan-
ticide. Historically, female infanticide is not unique to South Asia and has deep roots 
across the world (Milner 1998). In 1789, the British brought attention to female infan-
ticide in the regions of South Asia they controlled—that is, throughout present-day 
northwest of India going into Pakistan (Miller 1987; Bedi and Srinivasan 2012). Despite 
being illegal across the region, infanticide continues to exist, though data on infanticide 
is extremely difficult to obtain. Existing data are likely unreliable because early infanti-
cides may be reported as stillbirths or not reported at all if birth registration systems are 
incomplete (Das Gupta 2005; Sahni et al. 2008). Still, small-scale studies and newspaper 
reports give some indication of the continued prevalence of this practice and suggest 
that it is now concentrated in southern India, with a smattering of incidents elsewhere 
in the region (Vella 2004; Chohan 2011).
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Research suggests, however, that much of the observed excess female child mortal-
ity is achieved not by outright infanticide or other physical abuse leading to death, 
but by more indirect forms of violence in the shape of neglect and discrimination 
resulting in death. Several studies show that boys are significantly more likely to be 
immunized than girls in Pakistan and India (Hazarika 2000; Pande 2003; Pande and 
Yazbeck 2003; Corsi et al. 2009; Singh 2012), and that in India, this discrimination has 
intensified over time (Singh 2012). When sick, daughters are less likely to be taken to 
a health facility than are sons in Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Pakistan (Koenig and 
D’Souza 1986; Das Gupta 1987; Basu 1989; Hazarika 2000; Pokhrel and Sauerborn 
2004; Najnin et al. 2011).

Although the analysis above paints a dismal picture, since the early 1990s large 
reductions in excess female child mortality have occurred in Bangladesh, Nepal, and 
Sri Lanka (Klasen and Wink 2002). Excess mortality in early childhood among girls has 
dropped particularly dramatically in Bangladesh (Alam, van Ginneken, and Bosch 2007; 
Adams et al. 2013; Kabeer, Huq, and Mahmud 2013), and also in Sri Lanka and Pakistan 
(Klasen and Wink 2002).

Excess female child mortality in India has remained largely unchanged, however, 
particularly in the northwestern states, as evidenced by the 2011 census (John 2011; 
Navaneetham and Dharmalingam 2011). In fact, girls in India have higher mortality 
than do boys from all causes of death, starting as early as 1 month through 5 years of 
age (Million Death Study Collaborators 2010).

Child Marriage

Girls who survive through infancy and early childhood face the threat of another form 
of violence that is highly prevalent in South Asia: child marriage. Heiberg and Thukral 
(2013) estimate that South Asia has the highest rate of child marriage globally with 
46 percent of girls married before 18 years of age. India is estimated to have the highest 
number of child brides in the world with more than one-third of child brides globally 
(Heiberg and Thukral 2013). However, India does not have the highest national preva-
lence of child marriage in South Asia. Analysis of Demographic and Health Surveys 
(DHS) data presented in figures 2.3 and 2.4 shows that Bangladesh has the highest 
prevalence of child marriage in the region, and the second-highest in the world, with 
77 percent of married women aged 25–49 reporting being married before the age of 
18. Bangladesh is followed by India and Nepal where prevalence of child marriage for 
the same age group is 57 percent and 55 percent, respectively. Note that Bangladesh 
has the highest prevalence of particularly early marriage—that is, by age 15 (figure 2.4).

Afghanistan and Pakistan have forms of child and forced marriage that are particular 
to those countries (box 2.1). One study estimates that about a third of marriages in rural 
Pakistan involve the exchange of brides between two households (Jacoby and Mansuri 
2010). We found no reliable prevalence data for the other particular forms of forced or 
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FIGURE 2.4  Child Marriage Prevalence: Countries with Highest Proportion Married 
by Age 15
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child marriage. Pakistan on the whole is estimated to have a moderate level of child mar-
riage with about 35 percent of married women having married by age 18 (figure 2.3); 
however, this varies tremendously by district. A large-scale survey of six districts found 
that almost two-thirds (61 percent) of girls were married before age 18 (Qayyum, n.d.). 
Although child marriage is rare in Sri Lanka, qualitative research suggests a pattern of 
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cohabitation without marriage for underage girls with similar consequences as might 
exist for child marriage (Goonesekere and Amarasuriya 2013). 

As with excess female child mortality, analysis of DHS data suggests that rates of 
child marriage too are slowing in the region, with successive cohorts of women less 
likely to have married as children than older cohorts (figure 2.5). Maldives shows the 
largest such change over cohorts: 63 percent of surveyed married women ages 45 to 49 
at the time of the survey reported having been married before age 18, compared to less 
than 4 percent of married women ages 20 to 24. Although the shift is not so dramatic in 
other countries, it still exists, even in Bangladesh, which had and continues to have the 
highest rates of child marriage in the region.2

Qualitative data provide cautious optimism that attitudes toward child marriage may 
also be changing. In Bangladesh, Rashid (2010) found that sample girls voiced reserva-
tion about early marriage, wanted to study, and were starting to be assertive in arguing 
with their parents against early marriage. In India, a majority of fathers, mothers, and 
girls interviewed by the International Center for Research on Women (ICRW 2011) 
prioritized education over marriage for their daughters. Similarly, Smith (2009) finds 

BOX 2.1 � Forms of Child Marriage and Forced Marriage in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan

Particular forms of child marriage that are typically forced marriage persist in certain areas 
of Afghanistan and Pakistan. Research points to a heightened risk of violence for girls 
married under these customs. The key such customs are the following: 

•	 Baadal (or Badal). A form of marriage in Afghanistan where families exchange daughters 
in marriage, often to avoid paying bride-price. This form of marriage, while not peculiar 
to child marriage, often may involve minors, particularly daughters. Moreover, this 
practice can trigger very early marriage, as fathers may exchange their daughter for a 
bride for themselves. Such exchange marriages can place young girls at increased risk 
because the young girl becomes the means to take revenge on her natal family for any 
abuse of her husband’s sister; however, a girl may also be less at risk since her in-laws 
have sent a daughter to the exchanging family, who would be treated in a reciprocal 
manner (Smith 2009).

•	 Baad (or Bad). A practice in Afghanistan in which a girl is given to an opposing family 
as a means to settle a conflict. This situation places a young girl in a household that has 
been feuding with hers, clearly thus increasing her vulnerability (Smith 2009).

•	 Swara. A practice in Pakistan whereby a minor girl is given to a family in compensation 
for a crime committed by her family against that family. As with baad, this places her 
into a household that is in opposition to her own. A girl undergoing a swara marriage 
loses all rights to any dowry or maintenance and cannot have the marriage dissolved 
(Perveen 2012).

•	 Watta satta. A practice in rural Pakistan whereby two households exchange daughters 
to marry a son in the other household. As in Afghanistan, bride exchange in Pakistan 
may put daughters at increased risk of violence or it may be viewed as a means of 
insurance against “mistreatment” of daughters (Jacoby and Mansuri 2010).
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FIGURE 2.5  Changes in Child Marriage by Age Cohort: South Asia
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examples of individuals across the eight Afghan sites of her study who do not want 
to marry their daughters early. The shift is likely to be partly related to education or 
socioeconomic status and partly generational: in a World Bank qualitative study in 
Afghanistan cited by Smith (2009), while older participants did not see traditional mar-
riage practices changing, young men and women voiced their preference for later mar-
riage. Still, as Smith (2009) points out, a divide persists between individual desires and 
perceived cultural norms and compulsions for early marriage, thus contributing to the 
persistence of child marriage in the region.

Intimate Partner Violence within Marriage

Intimate partner violence is perhaps the most widely known and well researched type 
of violence against women and girls. It is difficult to say where South Asia ranks globally 
in the prevalence of this type of violence as regional estimates can often be mislead-
ing. For example, map 2.1 suggests that South Asia has the highest regional prevalence 
of intimate partner violence. However, the estimates presented here for South Asia 
include only three of eight South Asian countries (Bangladesh, India, and Sri Lanka) 
and thus cannot be considered representative of the whole South Asia region (WHO 
et al. 2013, 44). The very macro-level regional groupings in this map hide important 
subregional variations (WHO et al. 2013, 47).

Source: World Bank, using World Bank regional definitions, with data from WHO et al. 2013.
Note: Regional prevalence figures are calculated by regression models using population survey estimates for each 
region. Prevalence for South Asia and East Asia and Pacific combined is based on 34 estimates. Countries included 
for South Asia are Bangladesh, India, and Sri Lanka (only three of eight South Asian countries).

MAP 2.1 � Share of Women Who Have Experienced Physical/Sexual Intimate Partner 
Violence
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FIGURE 2.6  15 Countries with Highest Prevalence of Intimate Partner Sexual Violence 

Source: DHS, multiple years.
Note: Sample size = more than 1,000 ever-married women in each country.

By examining intimate partner violence by country and separating physical and sexual 
violence, we see that, while the three South Asian countries for which DHS data are 
available are among those with high levels of physical and sexual spousal violence, several 
other countries report higher rates (figures 2.6 and 2.7). Still, levels are unacceptably high, 
particularly in India and Bangladesh. In fact, Bangladesh has the highest prevalence of 
intimate partner sexual and physical violence among South Asian countries for which 
a  DHS violence module is available. Among the 15 countries with the highest global 
prevalence of physical intimate partner violence, Bangladesh ranks second only to the 
Republic of Congo (figure 2.7). India is seventh on this list, with Pakistan and Nepal 11th 
and 14th, respectively.

It is important to note that large surveys such as the DHS are unlikely to capture the 
true extent of such abuse (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003). Comparing survey estimates of 
partner sexual violence across countries is particularly problematic because, although 
the same questions are asked in all DHS violence modules, the understanding of what 
constitutes sexual abuse and the willingness to discuss it in the format of a survey vary 
tremendously across cultures (Santhya et al. 2007; Coast, Leone, and Malviya 2012). In 
general, because of variations in definitions, survey area and measurement across stud-
ies, the range of estimates for all forms of violence varies tremendously by study even 
within the same country, as illustrated in appendix O.

Data from women’s reports in studies across the region show that the violence that 
married women face at the hands of their husbands does not just occur once; rather, 
it is severe, of multiple forms, and frequent (box 2.2). Reports from male respondents 
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BOX 2.2 � Illustrations of Intensity and Frequency of Spousal Abuse Reported 
by Women

•	 45 percent of Nepali women reported suffering two or more types of sexual coercion in 
their lifetime (Adhikari and Tamang 2010).

•	 More than 60 percent of Indian women reported three or more episodes of physical or 
psychological violence in their lifetime (ICRW 2000a).

•	 61 percent of women in Maldives said they had experienced severe violence, which 
included being punched, kicked, choked, or having a weapon used against them 
(Fulu 2007). 

•	 In Sri Lanka, Jayasuriya, Wijewardena, and Axemo (2011) note that 57 percent of 
surveyed women reported instances of abuse that were severe, including being choked, 
burned, or hit with a weapon.

on perpetration of severe violence concur, although estimates vary, ranging from 
8 percent of men reporting perpetrating more than one form of violence on their wife in 
Bangladesh (Silverman et al. 2013) to 39 percent of men in India (Koenig et al. 2006). In 
ICRW’s (2000b) India study, 80 percent of men reported engaging in at least two of four 
forms of violence—sexual, physical, emotional, and controlling; 22 percent reported 
all four; and only 15.3 percent reported none. In the same study, the majority of Indian 

FIGURE 2.7  15 Countries with Highest Prevalence of Intimate Partner Physical Violence

Source: DHS, multiple years.
Note: Sample size = more than 1,000 ever-married women in each country.
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TABLE 2.1 � Percentage of Ever-Married Women Who Think a Husband Is Justified to 
Beat His Wife

Reasons
Bangladesh

2011
India

2005–06
Maldives

2009
Nepal
2006

Pakistan
2012–13

Burns the food/does not cook 
properly 4.2 17.8 7.1 2.9 18.4

Argues with him 22.6 27.6 18.7 7.6 33.7

Goes out without telling him 16.9 27.4 15.0 9.4 29.6

Neglects the children 18.4 35.4 20.5 21.0 31.1

Refuses to have sexual 
intercourse with him 8.3 12.5 22.1 2.6 30.6

She shows disrespect to/
neglects in-laws — — — — 27.6

At least one specified reason 32.3 46.7 35.5 24.3 42.5

Number of ever-married women 17,796 121,853 6,845 10,767 13,558

Source: DHS, multiple years.
Note: — = Not available. Nepal’s 2011 DHS does not have questions on attitudes towards spousal violence.

men reported being emotionally, physically, or sexually violent three or more times in 
the previous year (ICRW 2000b).

As important as analyzing the prevalence of violence is assessing the attitudes that 
support it. Some studies suggest that attitudes condoning violence are associated with 
greater experience of violence (Santhya et al. 2007; Hindin, Kishor, and Ansara 2008; 
Abramsky et al. 2011; Johnson and Das 2008), but this may reflect that women who 
experience violence tend to internalize it, and convince themselves that it was justified, 
as a coping mechanism (Santhya et al. 2007).

Table 2.1 shows the acceptance of intimate partner physical violence by a husband 
among ever married women in South Asia. While Bangladesh has the highest prevalence 
of intimate partner physical violence among married women in South Asia (figure 2.7), 
it is most accepted among married women in India and Pakistan. The importance of 
specific reasons for which married women justify intimate partner violence varies 
by country. For instance, arguing with the husband is the reason for which most women 
seem to think a husband is justified to beat his wife in Bangladesh and Pakistan. For 
India and Nepal, this reason is neglect of children, whereas for the Maldives, it is refusal 
to have sexual intercourse with the husband.

Other studies, in Bangladesh (Schuler et al. 1996; Schuler and Islam 2008; Yount et al. 
2013), Bhutan (NSB 2011), India (Jejeebhoy 1998), Sri Lanka (Jayasuriya, Wijewardena, 
and Axemo 2011), Nepal (Paudel 2007), and Pakistan (Hyder et al. 2007) also find 
that significant proportions of men and women accept or condone spousal violence 
against women for many behaviors or believe that such violence is condoned by reli-
gion (Rabbani, Qureshi, and Rizvi 2008; Schuler et al. 1996). Studies from India (ICRW 
2000b), Pakistan (Qayyum, n.d.) and Nepal (Nanda, Gautam, and Verma 2012) find that 
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most men agree that women “deserve” to be beaten for certain “transgressions” and 
“so that there is a sense of fear in them and they can be controlled” (Jejeebhoy et al. 
2013, 16). Men also agree that women do not have a right to refuse sex unless they are 
unwell, pregnant, or menstruating (Jejeebhoy et al. 2013).

At the same time, an increasing body of research suggests that attitudes toward mari-
tal intimate partner violence are not unequivocally supportive of violence, but vary by 
the reason and extent of violence. In studies in Bangladesh, southern India and Vietnam, 
women reported that spousal violence was acceptable for what they considered “intended 
transgressions,” such as disobedience, but rarely for reasons that women did not consider 
to “go against the rules” (Schuler et al. 1996; Rao 1997; Yount et al. 2013). Moreover, 
women who have had opportunities allowing them greater exposure to the outside world 
were less inclined to continue to accept violence (Yount et al. 2013). Women also do not 
condone very severe violence that immobilizes or seriously hurts the woman, regardless 
of the reason (Schuler et al. 1996; Rao 1997; Jejeebhoy et al. 2013). 

Attitudes and prevalence both vary by age, suggesting that adolescents are most 
vulnerable. For instance, a notably higher percent of married adolescents report recent 
physical spousal violence than do married adults in Bangladesh and India (figure 2.8). 
Interestingly, this is not the case in the other two South Asian countries for which these 
data are available, but reasons are unclear. In India and Nepal, the two countries for 
which data on sexual intimate partner violence are available, adolescents also show a 
higher prevalence: 11 percent of married adolescents report having experienced sexual 
violence from their husbands compared to 6 percent of adults in India. Similarly, in 

FIGURE 2.8  Reported Physical Spousal Violence in Past 12 Months: Select South 
Asian Countries

Source: DHS, multiple years.
Note: Sample size = more than 1,000 for adults, for each country. Sample sizes for adolescents are 72 (Pakistan), 
138 (Nepal), 333 (Bangladesh), and 1,902 (India).
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Nepal, 12 percent of married adolescents report having suffered sexual violence from 
their husbands compared to 9 percent of adult women. 

Data from other studies also show that much of the marital intimate partner abuse 
that women suffer likely occurs in the first few years of marriage, which, given the 
early average age at marriage in much of South Asia, implies highest prevalence among 
adolescent married women. In India, for instance, 62 percent of married women who had 
ever experienced marital intimate partner violence had first experienced it in the first two 
years of their marriage (Jejeebhoy et al. 2013). Others in India (Raj et al. 2010a, 2010b; 
ICRW et al. 2012) and in Bangladesh (Hindin, Kishor, and Ansara 2008) also find that 
women married as adolescents had statistically significantly higher risks of marital physi-
cal and sexual intimate partner violence than women who were not adolescent brides. 
For instance, young married women in Nepal enter marriage with no information about 
sexuality or skills to negotiate sex and are thus highly vulnerable to sexual abuse within 
their marriage (Pradhan et al. 2011). Significant proportions of young women may try to 
refuse sex, but in many cases husbands force sex (Santhya et al. 2007). Moreover, because 
of their subservient place in the home and their stage of life as newlyweds or first-time 
mothers, married adolescents may also face harassment from mothers-in-law (Hamid, 
Johansson, and Rubenson 2009).

Married adolescents themselves appear to condone this violence more than adult 
women. Recent data from the DHS show that acceptance of at least one reason to 
condone spousal violence among adolescent girls in South Asia ranges from about 

FIGURE 2.9 � Percentage of Ever-Married Women Who Give at Least One Reason to 
Justify Spousal Physical Abuse: Select South Asian Countries

Source: DHS, multiple years.
Note: Sample size = more than 3,000 for adults, for each country. Sample size = more than 300 for adolescents, for 
each country, except Maldives (sample size = 34 adolescents).
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one-quarter of married adolescents in Nepal to almost two-thirds of married adoles-
cents in Pakistan (figure 2.9). Dalal et al. (2011) find that such attitudes among men 
start early as well—large proportions of their study’s unmarried boys and young men 
between ages 15 and 19 in Bangladesh, India, and Nepal justified wife beating.

ASPECTS OF INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE THAT NEED MORE RESEARCH 

Despite being the most widely researched type of violence suffered by women and girls, 
there are several aspects of intimate partner violence in the South Asian context that 
need further study. These include but are not limited to forms of violence other than 
physical and sexual, such as economic violence or controlling behavior, and intimate 
partner violence faced by never-married women. 

Controlling Behavior and Economic Violence within Marriage

The limited data on controlling behavior and economic violence suggest that these 
are  important forms of marital intimate partner violence that merit more atten-
tion. For  instance, in the baseline report of the Population Council’s SAFE study in 
Bangladesh, almost all women (92 percent) reported experiencing spousal controlling 
behavior (Parvin, Sultana, and Naved 2012). In the study by Jayasuriya, Wijewardena, 
and Axemo (2011), 30 percent of Sri Lankan women reported controlling behavior by 
husbands; more than half the men interviewed by de Mel, Peiris, and Gomez (2013) in 
Sri Lanka said they controlled who their partners could spend time with. Similarly, stud-
ies in Bangladesh (Parvin, Sultana, and Naved 2012) and Pakistan (Rabbani, Qureshi, 
and Rizvi 2008) report notable levels (55 percent and 39 percent, respectively) of women 
respondents facing some form of economic violence, including not being allowed to work 
or control any financial resources. In Sri Lanka, 16 percent of women reported that their 
partners did not allow them to work (Fulu et al. 2013).

Violence during pregnancy

Also difficult to establish with confidence for countries or regions is the prevalence of inti-
mate partner violence during pregnancy. As with overall measurement of domestic and 
intimate partner violence, estimating violence during pregnancy is fraught with method-
ological issues related to the nature of the questions asked, the type of quantitative method 
used, and sample size and characteristics (Taillieu et al. 2009). These issues contribute, at 
least in part, to the extremely wide range of prevailing estimates for intimate partner or 
domestic violence during pregnancy, ranging from 3 percent to 30 percent globally (Van 
Parys et al. 2014). Studies from South Asia on domestic or intimate partner violence dur-
ing pregnancy reviewed for this book (appendix O) illustrate a range from 6.3 percent of 
sampled women in Maldives (Fulu 2007) to 28 percent in India (Khosla et al. 2005).

Some research suggests that pregnancy may not exacerbate women’s vulnerability 
to intimate partner or domestic violence. For instance, a global review of evidence by 
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Taillieu et al. (2009) finds no studies that show an increase in intimate partner physical 
violence during pregnancy. Similarly, in South Asia, less than 3 percent of respondents 
in a study by Bates et al. (2013) in Bangladesh reported that violence increased during 
pregnancy. Other studies in India (Varma et al. 2007) and Bangladesh (Naved et al. 2006) 
found violence unchanged during pregnancy, while Fikree et al. (2006) found in their 
Pakistan study that violence decreased during pregnancy. There are still too few studies 
specifically examining the change in violence during pregnancy, however, to come to a 
firm conclusion. Persistent methodological problems add to the lack of certainty about 
whether and under what circumstances pregnancy may increase a woman’s risks of inti-
mate partner or domestic violence.

Violence against Never-Married Women 

The majority of adult women in South Asia marry; nonetheless, as norms continue to 
change toward acceptability of non-marital roles for women, this situation is expected 
to change (Jones 2010). Data from the DHS show that 16 and 9 percent of never-
married women ages 35–39 report having experienced physical violence in their life-
time in India and Nepal, respectively. In India and Nepal, 4.8 percent and 6.8 percent of 
never-married women of the same age group report having experienced sexual violence 
in their lifetime, respectively.

Forms of Violence That Need More Research to 
Establish Prevalence

Research to establish prevalence and trends is limited for all forms of violence other 
than excess female child mortality, child marriage, and marital intimate partner physi-
cal and sexual violence. Data thus are limited on physical and sexual abuse in childhood 
suffered by girls. Within the domain of marriage, while there are several studies that 
examine intimate partner violence, fewer collect data on or describe patterns of domes-
tic violence perpetrated by others. Within domestic violence itself, data are scarce on 
such violence suffered by elderly and divorced or widowed women. Another form of vio-
lence faced by married women is dowry-related violence, for which data are also scarce. 
Finally, data are rare on all forms of violence that cut across life stages, namely, traffick-
ing, non-partner sexual harassment3 outside the home (on the street or in the workplace, 
for example), custodial violence, and honor crimes. This section covers the limited infor-
mation we could find on the prevalence of these types of violence in South Asia.

CHILD ABUSE4

South Asian girls who survive through birth and early childhood, and who are not mar-
ried early, still suffer other types of violence in the home, at school, and in society at large. 
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Such abuse includes emotional, physical, and sexual abuse at home and in school for 
those girls who live at home and get an education; violence on the streets for homeless 
girls; sexual and physical abuse in juvenile facilities; and commercial sexual exploitation. 
During times of conflict or natural disasters, the vulnerability of girls to some of these 
forms of violence may increase as household structures and protection are disrupted. 

Much of the large body of regional work on child abuse is, unfortunately, not disaggregated 
by the sex of the child. One exception is a national survey conducted by the government of 
India (GOI 2007)5 on child abuse. Fifty percent or more of all surveyed girls experienced one 
or more forms of physical or sexual violence and emotional violence (figures 2.10 and 2.11). 
Physical violence is particularly prevalent for girls living on the streets or in correctional 
institutions (figure 2.10).

A range of other studies in many different countries suggests that reported sexual 
abuse is typically higher among girls than boys across regions, including South Asia 

FIGURE 2.10  Child Physical Abuse in India

Source: GOI 2007.
Note: Sample size = 12,447 children ages 5–18 years, of which 51.9 percent (6,460 children) are boys and the 
remainder (5,987 children) are girls.
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(Pinheiro 2006; Stoltenborgh et al. 2011), while reported physical violence, corpo-
ral punishment in schools, and homicide of children is more prevalent among boys 
(Pinheiro 2006). While these studies, reviewed below, provide a picture of such abuse 
faced by girls, these numbers can rarely be used to generate prevalence or trend esti-
mates as studies vary by area, date, sample, and methodology.

Girl Child Sexual and Physical Abuse in the Home and School

Multiple national-level and small-scale studies illustrate that sexual and physical abuse 
faced by girls is a critical yet inadequately documented issue, both in the home and 
at school. While the GOI (2007) data in figures 2.10 and 2.11 show higher reported 
sexual violence for boys than girls, other studies find that girls may be more vulnerable 
to sexual abuse than boys, although it is important to note that these variations may 
exist partly because of differential rates of reporting for girls and boys. Iravani (2011) 
found that in India, 30 percent of men and 40 percent of women in her study remem-
bered being sexually molested during childhood. In Bhutan (Heiberg and Thukral 2013) 
and Nepal (Slugget 2003) also, more girls than boys reported sexual abuse. A report by 
the Pakistani nongovernmental organization (NGO) Sahil (2012) estimated that of all 
cases of child sexual abuse in Pakistan reported by news media in 2012, 71 percent of 
suffering children were girls. Research also shows that in most cases the perpetrator is 

FIGURE 2.11  Child Sexual and Emotional Abuse in India

Source: GOI 2007.
Note: Sample size = 12,447 children ages 5–18 years, of which 51.9 percent (6,460 children) are boys, and the 
remainder (5,987 children) are girls.
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someone known to the girl (Iravani 2011; Sahil 2012; Goonesekere and Amarasuriya 
2013; Qayyum, n.d.).

Girl children and adolescents also report sexual violence and abuse in schools. For 
adolescent girls, nonconsensual sexual experiences at school are one of the most com-
mon types of sexual harassment (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003). An unpublished 2009 study, 
“National Study on Violence against Children in Maldives,” cited in Heiberg and Thukral 
(2013), found that one in seven children in secondary school had been sexually abused, 
with twice as many girls as boys sexually abused. Studies in Nepal and Pakistan also 
report sexual abuse of girls by schoolteachers (UNICEF 2005). The persistence of sexual 
abuse of girls in schools may reflect current trends, such as an increasing number of 
young girls continuing education beyond primary school or increased mingling of girls 
and boys in schools. Alternatively, it could also reflect that adults in positions of authority 
over young children and adolescents are taking advantage of it (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003). 

Boys seem to be more at risk than girls for harsh physical punishment and abuse 
(Krug et al. 2002; UNICEF 2005) at home and at school. Nonetheless, the risks of phys-
ical punishment that girls face are unacceptable. In India, half of girls ages 5 to 18 have 
experienced at least one form of physical punishment or violence (GOI 2007). Data 
from UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys in Afghanistan (CSO and UNICEF 
2012) and Nepal (Central Bureau of Statistics 2012) show that a majority of girls have 
experienced some violent discipline or psychological aggression (figure 2.12).

Other reports document emotional or psychological violence of other types. In India, 
reportedly almost every second child, whether girl or boy, perceives herself or him-
self as emotionally abused. This abuse can range from being shouted at (20.1 percent 
of children reporting emotional abuse) to being threatened or locked up (just under 
2 percent of those reporting emotional abuse) (GOI 2007). In Afghanistan, girls have 
been found to have double the risk of predicted psychopathology and symptoms of 
depression related to emotional abuse as compared to boys (Panter-Brick et al. 2009).

Violence against Girl Children on the Street

Very little gender-disaggregated data were found on violence faced by the large percent-
age of girls across the world that comprise so-called “street children.”6 Children who 
have run away from home and then face violence on the streets are likely to be doubly 
abused: research from Bangladesh (Conticini and Hulme 2007), India (GOI 2007), and 
Pakistan (Malik 2010) shows that most children end up on the streets escaping violence 
in the home. A study in Bangladesh (Conticini and Hulme 2007) found that once on the 
street, girls were twice as likely as boys on the streets to experience all forms of violence, 
especially sexual violence. At least part of girls’ greater vulnerability to sexual violence 
may relate to the composition of street children at different ages. For instance, in India 
the largest proportion of girls among street children were between ages 10 and 14 (GOI 
2007), when they are vulnerable to sexual exploitation but perhaps less able to protect 
themselves than are older adolescents.
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Violence against Girl Children in Institutions and in Conflict Settings

By one estimate (GOI 2007), in 2006–07, 70 percent of Indian children in correctional 
(juvenile detention) facilities reported some abuse, of which three-quarters were girls, 
and about 52 percent of children in shelters reported abuse, of which one-third were girls. 
Evidence from Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka cited by UNICEF 
(2005) shows that girls face sexual and physical abuse in police custody, juvenile deten-
tion, and residential facilities in those countries as well. Girls within the juvenile justice 
system in Afghanistan are more likely than are boys to be detained with adults (albeit 
women, not men) and to be denied some of the rights within the system (such as edu-
cation) to which boys in juvenile detention have access (UNICEF 2008). Girls may be 
particularly vulnerable to sexual and physical abuse because of chaos created by war and 
unrest. In Nepal, for instance, the deaths and disappearances of thousands of boys and 
men during the decade of civil unrest between 1996 and 2006 forced women and girls 

FIGURE 2.12  Girls’ Experience of Physical and Psychological Discipline in Nepal 
and Afghanistan

Sources: Central Bureau of Statistics 2012; CSO and UNICEF 2012.
Note: Sample size = 5,480 girls ages 2–14 years for Nepal and 22,040 girls ages 2–14 years for Afghanistan.
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to support their families whereby, in desperation, many turned to the sex trade (ECPAT 
2011c). Girls in Nepal were also vulnerable to forced recruitment by the Maoists, who 
were then the rebel group in the country’s civil unrest (Mazurana and Carlson 2006). In 
Afghanistan, girl child orphans in refugee camps eke out a living as best they can and are 
subject to all types of physical and sexual abuse (UNICEF 2005). In Sri Lanka, Catani et al. 
(2007) reported that as a result of the abuse experienced during war, girls were slightly 
more likely to report suffering posttraumatic stress disorder than were boys (32.5 percent 
and 28 percent, respectively). 

Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Girls

Child prostitution is possibly one of the most frequent forms of violence faced by girls 
and adolescents in South Asia (UNICEF 2001; Goonesekere 2006; Hyder and Malik 
2007). As elsewhere in the world, it is largely underground (ECPAT 2011d), however, 
making it almost impossible to acquire reliable data on prevalence. UNICEF (cited 
in ECPAT 2011b) estimates that 40 percent of the roughly 3 million women prosti-
tutes in India are minor girls. Studies in Nepal suggest that between 16 percent and 
33 percent of female prostitutes are girls under the age of 18 (ECPAT 2011c). Many of 
these girls in India and Nepal are from Dalit, minority and poor households (ECPAT 
2011b, 2011c).

Some forms of prostitution of children in South Asia have persisted through cultural 
traditions, such as the Deuki tradition in Nepal (Singh and Kapur 2001; UNICEF 2001) 
and the devadasi system in India (Jaising 1995). Both are practices whereby girls, at 
puberty or even younger, are offered to a god, after which they are expected to devote 
their lives to that god.  Both practices, however, often result in girls thus dedicated to 
a god becoming a prostitute, often for temple officials (ECPAT 2011b, 2011c). Though 
Deuki and devadasi are now both illegal, still these practices continue (ECPAT 2011b). 
In Pakistan, reports show that the tradition of dancing girls has morphed into inclusion 
of child prostitution (ECPAT 2011d; SCF 2005). More modern forms of abuse through 
prostitution include forcing girl child prostitutes to take hormonal steroids to enhance 
body development, as reported by ActionAid in Bangladesh (cited in ECPAT 2011a). In 
India, the belief that sex with a virgin can cure a man of human immunodeficiency virus 
(HIV) feeds girl prostitution (ECPAT 2011b).

Sexual Violence Faced by Unmarried Adolescent Girls

Most of the children who were sexually exploited in South Asia in 2001 were girls 
between ages 13 and 18 (UNICEF 2001). In addition to sexual abuse and rape experi-
enced by adolescent girls, for example as documented in India (GOI 2007; Sodhi and 
Verma 2003; NCRB 2012) and Pakistan (Qazi 2003), the social denial of premarital sex 
across South Asia increases the vulnerability of unmarried adolescent girls even in inti-
mate relationships. Several studies note that boys use girls’ fear of the taboo on pre-
marital sex to threaten disclosure of a relationship if girls do not acquiesce to demands 
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for sex made by their “boyfriends” (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003; Sodhi and Verma 2003; 
Rashid 2010). In Bhutan, such pressure takes a unique form through a perversion of a 
traditional form of courtship known as “night hunting.” A dynamic that is in decline, 
night hunting, whereby a young man secretly visits a young woman to have sex with her, 
is intended to be consensual. But there is evidence that urban men abuse this form of 
courtship to force sex on adolescent and young women (Black and Stalker 2006). There 
is also increasing evidence of cyber bullying and cyber sexual harassment among South 
Asian adolescents. The Aurat Foundation (2012) estimates that in Pakistan, 10 percent 
of sexual harassment incidents reported by their survey respondents included sexually 
explicit emails and text messages.

NON-INTIMATE PARTNER DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AMONG 
MARRIED WOMEN

Studies examining domestic violence largely focus on violence by an intimate partner, 
which, in the case of domestic violence within cohabitation in South Asia primarily is 
the spouse. This is not surprising: partner violence is the most prevalent form of physi-
cal and sexual violence against women in the world (Heise 2011). Yet, in the South Asian 
family structure and hierarchy, where mothers-in-law and other elders in the marital 
family exercise great and often unchallenged authority and power over daughters-in-
law, violence by these other domestic relatives needs further study. In studies that do 
compare marital domestic violence by different family members, women respondents 
named mothers-in-law as the second-most frequent source of domestic violence after 
husbands in India (Krishnan et al. 2012; Jejeebhoy et al. 2013) and Pakistan (Rabbani, 
Qureshi, and Rizvi 2008). Mothers-in-law were also named as the most frequent insti-
gators of violence among self-immolation victims in Afghanistan (Raj et al. 2008). 
Mothers-in-law in India were cited as the main perpetrators of dowry-related violence 
(ICRW 2000a); they were also reportedly likely to be violent if a daughter-in-law was 
not obedient (particularly in the case of a young or adolescent daughter-in-law), if she 
threatened the mother-in-law’s relationship with her son, or if she did not conceive 
soon after marriage (Krishnan et al. 2012; Jejeebhoy et al. 2013). At the same time, 
Schuler et  al. (2008) report from their qualitative study in Bangladesh that several 
women noted their mothers-in-law could diffuse spousal violence. Other studies in 
Bangladesh (Koenig et al. 2003) and Pakistan (Naeem et al. 2008) report a lower risk 
of physical abuse among women living in an extended family with in-laws than women 
living with only their husband and minor children.

DOWRY-RELATED DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Dowry is one important reason for the high levels of violence within marriage in 
South Asia. The system of dowry is not unique to South Asia, but the transforma-
tions in the meaning and forms of dowry in South Asia over the past several decades 



48  l  VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

have triggered a form of violence that is unique to the region—namely, dowry-related 
violence that often results in a young married woman’s death. Specifically, dowry has 
morphed from a traditional parental bequest or voluntary gift to a daughter upon 
marriage to an obligatory, increasingly onerous “groom-price” that the groom and his 
family own and over which the bride has no control (Anderson 2000, 2004; Suran et al. 
2004; Srinivasan 2005; Arunachalam and Logan 2008; Naripokkho and Bangladesh 
Mahila Parishad, n.d.).

The resulting violence takes many forms, the predominant form being physical. In 
India, Pakistan, and Nepal, dowry violence can take the form of harassment (Rao 1997) 
that often propels young brides to commit suicide in sheer desperation (Jaising 1995) or 
can manifest as outright murder claimed as a kitchen accident (Jaising 1995; Purkayastha 
et al. 2003; Perveen 2010a). 

In Afghanistan it is the practice of bride-price paid by a groom’s family to a bride’s 
family that can encourage violence. Bride prices can be extremely high (Smith 2009), 
and impoverished households may be forced to marry off daughters to settle debts 
incurred in their sons’ marriages. Bride price also precipitates forced marriage because  
this money often forms an important source of income for impoverished households 
(Landinfo 2011); paying for a bride also contributes to the belief that a woman is her 
husband’s property to do with as he likes, which may be further fuelled by anger if he 
and his family paid a high bride-price (Smith 2009). For instance, there is a saying in Dai 
Kundi Province, Afghanistan: “Da zar kharidim da sang mekoshim” [We bought you 
with money and will kill you with a stone] (UNAMA 2010, 5).

Data on the prevalence of dowry-related violence are even harder to find than are 
data on dowry itself. As evident in table 2.2, estimates range widely. 

Nonetheless, that dowry deaths have been persistent for a while, at least in India, is 
illustrated well by data from India’s National Crime Records Bureau, which show a steady 
increase since 2001. At the same time, the percentage of cases investigated  has  also 
increased, suggesting growing attention to this form of violence (figure 2.13).

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AMONG ELDERLY WOMEN

Global statistics of domestic abuse faced by elderly women suggest that 4 percent 
to 6 percent are abused in some manner in their homes (Krug et al. 2002). However, 
research on abuse in the home specifically faced by elderly women is seriously lacking 
in South Asia, possibly because the existence of such abuse has only recently started 
to be recognized (Munsur et al. 2010). Still, in Bangladesh, Munsur et al. (2010) 
found that one-third of their respondents (age 60 and over) had suffered some abuse 
because of their old age, with mental abuse being the most prevalent. Poverty and 
dependency on others were the main reasons for this abuse. In Sri Lanka, among the 
elderly, women were more likely than men to be victims of abuse; the most common 
forms of such abuse were assault and denial of health care (Perera, Gunawardane, and 
Jayasuriya 2011).
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TABLE 2.2  Estimates of Dowry Violence in Select South Asian Countries

Estimates of dowry violence Year and source

Bangladesh

25%–30% of violence against women 
reported to police was dowry-related

Farouk 2005

330 women in 2011 killed because of 
dowry, vs. 137 in 2010

Islam 2012

255 women faced dowry-related 
violence in first 6 mo. of 2013

Islam 2013

India

5,000 dowry deaths annually 1995; Indira Jaising 1995

12,000–20,000 dowry deaths annually Early 1990s; Purkayastha et al. 2003

25,000 dowry deaths annually Late 1990s; Menski (1998) cited in Anderson (2007)

8,000 dowry deaths annually 2007–11; NCRB 2012

Pakistan

50 cases of stove burning reported 
by news media in 2009

Perveen 2010a

As of 2003, 4 women burned to death 
by relatives every day

Bukhari 2003

More than 6,500 women in Islamabad-
Rawalpindi area burned by family 
members; less than 1% survived

1994–2003; Bukhari 2003

4,000 women burned by relatives in 
Islamabad

1994–2002; Terzieff 2002

FIGURE 2.13  Cases of Dowry-Related Violence Reported to and Investigated by 
Authorities, India 2001–12

Source: NCRB, India.
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DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AMONG WIDOWED OR DIVORCED 

The very limited data on domestic violence among widows suggests that forms of 
physical violence unique to widowhood exist in South Asia and include some that 
are fatal. One example is widow burning or Sati in India, where a Hindu widow 
sacrifices herself on her husband’s funeral pyre (United Nations 2001; Martin et al. 
2002; Cramer 2007). Although the practice is illegal, it continues, albeit rarely, and 
women who commit Sati are regarded with reverence by their community (Martin et 
al. 2002). In Pakistan, familial belief that a young widow brings dishonor to the fam-
ily can result in these young women being imprisoned or killed by the family (United 
Nations 2001). 

Widows also face increased vulnerability to sexual violence by other men in 
their marital household if they are regarded as unprotected after their husband dies 
(Chen and Dreze 1995). Studies from Afghanistan (WPD 2011), Bangladesh (United 
Nations 2001), India (Mohindra et al. 2012) and Pakistan (Perveen 2010b) also 
provide evidence of economic violence tied to the fact that a family may withdraw 
economic support for a woman once her husband dies. In Afghanistan, widows may 
be forced to remarry within the family, often motivated by the resultant opportunity 
to seize any inherited property (UNAMA 2010). Those who try to escape face severe 
punishment, including having their children taken away (Landinfo 2011), or incar-
ceration (WPD 2011). Across the region, unmarried widows may be physically and 
socially isolated (United Nations 2001; Mohindra et al. 2012). Finally, particularly 
in India and Nepal, widows face certain unique forms of cultural and psychological 
violence–such as markers of diminished status or prohibitions on diet and social 
communication—because they are considered unlucky or impure to have had their 
husbands die before they did. They are also called insulting names (United Nations 
2001; WPD 2011).

There is some emerging evidence that the situation of widows may be improving. The 
baseline from an ongoing program by the United Nations for and with widows in India, 
Sri Lanka and Nepal found that a majority of participating widows had the freedom to 
choose what they wear, access to religious places, and freedom to work (Thakur 2012). It 
is possible that participating widows are more empowered than non-participants, how-
ever. Fear of violence is nonetheless substantial even among this group of participants: 
almost 30 percent reported fearing sexual or physical abuse (Thakur 2012).

No literature on violence against divorced women could be found for this study, 
except for a study from Afghanistan (Nijhowne and Oates 2008). This is a serious 
gap, as divorce is undergoing a transition in the region. While divorce rates are on the 
rise, divorced women continue to face social stigma, thus creating a space for increased 
risks of violence for divorced women. The data from Afghanistan show  just  such  a 
pattern. Though divorce rates are low (1.2 percent of the sample for figure 2.14), still 
the study found divorced women reporting much higher rates of physical, sexual, and 
psychological violence than either married or widowed women (figure 2.14).
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FIGURE 2.14  Reported Violence by Marital Status, Afghanistan

Source: Nijhowne and Oates, 2008.
Note: Sample size = one woman from each of 4,700 households in 16 districts, selected to represent geographic, 
ethnic, linguistic, and cultural diversity. Of these, 96 percent (4,512 women) were married, 2.9 percent (136 women) 
were widowed, and 1.2 percent (56 women) were divorced.
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TRAFFICKING

More than three-quarters of trafficked persons globally are girls and women (United 
Nations 2012), with an increase over time in the proportion of female victims who 
are girls, according to a United Nations (2012) study. Nepal is the only South Asian 
country for which this United Nations study provides gender-disaggregated data. It 
stands out as having a much larger proportion of girls among reported trafficking 
victims than any other country or region included in this report (figure 2.15).

According to UNODC, 150,000 girls and women are trafficked within South Asia 
every year; in addition, an estimated 225,000 women, men, and children annually are 
trafficked elsewhere from South Asia (Huda 2006). In 2010, India was the only South 
Asian country to be ranked among the world’s top seven countries of origin for adults 
trafficked into the United States.7 However, on the whole and despite the enormity of 
this issue in the region, reliable country-specific statistics within the region are scant, 
presumably because of the illegal nature of human trafficking. 

Most South Asian countries are both destination and source countries for trafficking 
of women and girls (Ali 2005; Huda 2006; Cheema 2011), though Bhutan and Maldives 
are primarily destination countries. Internal trafficking is also widespread. For instance, 
in Pakistan, although data on internal trafficking are minimal, qualitative reports by a 
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number of civil society organizations find that girls and women are internally trafficked 
all over the country. For example, researchers from SCF (2005) find that poor laws and 
extreme poverty in the Swat region make young girls particularly vulnerable to being 
sought out by traffickers from other parts of the country under the guise of marriage. 
Others note that trafficked girls are not solely from poor households and are trafficked 
also for bonded labor (Perveen 2012). Trafficking occurs for sex work, undocumented 
domestic help (for instance, in Bhutan), and forced labor (for instance, in the Maldives) 
(U.S. Department of State 2012, 2013).

SEXUAL HARASSMENT

A global survey by Gallup in 143 countries in 2011 found that more than 60 percent of 
women reported sexual harassment on the street or in public transport in multiple cit-
ies in China, the Arab Republic of Egypt, India, Israel, Japan, Pakistan, the Republic of 
Korea, and the United States, among others.8 Small-scale studies from within South Asia 

FIGURE 2.15  Trafficked Persons by Age and Gender: Global and Select 
Regions/Countries, 2009–10

Source: United Nations 2012.
Note: Sample size = 43,000 global reported victims of trafficking. For regions, the sample sizes are 22,000 (West 
and Central Europe), 4,000 (Eastern Europe and Central Asia), and 38,000 (Australia, Japan, and Nepal combined).
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BOX 2.3  Sexual Harassment in the Workplace Faced by Women in South Asia

•	 International Labour Organization data from Nepal suggest that slightly more than half 
(53.8 percent) of women employees have faced workplace sexual harassment (ILO 2004).

•	 Studies in Pakistan of women in different professions report that 58 percent of women 
nurses faced sexual harassment by patients and their relatives, colleagues, and doctors, 
whereas almost all women (93 percent) working in private and public sectors were 
sexually harassed by supervisors or senior colleagues (Naved 2003).

•	 In Bangladesh, at least one-quarter of women in electronics and garments industries 
have experienced sexual, physical, or verbal abuse (Siddiqi 2003).

•	 Across studies in Sri Lanka, more than two-thirds of women reported physical and 
sexual harassment in the workplace or on the way to work (Hancock 2006; Perera, 
Gunawardane, and Jayasuriya 2011).

•	 In India, 17 percent of women respondents in a survey by Oxfam in eight cities reported 
some sexual harassment at work; the most unsafe jobs for women were as laborers, 
domestic help, and in small-scale manufacturing (Biswas 2012).

find that women in the region face frequent harassment in public places, for instance, in 
Pakistan (Aurat Foundation 2012). Several studies from Sri Lanka, reviewed by Perera, 
Gunawardane, and Jayasuriya (2011), found that more than 80 percent of women and 
girls faced sexual harassment while taking public transport. Jagori and UN  Women 
(2011) in India conducted a first-of-its-kind large survey of women and men on street 
safety for women in Delhi. More than 85 percent of male and female respondents 
reported that women’s sexual harassment on city streets was pervasive.

Sexual Harassment In the Workplace

Sexual harassment in the workplace is also likely pervasive in South Asia, but data 
are confined to a few small-scale studies (box 2.3). Working women across the region 
may well face double risks of harassment—both at work and on the way to and from 
work (Siddiqi 2003; Hancock 2006; Perera, Gunawardane, and Jayasuriya 2011). Types 
of harassment range from explicitly sexual to offensive language, intimidation, and 
other forms of exploitation (Naved 2003; Chaudhuri 2007; Perera, Gunawardane, and 
Jayasuriya 2011; Aurat Foundation 2012).

Women who engage in sex work face different circumstances that perhaps make 
them more vulnerable to workplace harassment, though again data are sporadic and 
available only from small-scale studies (box 2.4). Data from a particularly detailed 
study from Rawalpindi, Pakistan, illustrate the range of sexual abuse that female sex 
workers have to deal with, including assault from their customers, their husbands, and 
the police (figure  2.16). Because of the stigma associated with sex work, sex work-
ers may also feel they have little recourse to justice in cases of violence or rape, and 
perpetrators of violence against female sex workers rarely are punished (Rekart 2005; 
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Beattie et al.  2010). Child sex workers may be even more vulnerable to all forms of 
abuse than adult sex workers (Silverman et al. 2011).

HONOR CRIMES

Despite popular perception, honor crimes are not a purely South Asian phenomenon, 
nor does its concept originate in Islam. Rather, it dates back to pre-Islam Arabia and has 
been traced also to ancient Roman times (Lari 2011). In modern times, honor killings 
have been recorded in several countries in the Middle East and North Africa, such as 

BOX 2.4 � Illustrative Rates of Sexual Abuse Faced by Female Sex Workers in 
India, Nepal, and Pakistan

•	 Karnataka, India: 11 percent to 26 percent of female sex workers report rape or physical 
abuse, depending on their age (Beattie et al. 2010)

•	 Andhra Pradesh, India: 77 percent of contract sex workers report sexual violence at 
place of work (George, Sabarwal, and Martin 2011)

•	 Andhra Pradesh, India: 12 percent of sex workers report sexual assault in past 12 months 
(Reed et al. 2010)

•	 Pakistan: 66 percent of sex workers report being sexually assaulted by husbands, 38 
percent by clients (Hawkes et al. 2009)

•	 Nepal: young girls and women working in massage parlors, “cabin restaurants,” and 
“dance bars” are often forced by employers to endure sexual abuse by customers 
(Maiti-Nepal 2010)

FIGURE 2.16  Sexual Harassment Faced by Sex Workers, Past 12 Months, Rawalpindi, 
Pakistan
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Source: Mayhew et al. 2009.
Note: Sample size = 427 female sex workers, except where noted with an asterisk; the sample was recruited 
through peer identification.
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Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Syria, and Yemen. Although statistics are rare, research also 
shows that honor crimes do not occur solely against young, poor women in South Asia. 
Moreover, honor crimes occur not just in Islamic countries but also among Hindus in 
India and across the world among people of multiple religions or faiths (Terman 2010); 
cover the entire age spectrum from “pre-pubescent girls to grandmothers” (Amnesty 
International 1999, 3); and are reported from urban and rural areas and across wealth 
and education categories (Amnesty International 1999). Available estimates do suggest 
that such crimes are more prevalent in South Asia than in the Middle East, but the wide 
range and unreliability of these figures make any definitive conclusions difficult to reach.

Estimates of honor crimes range widely. For instance, a report by the United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA) in 20009 and other estimates by Amnesty International put the 
number of girls and women murdered in honor killings globally by family members at 5,000 
per year (Amnesty International 2012).10 Civil society organizations estimate that as many 
as 20,000 honor killings occur globally per year, according to newspaper reports (Kiener 
2011; Basu 2013). In a rare survey in Pakistan that asked about honor killings, 26 percent 
of women were able to identify at least one honor killing in the last decade (Qayyum, n.d.)

Within South Asia, honor crimes have been reported in the news media in India 
and Pakistan, and more recently in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Nepal.11 Worryingly, 
the rationales offered for honor crimes in Pakistan appear to have widened from pun-
ishment for perceived immoral or illegal sexual interactions to encompass also per-
ceived disobedience to the family (Palo 2009) or actions that challenge male control 
(Welchman and Hossain 2005). In Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan, quasi-
judicial or extrajudicial community-based forums issue verdicts on the lack of “honor” 
of a “crime” and dictate the “punishment” (AFPPD and UNFPA 2003; Lari 2011). Both 
women and men in question may be declared guilty by such “courts,” such as jirgas in 
Pakistan and khap panchayats in India, and both may be killed or maimed in punish-
ment. However, although men sometimes get a reprieve, women never do (Lari 2011). 

Honor crimes as a whole follow the same trajectory of verdict in the same forums, 
but do not necessarily culminate in murder. One particularly pernicious form that origi-
nated in South Asia is that of acid attacks, a form of violence that straddles honor-
related violence and sexual harassment (box 2.5).

RAPE

Though prevalence data are lacking, still several studies from the region highlight the 
pervasiveness of this form of sexual violence against women across their lives. Annual 
qualitative assessments of reported rape in Pakistan, conducted by the Aurat Foundation, 
show that in the period 2008–12 rape consistently comprised 10 percent to 11 percent 
of total reported violent crimes against women and has been among one of the top three 
to five categories of violence against women thus estimated (Azhar 2011; Perveen 2012). 
A quarter (25 percent) of married girls and women surveyed in six districts in Pakistan 
reported having been forced to perform a sexual act by men other than their husband 
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BOX 2.5  Acid Attacks on Women and Girls in South Asia

Acid violence is a particularly damaging and shocking form of violence: acid is hurled at 
the victim, often targeting the head and face, with the intention to maim, disfigure, and 
blind. The great majority of victims are women and girls, many of them below 18 years of 
age, but men and boys are also targeted. Acid violence reflects deeply ingrained gender 
inequality and discrimination in a society, whereby women are attacked for transgressing 
the traditional gender roles that place them in subordinate positions.

Prevalence of acid attacks. The increase in acid violence throughout South Asia is a 
human rights issue of growing concern. In Bangladesh, 3,000 victims have been reported 
since 1999. In India, news media and other research increasingly report acid attacks as 
well. Attacks on schoolgirls by the Taliban in Afghanistan have been well publicized. 
It has been estimated that 150 acid attacks occur per year in Pakistan, though, as with 
many countries in the region, incidents regularly go unreported. Attacks have also been 
reported in Nepal and Sri Lanka. Generally, however, there is a frustrating lack of data 
and information on the true scale and nature of the problem, making evidence-based 
action difficult.

Reasons for acid attacks. Acid attacks, especially on women and girls, have taken place 
for a number of reasons, including family or land disputes, dowry demands, rejection of a 
man’s advances, daring to snub a boy, turning down an offer of marriage, and even going 
to school. Most acid attacks are carried out by someone known to the victims, including 
family members. In some cases, men have thrown acid in women’s faces to assert their 
masculinity and superiority within a strongly patriarchal society. Combating acid violence 
is rendered more difficult by a cultural setting in which legislation against such action is 
weak, contradictory, or often lacking; conviction rates of perpetrators are low; and the sale 
of acid is often unregulated.

Consequences of acid violence. For victims, the consequences of acid attacks are devastating 
and lifelong and include severe disfigurement, loss of sight, and maiming, rendering everyday 
tasks difficult if not impossible. Acid violence rarely kills but causes severe psychological and 
social (as well as physical) scarring, and victims are often left with no legal recourse, limited 
access to medical or psychological assistance, and without the means to support themselves. 
The trauma of an attack often results in depression, insomnia, fear of facing the outside world, 
and, in some cases, psychosis and suicides. In addition, considerable stigma is attached to the 
victims, and they face a lifetime of shame, discrimination, and exclusion from society, whereby 
they are unable to earn a livelihood and remain continually dependent on their families. 

Combating acid violence. There have been few programmatic efforts across the South 
Asia region to address acid attacks. Several organizations and networks, however, have 
been active and vocal in raising awareness (for example, Naripokkho and the Acid 
Survivors Foundation in Bangladesh and in Pakistan) through a five-pronged approach 
including public awareness, case reporting, short-term treatment, long-term treatment, 
and legal justice. Burn units at national hospitals and other dedicated care facilities 
have been established, and the response network is expanding. While these efforts are 
significant, a huge amount of work remains to change traditional mindsets that still tolerate 
and sanction acid violence.

Sources: Acid Survivors Trust International; Acid Survivors Foundation (Bangladesh and Pakistan); 
Project SAAVE (Stand Against Acid Violence); Sridharan 2013; The Virtue Foundation 2011. See also 
Ahmad 2011; Kalantry and Kestenbaum 2011; Massage 2011; Sharma 2013.
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(Qayyum, n.d.). In Afghanistan, 11.2 percent of women sampled by Nijhowne and Oates 
(2008) reported having been raped. Studies from Sri Lanka (Perera, Gunawardane, 
and Jayasuriya 2011) and Bangladesh (Naripokkho and Bangladesh Mahila Parishad, 
n.d.) suggest that rape is one of the most prevalent forms of violence against women 
in these countries. Official government data on reported rapes in India (NCRB 2012 
and other years) show a steady increase in the numbers of reported rapes since 2008. 
Moreover, one-third (about 36 percent) of reported rape cases in 2012 were of minors, 
and 12.5 percent of the victims were under age 14. 

Data from men who perpetrate rape show that rape can start very early in life. Jewkes 
et al. (2013) reported that 38.9 percent of men who reported perpetrating rape in Sri Lanka 
had done so the first time before they turned age 19; in Bangladesh, this percentage was 
the majority (61.7 percent). Further, about half of all those who acknowledged having 
perpetrated rape in either country also said they had done so more than once.

CUSTODIAL VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

In South Asian countries, abuse or violence against women by police and other cus-
todial  authorities is rampant, though exact estimates are difficult to obtain (Ali and 
Shah 2011; Garg and Singla 2012). Scholars argue that custodial violence in South Asia 
takes on different dimensions when women are targeted, because of the addition  of 
“gender” to the elements of power that custodians have over prisoners. Thus, for exam-
ple, Khair (2003) documents multiple instances of police officers “capturing” a young 
woman on pretense of helping her or on fictional charges, only to rape or otherwise 
abuse her instead of going through proper legal channels of indictment. 

Women “rescued” from honor crimes also suffer abuse when remanded to safe houses 
where conditions are abysmal and akin to a prison. Moreover, reintegration into family and 
society of women who have been in custody is made even harder if women are sexually 
abused, as they are then regarded as “dishonored” or “spoiled,” bringing shame to their fami-
lies (Khair 2004).

Various human rights and other organizations document cases of custodial torture 
and sexual abuse of women in custody in Afghanistan (United Nations  2007), Bangladesh 
(SAARC 2006), India (ACHR 2011), Pakistan (SAARC 2006), and Sri Lanka (ACHR 
2005). According to Amnesty International (1999) and the Human Rights Commission 
of Pakistan (2012), women are frequently raped by police officers, including in police 
stations, and many incidents go unreported. Several studies across the region also cite 
examples of women in police custody who were victimized and raped for political rea-
sons (Human Rights Watch 2013). Officially, women prisoners have access to general 
police stations to file complaints. Yet, in reality they may not have the information or 
the resources to take recourse to complaint mechanisms (United Nations 2007).

Although in popular perception custodial violence is considered limited to police 
custody, it refers also to violence perpetrated by military and related personnel in times 
of armed conflict. In testimonies and other findings described in a recent report by 
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Sri  Lanka’s Commission of Inquiry on Lessons Learned and Reconciliation (2011), 
women reported facing physical and sexual violence during the country’s civil conflict 
and noted that, even after the conflict, they continued to “...feel unsafe in the pres-
ence of the armed forces... Many women were killed even after the conflict came to an 
end” (Government of Sri Lanka 2011, 182). Further, the report notes that many women 
survivors of such violence had not, at the time of the report, received any justice.

In Afghanistan, a large oral history project involving over 700 women reports many 
instances over the decades of opportunistic rape by armed groups or by individual militia 
men. Women also frequently reported armed groups stealing girls and young women as 
“brides” (UN Women 2013). Often courts have been unable or reluctant to bring abus-
ers to justice, and women are shamed or threatened into silence (United Nations 2007).

Disclosure and Care-Seeking across Forms of Violence 
Faced by Women and Girls

The high rates of violence across the life cycle notwithstanding, most women and girls—
and, often, their families—are reluctant to disclose experiences of violence or to seek care 
for consequences of violence. Disclosure is particularly problematic in the case of abuse 
and other forms of violence against girl children and adolescents since most such forms of 
violence are illegal across the region. Thus, families and individuals focus on trying to hide 
such abuse rather than disclose it. For instance, in Indian states with high levels of child 
marriage, when parents marry multiple daughters at once, the wedding card bears only the 
name of the daughter who is above 18 so as to not attract attention to child marriage (ICRW 
2011). In Nepal, adolescent female employees of dance bars in Kathmandu (who are often 
coerced into commercial sex work) are instructed to say if asked that they are 18 years old 
(Maiti-Nepal 2010). Studies from India (GOI 2007; Human Rights Watch 2013), Pakistan 
(Hyder and Malik 2007), and Afghanistan (Slugget 2003) also find that disclosure of child 
sexual abuse for girls and boys is practically non-existent, at least partially because of the 
shame and stigma attached to such abuse.

Azami (2013) suggests that reporting of child sexual abuse has increased over the last 
few years in Pakistan, possibly because awareness campaigns, media efforts, and govern-
ment punitive actions are helping render this topic less taboo. In India, the Protection of 
Children from Sexual Offences (POSCO) Act 2012 mandates reporting and legal adju-
dication of cases of child sexual abuse; however, it is unclear how effective this act has 
been to-date in significantly increasing reporting and adjudication of such cases.

Disclosure is also rare for sexual harassment of adolescent girls. Several studies of 
young people in India and Pakistan show that most adolescent girls do not admit or 
disclose sexual harassment to anyone, including parents (Jejeeboy and Bott 2003; Saeed 
et al. 2003), often because girls who disclose such abuse may themselves be victimized 
and blamed for it (Chaudhuri 2007; Aurat Foundation 2012; Jaising 1995; Siddiqi 2003). 
Girls may also fear that talking about such harassment can focus “negative attention” 
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(Verma and Sodhi in Bott and Jejeebhoy 2003, 53) on them as sexual beings who trans-
gress the silence about sexuality that norms demand of them (Siddiqi 2003).

Disclosure of marital spousal abuse is also infrequent. Studies from Nepal (Naved et al. 
2006; Ali et al. 2011), Bangladesh (Parvin, Sultana, and Naved 2012), Maldives (Fulu 2007), 
Sri Lanka (Jayasuriya, Wijewardena, and Axemo 2011), India (Jejeebhoy et al. 2013), and 
Pakistan (Shaikh 2003; Rabbani, Qureshi, and Rizvi 2008) find that most women do not dis-
close intimate partner violence within marriage to anyone. When women do disclose, they 
appear to do so under duress—either when violence becomes unbearably severe or if chil-
dren are threatened (Naved et al. 2006; Jejeebhoy et al. 2013; Jayasuriya, Wijewardena, and 
Axemo 2011). Studies in Bangladesh find that highly educated women are more likely to 
disclose than uneducated or less educated women and that women are also more likely to 
disclose when there is family support (Naved et al. 2006; Parvin, Sultana, and Naved 2012). 

Most disclosure is to either natal or marital family (Naved et al. 2006; Parvin, Sultana, 
and Naved 2012; Jayasuriya, Wijewardena, and Axemo 2011; Rabbani, Qureshi, and Rizvi 
2008; Shaikh 2003; Jejeebhoy et al. 2013) or neighbors (Naved et al. 2006). Women typi-
cally do not disclose to institutions or authority figures (Naved et al. 2006; Parvin, Sultana, 
and Naved 2012), nor do women reach out for help or care to medical or other institu-
tions, as evidence shows from India (ICRW 2000a), Pakistan (Ali et al. 2011; Fikree et al. 
2006), Sri Lanka (Jayasuriya, Wijewardena, and Axemo 2011; Subramanian and Sivayogan 
2001), and among Afghan refugees in Pakistan (Hyder et al. 2007).

Why do women not disclose or seek care, even when formal and informal mecha-
nisms to do so exist? Women may not disclose because they consider violence a “nor-
mal” or inevitable aspect of marriage (Schuler et al. 2008). On the other hand, women 
also do not disclose because of fear of reprisal and additional violence if their spouse 
finds out, or because of stigma and shame at being in a violent relationship, or fear 
of bringing shame upon their families upon disclosure (Schuler et al. 2008; Naved et 
al. 2006; Parvin, Sultana, and Naved 2012; Jayasuriya et al. 2011; Jejeebhoy et al. 2013; 
ICRW 2000a). Women may not disclose because they are not allowed to seek care for 
disclosed injuries.  For instance, in a survey of women in six districts in Pakistan, a little 
over one-third (35 percent) said they were not allowed to seek medical care for injuries 
from intimate partner violence (Qayyum, n.d.). Finally, women may not bother to dis-
close because of apathy and the belief that disclosure would resolve nothing (Naved et al. 
2006; Parvin, Sultana, and Naved 2012; Jayasuriya, Wijewardena, and Axemo 2011). As 
one respondent in the Schuler et al. (2008) study noted: “There is nowhere to go” (331).

Ultimately, the reasons for women’s reluctance to disclose or seek care for the 
violence they experience lie at the intersection of poverty and gender inequality (Schuler 
et al. 2008). In the case of spousal violence, for instance, women’s own poverty means 
they have no other source of maintenance than their marriage and thus nowhere to go 
if they leave an abusive husband; poverty also means that their natal families cannot 
often afford to give them shelter. Gender-unequal social norms increase the risk that 
women—and not their husbands—will face shame if violence is disclosed, but attempts 
to seek recourse fail. Perhaps women also do not disclose because they are aware of 
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men’s impunity, as reported by recent studies in Sri  Lanka and Bangladesh (de Mel, 
Peires, and Gomez 2013; Naved et al. 2011; Fulu et al. 2013). This research finds that 
only a small minority of perpetrators in their studies had experienced any legal conse-
quences of being violent or had expressed any concern about any consequences at all.

Understanding the Violence That South Asian Women 
and Girls Face

This chapter illustrates that women and girls in South Asia face a battery of violent 
behaviors, by intimate partners, parents, brothers, mothers-in-law, employers, 
strangers, and the state. Despite limitations in availability of data, it is evident that 
the violence they face is relentless, threatening to occur at every age and stage of their 
lives. Supporting this violence is the persistence of certain forms of patriarchy that 
insist on regarding women as lesser beings to be protected, rather than equal citizens 
of a country. These forms of patriarchy and accompanying institutions and rules lie 
at the heart of the nature of violence against South Asian women and girls. The next 
chapter addresses some of the underlying social norms; socio-economic context; 
institutional, historical, and legal reasons; and risk factors for this violence.

Notes

1.	 Hill and Upchurch (1995) note that a simple comparison of female to male mortality as a 
measure of the ‘excess’ mortality suffered by girls does not take into account the fact that 
in most populations females have lower rates of mortality than males at all ages, and that at 
least some part of this female mortality advantage is genetic. They argue, therefore, that “…
requiring that girl mortality rates should exceed those of boys to demonstrate a female dis-
advantage…[is] too stringent a condition” (129). Instead, Hill and Upchurch (1995) measure 
girls’ excess mortality as the difference between the actual ratio of female to male mortality 
(at infancy, between 1–5 years, and for children 0–5 years of age), and a ‘standard’ for an 
expected ratio of female to male mortality at these ages. Hill and Upchurch developed the 
standards using the historical experience of countries in northwestern Europe (or popula-
tions of that origin) in the 19th and 20th centuries covering the period 1820 to 1964 for 
England and Wales, France, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and Sweden. They obtained a 
standard of female advantage for a given value of the male under-5 mortality rate by fitting 
a smooth curve to observations of under-5 mortality rates for males and female to male 
mortality rate ratios, using a locally weighted least squares (LOWESS) procedure (Hill and 
Upchurch 1995). 

2.	 Note that older women may suffer from larger recall bias, or be less likely to know the exact 
age at which they were married, than younger women. Still, the trend is compelling.

3.	 Men also face sexual harassment, typically in the form of younger boys being harassed by 
older boys or men (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003; Aurat Foundation 2012). They are also vulner-
able to trafficking (for example, as forced labor) or custodial violence. Whereas violence 
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faced by men and boys falls outside the scope of this report, more research is needed also on 
these experiences.

4.	 Rates of physical, sexual, and emotional violence among children in South Asia are likely 
high for both girls and boys. Discussing child abuse suffered by boys in great detail is beyond 
the scope of this report, but it is worth pointing out that children, both boys and girls, are 
vulnerable to a wide array of abuse in South Asia. 

5.	 The authors of the GOI (2007) report and others (Human Rights Watch 2013, 14–15) have 
noted that the children interviewed for the GOI study were not randomly sampled. Thus 
estimates should be taken as illustrative rather than generalizable to the population of 
children in India at large.

6.	 The exact definition of what constitutes “street children” remains hotly debated, with the 
only agreement being that street children constitute a very varied group, are difficult to 
count statistically, and live in a huge range of conditions (de Benítez 2007; Ray et al. 2011).

7.	 Human Trafficking Statistics, http://www.handsacrosstheworldmn.org/resources/Human​
+​Trafficking+Statistics.pdf. 

8.	 See “Statistics: Academic and Community Studies,” Stop Street Harassment website, http://
www.stopstreetharassment.org/resources/statistics/statistics-academic-studies/. 

9.	 See United Nations 2006, at para. 78. 

10.	 See also Honour Based Violence Awareness Network website, http://hbv-awareness.com/.

11.	 Though honor killings are relatively rare in Nepal, the news media have started report-
ing honor killings in Nepal since about 2010 as a new form of violence. See, for example, 
articles in the Times of India (http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2010-10-25​
/south-asia/28258045_1_honour-killings-kathmandu-nepal), the Himalayan Voice, October 
25 (http://thehimalayanvoice.blogspot.com/2010/10/honour-killings-on-rise-in-both-nepal​
.html), and the Huffington Post (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/vday/nepal-rising-in-the​
-himal_b_1943008.html).
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CHAPTER 3

What Underlies Violence against 
Women and Girls in South Asia?

In seeking to address the phenomenon of violence against women and girls in South 
Asia, we explore not only the more quantifiable factors that contribute to the inci-
dence and prevalence of such acts, but also the features of the spaces women inhabit. 

Accordingly, this chapter is organized in two parts. The first part summarizes the macro 
economic and demographic changes, social norms, and legal and institutional struc-
tures that provide the context within which the risk and protective factors that influence 
violence are situated. The second part of this chapter then analyzes research findings on 
specific risk and protective factors at the four levels of the social ecology—individual, 
household, systems, and norms—for each type of violence against women and girls. 
Types of violence are organized in the order of their occurrence at successive stages of 
the life cycle.

Socioeconomic and Demographic Changes

South Asian countries have seen marked developmental and demographic shifts over 
the past two decades. Economic reforms of the 1990s brought impressive growth to the 
region, with most countries averaging more than 5 percent GDP growth for consecutive 
years before and after the turn of the century (Devarajan and Nabi 2006). Although this 
growth arguably has exacerbated income inequalities in the region, it also has substan-
tially reduced poverty in most countries, with poverty rates between 1990 and 2000 
falling by as much as 9, 10, and 11 percentage points in Bangladesh, India and Nepal, 
respectively (Deverajan and Nabi 2006). Although growth has slowed in the past two 
years, between 2002 and 2012, GDP per capita rose by at least 28 percent for all eight 
South Asian countries and as much as 84 percent for Bhutan and India (figure 3.1). 
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Economic growth has coincided with a number of changes in human development 
outcomes (country gender profiles in appendix P present these and several gender indi-
cators for each of the South Asian countries). Among them is fertility. Total fertility 
rates have declined across South Asia in the last 20 years. They have dropped sharply—
by at least half—in all countries except India and Sri Lanka, which in 1990 already had 
relatively low rates of 3.8 and 2.5 births per woman, respectively (figure 3.2). Fertility 
rates have decreased for adolescent girls in South Asia as well, from 77 births per 1,000 
women age 15–19 in 2001 to 42 births per 1,000 women in 2011.1

With fewer children, women spend fewer of their reproductive and productive years 
on child-rearing and thus theoretically should have more time to explore opportunities 
outside the domestic sphere, such as in education and employment (Pande et al. 2012). 
Indeed, girls’ enrollment in secondary education has increased in all countries across 
the region since the 1990s (table 3.1).

Girls’ educational attainment at the secondary level has improved not only in abso-
lute terms, but in relation to boys’ secondary educational attainment as well. Bangladesh 
in particular has shown dramatic increases in the ratio of female-to-male enrollment, 
and the gender gap also has reversed in Nepal and Bhutan (table 3.2).

FIGURE 3.1  GDP per Capita, 2002 and 2012: South Asian Countries

Source: World Development Indicators.
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FIGURE 3.2  Total Fertility Rate in South Asian Countries, 1990–2010
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TABLE 3.1  Female Secondary School Enrollment, 1990–2012

Country % Gross (Year)

Afghanistan 10.9 (1991) 36.5 (2011)

Bangladesh 13.6 (1990) 54.5 (2011)

Bhutan 20.7 (1998) 76.1 (2012)

India 34.6 (1993) 66.3 (2011)

Maldives 54.7 (1994) 76.7 (2004)

Nepal 20.5 (1990) 67.1 (2012)

Pakistan 12.3 (1990) 30.9 (2012)

Sri Lanka 74.8 (1990) 100.7 (2011)

Source: World Development Indicators.
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Despite low rates compared to most other regions, female labor force participa-
tion rates have increased overall in South Asia, although patterns vary by country 
(figure 3.3). Women are working outside the home at higher rates, possibly due to jobs 
in the garment industry, information technology, and other sectors that are nourished 
by globalization. 

Women have become more empowered in the public sphere through increased polit-
ical participation as well, although the level of political participation varies by country. 
A common measure of this participation is the share of female members in higher-level 
government bodies. Although gender gaps remain large, there is at least some presence 
of women in parliament in all South Asian countries (table 3.3). 

Research suggests, however, that significant gains in life chances, empowerment, 
and opportunities for women and girls occur with women’s increased involvement 
in local governance structures, rather than at higher levels of government (ICRW 
and UN Women 2012). There is considerable variation across countries in women’s 
access to participation in lower levels of government. Their participation is low in 
Sri Lanka, possibly because of women’s time constraints and the gendered nature of 
male leadership (ADB 2008). In contrast, both Pakistan and India have made signifi-
cant strides in women’s political representation by instituting reservation quotas for 
their participation at lower levels of government. In Pakistan, in addition to women’s 
direct election, the Local Government Ordinance of 2001 reserves 33 percent of seats 
for women at the local government level, while the 2002 Legal Framework Order 
also reserves 17 percent of seats in national and provincial assemblies for women 
(ADB 2000). In India, amendments to the  Constitution established a third tier of 
governance: Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs)—or Village Councils—and urban local 
bodies of governance that are authorized to address local economic development and 
social justice. Since 2009, 50 percent of seats in these PRIs have been reserved for 
women. 

TABLE 3.2 � Ratio of Female-to-Male Secondary Enrollment, 
1990–2013

Country % (Year)

Bangladesh 51 (1990) 115.4 (2011)

Maldives 103.5 (1994) 112.8 (2004)

Sri Lanka 108.1 (1990) 106.1 (2012)

Bhutan 75.6 (1998) 105.8 (2012)

Nepal 42.6 (1990) 105.2 (2013)

India 62.5 (1993) 94 (2011)

Pakistan 41.6 (1990) 73.5 (2012)

Afghanistan 51.4 (1991) 55.3 (2012)

Source: World Development Indicators.
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TABLE 3.3 � Percentage of Women in Parliament, South Asia, 2012

Country and higher government body % women

Afghanistan: Wolesi Jirga, lower house of parliament 27.6 

Bangladesh 19.7

Bhutan 13.9

India 10.9

Maldives 6.5

Nepal 33.2

Pakistan 12.3

Sri Lanka 5.8

Source: UNDP 2013.

FIGURE 3.3 � Female Labor Force Participation in South Asian Countries, 1990–2010
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Government, Religious Institutions, and Legal Systems

Governments in South Asia can be instrumental in how violence against women is 
addressed. Governments influence the context underlying violence against women 
in that they can implement policies that improve women’s access to general health 
care and law enforcement, and strengthen support services for those who experi-
ence violence. According to some research from the region, however, many govern-
ment services provided to women may reflect a patriarchal gender bias (e.g., Amnesty 
International 1999; Faizal and Rajagopalan 2005; Choudhury 2007). Regardless, the 
vast effects of state intervention require further assessment. 

Religious institutions play a significant and complex role in the lives of women. They 
interact dynamically with political, judicial, and other institutions, often reinforcing 
or upholding unequal gender relations (Kapur 2013). Religious institutions inherently 
affect day-to-day understanding of gender relations, and religious leaders are integral in 
shaping beliefs, preferences, and ideologies of community members. The role of religion 
in shaping women’s lives is pronounced in South Asia because of its influence on legal 
systems and political movements. 

All eight countries in the region possess state-sanctioned laws that have codified pre-
existing frameworks of religious legalism or morality to a greater or lesser degree. Legal 
reforms that must be compatible with preexisting religious frameworks have the poten-
tial to serve as barriers to enhancing the rights of women and girls and impede devel-
opment of sufficient legal protections against violence (Choudhury 2007). The rise of 
religious fundamentalism in South Asian politics and society also can influence the 
rights and protections granted to women by transforming the understanding of rape 
and violence against women, as well as of gender and sexuality (Kapur 2013). 

UNDERPINNINGS OF LEGAL FRAMEWORKS IN SOUTH ASIAN COUNTRIES

Law and the bodies that enforce it—including courts and police departments—are 
critical to the context underlying violence against women and girls in South Asia. 
Laws can  challenge gender-biased social norms, particularly those rooted in infor-
mal and formal institutions. When improperly designed, however, they may uphold 
or reinforce inequalities. Likewise, the extent to which such laws are enforced at all 
levels—community, municipal, provincial, and state—may challenge biased gender 
norms or allow deplorable acts of violence against women to go unpunished. The legal 
mechanisms of the eight countries in South Asia certainly reflect the region’s diver-
sity. Each country has a unique history, shaped by both internal and external sources. 
Nevertheless, there are many commonalities. The legal systems in many of the countries 
use structures developed during the colonial period. They contend with significant bar-
riers to reform as well as structural deficiencies that inhibit women’s access to justice. 

Collectively, the British, Dutch, French, and Portuguese engaged in colonial activ-
ity throughout South Asia from the 15th century onward. During this era, colonial 
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governance held jurisdiction over legal matters. A tension existed between the coloniz-
ers and the colonized regarding the control and legal regulation of public and private 
spaces. Colonial legislation largely governed public spaces, whereas indigenous laws 
that were maintained or codified by colonial institutions governed private spaces. For 
instance, the British attempt to raise the age of marriage through the Age of Consent 
Act (1891) in India met with significant opposition from local populations and was 
viewed as an incursion on the private space of the household (Sarkar 1993). Today, this 
theme continues to resonate throughout the region and may limit the enactment of 
more progressive measures to ensure women’s rights (Kapur 2013).

As a result of colonial intervention, Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka 
directly inherited codified systems of personal law, which afford varying rights to 
women based on religious or ethnic identity (Panditaratne 2008). In Bangladesh, a 
person is afforded different rights and privileges under law depending on religious 
affiliation (Hindu, Christian, or Muslim); for instance, Hindus and Buddhists have 
no legal provision for divorce by mutual consent or contest (BLAST 2009). Although 
the initial implementation of personal laws may correspond with the theme of the 
public-private divide in South Asia, the continued presence of such legal systems is 
problematic in that there is a visible imbalance with regard to the number of reforms 
implemented to personal law for majority groups (that is, Muslim personal law in 
Bangladesh and Pakistan; Hindu personal law in India) and personal law for minority 
communities (that is, Hindu and Christian personal law in Bangladesh and Pakistan; 
Muslim personal law in India). History has witnessed distinct resistance to abolition of 
personal law in South Asia, as exemplified by opposition to the adoption of a uniform 
civil code in India (Guha 2007).

BARRIERS TO REFORM: WOMEN AND GIRLS AS VICTIMS, 
NOT EQUAL CITIZENS

The principle that women and girls are first and foremost citizens—individuals who 
should be accorded the same rights and privileges as men and boys—stands in direct 
contrast to the traditional understanding, still pervasive across South Asian societies, of 
women and girls identified strictly by their relationships to men and boys. Women are 
the mothers, daughters, sisters, and wives of male family members, who are supposed 
to monitor and maintain control over female sexuality and ensure female conformity to 
rigid gender roles that have been determined by traditional norms (Kapur 2013). This 
perception of women as victims or subjects—rather than as individuals with rights to 
their own identities, sexualities, and other forms of self-expression—has circumscribed 
the social and legal provisions for women’s safety. Only girls and women who fulfill their 
roles and duties in the private space of the household have the right to protection from 
violence in the public space (box 3.1). As the rest of this report illustrates, however, efforts 
to prevent or respond to violence are most effective when they overcome the perception 
of women and girls as victims and engage them as active participants with equal rights.



80  l  VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

DEVELOPMENT AND CURRENT STATUS OF LAWS RELATED TO GENDER 
AND VIOLENCE

In recent years, all of the countries in South Asia have made notable progress toward 
developing laws against violence faced by women and girls. All eight countries also have 
specific constitutional provisions addressing gender equality. Similarly, all have signed 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), although several maintain reservations and declarations regarding certain 
provisions of the convention.2

There are a number of common elements and some variation in laws related to vio-
lence across South Asian countries (table 3.4). For example, female infanticide is prohib-
ited in all the countries because penal codes and other legislation typically criminalize 
such acts as murder. Each country also contains protections against child abuse in its 
penal, civil, or criminal codes against acts of sexual violence, and human trafficking 
laws often include provisions to specifically address the needs of children. Likewise, all 
countries possess anti-trafficking laws that protect women (see appendix Q for specific 
names and dates of the laws related to particular types of violence against women for 
each country in South Asia).

In the past decade, South Asia has witnessed a plethora of important legislation 
that is focused on the private sphere and aimed at mitigating intimate partner violence. 

BOX 3.1 � Equal Rights versus Protection of Victims: Women and the Private and 
Public Divide

Throughout the 20th century in South Asia, laws that guarantee equality between the 
sexes have been passed in the public spheres of politics, education, employment, 
and select aspects of family law, but discourse on equality has had little impact on 
the domestic or private sphere, where personal laws as well as the belief in a man’s 
unconditional access to his wife continue to be justified and reinforced.

The private space is thus both a space of cultural production as well as reinscription of 
sexual norms that are consistent with women’s sexual purity and honour. For example, 
in the contemporary period, the legal regulation of rape is concerned only with sex 
within the public realm, that is, with rape that occurs outside of the realm of the family, 
quite specifically the marital relationship. And even when the rape has occurred in the 
public sphere, the legal regulation is shaped by whether women’s sexuality is of a public 
or private nature. Where woman’s sexuality is considered private, guarded within the 
confines of the family … as a virgin daughter or a loyal wife, the criminal law may protect 
her. So long as she adheres to dominant sexual ideology and cultural norms, she 
receives protection. But when she deviates from these sexual norms and cultural values, 
by having consensual sex outside of marriage, same sex relations, or commercial sex, 
the law considers her sexuality to have become public, to have transgressed cultural 
norms, and thus, not within the purview of the protection of the criminal law. Public 
sexuality is conflated with being western, contaminating, and corrupting.a

Source: Kapur 2013.
a. This quote is from Kapur 2013, 10.
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Aside from Pakistan, which has ratified domestic violence legislation only for the Sindh and 
Balochistan provinces, each country has specific measures that define and address such vio-
lence. Such legislation signals a gradual shift toward a broader understanding of intimate 
partner violence that is wholly inclusive of physical, emotional, and even economic violence.

Most countries also include specific legislation intended to protect divorced and 
widowed women against maltreatment. These laws exist primarily in the area of family law, 
where a number of specific acts (often falling under the purview of personal laws) regulate 
matters of separation and child custody. Recent reforms to family and inheritance laws 
include the Divorce Amendment Act (2001) in India, which removes some discriminatory 
provisions that made it difficult for Christian women to obtain a divorce. On the other 
hand, only India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka maintain specific provisions against elderly abuse. 
A notable example is India’s Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act 
(2007), which enables individuals to reclaim gifted property and request maintenance from 
children or other relatives who are able to inherit property from them.

These are all significant strides in the right direction. Still, several problems remain. 
First, important pieces of legislation are on the horizon but face various obstacles 
to ratification. For instance, as a result of the 18th amendment to the Constitution of 
Pakistan, legislation in a number of areas, including those regarding issues faced by 
women, has been delegated to provinces. In some areas, there has been opposition to 
provincial-level domestic violence bills, such as in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where such 
legislation is considered by some to be an intrusion upon the privacy of the home.3 In 
Maldives, a bill that aims to at least partially criminalize marital rape has been returned 
to parliament because it was deemed incompatible with Islamic teachings.4

Second, although each country has constitutional clauses that prescribe gender 
equality for all citizens, legal provisions that explicitly discriminate against women 
remain prevalent across the region. The Shiite Personal Status Law (2009) in Afghanistan 
enables husbands to end financial support to wives who do not fulfill “sexual duties” 
(ICG 2013). Such legislation contradicts national constitutions and requires immedi-
ate and comprehensive reform. Moreover, contemporary legislation on rape is often 
centered on public acts of sexual violence and ignores acts occurring in the privacy 
of the home (Kapur 2013). Currently, marital rape is not criminalized in Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, India, Maldives, Pakistan, or Sri Lanka.

The design of many laws in South Asia pertaining to violence against women and girls 
remains inextricably linked to the regulation of sexuality (Kapur 2013). Such regulation 
extends itself to another category of laws that are harmful to women—namely, those regard-
ing zina, or extramarital sexual relations. Legal punishments for zina exist in Afghanistan, 
Maldives and Pakistan (Alder and Polk 2004; UNODC 2007; Cheema and Mustafa 2009). 
Although recent reforms in Pakistan have removed many harmful legal provisions pertain-
ing to zina, conviction may carry a prison term in Afghanistan and result in public lashings 
in Maldives (Alder and Polk 2004; UNODC 2007; Butt and Zia 2012).

Further reform of gender-based restrictions on women’s legal capacity and property 
rights is needed. Inheritance laws in Maldives and Pakistan still prevent women from 
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acquiring shares equal to those of male heirs. As shown in figure 3.4, between 1960 and 
2010, the percentage of restrictions on women’s legal capacity and property rights has 
declined the least in South Asia. Such restrictions have adverse impacts on women’s 
potential to attain economic and other forms of empowerment, including freedom from 
gender-based violence (see appendix R for more detailed summaries of country legal 
frameworks as they pertain to gender equality).

IMPLEMENTATION OF LAWS AND POLICIES

As illustrated in the last section, laws exist for most forms of violence described in this 
report. However, a number of structural deficiencies in these laws and related policies 
weaken South Asian women’s access to state justice mechanisms. Across the region, 
courts contend with a severe backlog of cases, and the time required to bring a case to 
court and produce a resolution or outcome is often extremely long, thereby discour-
aging women from seeking justice through formal mechanisms. In Pakistan, lack of 
personnel, facilities, and access to necessary legal materials are contributing factors 
(Khan 2001). Generally low rates of female participation in justice mechanisms and 
processes—ranging from women’s inability to stand before courts to their minimal 
presence as lawyers, judges, and other judiciary personnel—also contribute to poor 
outcomes for women in the courtroom.

Further exacerbating these issues is a general lack of legal awareness. A recent 
World Bank report, conducted across 20 countries (including Afghanistan, Bhutan, 
and India), did not find either men or women to be “really well-informed of their 

FIGURE 3.4  Evolution of Restrictions over Time in 100 Economies, 1960–2010
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rights, entitlements, or obligations with respect to key laws intended to promote 
gender equality” (World Bank 2013, 151). To some extent, a lack of awareness may be 
attributed to illiteracy, particularly among women, as well as poor public outreach and 
dissemination of laws. A deficit of familiarity with laws is even more problematic when 
it exists among those officials who are tasked with upholding them. For instance, in 
Afghanistan, officials who were not familiar with the protections provided for women 
under the Elimination of Violence Against Women law were observed to not prosecute 
individuals who committed actions that the law qualified as offenses (UNAMA 2012).

POOR INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN OTHER REALMS

Often in South Asia, government institutions are stronger and more established in 
urban areas. In rural areas, where federal governments often have a minimal foot-
print because of geography, limited infrastructure, or other reasons, a vacuum exists 
that encourages the development of parallel systems of law and governance. Such 
systems are found in parts of Pakistan and in Afghanistan, where tribal and custom-
ary systems of law and governance predominate, and in rural areas of northern India, 
where khap and jati panchayats5 control many facets of community life. Parallel legal 
mechanisms—as found in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Nepal (for details on Nepal, 
see appendix R), and Pakistan—may cost less and be more accessible, but they may not 
ensure justice for women. For instance, the shalish6 in Bangladesh are often composed 
of male elders and lack codified standards, hence providing little assurance of gender 
equality (HRW 2012). 

Where formal police departments and other support services for survivors of vio-
lence are available, women must often work with professionals and institutions that lack 
proper training to provide appropriate levels of care and support. Police officials, who 
are the initial enforcers of law, often lack gender sensitivity. In Sri Lanka, officials com-
monly record incidents of intimate partner violence improperly as “accidents,” rather 
than categorizing them as punishable offenses (Wijayatilake and Guneratne 2002). In 
Pakistan, police often do not treat honor killings with appropriate seriousness and may 
improperly record them (Lari 2011). Part of the reason for this poor institutional devel-
opment is that police departments and other support services in South Asia typically 
face a dearth of material resources needed to adequately serve those facing violence 
(ADB 2008; Asia Foundation et al. 2010).

SPECIAL CONCERNS IN SITUATIONS OF CONFLICT OR OTHER INSTABILITY

Necessary resources tend to become even more scarce—and risks of violence more 
pronounced—when institutions and systems are in flux or upheaval. Whether caused 
by full-blown armed conflict or political fragility, deteriorating security and rule of 
law create conditions that are conducive to abuse of girls and women. Within the con-
text of war and conflict, a woman’s role as bearer of family and community honor is 
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increasingly magnified and complex, adding incentive for combatants to commit acts 
of violence against women from the opposing community or nation. Widespread sexual 
and physical violence against women reportedly has occurred during recent conflicts 
in  Afghanistan and Pakistan, the 1971 War of Independence in Bangladesh, and the 
Sri Lankan Civil War (1983–2009). According to literature from the region, the increas-
ing fragility of Afghanistan and Pakistan enables circumvention of laws against traffick-
ing, honor killing, and sexual harassment, including rape by armed groups (UNODC 
2007; Khowaja et al. 2012). Trafficking of women and children remains elevated in both 
countries, where non-state militant groups kidnap children or trick parents into giving 
them away under false pretenses and subject them to physical, sexual, and psychological 
abuse, even forcing them to fight, spy, or die as suicide bombers. Afghan refugees are 
especially vulnerable (Huda 2006). 

Custodial violence against women also thrives when laws and security are under-
mined by war or other destabilizing circumstances. Most women in custody in conflict 
areas are detained for ordinary crimes; very few female combatants are held as prison-
ers of war because women are still in the minority in armed forces and are less likely 
to be captured in frontline areas (Ashdown and James 2010). Nonetheless, by simply 
living in occupied areas (particularly conflict zones), women can be regarded as under 
custody by the armed forces and are at higher risk of abuse (ACHR 2007). The Report 
of the Commission of Inquiry on Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation and other sources 
cite numerous alleged cases of armed personnel raping and torturing women and girls 
in the 1990s and later years of the conflict in Sri Lanka, and on occasion even abducting 
them (SAARC 2006; Government of Sri Lanka 2011). 

Social Norms and Gender Relations

Scholars, development specialists, and other regional experts commonly note that gen-
der relations in South Asia are typified by patriarchy. Here we refer to Deniz Kandiyoti’s 
(1998, 278) definition of classic patriarchy, under which “girls are given away in mar-
riage at a very young age into households headed by their husband’s father. There, they 
are subordinate not only to all the men but also to the more senior women, especially 
their mother-in-law. The extent to which this represents a total break with their own 
kin group varies in relation to the degree of endogamy in marriage practices and dif-
ferent conceptions of honor.” Classic patriarchy gives rise to a system in which men 
not only possess superiority to women in most aspects of life, but also maintain con-
trol over women across the life cycle: women are first subordinate to men as daughters 
and later, after marrying, as wives or daughters-in-law. Some scholars argue that this 
subordination enables the perception that women and girls are commodities that can 
be sold, bought, or exchanged by men—and are thus completely deprived of the dig-
nity and rights enjoyed by men (see, for example, Kirti et al. 2011). Patriarchal systems 
provide men and boys with incentives to devalue women and girls. In South Asia, 
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family systems and societies that designate men as providers for women and enforcers 
of women’s obedience also tend to reward women for compliance (Kandiyoti 1998). 
Hence, women may condone and perpetuate violence against younger women in some 
countries (Yount et al. 2011). 

Patriarchy shapes gender relations in myriad ways, ranging from defining acceptable 
roles and duties for women to prescribing the protections afforded them by law. Despite 
the vast levels of ethnic, cultural, linguistic, religious, and other forms of diversity in the 
region, rigid patriarchy tends to manifest across most countries in the region through a 
range of prominent social norms—albeit with some variation, such as Bhutan’s matri-
lineal inheritance system and the loosening of some of these norms in southern India. 
We describe these norms in general terms that apply to the region as a whole. Variations 
at the country or sub-country level are captured—to the extent possible—in discussions 
of risk and protective factors for specific types of violence against women and girls by 
life cycle stage.

SON PREFERENCE, MALE PREFERENCE, AND FEMALE ROLES

Benazir Bhutto, the 11th prime minister of Pakistan, once stated, “My mother says 
nobody came to see her for three days in the hospital when I was born because they 
were all in mourning, because a girl had been born. I remember once she had men-
tioned to me that even the dogs were giving birth to boys and even the cats were giving 
birth to boys” (Baughman and O'Hara 2010). 

This quote highlights the long-standing preference in South Asia for sons. The effects 
of this preference include the phenomena of sex-selective abortions (leading to skewed 
gender ratios); higher rates of malnutrition, illness, and death among girls described in 
chapter 2; and lower rates of girls’ education (Self and Grabowski 2012).

Son preference is shaped primarily by the existence of a “clan” as the basis of 
social organization, with strict exogamy in marriage such that the men of a clan can 
only marry women from outside the clan. Thus, lineage and “belonging” to a clan is 
essential for the social order. Lineage passes only through males; females shift from 
their father’s to their husband’s lineage when they move from their parents’ home 
into their husband’s home. Women also may not be allowed to inherit land, a key clan 
asset. As Das Gupta et al. (2003) describe, “[m]en are the fixed points in this social 
order, and women are the moving points…” and are valued primarily as “…the means 
whereby men reproduce themselves” (161; see also Srinivas 1984). Adult women also 
have value in their marital households for their productive potential as sources of 
labor. However, because of the rigidity of the marital norms defining exogamy in this 
social system, girl children do not have value to the household into which they are 
born—their natal household has to bring them up, spend money getting them mar-
ried (especially through the common practice of dowry, whereby parental property is 
transferred to the new family of the bride), and thereafter has practically no contact 
with them. Das Gupta et al. (2003) point to this complete lack of any perceived value 
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to a household of a daughter as the key motivation for a strong preference for sons, 
aversion to daughters, and resultant systematic and pervasive discrimination against 
daughters unto death.

UNDERSTANDINGS OF MASCULINITY, FEMININITY, 
HONOR, AND SEXUALITY

Linked to son preference, female and male roles, social dynamics, and the compre-
hensive regulation of sexuality and honor contribute to constructions of what is con-
sidered masculine and feminine in South Asia. Both women and men are prescribed 
numerous attributes that are tied directly to feminine and masculine social identities. 
Accepted differences between men and women are enforced not only by men (in both 
public and private spaces) but also by women, who as mothers and mothers-in-law 
“update the norms of acceptable and unacceptable behavior towards women” (Faizal 
and Rajagopalan 2005, 44). Purportedly, a cycle of gender-based violence results.

Throughout much of the region, women have historically served as caretakers of 
progeny and household, thus fulfilling the roles of daughter, wife, and mother. They are 
often expected not to actively express their sexuality and to be sexually passive. These 
roles assist in controlling and disciplining women’s sexuality; additionally, throughout 
all communities and classes in the region, women are expected to observe certain mod-
esty norms (Jayawardena and De Alwis 1996). A range of expectations is imposed on 
young women in particular, such as immediately following marriage. Young women 
must bear children and are discouraged from expressing independent desires or goals 
or making decisions (Stark 1993; Schuler et al. 1996). 

Similarly, men encounter a construction of what is masculine in South Asia. Studies 
draw connections between violence against women and the fulfillment of masculinities, 
such as providing for the family, appearing strong, and maintaining control (Moore 
1994; Nanda et al. 2013). A connection has also been established between the expres-
sion of masculinity and the control of women within the family—namely, with regard to 
ensuring fulfillment of expected roles (ICRW 2002). 

Norms of femininity and masculinity may be reinforced through various venues, 
including popular media, the state, and religious institutions (Banerjee 2005). In par-
ticular, the media are thought to reinforce ideas of acceptable social behaviors by men 
and women. For instance, in the widely distributed Hindi and Tamil films from India, 
male protagonists often court women through harassment, subsequently followed 
by more aggressive acts, such as grabbing and kissing them (Faizal and Rajagopalan 
2005). 

In both public and private spaces, men are charged with regulating women’s sexual-
ity to uphold familial or community honor, which is deeply interconnected with under-
standings of masculinity and femininity. Known as izzat in India and Pakistan, honor is 
maintained by adhering to certain accepted sociocultural norms. Transgressing these 
norms not only is detrimental to the reputation of an individual in most South Asian 
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societies but, particularly with regard to the behavior of women, tarnishes the reputa-
tion of the individual’s family and possibly her community. 

Although honor is typically associated with women in South Asia, there is also a 
pervasive understanding of a man’s personal honor, which is closely tied to a woman’s 
sexual behavior and even public presence (Mandelbaum 1988). Hence, men regulate the 
mobility of women through various means, including purdah (seclusion or conservative 
dress), sex segregation, and violence (ADB 2000). The phenomenon of honor crime is a 
means of upholding male honor. For such crimes, “the publicly articulated ‘justification’ 
is attributed to a social order claimed to require the preservation of a concept of ‘hon-
our’ vested in male (family and/or conjugal) control over women and specifically wom-
en’s sexual conduct, actual, suspected or potential” (Welchman and Hossain 2005, 4).

The pervasive desire for families to preserve their daughters’ honor has adverse 
implications for girls’ and women’s access to education and employment. For example, 
in rural Nepal, parents may prevent their daughters from attending distant schools for 
fear of harassment and other threats to their sexual purity (Mathur et al. 2001). We turn 
now to a discussion of how, according to literature from the region, these social norms 
manifest as risk factors for violence against girls and women across the life cycle and at 
different levels of the social ecology: individual, household, systems, and norms.

Risk Factors for Violence against Girls and Adolescents in 
the Ecological Framework

Heise (1998, 265) notes in her elaboration of the ecological model for violence against 
women that the framework includes “only those factors shown empirically to be related 
to differential rates of violence against women and girls.” However, the literature ana-
lyzing potential risk factors or causes of violence against girls and adolescents in South 
Asia is limited and shows mixed findings. Furthermore, determining which factors are 
unequivocally related to violence and which appear related because of problems in 
methodology or sampling is difficult. A key methodological concern is that most stud-
ies are cross-sectional, even if multivariate, and thus show association but not causa-
tion. We summarize in table 3.5 the research findings for all potential risk factors across 
levels of the social ecology for girls’ and female adolescents’ vulnerability to violence in 
South Asian countries, whether or not their relationship with violence against girls and 
adolescents is unequivocally established.

INDIVIDUAL RISK FACTORS FOR FEMALE CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS

The overriding individual-level risk factor for excess female child mortality is a child’s 
gender: being a girl increases that risk, subject to characteristics of the girl’s family, imme-
diate environment, and social norms of that environment. For child marriage, it is edu-
cation. Several studies have established an association between education and delay of 
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marriage (Bajracharya and Amin 2010). In particular, studies in India (Verma et al. 2013), 
Bangladesh (Amin and Huq 2008; Field and Ambrus 2008), and Nepal (Verma et al. 2013) 
find that girls with secondary schooling or higher are significantly less likely to be mar-
ried as children than girls with less schooling. Another study in India suggests a differ-
ent relationship: the expectation that a more educated girl would require a larger dowry 
because she is likely to marry a more educated boy discourages parents from educating 
their daughter and encourages them to marry her early (ICRW 2011). 

These studies do not prove causality, however. Girls’ schooling may be endogenous: 
girls who delay marriage may end up continuing school; girls who leave school may 
marry earlier (Bajracharya and Amin 2010). Moreover, delaying marriage will not 
necessarily lead to improved schooling outcomes for girls (Field and Ambrus 2008). 

TABLE 3.5 � Risk and Protective Factors for Violence against Girls and Adolescents at 
Different Levels of the Social Ecology and for Different Forms of Violence

Risk or protective factor

Excess 
female child 

mortality
Child 
abuse

Adolescent 
sexual 

harassment
Child 

marriage

Individual (girl, adolescent)

Education ✓

Employment ✓

Relationship with parents ✓ ✓

Negotiation skills ✓ ✓

Household, parents

Poverty ✓ ✓

Parental substance abuse ✓

Intimate partner violence at home ✓ ✓

Mother’s education ✓ ✓ ✓

Sex composition of the family ✓

Childhood exposure to son preference ✓

Institutions and systems 

Birth registration ✓ ✓ ✓

Disregard for laws ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Conflict and war ✓ ✓ ✓

Social norms

Place of girls in family hierarchy ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Taboo on discussing sex ✓ ✓ ✓

Fear of premarital relationships ✓

Caste and religion ✓ ✓ ✓

Dowry ✓ ✓
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Some studies do attempt to measure causality, for both girls’ schooling and maternal 
education. For instance,  Bates et al. (2007) analyze panel data for Bangladesh to find 
that five or more years of schooling among mothers is, indeed, associated with a higher 
age at marriage for their daughters. Using an instrumental variable approach, Field and 
Ambrus (2008) find that higher schooling among Bangladeshi girls is a consequence of 
delaying marriage. They estimate that, at an aggregate level, legally restricting marriage 
to age 17 increases average female schooling by half a year.

Bajracharya and Amin (2010) find also that adolescent girls who are employed may 
marry later. Although the association is likely endogenous, the weight of the evidence 
suggests a strong association across most South Asian countries. This relationship 
could arise for several reasons. First, the possibility of increased household income 
from such employment may motivate parents to delay marriage. Second, adolescent 
girls who earn an income may have a higher status within their family and commu-
nity and thus greater autonomy to decide on marriage. Finally, having the skills to 
be employed may contribute to greater autonomy and financial power within the 
home and community and thus to increased self-efficacy in deciding when to marry 
(Bajracharya and Amin 2010).

Self-efficacy, negotiation skills, and overall relationship with parents are also factors 
in their own right that are associated with child abuse, adolescent sexual harassment, and 
child marriage. Malik (2010) administered a Parental Acceptance-Reject Questionnaire 
and indigenously developed a Child Abuse Scale to identify children exposed to vary-
ing degrees and forms of abuse and neglect. Using a randomly selected sample of 200 
children aged 8–12 years in Pakistan (half boys, half girls), Malik (2010) finds parental 
rejection to be the strongest predictor of child abuse in the home. The effect is stronger 
and more significant than mother’s education and small family size (which are both 
significant and inversely associated with child abuse) and socio-economic status and 
father’s education (which are not significant).7 For adolescents, Jejeebhoy and Bott 
(2003) find that a lack of communication and negotiation skills among both adolescent 
boys and girls can exacerbate the chances that young men will use force. Conversely, 
being able to discuss sexual and other concerns with one’s parents—and having a rela-
tionship with one’s parents that allows such discussion—can protect adolescent girls 
from sexual harassment (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003). Girls’ lack of self-efficacy and lack 
of ability to make independent decisions also is significantly and positively associated 
with early marriage (Santhya et al. 2006, 2010). 

HOUSEHOLD RISK FACTORS FOR FEMALE CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS 

Findings on the association between poverty and violence against children and adoles-
cents  are mixed. The strongest evidence comes from research on child marriage. In 
Bangladesh, poverty is considered one of the most powerful drivers of child marriage (ICRW 
and Plan 2013). Key reasons include the apprehension and inability to pay higher dowries if 
a girl is married later or if she is educated longer before marriage. Studies in India (Santhya 
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et al. 2006; Das Gupta et al. 2008; ICRW 2011), Nepal (Bajracharya and Amin 2010), and 
Bangladesh (ICRW and Plan 2013) find that girls from poor households are significantly 
more likely to marry early. Poor parents in a qualitative study in Bangladesh (Schuler et al. 
2006) also opined that they could not ensure their daughters’ sexual safety and thus pre-
ferred to get them married soon after puberty. Details vary by country, of course. In Nepal, 
for instance, analysis of longitudinal data from the Nepal Living Standards Survey finds 
the association between poverty and early marriage to be greater for the second-poorest 
quintile than for the poorest quintile (Bajracharya and Amin 2010). 

One might expect poverty to be associated with excess female child mortality 
since fewer resources would have to be allocated between preferred sons and unwanted 
daughters. Studies in Pakistan (Hazarika 2000) and India (John et al. 2009; Gaudin 
2011), however, find no evidence that poorer households perpetrate neglect or trigger 
greater mortality for girls. Studies in India (Murthi et al. 1995; Pal 1999) and Bangladesh 
(Bairagi 1986) find, in fact, that wealthier households manifest higher levels of neglect 
or mortality. Basu (1989) suggests that the relationship between household poverty and 
discrimination against girls may be mediated by context, with a stronger detrimental 
relationship in contexts of greater gender inequality than in more gender egalitarian 
contexts. Unfortunately, we found no gender-disaggregated studies on the association 
of poverty with sexual harassment or sexual or physical abuse of girls (though evidence 
suggests that poverty is associated with child abuse overall).

A household factor unique to excess female child mortality is the sex composition of 
children in the household. Increasingly, studies across the region are finding that even 
in very patriarchal settings at least one daughter is wanted. However, second or higher 
birth-order daughters face excess neglect or mortality (Pal 1999; Pande 2003; Mishra 
et al. 2004; Corsi et al. 2009). Conversely, analysis of National Family Health Survey data 
from India (1992–93) suggests that daughters are more likely to be nurtured if parents 
already have sons (Pande and Malhotra 2006). 

Research also shows that maternal education can protect against child abuse and 
child marriage but not necessarily excess female child mortality. Children of poorly 
educated mothers face greater risk of child abuse in India (Hunter et al. 2000) and 
Pakistan (Malik 2010). Unfortunately, these studies do not disaggregate their findings 
by the child’s gender. Maternal education could influence the age at marriage for girls 
because educated mothers may be more aware of the costs of early marriage for their 
daughters, more exposed to media messages about early marriage, and better able to 
support and encourage alternate roles for daughters. Some studies find, however, that 
this effect is statistically significant only for maternal post-primary schooling (Bates 
et  al. 2007). Verma et al. (2013) find in India that girls with less educated parents—
mother or father—are more likely to marry early. 

The link between maternal education and excess neglect and mortality for girls is 
far from clear. Some studies in Bangladesh (Muhuri and Preston 1991) and Pakistan 
(Hazarika 2000) find no significant association. Other studies across the region find that 
maternal education does decrease the risk of excess neglect or mortality for daughters 
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(Murthi et al. 1995; Pokhrel and Sauerborn 2004; Monden and Smits 2013). Still others, 
however, find that educated mothers are more likely to perpetrate neglect that could 
lead to death of their daughters in Bangladesh (Bhuiya and Streatfield 1991) and India 
(Das Gupta 1987; Basu 1989; Pal 1999; Pande 1999). Researchers suggest that in a strong 
patriarchal system, a little education may not be enough to overcome strong gender-
biased social norms and may, in fact, provide women with the means to better imple-
ment existing gender biases. However, even higher levels of female education may only 
make women increasingly adept at discriminating against daughters if underlying gen-
der preferences are retained (Mukherjee 2013).

We find some—albeit limited—research on the effects of other parental characteris-
tics for child abuse, specifically, intimate partner violence and parental substance abuse. 
Studies in Sri Lanka (Catani et al. 2008) and India (Hunter et al. 2000) find parental 
abuse of alcohol or drugs (in Sri Lanka, specifically father’s substance abuse) to be a 
significant risk factor for physical child abuse.

Hunter et al. (2000) suggest that violence is intergenerational: women who have 
suffered spousal abuse are more likely to abuse their children. Similar findings are 
emerging that link intimate partner violence to excess female child mortality in 
India  (Silverman et al. 2011) and Bangladesh (Asling-Monemi et al. 2009). However, 
while Ackerson and Subramanian (2009) find in India that maternal intimate partner 
violence significantly raises the risk of excess child mortality, there is no evidence of 
greater mortality implications for female children than for male children. More recent 
research does show evidence in India (Nanda et al. 2013) and Nepal (Nanda et al. 2012) 
that men who experienced or witnessed gender inequities in their home as children are 
likely to prefer sons and that son preference is the direct motivation for excess female 
child mortality. Nanda et al. (2013), who conducted a study of seven geographically 
representative states in India, find from a sample of 1,500 men age 18–49 that those 
who experienced in their childhood rigid gender roles between their father and mother 
are significantly more likely to be rigidly masculine as adults and to prefer sons. 

SYSTEMS AND INSTITUTIONAL RISK FACTORS FOR 
CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS

A key systemic factor that works against mitigating child abuse, excess female child 
mortality, and child marriage is the abysmal state of birth registration. South Asia 
has the second-lowest regional rate of birth registration at 39 percent of children 
under the  age of five (UNICEF 2013). Birth registration exceeds 90 percent only 
in Bhutan, Maldives, and Sri Lanka. Lack of birth registration makes falsification 
of identity documents easier in cases of child marriages and prostitution (ECPAT 
2011), thus exacerbating the problem of tracing and prosecuting child marriages 
(ICRW et al. 2012). 

Blatant disregard of existing laws or mechanisms to enforce them—such as laws 
addressing female infanticide, female child abuse, and child marriage, as well as sexual 
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harassment of adolescents—also is a key systemic risk factor. For instance, although all 
countries in the region have some form of legal protections for children, none has created 
any systematic mechanism to monitor the implementation of such laws (Heiberg and 
Thukral 2013). Poor legal protection is a specific risk factor for child physical and sexual 
abuse in India (Iravani 2011; HRW 2013) and in Pakistan (Hyder and Malik 2007).

Lack of proper police training, particularly in dealing with abuse of girls, fuels the 
problem, although relevant research in South Asia is limited to case studies. In India, 
police officers are not trained to understand or adequately address sexual assault of girls 
and may refuse to register cases of familial abuse (Singh and Kapur 2001). Child sex-
ual abuse continues in unregistered juvenile detention homes and other unregistered 
child-care institutions because separate facilities and authorities for different genders 
are lacking, and other legal provisions, such as child welfare committees and inspection 
committees, are not implemented (ACHR 2013; HRW 2013). Registration of child mar-
riages is not enforced, and because birth registration is also poor, cases of child mar-
riages are difficult to identify. Moreover, government officials themselves acknowledge 
that laws against child marriage are not enforced (ICRW 2011).

Instability because of conflict, war, or natural disasters can exacerbate physical and 
sexual abuse of girls, as well as precipitate early marriage. In Bangladesh, child marriages 
spiked following cyclone Sidr in 2007 (Verma et al. 2013). In India and Sri Lanka, girls were 
rushed into child marriages to “tsunami widowers” who sought government subsidies for 
marrying and starting a family (UNFPA 2012). One-third (31 percent) of women and girls 
in conflict zones in Sri Lanka interviewed in 2009 said they had been married between 
15 and 16 years of age—vastly more than the national average (ICRW et al. 2012). Older 
studies also have established increased neglect and mortality among girls in Bangladesh 
in times of famine compared to other times (D'Souza and Chen 1980; Bairagi 1986).

RISK FACTORS FOR VIOLENCE AGAINST FEMALE CHILDREN AT THE LEVEL 
OF SOCIAL NORMS 

Clearly the place and value of girls in the family hierarchy is a key factor that underlies 
violence that girls and adolescents face in their natal homes. The rigidity of the marital 
norms defining exogamy in much of South Asia contributes to girls’ lack of value to 
their natal household, as noted earlier in this chapter. Because we could find no quan-
titative research linking social norms to violence against girls and adolescents in South 
Asia, we briefly summarize the assertions of other literature reviews here.

Commercial sexual exploitation and abuse of children often reflects underlying gen-
der discrimination. Although boys are at risk, girls are at greater risk: sexual abuse and 
exploitation are the most frequent form of violence experienced by girls and adolescents 
(UNICEF 2001; Goonesekere 2006; Hyder and Malik 2007).8 The fact that girls’ sexual 
“innocence” is a mark of family honor contributes to the silence around sexual abuse of 
girls and feeds into the reluctance to acknowledge and discuss the presence of sexual 
abuse across the region (Singh and Kapur 2001; Slugget 2003; GOI 2007; Iravani 2011). 
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These norms also pose a hurdle for reintegrating girls who have suffered commercial 
sexual exploitation. Families may refuse to take them back (UNICEF 2001) or girls may 
think the abuse is their fault (Slugget 2003). Similar norms are at play for sexual harass-
ment of adolescent girls, with the added factor that, in adolescence, a double standard 
exists: boys’ sexuality is accepted, but girls are expected to not understand or be inter-
ested in sexual activity (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003). Chastity and fear of premarital rela-
tionships are an emblem of family honor for girls, but not for boys—a key underlying 
norm precipitating child marriage (Santhya et al. 2006; Schuler et al. 2006; Amin and 
Huq 2008; Mathur et al. 2003; Das Gupta et al. 2008; ICRW 2011; Verma et al. 2013).

The norm of dowry plays a similar role. Necessary to gain an acceptable marriage for 
a girl, dowry creates a strong disincentive for parents to have daughters and contributes 
to excess female child mortality, especially if there is already a girl in the household 
(Srinivasan 2005). Families fear they will have to pay a higher dowry to find a suitable 
spouse if a daughter’s marriage is delayed, creating an incentive for her early marriage 
(Amin and Huq 2008; Field and Ambrus 2008; ICRW 2011). 

Researchers suggest that the relationship of religion and caste to excess female child 
mortality in India reflects differing levels of son preference across caste and religion. Even 
after controlling for socioeconomic status, several studies find that high-caste Hindus in 
India, who tend to manifest the highest son preference of all caste and tribal groups, have 
higher levels of excess female childhood mortality than other Hindu castes and groups 
(Murthi et al. 1995; John et al. 2009) and Muslims (Rahman and Rao 2004; Bhalotra 
et al. 2009). In contrast, child marriage is more prevalent among more disadvantaged 
lower-caste groups (specifically the Dalit community in Nepal) and Muslims than 
among so-called higher-caste groups, as is the case in Nepal (Bajracharya and Amin 
2010; ICRW et al. 2012; Verma et al. 2013). Sexual abuse faced by lower-caste girls and 
perpetrated by higher-caste boys is not infrequent in certain parts of India (ICRW 2011).

Risk Factors in Marriage: Dowry Violence and Intimate 
Partner Violence

Newlywed adolescents and young widows or divorced women may face some addi-
tional or different risks of violence within marriage, compared to adult married women, 
because of their lower position in the familial social hierarchy. However, most research 
on violence within marriage does not separate out risk factors for married adolescents 
relative to adults (other than age at marriage), for married women of reproductive age 
relative to older married women, or for currently married women relative to widowed or 
divorced women. In this section, we discuss risk factors for married women as a whole, 
pointing out differences by biological life stage where singled out by existing research.

Although married adolescent girls and married adult women are at risk of violence 
perpetrated by non-intimate partners within the marital household, it is intimate 
partner violence and dowry violence that pose the greatest threat to them. We find 
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no research examining the role of individual, household, or institutional risk factors 
on dowry violence, however. In terms of social norms, risk factors for dowry violence 
are similar to those for intimate partner violence. Table 3.6 thus provides an overview 
of the risk factors for intimate partner violence only.

The lack of consistency across studies in the determination of risk and protective 
factors at the individual, household or community level for intimate partner violence 
may, at least in part, be due to methodological issues in this research. There is no single 
accepted definition of physical or sexual intimate partner violence, nor are definitions 
for key risk factors standardized, such as for education, employment, or poverty mea-
sures. Studies of physical and sexual intimate partner violence may thus use a range 
of definitions for these outcomes as well as for key risk or protective factors. Different 
studies also use a wide variety of statistical methods or models, with a different com-
bination of variables included in multivariate studies. All such research decisions are 
likely to influence the conclusions of these studies.

INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL FACTORS: EXPOSURE TO VIOLENCE, 
LEVEL OF EDUCATION, EMPLOYMENT STATUS, AND AGE 

Multiple studies point to childhood exposure to violence as a strong determinant of 
the risk of marital violence in adulthood. Studies across Bangladesh and India find that 
women who witnessed their mother being abused are at increased risk of spousal vio-
lence (Jeyaseelan et al. 2007; ICRW 2000a). Similarly, women who were harshly abused 

TABLE 3.6 � Risk and Protective Factors for Intimate Partner Violence at Different 
Levels of the Social Ecology

Individual level Household and partner Systems and institutions Social norms

•	 Age, education, 
and employment

•	 Ownership of 
assets, especially 
land

•	 Witnessing or 
suffering of 
abuse as a child

•	 Partner’s age, 
education, and 
employment

•	 Partner’s substance 
abuse

•	 Spousal differences in 
age, education, and 
employment

•	 Partner or 
perpetrator’s 
witnessing or 
suffering of abuse 
as a child

•	 Marriage 
characteristics

•	 Role of children 
(especially sons)

•	 Household poverty
•	 Household structure
•	 Household members’ 

attitudes toward 
sexual abuse

•	 Legal definition and 
implementation gaps

•	 Participation in 
microcredit and social 
groups

•	 Community and 
neighborhood 
characteristics

•	 Understandings 
of masculinity and 
femininity and 
gender roles

•	 Notions of 
“honor”

•	 Caste and religion
•	 Marriage squeeze
•	 Shifts in marriage 

norms and 
practices

•	 Dowry practices 
and norms
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as children are more likely to be abused as adults (ICRW 2000a; Abramsky et al. 2011; 
Heise 2011; Nanda et al. 2012).

It is not entirely clear whether the higher reported prevalence reflected in such 
increased risk is a reporting effect; that is, women who grew up seeing violence in their 
households may consider it a normal occurrence and be less hesitant to report it as 
adults. It is also unclear why early exposure to violence should increase risks of violence 
in adulthood, though research from developed countries, reviewed by Heise (2011), 
suggests that girls who witness or experience abuse in childhood may internalize vio-
lence as an acceptable part of life and thus be more prone to experiencing and reporting 
violence against them in the home. 

Although women’s education is considered an important protective factor, the strength 
of this effect may depend on the level of schooling. Jewkes (2002) notes that often there 
is a non-linear relationship between women’s education and risk of violence in the home 
that changes over time and spread of education. This relationship is especially observed 
in conservative societies, where a little education initially may be perceived to threaten 
male authority and thus could increase a woman’s risk of violence (Srinivasan and Bedi 
2007). As more women are educated, risks of violence may decrease. Overall, the role of 
education changes as the spread of education and its meaning for women undergoes the 
transition from revolutionary (where education may exacerbate violence) to critical mass 
(where education can make women less vulnerable to violence).

Consistent with this hypothesis, studies in Bangladesh (Bates et al. 2004; Naved et al. 
2006), Bhutan (NSB 2011), and India (Koenig et al. 2006; Ackerson et al. 2008; Population 
Council 2009) also show that post-primary schooling is significantly associated with 
lower risks and greater disclosure of intimate partner violence. Naved et al. (2006) find 
that in rural areas of Bangladesh, women with education beyond grade 10 are three times 
more likely than women with no education to disclose their experience of spousal vio-
lence. Other studies document a dose-response effect: the more years of schooling, the 
lower the risk of violence (Koenig et al. 2006; Santhya et al. 2007; Ackerson et al. 2008). 
Respondents in Kabeer’s (1998, 63) qualitative study believe that girls with more edu-
cation are likely to marry better-educated and “better-behaved” husbands who respect 
them more. Some studies from India and Nepal, however, find no significant effect of 
schooling when controlling for other factors (Rao 1997; Rocca et al. 2009; Lamichhane 
et al. 2011). Research suggests that with post-primary education women may be less 
abused because they have the skills to be financially independent, speak for themselves, 
gain higher respect from other household members, and better manage or bring more 
resources to the household (Bates et al. 2004; Ackerson et al. 2008). 

The role of women’s employment status in intimate partner violence is unclear. Bates 
et al. (2004) find that women’s employment increases violence risks in Bangladesh, 
whereas Rocca et al. (2009) find no significant association in India. The relationship 
likely depends on the context. For instance, women’s employment may carry higher 
risks where other factors—such as poverty and gender inequality—create a situation 
conducive to violence (Krishnan et al. 2010). Also, women who start out with low 
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bargaining power—such as less educated adolescent brides—may face increased risks 
of violence if they work (Heath 2013). Women who work outside the home may also 
face higher risks of violence than women who do not, as they could pose an actual or 
perceived challenge to a man’s role as breadwinner and thus to his power and masculin-
ity (Bates et al. 2004; Krishnan et al. 2010). However, the direction of causality in these 
studies is unclear. For instance, are women more at risk because they work, or do they 
work as “insurance” because they are more at risk? 

It is also unclear whether any significant effect of a woman’s age, observed in multi-
variate analyses that control for age, reflects something particular about the stage of mar-
riage or life associated with that age or merely reflects increased exposure over time to 
the risk of intimate partner violence. Findings are contradictory. For instance, studies in 
Bangladesh show that women ages 20–29 are at a higher risk of violence than are younger 
and older women (Schuler et al. 1996; Koenig et al. 2003). In contrast, Abramsky et al.’s 
(2011) multicountry study finds older women to be at higher risk than young women.

SPOUSAL RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS: ALCOHOL ABUSE AND 
EXPOSURE TO VIOLENCE; POST-PRIMARY EDUCATION

Studies across the region find that men who witnessed violence as a child are signifi-
cantly more likely to be sexually and physically violent against their wives (Jewkes 2002; 
Martin et al. 2002; Koenig et al. 2006; Heise 2011; Nanda et al. 2012, 2013; de Mel et al. 
2013; Fulu et al. 2013) and to be “rigidly masculine” (Nanda et al. 2013). According to 
Nanda et al.’s (2013) study in India, in most states covered by the study, rigidly mascu-
line men are three times more likely to perpetrate violence against a partner. 

Similarly, a two-stage sampling study that interviewed 1,000 men age 18–49 from 
urban and rural Nepal finds that among men who report more gender-equitable beliefs, 
55 percent are likely to perpetrate intimate partner violence—significantly less than 
the 84 percent of men who report having less gender-equitable beliefs (Nanda et al. 
2012). Men who were harshly abused as children are significantly more likely to be 
abusers as adults, according to research in Bangladesh (Abramsky et al. 2011), India 
(ICRW 2000a), Nepal (Nanda et al. 2012), and several South Asian countries cited in 
a multi-regional review (Heise 2011). In one of the few empirical studies we find that 
test specifically for this relationship, Martin et al. (2002) surveyed 6,902 married men in 
northern India. Using descriptive statistics (table 3.7) and multivariate modeling, they 
find non-violence in one generation to be strongly predictive of non-violence in the 
next generation, and one-third of wife abuse in the second generation to be attributable 
to parent-to-parent violence in the earlier generation.

Why early exposure to violence should lead to violent behavior in adulthood is 
unclear. Research from developed countries, reviewed by Heise (2011), suggests that 
emotional scars from early abuse may contribute to bullying or other antisocial behav-
ior in adolescence, which may morph into violent behavior in adulthood. Boys who 
witness or experience childhood abuse may internalize violence as an acceptable way to 



98  l  VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

exert dominance and control. Finally, early trauma may biologically or chemically affect 
the brain in ways that create or exacerbate a propensity for violence.

Studies worldwide report a husband’s alcohol use as a significant risk factor for 
spousal violence (Jewkes 2002; Hindin et al. 2008; Heise 2011). Multivariate analyses 
across sites in India (ICRW 2000a; Jeyaseelan et al. 2004, 2007) and Nepal (Adhikari and 
Tamang 2010; Nanda et al. 2012) find alcohol’s association with various types of spousal 
violence to be statistically significant. Smaller descriptive studies in India (Varma et al. 
2007) and Sri Lanka (Subramanian and Sivayogan 2001) also find the relationship to be 
signficant. Researchers posit that alcohol use may decrease inhibition and diminish self-
control, thereby increasing the risk that any interaction might trigger violence.

Several studies in Bangladesh and India suggest that post-primary education of the 
husband offers women some protection against physical violence (Martin et al. 1999; 
Koenig et al. 2003, 2006; Ackerson et al. 2008; Johnson and Das 2008; Population Council 
2009; Nanda et al. 2013). Nanda et al. (2013) also find secondary and higher education 
to be significantly associated with reportedly less rigid understandings of masculinity 
among Indian men. Lower levels of education may not have the same effect: according 
to Martin et al. (2002), men with fewer than six years of education are significantly more 
likely to believe in controlling their wives than are more educated men.

Other studies, however, either find no significant association (e.g., Nanda et al. 2012 in 
Nepal) or find that a husband’s higher education is associated with a greater risk of violence 
against his wife, perhaps because men with more education may command a higher dowry, 
which is associated with higher violence risks (see Rao’s 1997 study of rural South India). Still 
other research from India suggests that even where men’s education is associated with lower 
risks for perpetration of physical violence, this relationship may not hold for sexual violence 
(Koenig et al. 2006; Population Council 2009). The reasons for this differential are uncertain.

The role of age is also uncertain. Johnson and Das (2008) find from their multivari-
ate analysis of Demographic and Health Survey data that younger men in Bangladesh 

TABLE 3.7 � Percentages of Men Who Abused Their Wives, Stratified by Men’s 
Experiences of Witnessing Parent-to-Parent Violence (or No Violence) 
in Their Families of Origin, Northern India

Father and mother beat 
or physically mistreated 

one another (%)

Father beat or 
physically mistreated 

mother (%)

No violence in 
family of origin 

(%)

No wife abuse 23 29 65

Physical wife abuse only 26 26 14

Sexual wife abuse without 
physical force 34 36 16

Sexual wife abuse with 
physical force 17 9 5

N = 6,902
Source: Martin et al. 2002, p. 568, table 6.
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are more likely to perpetrate violence than are older men and that men age 25–29 are 
the most likely to perpetrate violence. Nanda et al.’s (2013) multivariate analysis of data 
from seven states suggests that Indian men age 18–24 are most likely to have rigidly 
traditional masculine behavior, perhaps because at this marriageable age they are under 
the highest pressure to conform. According to one study in Nepal, older men are sig-
nificantly more likely to have ever perpetrated intimate partner violence, but the sur-
vey, which was administered in three districts of Nepal, is representative only at the 
district level, rather than at the national level. The fieldwork also encountered sampling 
issues as it coincided with peak monsoon season, and high migration of men for work 
required replacements in the sample (Nanda et al. 2012).

The reasons we might expect a husband’s employment to be associated with lower 
risks of violence are the inverse of the reasons suggested for women’s employment to 
be associated with higher risks of violence: the symbolic meaning of male employment 
for the perceived breadwinner gender role (Krishnan et al. 2010). If men are unable to 
perform this role or to be confident in and control public aspects of their lives as denoted 
by stable employment, they may be more likely to exert control through violence in their 
private lives (ICRW 2000b). The research does not entirely support this hypothesis, how-
ever. Krishnan et al. (2010) find that a husband’s job stability is associated with lower 
risks of violence, but if after an initial period of stability the job becomes less stable, risk 
of violence increases. Hindin et al. (2008) find that agricultural employment is associated 
with lower risks of perpetrating violence, though the reason for this result is unclear. 
Finally, Schuler et al. (1996) and Rocca et al. (2009), in Bangladesh and India, respec-
tively, find no association between men’s employment and the propensity to abuse wives. 

Also ambiguous is whether and how spousal differences in age, education, or employ-
ment status might be associated with intimate partner violence against women. The 
expected direction of effects is itself uncertain. If a husband is younger, less educated or 
less employed than his wife, he may be more likely to use violence to assert his authority 
over his older, better educated or better employed wife. On the other hand, husbands 
who are significantly older, more educated, or better employed than their wives may 
exert more power and control over the wives by virtue of these characteristics, result-
ing in greater violence. Multicountry reviews of spousal employment differentials yield 
inconsistent evidence of its role in intimate partner violence against women, and effects 
vary by context (Jewkes 2002; Abramsky et al. 2011).

In Nepal, Adhikari and Tamang (2010) find that an age difference of at least five years 
in either direction is associated with higher risks of violence for a wife. In contrast, 
studies in Bangladesh (Hindin et al. 2008; Abramsky et al. 2011) and India (Santhya 
et al. 2007) suggest that a spousal age gap is not significant. Results are also mixed for 
spousal differences in education, with some studies reporting lower risks for women 
with less education than their husbands compared to those with more education 
(ICRW 2000a; Ackerson et al. 2008; Nanda et al. 2012). Others, in Bangladesh (Hindin 
et al. 2008) and India (ICRW 2000a; Santhya et al. 2007), find no significant associa-
tion between spousal education gap and risk of violence. 
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RISK FACTORS FOR THE COUPLE: QUALITY OF RELATIONSHIP MATTERS 

Several small-scale, qualitative studies suggest that the nature of the marital relation-
ship is significantly associated with a woman’s risks of marital intimate partner violence. 
Risks of violence are found to be higher in marriages where the wife is unhappy (Schuler 
et al. 1996). In Bangladesh (Schuler et al. 1996) and India (ICRW 2000a), if wives are 
unhappy because of their husbands’ extramarital relationships and voice suspicion, vio-
lence frequently results. Husbands who have had extramarital relationships are gen-
erally more likely to physically and sexually abuse wives in India (Koenig et al. 2006) 
and Bangladesh (Johnson and Das 2008). According to Santhya et al. (2007), adolescent 
wives in India who have a good relationship with their husbands (measured as support 
in family conflicts), or who knew their husband fairly well before marriage, are at lower 
risk of unwanted sex than others. 

Yet, research in Bengaluru, India finds that married young women who have “love” 
marriages are at a greater risk of spousal violence than those who have arranged mar-
riages (Rocca et al. 2009; Krishnan et al. 2010). This result, it is suggested, likely reflects 
underlying gender norms: young women who transgress social marital norms by choos-
ing their spouse risk losing future support from their natal family if violence arises. 
After marrying, husbands may also regret the social stigma attached to love marriage 
and consequently perpetrate more violence. In a study among Afghan refugees in 
Pakistan, Hyder et al. (2007) find love marriage to be associated with greater violence 
from mothers-in-law and suggest that mothers-in-law may resent their son’s closeness 
to the wife in a love marriage. These results convey the importance of considering how 
characteristics of marital life and relationships relate to violence in different contexts.

The effect of years of marriage seems to vary by type of violence and research location, 
though studies are few. Research of men in India suggests either minimal association 
between years of marriage and violence risks for the wife (Martin 1999) or that longer 
marriages are associated with lower risks of sexual violence but higher risks of physical 
violence (Koenig et al. 2006). In contrast, women respondents in another study (Jejeebhoy 
et al. 2013) almost uniformly asserted that violence increases with years of marriage. The 
authors posit that this may reflect either that men’s impunity increases as the couple have 
children and women are less likely to leave, or that women become more “disobedient” as 
they get comfortable in their marriage. However, sexual and physical violence may well 
decrease as a marriage goes on, such that adolescent and younger wives—as measured 
by their age at marriage or how long they have been married—may face higher risks of 
violence than women further on in their marital lives (Kabeer 1998; Santhya et al. 2006).

Similarly, the presence of children could exacerbate or ameliorate intimate partner 
violence. Because women are expected to bear children, childlessness could increase 
risks of violence. Conversely, the presence of many children may exert financial and 
emotional stress on a couple, thus exacerbating violence. In their multivariate analysis 
of a sample of 4,520 married Indian men, Koenig et al. (2006) find a significant asso-
ciation between childlessness and greater likelihood of physical and sexual violence. 
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In contrast, 150 patients interviewed at a women’s health clinic in Karachi, Pakistan 
(Fikree and Bhatti 1999) reported the presence of children to be the most common rea-
son for violence by spouses. Where son preference is strong, women who do not bear 
sons may be at higher risk of violence from husbands or marital household members 
(Rao 1997; Schuler et al. 2006). 

HOUSEHOLD RISK FACTORS FOR MARITAL VIOLENCE: POVERTY AND 
FAMILY STRUCTURE

Household poverty is a strong risk factor, primarily because the stress of poverty 
may exacerbate a husband’s frustration at not being able to provide for the family—
thus increasing the hazard of violence against a wife. Studies in Bangladesh (Koenig 
et al. 2003; Bates et al. 2004), India (Santhya et al. 2007; Population Council 2009; 
Koenig et al. 2010), and Pakistan (Fikree and Bhatti 1999) indicate a significant asso-
ciation between household poverty and risks of intimate partner violence. Koenig 
et al. (2003) and Panda and Agarwal (2005) find in particular that a household’s land-
holding size is significantly and inversely associated with risks of intimate partner 
violence for women in that household. In contrast, results from Srinivasan and Bedi’s 
(2007) study in southern India show that landholding is not significantly associated 
with spousal abuse. In Bangladesh, Schuler et al. (2008) find that poverty may pre-
vent women (who have nowhere to go) from leaving an abusive husband and natal 
families from sheltering an abused daughter. Conversely, violence against women 
may decrease with women’s earning and resultant household economic prosperity 
because husbands realize that their wives have more options for survival outside 
of marriage (Schuler et al. 2013). Women’s ownership of assets also can serve as a 
protective factor. From their survey of 500 households in Kerala, India, Panda and 
Agarwal (2005) find that women who own immovable property—that is, land or 
a house—have a significantly lower risk of marital intimate partner violence than 
women who do not own property. 

Poverty may be a risk factor for attitudes toward intimate partner violence as well, 
though findings are mixed. In Bhutan, there is a 7 percentage point difference in accep-
tance of spousal violence between women from the poorest quintile of households (40 
percent) and those from the wealthiest (33 percent) (NSB 2011). Martin et al. (2002) 
find that men from poorer households in north India are more likely to believe in con-
trolling their wives than men from wealthier households. 

Other studies in Bangladesh and India find no statistically significant association 
between household poverty and spousal physical violence (Schuler et al. 1996; Johnson 
and Das 2008) or sexual violence (Koenig et al. 2006). Martin et al.’s (1999) study in five 
districts in India finds that the association between poverty and men’s likelihood of 
physical abuse toward wives varies by district.

Findings on the role of household structure are also contradictory. Tensions between 
a couple may be exacerbated by the presence of extended household members and the 
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consequent lack of privacy or couple’s inability to control their own lives. Results from 
studies in Pakistan show that the presence of in-laws is associated with greater marital 
conflict (Fikree and Bhatti 1999) and higher risk of sexual coercion (Kapadia et al. 2009). 
Conversely, the presence of other family members may dampen spousal violence, as 
found in Bangladesh and Pakistan (Koenig et al. 2003; Naeem et al. 2008) and among 
Afghan refugees in Pakistan (Hyder et al. 2007), or increase the opportunities for dis-
closure, as found in Bangladesh (Naved et  al. 2006). Multi-country reviews also find 
natal family support to be protective (Jewkes 2002). Finally, research in India by Rocca 
et al. (2009) and Martin et al. (1999) shows no significant association between household 
structure and intimate partner violence risks.

INSTITUTIONAL RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS

Aside from the role of legal provisions and implementation in both dowry-related vio-
lence and intimate partner violence, discussed earlier in this chapter, we found no other 
research on the role of particular institutional risk factors in dowry-related violence, 
even at the community level. We thus highlight institutional and systemic factors found 
to be important specifically for intimate partner violence risks.

Active debate rages about the role of women’s participation in microcredit groups 
in exacerbating or diminishing their risks of intimate partner abuse. Much of this 
research originates from Bangladesh, which has had the most vibrant increase in 
women’s participation in microcredit groups in the region. Such participation could 
be protective because it exposes a woman to the outside world and allows her to be 
part of a group of women who could offer support if her husband were violent. When 
women join microcredit groups and bring in money, respect in their marital homes 
may increase, according to ethnographic research in Bangladesh (Schuler et al. 1996) 
and summaries of research from multiple countries (Jewkes 2002). The added income 
may also reduce the stresses of poverty, thereby decreasing the likelihood of poverty-
related violence (Kabeer 1998). Bajracharya and Amin (2013) note that the relation-
ship could depend on the program and the services it offers. For example, they find 
that a microcredit program in South Africa that offered human immunodeficiency 
virus (HIV) prevention and care also mitigated the risks of violence to women at 
home. There may be a community effect as well: Koenig et al. (2003) find no effect of 
individual membership, but at the village or community level, the higher the partici-
pation of women in microcredit programs, the lower an individual woman’s risk of 
physical abuse. 

Microcredit group participation, like higher education or employment, however, also 
could exacerbate risks of intimate partner violence for women if public participation of 
women in spheres outside of the customary roles that are socially mandated for them 
is seen to threaten patriarchal norms and a husband’s power. Rocca et al. (2009) find 
this to be true in their study in Bengaluru slums in India, where women who join com-
munity vocational training groups are at increased risk of violence. Schuler et al. (1996) 
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suggest a nonlinear relationship: initially, women participating in microcredit programs 
may face higher risks of intimate partner violence because such participation is seen as 
threatening the status quo, but eventually risks may decrease as benefits are appreciated 
and participation becomes the norm. Increased participation may also change women’s 
perceptions of themselves and their rights, further contributing to a decline in risks of 
violence. One study in Bangladesh finds just such a trajectory (Ahmed 2005). 

More recent research argues that many studies suffer from a selection bias, however. 
For instance, a lower risk of violence within a microcredit group may not reflect an 
effect of the membership per se but rather that women whose husbands allow them 
to join are less patriarchal in their outlook. In contrast, women who are pressured by 
their husbands to join may be at higher risk of violence in any case (Bates et al. 2004; 
Bajracharya and Amin 2013). 

Several studies find that community characteristics may influence individual wom-
en’s risks of violence. Some discern a beneficial effect of community-level education of 
men (Hindin et al. 2008) or of both men and women (Ackerson et al. 2008) on damp-
ening risks of intimate partner violence for women. However, Koenig et al. (2006) find 
no significant association between community gender norms or community socioeco-
nomic development and men’s perpetration of sexual or physical violence. Research 
does show a higher prevalence of intimate partner violence for women in areas where 
violence is condoned (Koenig et al. 2006; Hindin et al. 2008), where violence is com-
monly used in conflict situations or political struggles (Jewkes 2002), and where murder 
rates are higher than average (Koenig et al. 2006). 

A few studies note that community norms may mediate the effect of other risk or pro-
tective factors on violence. Schuler et al. (1996) find that residing in areas with Grameen 
Bank and BRAC groups decreases the risk of violence for Bangladeshi women regard-
less of group membership. Koenig et al. (2003) find that participation in community 
groups in Bangladesh may increase violence risks in communities with very patriar-
chal cultural norms, but not in communities with less rigid norms. Similarly, Jejeebhoy 
(1998) suggests that her observed relationship between wife beating and infant and fetal 
loss is stronger in Uttar Pradesh in northern India than in Tamil Nadu in southern 
India because gender norms are more rigid and natal family support less accessible or 
acceptable in the former than in the latter area. However, women may also face more 
violence in areas where gender-related transformations have gone the furthest and thus 
challenge male supremacy the most (Kabeer 1998).

THE ROLE OF SOCIAL NORMS IN EXACERBATING OR MITIGATING RISKS 

As discussed earlier, the most significant risk factor at the “macro” level of social norms 
is the understanding of masculinity and femininity and notions of honor related to gen-
der roles arising from patriarchal systems. Dowry-related violence is associated with 
the combination of these social and normative factors with demographic or economic 
factors that increase the demand for grooms with higher education and employability. 
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This association is found in Bangladesh (Suran et al. 2004; Amin and Suran 2005), India 
(Purkayastha et al. 2003; Srinivasan 2005), and Pakistan (Anderson 2000, 2004). 

Dowry itself has the potential to increase or decrease the likelihood of spousal 
sexual and physical violence. Women in Bangladesh whose marriages involve dowry 
are at significantly higher risk of spousal abuse than other married women; moreover, 
the risk of abuse increases with the level of dowry payment (Suran et al. 2004; Amin 
2008). Other studies show similar findings in Bangladesh (Schuler et al. 1996; Bates 
et al. 2004), India (Rao 1997; ICRW 2000a; Jeyaseelan et al. 2007), and Nepal (several 
studies cited in Pradhan et al. 2011) and among Afghan refugees in Pakistan (Hyder 
et al. 2007). 

In contrast, Srinivasan and Bedi (2007) find dowry to be protective in Tamil Nadu, 
even after taking into account that dowry and violence risks are endogenous: the same 
types of families may have a propensity for both dowry and intimate partner violence. 
They reason that larger dowries reduce marital violence by increasing the household’s 
economic resources, thereby enhancing the social status of the groom and his family 
and providing a source of wealth over which a woman enjoys relatively more control. 
Yet, it is unclear whether this argument holds for other parts of India or other countries 
in South Asia. Evidence is mixed for Bangladesh: Volart (2004) finds that dowry is pro-
tective against divorce among Muslims in the Matlab area, but Suran et al. (2004) find 
that women who pay no dowry are at lowest risk of violence. Using multivariate analy-
sis, however, Rocca et al. (2009) discern no association between dowry and violence in 
Bengaluru, India.

Caste and religion present other potential socio-cultural risks for violence, though 
directionality is far from clear. Although many studies control for caste or religion, few 
examine the specific role of these factors. Some research results suggest that women 
from Muslim families are at a higher risk of intimate partner violence than those 
from non-Muslim families in Bangladesh (Koenig et al. 2003; Silverman et al. 2013), 
India (Santhya et al. 2007), and Nepal (Lamichhane et al. 2011). Other studies from 
Bangladesh (Schuler et al. 1996; Johnson and Das 2008), India (Rocca et al. 2009), and 
Sri Lanka (Jayasuriya et al. 2011) find no significant association. 

The caste system is a peculiarity of India and Nepal. Recent research in Nepal sug-
gests that women from the Dalit community experience higher levels of intimate part-
ner violence that is associated with caste gender norms (Pradhan et al. 2011). The 
Newārs—who allow women to be involved with men in business and trade and to have 
some household decision-making power over managing money—have lower rates of 
intimate partner violence than do the relatively poorer Tharu and Dalit castes, in which 
men dominate women in all aspects of household decision-making, according to Paudel 
(2007).

As a whole, however, it is difficult to tease out whether an observed effect of caste 
or religion represents the effect on intimate partner violence of being of a particular 
caste or religion, or whether these characteristics are standing in as markers for other 
factors that exacerbate violence, such as gender norms or poverty. For instance, being 
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of a particular religion likely has different social meanings depending on whether it is 
a minority or majority religion. Both Hindu and Muslim religious texts contain male-
biased teachings; thus, any significant relationship of one over the other with violence 
is likely to reflect local social, cultural, or political adaptations of religious doctrine. 
Caste-based differentials in intimate partner violence are based on variations in gen-
der and patriarchal norms and may reflect the existence of those norms rather than 
the effect of belonging to a particular caste. Furthermore, increased violence reported 
among the lowest castes may reflect, at least in part, the effect of poverty.

Risk and Protective Factors for Violence That Is Not 
Limited to a Particular Life Stage or Marital Status

The remainder of this chapter explores risk and protective factors for types of violence 
that can occur during different periods of the female life cycle in South Asia: trafficking, 
custodial violence, sexual harassment outside of the home, and honor killing. According 
to our review of published and unpublished research, databases, and online news and 
other media sources, most of these forms of violence can first be encountered in girl-
hood and continue as a threat throughout adolescence, adulthood, and old age. For 
trafficking, however, even infants are at risk. 

CHALLENGES IN IDENTIFYING RISK FACTORS FOR MULTIPLE-STAGE9 
TYPES OF VIOLENCE

Few studies of trafficking, honor violence, custodial violence, and even sexual harass-
ment are conducted with sufficient rigor to definitively identify risk factors. One major 
constraint is lack of data: as with intimate partner violence, a substantial gap exists 
between the experience and reporting of these types of abuse. In addition, however— 
and unlike for intimate partner violence—survey efforts to ascertain the prevalence for 
multiple-life-stage forms of violence are practically nonexistent. These measurement 
problems are compounded by the fact that many survivors of, for example, trafficking 
or honor killing may no longer be capable of reporting such violence or seeking treat-
ment, while children trafficked at an early age are likely to forget their real identities 
(Ali  2005). Those who are supposed to protect individuals may be the primary per-
petrators (as with custodial violence and cases where parents have sold their children 
into trafficking), and those to whom survivors are supposed to report experiences of 
violence may collude with and enable perpetrators (as with honor killing, sexual harass-
ment, custodial violence, and even, on occasion, trafficking) (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003; 
Maher 2003; Khair 2003; AIHRC 2013). 

For these less studied forms of violence, a review of existing material must allow 
for alternative information sources to supplement peer-reviewed research, such as 
discussion pieces or qualitative studies of specific populations. We cite the relevant 
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findings of quantitative analysis where possible. However, the discussion of risk 
and protective factors that follows relies also on other sources—including media 
coverage—to convey current storylines regarding factors on which there is no quan-
titative research and, where relevant, to enable triangulation with meager data and 
existing studies. Original case studies conducted by report team members and pre-
sented in boxes are used to complement summaries of existing research. Table 3.8 
summarizes key risk and protective factors for the four multi-life-stage violence 
types we examine in this report. 

TABLE 3.8 � Risk and Protective Factors for Violence against Girls and Women at Different 
Levels of the Social Ecology for Multiple-Life-Stage Types of Violence

Risk or protective factor Trafficking
Custodial 
violence

Sexual 
harassment 

outside home
Honor 
killing

Individual (girl, adolescent, adult)

Education ✓ ✓

Employment ✓ ✓ ✓

Relationship with parents ✓

Negotiation skills ✓

Youth ✓ ✓ ✓

Marital status ✓

Household, partner

Poverty ✓ ✓ ✓

Debt ✓ ✓

Partner's substance abuse ✓

Systems and Institutions

Lack of birth or employment registration ✓ ✓

Extrajudicial decision-making bodies ✓ ✓ ✓

Poor enforcement and awareness of laws ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Conflict and war ✓ ✓ ✓

Enabling infrastructure ✓ ✓ ✓

Social Norms

Place of girls or women in family hierarchy ✓ ✓

Fear of premarital relationships ✓ ✓

Migration and globalization ✓ ✓

Caste and religion ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Honor ✓ ✓
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RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS AT THE INDIVIDUAL AND 
HOUSEHOLD LEVEL

Youth

Multiple life-stage forms of violence can occur anytime between childhood and adult-
hood, but adolescence and early adulthood appear to be high-risk periods for sexual 
harassment, trafficking, and honor killing in South Asia. In most cases, the onset of 
puberty brings a girl the new identity of a potentially sexually active person and a poten-
tial bride. Both put her at risk of these forms of violence. 

Perveen’s (2012) qualitative review of reported cases of violence against women in 
Pakistan suggests that women who are sexually harassed are typically in their teens and 
early twenties. Although women can experience sexual coercion at any point in their 
lives, young women may not have developed the negotiating skills and tools to confront 
and resist such coercion. Girls may also acquiesce because they fear a perpetrator’s 
threats to reveal their “relationship,” in which case the girl is most likely to be blamed 
and stigmatized, according to Jejeebhoy and Bott (2003) in their review of research 
on non-consensual sexual experiences among youth in developing countries. In India, 
being aware, possessing negotiating skills, and having a “good” relationship with one’s 
parents that allows the girl to talk about sex or other sensitive matters are found to pro-
tect against such sexual abuse (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003).

As intimate relationships before marriage become more common in some South 
Asian countries, adolescent girls increasingly face pressure from young men to engage 
in sexual relations, as Sodhi and Verma (2003) find through in-depth interviews of 71 
adolescents living in a Delhi slum. Rape of young and adolescent girls reportedly also has 
been rising in India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, though reasons for the increase (includ-
ing possible increased reporting of rape) are not specified (Naved 2003; Perera et al. 
2011; HRCP 2012). Studies in India and Nepal suggest also that adolescent female sex 
workers are at a significantly higher risk of violence and HIV infection than are older 
female sex workers (Panchanadeswaran et al. 2008; Sarkar et al. 2008; Beattie et al. 2010; 
Silverman et al. 2011). 

Adolescence and early adulthood appear to be high-risk phases for honor violence, 
trafficking, and custodial violence as well. There is little statistical information on such 
violence—not to mention analysis of risk factors—and even efforts to track prevalence 
are sporadic and estimates unreliable.  

According to the India Human Rights Commission, half of trafficked children 
in India are 11–14 years old, and most trafficked brides are between the ages of 13 
and 23.10 National-level estimates suggest that 11–18 percent of honor killing victims 
are under 18 (Nasrullah et al. 2009; HRCP 2012). Articles that attempt to summarize 
existing literature and data or describe the problem of custodial violence and trafficking 
of adolescent girls in specific countries hint at risk factors—such as child marriage, low 
education, and lack of job opportunities (e.g., Khair 2003; Ali 2005; Ghosh 2009)—but 
admit serious limitations to their data and sources.
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Working Outside the Home

As with intimate partner violence, working outside the home for pay can be either a risk or 
a protective factor for multiple-life-stage forms of violence. Some studies find that women 
who work outside the home are at significantly greater risk of sexual harassment than 
women who work from the house or are unemployed (Naved 2003; Hancock 2006; Perveen 
2012). In Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, low-income women—such as those who do factory or 
other blue-collar work—are regarded as “bad women” who have lost virtue and thus deserve 
harassment (Siddiqi 2003; Hancock 2006). Poor women may be at a particularly high risk 
of sexual harassment that is related to travel for work as they are more likely to walk or use 
public transportation than professional women, who can afford private transport.

In addition to the threats that employed women face outside of work, there are, of 
course, the risks of harassment that emanate from the workplace. Such harassment may 
manifest as emotional or mental abuse (offensive language, swearing, prejudice, blaming, 
exploitation, deprivation, defaming, or intimidation) or may be sexual in nature (touching, 
stroking, fondling, rape, pornography, blackmailing, or exhibition of body parts) (Naved 
2003; Perera at al. 2011; Perveen 2012). Working women also may feel pressured to suc-
cumb to sexual advances of supervisors who have decision-making power over their jobs 
(Siddiqi 2003). Women involved in sex work, which tends to be illegal in South Asia, may 
believe they have little recourse to justice in cases of rape or other violence; indeed, per-
petrators of violence against female sex workers are rarely punished (Beattie et al. 2010).  

Paradoxically, working outside the home may protect women from some types of 
multiple-life-stage violence—for example, from being trafficked and becoming sub-
ject to custodial violence—given that poor women who lack job opportunities are at 
high risk of experiencing both (Ali 2005; Ghosh 2009). Women who lack income are 
at double risk of custodial violence. Short on finances, they cannot seek legal counsel 
and other resources when they are accused of a crime; once in custody, they are more 
likely than male prisoners to be subjected to violence, according to one study of women 
prisoners in India (Garg and Singla 2012). 

Poverty, Debt, and Alcohol Abuse

As with other forms of violence discussed in this chapter, household poverty appears to 
make women and girls more susceptible to trafficking, sexual harassment, and custodial 
violence. Studies from India and Nepal suggest that statistically significant risk factors 
for violence among sex workers include debt, young age at entering sex work (under 20), 
having entered sex work through trafficking rather than voluntarily, and alcohol use by 
sex partners (Sarkar 2008; Panchanadeswaran et al. 2008; Beattie et al. 2010; George 
et al. 2011; Silverman et al. 2011). In the case of trafficking, research from the region is 
limited to descriptive literature, some of which—in addition to other factors—suggests 
that prolonged poverty, short-term poverty punctuated with severe contingencies, sea-
sonal poverty, and family debt are among the factors associated with a higher risk of 
being trafficked (Bal Kumar 2001; UNICEF 2001; Cheema 2005; Ali 2005; Huda 2006; 
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Sarkar et al. 2008; Ghosh 2009; UNODC 2012). In Nepal, an especially pernicious form 
of trafficking by parents is that of children being sold into bonded servitude (box 3.2). 

Opinions and evidence on whether household poverty is a risk factor for honor kill-
ing are mixed. According to the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, 
which studied 243 registered cases of honor killings between 2011 and 2013, house-
hold poverty puts women and girls at greater risk (AIHRC 2013). Perhaps economic 
pressures increase the chances that family conflict is expressed through psychologi-
cal and physical violence. However, studies from India and Pakistan point out that 
honor killings also occur in urban, educated, and even wealthy families (Amnesty 
International 1999; Shaikh et al. 2010; BBC News India 2013). Still, it is worth noting 
that in Afghanistan, India, and Pakistan, honor killing tends to be perceived as the 
payment of a debt—though, rather than being material in nature, the cost incurred is 
more specifically the besmirched honor of a man, family, or community—and the vast 

BOX 3.2  The Curse of Being a Tharu Girl: Kamlari System in Nepal

Kamaiyas are bonded laborers from landless families, traditionally in southern Nepal, who 
live and work in their landlords’ homes to pay off loans taken for subsistence reasons. 
The traditional Kamaiya system has been compared to modern-day slavery (Haviland 
2007). Kamlaris are female Kamaiyas. They are the young daughters of indigenous families 
with little or no land who are compelled to hand over their children to landlords—and 
increasingly to wealthy families in Kathmandu—in exchange for food or a small sum of 
money, or as repayment of a debt. At the master’s house, Kamlaris undertake various 
manual tasks instead of going to school. Those in the city toil within the four walls, working 
in the kitchen, washing clothes, and cleaning floors, while those in the villages go to the 
forest to gather firewood or work in the fields; in all cases, they face a high risk of sexual, 
physical, and emotional abuse (Poudel 2013).

The Kamlari practice originated, and is usually associated with, the landless Tharu people 
in western Nepal, who had to send their sons and daughters to their masters’ houses 
in exchange for the privilege of cultivating their land. Many of the Tharus residing in 
Nepal’s southern plains, once infested with malaria, were rendered destitute when the 
disease was eradicated and new settlers appropriated their land (Pradhan 2006). The 
practice is tied inextricably to the land ownership regime in Nepal, and the Tharus believe 
that only an equitable redistribution of land can eradicate the practice. 

Nepal's Supreme Court declared the Kamlari system illegal in 2006, along with other 
forms of child exploitation (UN News Centre 2009). The practice continues, however, 
and the exact number of Kamlaris in Nepal is not known, partly because the girls are 
often confined to their masters’ houses. Many have been freed from captivity, thanks to 
the initiatives of individuals and NGOs such as the Free Kamlari Development Forum, 
but those still indentured face a high probability of being sexually and physically 
abused (Ekantipur 2013). In June 2013, the suspected killing of a Kamlari girl in 
Kathmandu (the police and her master claim it was suicide) led to protests across Nepal. 
After cracking down on the Kamlari protesters and Tharu activists, the government 
agreed to abolish the practice and provide compensation to those injured (Poudel 2013; 
Pun 2013).
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majority occur over marital or extra-marital matters (Irfan 2008; Nasrullah et al. 2009; 
Shaikh et al. 2010; Chesler and Bloom 2012; HRCP 2012; AIHRC 2013).

RISK FACTORS IN LAWS, SYSTEMS, AND COMMUNITY INSTITUTIONS

Few of the individual- and household-level factors previously mentioned would increase 
risks of violence without enabling risk factors that are embedded within institutions and 
systems. These factors operate through legislative, judicial, and other organized systems 
that have the potential to support the perverse incentives of abusers—a potential that 
is easily realized in a society that enforces male power. According to literature from the 
region, these risk factors range from laws themselves to police, justice, and other state-
sanctioned law enforcement systems; to schools and health systems; to the dynamic and 
rapidly shifting circumstances brought on by migration, globalization, natural disaster, 
conflict, and deteriorating rule of law; to extrajudicial bodies that make decisions on 
behalf of communities, even when those decisions fall outside of the law. The empirical 
research concerning these factors is scant, and case studies conducted by members of 
this report team are included to help enrich understanding of the issues.

Lack of Enforcement and Awareness of Laws 

Earlier in this chapter, we enumerate the laws enacted in South Asia to combat violence 
against women and girls and identify gaps in country or local legal frameworks. Even 
where such laws exist, ignorance, disregard, and deliberate flouting of legal require-
ments are widespread. Numerous authors decry the inability of national governments 
and the international community to enforce laws and respond effectively to custodial 
violence, honor killing, and increased trafficking of women and children (Goonesekere 
2000; Huda 2006; Haile 2007; Kirti et al. 2011; Chesler and Bloom 2012; Khowaja et al. 
2012). According to several quantitative studies of sexual harassment in Sri Lanka, 
police officers are unresponsive because they fail to take complaints seriously due to 
gender bias (Jayaweera et al. 2007; Perera et al. 2011). 

Law enforcement and the general public simply may be insufficiently aware of such 
laws to either recognize or report violence, or to hold perpetrators accountable—
moreover, vagueness and inconsistencies in laws and law enforcement exacerbate the 
problem (as in Nepal, for example, where prostitution has been ruled a legal occupa-
tion, but prostitutes are arrested under the General Code’s “public obscenity” clause and 
subsequently are at risk of custodial violence)—according to research in Afghanistan 
(AIHRC 2013), Bangladesh (Naripokkho and Bangladesh Mahila Parishad 2002), 
Bhutan (Druk Associates 2011), India (ACHR 2007), Nepal (Asia Foundation et al. 
2010), Pakistan (Lari 2011; Khowaja et al. 2012; Blue Veins 2013), and Sri Lanka (Perera, 
et al. 2011). For instance, focus group discussions in Bhutan reveal urban respondents 
to be more aware than rural respondents of various laws and institutions that provide 
for or protect the rights of women (Druk Associates 2011). A recent survey in Khyber 
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Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan, reveals that out of the 300 respondents—all from civil society 
organizations, who presumably are better informed than the general public—a minor-
ity are aware of any women-related laws in Pakistan or of institutional mechanisms 
nationally and in the province to deal with complaints registering various forms of 
abuse (Blue Veins 2013). 

Enabling Infrastructure and Lack of Accountability

Even women who are aware of laws designed to protect them and punish perpetrators 
may decide not to report violent experiences because they occur within a system that 
tends to protect perpetrators and punish those who come forward. Research suggests 
this to be the case for all four multi-stage types of violence. At the most basic level of 
such institutional negligence are the low rates of birth registration in several countries 
in the region. As noted in chapter 2, birth registration rates are extremely low in coun-
tries such as Afghanistan and Pakistan. Children who lack birth registration often do 
not have an official identity, which can increase their vulnerability to sexual exploita-
tion, sex trafficking, and prostitution (UNICEF 2001). Similarly, the failure of employers 
to register the names of (often female) domestic servants deprives those employees of 
both a source of protection against sexual harassment and other forms of abuse and a 
way to be located if they were trafficked (Ghosh 2009). 

More broadly, ineffective or corrupt judicial and law enforcement systems are at least 
partly to blame for continuing violence against women. In some cases, law enforcement 
officials protect and collude with perpetrators or even become perpetrators themselves. The 
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC 2013) reports, for instance, 
that 14.6 percent of the sexual assaults and honor killings in the period considered by the 
study were perpetrated by police. Further, judicial proceedings in more than one-third of 
registered sexual assault and honor killing cases were not conducted according to the law.

Custodial violence also reflects such institutional failures and is a frequent occur-
rence for women prisoners in India (Garg and Singla 2012) and Pakistan (Ali and Shah 
2011). The poor conditions in which women and girls are detained encourage sexual 
assault by male prisoners, as well as abuse by male police, guards, or army personnel. 
Prison overcrowding exacerbates these conditions, especially in institutions where 
women occupy the same quarters as hardened male criminals, as documented in parts 
of India (Garg and Singla 2012). Lack of female custodians is another problem: female 
prisoners are at greater risk of violence when overseen by male custodians, according 
to research in Kabul, Afghanistan (UNODC 2007); Bangladesh (Shafique 2008); Nepal 
(Dolan and Larney 2009); and Pakistan (Khair 2003). Although Pakistan established its 
first women’s police station in Islamabad in 1994, all criminal cases registered in the 
decade between its inception and a 2004 study were handled by male police officers 
because female officers were not allowed to handle criminal cases (SAARC 2006). As a 
result of these and other failures of accountability, public trust in judicial and recourse 
mechanisms has  eroded. According to a Gallup poll of 300 Pakistani professionals, 
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85 percent place the greatest level of trust in teachers and the least (only 18 percent) in 
police officers (Daily Times 2011).

Organized Illicit Systems, Collusion with Law Enforcement, and 
Extrajudicial “Courts”

Along with systemic failures, active collusion by law enforcement may have enabled 
many cross-cutting forms of violence to become organized systems in themselves. In 
some cases, local authorities allegedly have been able to use their positions to enable 
and even profit from honor killings and trafficking, according to select reports from 
the region (Amnesty International 1999; Shah et al. 2002; Ghosh 2009). Several news 
reports implicate law enforcement in collaborating with family members to complete 
honor killings in Pakistan (HRCP 2012). 

In part because of problems in official systems, feudal extra-judicial structures are 
thriving across many parts of the region. Several studies of the social aspects of honor 
crimes, for example, suggest that heightened risk of such violence can be attributed less 
to class, ethnicity, or religion per se than to persistent feudal structures that have incen-
tives to maintain political and social control over local communities (Srivastava 2009; 
Kirti et al. 2011; Chesler and Bloom 2012). According to numerous sources, wherever 
ad hoc and standing local councils (i.e., Shuras and Jirgas) in Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
and the khap panchayats in India, remain strong, they have been known at times to con-
done or encourage honor killings, rapes, and other forms of sexual harassment and, in 
the case of India and Pakistan, even trafficking (Human Rights Watch 2010; Kachhwaha 
2011; Kirti et al. 2011; Ribin 2012; Basu 2013; Gandhara 2013). Given that many cases 
of such violence tried by these “courts” come to light only because local media report 
them, actual numbers are certainly much higher. 

In Afghanistan, jirgas’ rulings sometimes do not even follow sharia law, which 
requires trials before calling for honor killings, adhering instead to tribal customs that 
are especially severe for females (Ribin 2012). In India, khap panchayats are known 
to mete out honor killing sentences. Despite their unconstitutionality, khap panchay-
ats are trusted by local sections of castes to protect family honor and to take “quick, 
unilateral and incontestable decisions on multiple issues like social transgressions, 
marriage, offences, property rights, inheritance, or regarding situations threatening 
tranquility in the village. It is through them that ‘the most regressive social views’ are 
sought to be implemented” (Kachhwaha 2011, 297–98).

In some instances, the formal legal system has tried to hold local leaders and extraju-
dicial courts accountable. In Pakistan, the only country in the region with a law against 
honor killing, the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act was passed in 2004 and became law in 
January 2005. This amendment to Pakistan’s Penal Code of 1860 defines honor violence 
and imposes a minimum 10 years’ imprisonment for perpetrators; it also outlaws and 
imposes a punishment for forced marriage (Lari 2011). In India, alarmed by the rise in 
honor killings being reported across the country, the Indian Supreme Court issued notices 
to the central government and seven states in 2010, instructing them to take measures to 



3.  WHAT UNDERLIES VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS IN SOUTH ASIA?  l  113 

protect potential victims (Chesler and Bloom 2012; Vasudevan 2010). In 2011, the court 
declared all honor killings ordered by khap panchayats to be illegal, remarking that honor 
killing was a barbaric practice that must be eradicated (Chesler and Bloom 2012). Other 
actions have originated at the highest levels of the government of India. In 2010, Prime 
Minister Manmohan Singh ordered a cabinet-level commission to draft national legisla-
tion to eradicate honor killings. Key proposals included a penal code amendment that 
allows khap panchayat leaders who sanction honor killings to be charged with murder 
and revokes the 30-day notice period of the Special Marriage Act, which enables families 
to track down and preemptively kill couples (Chesler and Bloom 2012). In 2011, the Law 
Commission of India, under the Ministry of Law and Justice, drafted the Endangerment 
of Life and Liberty (Protection, Prosecution, and Other Measures) Act. The bill was 
designed to prevent khap panchayats from denouncing couples that transgress caste 
restrictions (Venkatesan 2011). These legal efforts have met with considerable resistance 
from political groups, some state governments, and local leadership—particularly the 
powerful khap panchayats, which claim that such legislation violates traditional and cus-
tomary rights (Human Rights Watch 2010; Sharma 2013). Partly as a consequence, India 
still has no explicit active legislation against honor killing.

Conflict and Natural Disasters

As noted earlier in this chapter, women and girls are particularly vulnerable to violence 
in circumstances of armed conflict or political instability (box 3.3). Like conflict, natu-
ral disasters also tend to heighten the threat of violence against women and girls. First, 
restrictive migration policies exclude unskilled workers—especially women—and poor 
families who are displaced by disasters, forcing them to seek livelihoods in devastated 
areas through illicit channels that can expose women to additional risks of violence 
(Skeldon 2000; Ali 2005). For instance, floods, drought, and other natural disasters in 
Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan are documented as putting women and girls at greater 

BOX 3.3  Custodial Violence in Conflict-Affected Areas: Sri Lanka

Estimating prevalence of violence against women in conflict areas is difficult given the very 
low likelihood of women ever reporting these crimes, especially for women in captivity, 
as occurred during Sri Lanka’s civil war (Government of Sri Lanka 2011). Violence against 
women in numerous forms can continue in these same areas, even after the official end 
of the conflict. One presentation made in 2010 to Sri Lanka’s Commission of Inquiry on 
Lessons Learned and Reconciliation Commission reported that such violence, as well 
as structural discrimination against women, had escalated in former conflict areas. “It 
was stated that discriminatory policies and practices, heavy military presence, lack of 
authority to control their environment, limited access to basic needs combined with weak 
institutional protection mechanisms and breakdown of traditional support networks, norms 
and prejudices against women in the society and attitudes and behavior of power players 
have led to a culture of violence and impunity. As such, it was claimed that such a situation 
exposes women to various forms of sexual and gender based violence that compromise 
their dignity, security, well being and rights...” (Government of Sri Lanka 2011, 185).  
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BOX 3.4  Gender-Based Violence in Refugee Camps in Bhutan

In the early 1990s, around 100,000 Lhotsampa, people of Nepali origin living in southern 
Bhutan, were evicted from their homes when the government introduced a new law revoking 
their citizenship and civil rights due to ancestry. This resulted in the flight of individuals to 
Nepal. Most of these refugees have been resettled in Western countries, including Australia, 
Canada, and the United States: of the more than 108,000 refugees in camps in eastern 
Nepal, 86,000 had been resettled by December 2013 to eight different countries (IRIN 2013).

Prior to their resettlement, the issue of gender-based violence in the refugee camps of 
eastern Nepal attracted widespread attention after Human Rights Watch published a report 
detailing sexual exploitation and violence among these refugees (Human Rights Watch 
2003). In 2002, investigations carried out by the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees had also revealed 18 cases of gender-based violence, including some perpetrated 
by employees of the United Nations agency or its implementing partners. Such abuses 
sometimes occurred in schools, which, according to the 2003 report, may have resulted in 
the community becoming afraid to send girls to school (Human Rights Watch 2003).

Given the stigma surrounding rape and sexual abuse, many cases reported to the camp 
authorities were settled by the camp committees encouraging the survivors to marry the 
perpetrators. Cases of intimate partner violence were also settled without any recourse to 
judicial action because the camp management committees preferred reconciliation. In the 
absence of legal recourse, these reconciliations, which are widespread in Nepali society as 
well as inside the camps, allowed the continuation of sexual violence and exploitation and 
further inhibited the survivors from speaking out. A report by Oxfam in 2000 corroborated 
earlier reports of widespread intimate partner violence that was exacerbated by social 
pressures to keep such abuse hidden (Poudel 2000).

risk of trafficking (Gazi et al. 2001; Ali 2005; Ghosh 2009). Female refugees displaced 
by conflict or disasters face an extremely high threat of violence, sometimes with little 
recourse to justice (box 3.4).

SOCIAL NORMS AS RISK FACTORS

Conceptions of honor, femininity, and regulated sexuality that form the parameters of 
socially acceptable notions of a “good” woman underlie many of the risks of violence 
that South Asian women and girls face throughout their lives. Most directly, these 
notions influence perpetrators’ decisions to sexually harass women and girls, who may 
be perceived as transgressing these social “rules” by choosing a marital or sexual part-
ner deemed inappropriate, by venturing into public spaces at night or without socially 
acceptable escorts, or by leading lives that are not considered sufficiently traditional or 
protected. Having transgressed—and thereby undermining the honor of their bodies, 
families, or communities—these women and girls are at heightened risk of custodial 
violence, trafficking, rape, and other forms of sexual harassment (Jejeebhoy and Bott 
2003; Naved 2003; AIHRC 2013). A case in point is the ongoing discrimination and 
violence experienced by women in Nepal's Badi community, who are stigmatized by 
their identification with prostitution (box 3.5).
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In the case of honor killings, these norms can twist the very definition of violence. This is 
because notions of “honor” and its preservation are intertwined with notions of the “good” 
and “chaste” woman, as well as belief in the supremacy of the male-headed family unit in 
making decisions about a woman’s sexuality and choice of partner. Thus, for instance, Baxi 
et al. (2006) and Siddiqi (2012) find in India and Bangladesh that when a woman chooses 
a marriage or a non-marital sexual relationship that may go against the will of her family, 

BOX 3.5  Stigma of Tradition: Badi Women of Nepal

They supposedly came to Nepal in the 14th century to work as entertainers, singers, and 
dancers in the courts of petty kings in the mid- and far-western parts of Nepal, but over 
centuries the fortunes of the Badi community have declined significantly (Cox 2000). When 
subsequent rulers imposed a rigid caste system on society, as exemplified by the Muluki 
Ain (General Code) of 1857, the Badi were categorized as “untouchables,” meaning that 
members of so-called higher castes could forbid them to enter their houses, marry their 
children, or even drink from a cup they had touched. A further blow came in the 1960s, 
when the rulers of Nepal abolished the semiautonomous feudatory principalities in the 
western hills (Regmi 1977), depriving the Badi of patrons. Although the Muluki Ain of 
1963 banned all forms of caste-based discrimination, it continues to exist. Today, due to 
the shackles of the caste system and destitution, the community is known all over Nepal 
for prostitution. Many Badi elders, men who once earned a livelihood making musical 
instruments or fishing, live off their daughters, who turn to selling their bodies when they 
reach puberty. The daughters’ earnings remain in the maternal family. 

In 1999–2000, the Tole Sudhaar Samiti (Community Improvement Committee) of Rajpura 
village in Dang decided to end the tradition of prostitution, in a collective effort by both 
Badi and non-Badi people. A watch group was formed to keep surveillance over the Badi 
community. When they found customers going into the community, they either talked 
to them or, after repeated interceptions, fined them. Through this grassroots effort and 
raising awareness, they were able to significantly reduce the prevalence of this traditional 
profession of prostitution. 

Today, Badi women claim that the tradition of prostitution has ended; however, this cannot 
be verified because of the sensitivities involved in asking women if they are engaged in 
the sex trade. Badi girls born into this small community of 38,000 continue to face violence 
from an early age (CBS 2011). Because of the nature of the profession, children born to 
Badi women are often denied citizenship in the absence of a recognized father, despite 
laws that allow citizenship based on maternal lineage. In addition, stereotypes from the 
past still haunt them. They are discriminated against and treated as inferior beings due 
to the popular perception of them, rooted in their traditional role as sex workers. Nirmal 
Gupta, president of Dalit Mahila Ekta Kendra, said that she once heard a Dalit man say to 
a Badi woman, “Yesterday you would have been sold for 50 rupees.”11

The government of Nepal has formed a Badi Upliftment and Development Committee 
within the Ministry of Federal Affairs and Local Development. The Dalit Welfare 
Organization and Backward Society Education have been working with Badi women since 
the 1990s, with supporting funds from UNICEF, the Danish International Development 
Agency, and Save the Children Norway, to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS and to provide 
nonformal education to Badi women and children. NGOs that target marginalized 
populations, such as the Social Development Centre, also provide skills training to Badi 
women. 
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such a consensual relationship is treated as a “crime” against “honor” and judged as such; 
a woman is denied her rights in the domestic sphere. This is not to say that the honor kill-
ings meted out to young women and men who dare to choose their own partner are not 
a serious violation of rights for both. Rather, feminist scholars caution that until political 
and social norms move away from regarding women as needing protection and toward 
recognizing women as citizens with equal rights in public and domestic spheres, legal 
and social systems seeking to address or prevent honor killings, rape, and similar forms 
of “honor-related” violence may inadvertently or deliberately override women’s rights (see 
discussions, for example, in Siddiqi 2003; Welchman and Hossain 2005).

The very existence of these norms triggers violence: research suggests that simply by 
having rigid proscriptions on female behavior (such as taboos against the intermingling 
of boys and girls and female sexuality), societies put women at greater risk of sexual 
harassment (Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003; Perera et al. 2011; Perveen 2012). These notions 
interact with various other situations at the macro social level to increase risks of multi-
life-stage forms of violence for particular groups of women and girls or in particular 
living situations. Potential circumstances include the additional risks triggered by migra-
tion and globalization and by caste, religion, tribe, ethnicity, or other group identity. 

Migration and Globalization

A growing pool of literature from South Asia attributes rising rates of honor killing, 
trafficking, and sexual harassment of women in the region to the clash between con-
temporary values brought in by globalization and modernization, on the one hand, 
and the deeply entrenched and gendered beliefs and systems that have ordered South 
Asian societies for centuries and even millennia, on the other (Siddiqi 2003; Choudhury 
2007; Ghosh 2009; Chowdhry 2010; Chesler and Bloom 2012; Ribin 2012; Kapur 2013). 
Globalization and related socioeconomic shifts can bring empowering benefits to 
women, such as increased employment opportunities, greater involvement in public life, 
and enhanced access to information and services. They also may place women and girls 
in unfamiliar and dangerous environments, such as when women migrate across long 
distances for work opportunities (Bal Kumar 2001; Gazi et al. 2001; Huda 2006; Ghosh 
2009; UNODC 2012). Unfortunately, we could find no data or research that tests these 
proposed relationships between such violence and these particular macro-level factors. 

Caste, Tribe, Ethnicity, and Religion 

Membership in excluded communities interacts not only with social norms but also 
with poverty to place women from such groups at particularly high risk of various 
forms of violence. Women from groups that are traditionally excluded and discrimi-
nated against in South Asian countries—whether because of ethnicity, religion, caste, 
or tribe—tend to be poorer than the majority. Doubly disadvantaged by poverty and 
their particular social group status, they are especially vulnerable to trafficking, sexual 
harassment, and custodial violence (box 3.6). For example, police investigations across 
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BOX 3.6  Double Marginalization and Violence

Women within an economically, historically, and socially marginalized community are at 
double risk of violence because of their gender and disadvantaged status as members of 
a minority or other marginalized group. In South Asia, this violence is institutionalized at 
all life stages of women in such groups and hence becomes normalized. Some of these 
groups include lower-caste Dalit women in India, Nepal, and Pakistan (PDSN and IDSN 
2013); women from scheduled tribes or indigenous communities in Bangladesh, India, 
and Nepal; and women from ethnic, religious, and sexual minority groups throughout 
South Asia. 

In India, Dalit and Adivasi schoolgirls are more vulnerable than other schoolgirls to 
bullying, violence, and verbal abuse, negatively affecting their learning (Balagopalan and 
Subramanian 2003). In Nepal, ethnic minority and Dalit girls are more at risk of being 
trafficked due to lack of education and severe poverty (Hennink and Simkhada 2004). 
Women and girls from these communities might underreport violence for fear of stigma 
(Dutta et al. 2010), apathy and prejudice from the justice system (Irudayam et al. 2006), 
repercussions of reporting violence—or because of an undue burden to represent the men 
in their community positively. Risks to women increase in times of conflict, when women’s 
bodies can become spaces for men to reassert dominance and seek revenge (Nussbaum 
2009). Across countries in the region, women from socially disadvantaged groups and 
religious minorities are particularly vulnerable to rape and other sexual violence in times 
of sectarian conflict (GOI 2002; Kapadia 2002; National Human Rights Commission of India 
2002; SAARC 2006; Sen 2007; Government of Sri Lanka 2011).  

A 2006 study in Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Tamil Nadu, and Uttar Pradesh, India, finds a wide 
range of forms of violence perpetrated against Dalit women, within and outside of the 
home, and including verbal abuse, sexual harassment and assault, sexual exploitation, 
forced prostitution, kidnapping and abduction, and forced incarceration. The majority 
of women surveyed had experienced several of these kinds of violence (Irudayam et al. 
2006, 4), with over 20 percent reporting gang rape. Women from minority and other 
disadvantaged groups in particular are targeted for violence when they transgress norms 
to demand their constitutional rights, such as access to public services (for example, 
transportation), temples, or food rations; or attempt to access their political rights or 
aspire to political life (Irudayam et al. 2006). Women of the scheduled tribes in the 
northeastern states of India, where conflict is rife, are highly vulnerable to violence, 
including rape and sexual harassment (McDuie-Ra 2012). 

A study examining violence experienced by women sex workers, lesbian women, and 
disabled women in Bangladesh, India, and Nepal finds that the violence they face because 
of their marginalized status is exacerbated by social stigma and large gaps in their awareness 
of and access to services (CREA 2012). In its 2013 report, Minority Rights Group International 
also notes that a great disparity in access to health services is one of the key areas of 
structural violence against indigenous, lower caste communities and religious minorities 
across most of South Asia. In Nepal, for instance “untouchability” affects Dalit women’s 
access to education, health care and employment (Bhattachan et al. 2009; OHCHR 2011).  

When attempting to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, many governments 
neglect to measure the progress of minority groups, instead targeting populations that 
are easiest to reach and whose level of inequality is least costly to address (Minority Rights 
Group International 2013, 12). Failure to recognize or discuss the issues of these distinct 

box continues next page
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social groups means that there is little systematic research or intervention that tracks or 
addresses the risks and prevalence of violence they face or their access to services. As 
the discussion of their increased vulnerability illustrates, however, such analysis of double 
marginalization and its effect on risks of violence is imperative to help policy makers and 
women’s and minority movements better strategize and implement policies and programs 
that protect the rights of minority women (Irudayam et al. 2006). 

BOX 3.6  Double Marginalization and Violence (continued)

northern India document how minor girls from disadvantaged groups can be kidnapped 
to be raised and sent away to practice prostitution (UNODC 2012). Recruitment agen-
cies in India also tend to target children from distant tribal villages, who are falsely 
promised gainful employment and then sold to employers who neither pay them nor 
give them time off. Often the children are physically and sexually abused, and no money 
is remitted to their families (UNODC 2012). 

In Nepal, the Dalit community and hill ethnic groups are most at risk of trafficking 
(Bal Kumar 2001) and have experienced higher-than-average rates of custodial violence 
while in detention. In a study of torture of female Nepalis who were detained in 2010, 
analysis of caste and ethnic data reveals that women from Terai ethnic groups (repre-
senting 9.4 percent of detainees) had higher levels of reported torture than the Brahmin 
and Chhetri caste majority (40.7 percent) (Advocacy Forum 2011). Other research does 
not estimate violence prevalence among women from disadvantaged groups, but it does 
offer case studies to illustrate how minority and indigenous women in Bangladesh, low-
caste and tribal women in India, ethnic minority women in Nepal, and women in con-
flict zones of Sri Lanka have been at particular risk of sexual violence and other abuse by 
security forces while in custody (SAARC 2006; Government of Sri Lanka 2011).

The role of religion and caste in marriage is a key way in which these social identities 
interact with underlying gender norms to increase the risks for violence. Communities 
based on religion and caste are deeply invested in the marital and sexual aspects of 
community dynamics, in large part in order to maintain the gendered aspects of the 
patriarchal system prevalent in much of the region, including male bias, son preference, 
feminine and masculine roles, honor and regulation of sexuality, and dowry. Most honor 
killings in South Asia are punitive responses to marriage or sexual relations outside 
of the acceptable religion or caste or within the same sub-caste or gotra.12 In another 
example of the interaction between caste and gender norms, because trafficked brides 
in India tend to be of lower caste than the families into which they marry, they often are 
judged to have brought dishonor to these families. Hence, they are at extremely high 
risk of psychological and physical abuse and rape in their new families and communi-
ties. Because of their low status, trafficked brides also are vulnerable to being trafficked 
again (Gazi et al. 2001; Ali 2005).

Most disturbingly, societies at large—including women—continue to defend these 
social, normative, and caste- and religion-based rules, across urban as well as rural 
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populations. For instance, despite the 1955 Hindu Marriage Act’s legalization of inter-
caste and intra-gotra marriages in India, two-thirds of Indian people surveyed in 2006 
opposed inter-caste marriage (Chesler and Bloom 2012). The same is true of religion. 
Of 601 sampled individuals in Islamabad, Pakistan, 49 percent of whom were women, 
more than half (57.1 percent) approved of honor killings under adulterous circum-
stances described to them in a vignette (Shaikh et al. 2010). More men than women 
approved, however, of death as an appropriate punishment for an honor crime, for 
accused women as well as men. A considerably greater share of women (28.1 percent) 
than men (15.2 percent)—but still the minority of individuals sampled—opined that the 
man should have forgiven his wife (Shaikh et al. 2010). 

Summary and Conclusion

Our review illustrates the extent to which women’s own characteristics; those of their 
partners, households, and communities; the failure of institutions; and rigidly patri-
archal social norms all create a dynamic landscape of risks and potential protection 
for women’s vulnerability to myriad forms of violence in South Asia. Certain risk and 
protective factors stand out. At the individual level, the research unequivocally notes 
that childhood exposure to violence is a key risk factor for women’s future vulnerabil-
ity to violence as adults, and for men’s greater risk of being perpetrators. Life stage 
itself would appear to be important as well, such that young girls and adolescents are 
at heightened risk of many forms of violence, such as excess female child mortality, 
child marriage, intimate partner violence, trafficking, and sexual harassment. The abil-
ity of women and girls to negotiate—with peers, parents, spouses, family members, 
and society at large—is likely to be protective, but rigorous research unfortunately is 
scarce, especially regarding what kinds of negotiation skills are most useful. Secondary 
education is considered protective as well, possibly by providing women the opportu-
nity to gain more skills and confidence; however, education may not be protective for 
all types of violence, as research on excess female child mortality illustrates. At the level 
of the immediate environment, a small but unequivocal body of research posits that 
alcohol abuse is a key risk factor for triggering violence. Low socio-economic status is 
also highlighted as an important risk factor because of the circumstances that emerge 
from poverty, such as heightened stress in day-to-day living that creates conditions for 
interpersonal violence or trafficking; and the imperative to balance costs and benefits 
with limited resources, which contributes to excess female child mortality and child 
marriage. Yet, women from higher-income groups or households may continue to be 
vulnerable to some forms of violence.

While there is limited econometric analysis on the role of institutional, community, 
and social normative factors in perpetuating violence against women and girls, a vast 
body of qualitative research makes clear their seminal role in enabling violence to occur 
in the home, in schools, in workplaces, and elsewhere. For the most part, governments 
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in South Asia have instituted at least a minimum basket of laws that ostensibly should 
not allow violence to be as pervasive as it is. However, it is in the implementation of 
these laws that the system breaks down. Many studies repeatedly and consistently point 
to system failures, such as lack of monitoring and follow-up in law enforcement, gen-
der biases among those tasked with implementing laws, corruption in systems, and the 
impunity enjoyed by perpetrators. In part because of the failure of formal systems across 
much of the region, informal judicial and governance systems that further entrench 
gender inequality flourish, with implications for forms of violence such as honor killings 
and consequences for the type of recourse women can expect. These systems also main-
tain entrenched traditional patriarchal norms that perpetuate a low value of women 
and, hence, violence against them.

The ongoing collision of age-old gendered traditions and the countervailing forces 
of modernity and globalization may also partially explain the intense involvement of 
the shalish, khap panchayats, and loya jirgas in cases of violence against women and 
girls. Women’s and girls’ enhanced sense of independence from greater exposure to 
public life and from earning their own incomes has enabled the emergence of a “new” 
citizen in South Asian countries, where freedom of expression has embarked on a 
struggle with “…subversive expressions of gender or sexuality” (Kapur 2013, 31). This 
emerging identity of equal citizen—in direct contrast to potential victim under male 
protection—can have unsettling implications for the rigid gender norms that men and 
male-controlled institutions are expected to protect. Given the inevitability of continu-
ing economic growth and modernization in the region, mitigating violence will depend 
in part on loosening these traditions and norms. In particular, it will require efforts to 
shift citizens’ and leaders’ conceptions of women and girls, not as bearers of honor to 
be protected and essentially owned within the male-dominated power structures, but 
as individual citizens with their own powers of self-determination and rights, including 
the right to sexual expression (Kapur 2013). Chapter 4 summarizes such efforts in the 
region, among other interventions, to prevent and respond to violence against women 
and girls. 

Notes

	 1.	 World Bank Gender Statistics. http://datatopics.worldbank.org/gender/region/south-asia.

	 2.	 Bangladesh, India, Maldives, and Pakistan have signed the convention with reservations; 
India and Pakistan have signed with declarations.

	 3.	 Qasim Shah, Sadia. “Women Activists, Religious Parties Differ on Domestic Violence.” Dawn. 
29 March 2014. http://www.dawn.com/news/1096299/women-activists-religious-parties​
-differ-on-domestic-violence.

	 4.	 Rolfes, Ellen. “Maldivian president rejects ‘un-Islamic’ ban on some forms of marital rape.” 
PBS Newshour. 16 January 2014. http://www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/maldivian​
-president-rejects-un-islamic-ban-on-some-forms-of-marital-rape/.
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	 5.	 Khap and jati panchayats are councils based on clan (khap) or caste (jati) that were orga-
nized in ancient societies to serve as community-level representative bodies. Despite being 
outlawed and not recognized as part of India's official third-tier Panchayati Raj system 
of government, these councils maintain great power over communities in select parts of 
India—typically rural areas in the North—and often act as local courts.

	 6.	 An outgrowth of traditional rural power structures in Bangladesh, the shalish system is a 
process of mediation. The mediators, or "Shalishkars," tend to be wealthy, powerful, and 
socially accepted male members of communities. Although they fall outside the legal court 
system, shalish councils are often used to resolve local disputes or conflicts.

	 7.	 The correlation of the child abuse scale with the parental acceptance-rejection scale for 
fathers and mothers was highly significant (= .60, .57, p < .0001). 

	 8.	 Sexual abuse suffered by boys cannot be minimized, but it is beyond the scope of this report, 
as noted in chapter 1.

	 9.	 We use the term “multiple-stage” or “cross-cutting” to refer to forms of violence that can 
occur at multiple points in the life cycle. 

	10.	 For more information, see http://justiceforwomenindia.wordpress.com/tag/trafficking​
-statistics-in-india/.

	11.	 Interview with Nirmal Gupta, January 2014.

	12.	 Hindu religious law and tradition prohibit relationships between members of the same caste-
based clan or sub-caste (gotra) to prevent descendants of common ancestry from marrying 
(Panniyankara 2013).
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CHAPTER 4

Learning from Interventions to Address 
Violence against Women and Girls

A range of interventions across South Asia attempts to prevent and respond to 
violence against women and girls throughout their lives. In this chapter we 
analyze whether and how such interventions address some of the key risk 

factors for such violence, and what promising lessons emerge for future efforts. This 
review is based on an intensive effort over a span of six months to identify as many 
initiatives as possible. We do not aim to cover all such programs. Rather, this review’s 
contribution is to scan across the many forms of violence and across all the countries in 
the region to distill some key promising approaches and to provide a common platform 
for discussion and next steps.

We consider two forms of “interventions.” The first is the macro-level systemic 
economic, social, and policy “interventions” that may indirectly influence violence 
against women and girls at various points in their lives. These include economic devel-
opment and patterns and shifts in other indicators across countries over time, such 
as female education and women’s political participation. We broadly review these 
dynamics; however, reviewing or analyzing fully the large literature on the relation-
ship between macro changes and violence is beyond the scope of this report. The sec-
ond type of “intervention,” which forms the bulk of our analysis, comprises targeted 
interventions designed to prevent or respond to violence against women and girls. 
We examine government policies and schemes, as well as programs, networks, media 
efforts, advocacy, campaigns, and other kinds of efforts. 
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Implications of Recent Economic, Political, and 
Social Changes for Violence

In much of South Asia, violence against women and girls is occurring against a backdrop 
of perhaps the most rapid economic and social changes the region has seen. Changes 
have also been notable in the realms of female education, fertility rates and women’s 
political participation. These shifts, described in chapter 3, are likely to have implica-
tions for violence and for gender equality more broadly.

Fertility decline has had a direct effect on excess female child mortality in India. Das 
Gupta and Bhat (1997) and others have noted that son preference remained strong even 
as fertility was declining, motivating parents to ensure one son in a smaller family. Parents 
thus were likely to discriminate even more intensively against daughters. The lack of 
a decline in excess female child mortality in India may at least partially be explained 
by this “intensification” effect (Das Gupta and Bhat 1997). However, this dynamic has 
not occurred in Bangladesh, which has also experienced very rapid fertility decline and 
shows some evidence of son preference. While it is still unclear why Bangladesh’s fertil-
ity decline did not exacerbate excess female child mortality in this country, some recent 
research suggests that government interventions focused on gender equality in educa-
tion and employment, combined with a path of economic growth that favored women’s 
employment, may have contributed to changing the value of girls relative to boys (Adams 
et al. 2013; Kabeer et al. 2013; see also box 4.3 below). The experience of the Republic of 
Korea provides an instructive example from outside of the region of the effect of such 
government interventions on excess female child mortality. Chung and Das Gupta (2007) 
and Das Gupta (2010) argue that economic modernization and the social and policy 
changes it wrought pushed South Korea’s otherwise very patriarchal policy environment 
towards greater gender equality, thus accelerating the erosion of son preference. 

Economic development can influence gender equality through its association with 
increased opportunities for women’s labor force participation and education. There 
is a large literature that attests to the relationship between girls’ secondary schooling 
and improved outcomes in a host of social, gender, and demographic characteristics. 
Higher levels of girls’ secondary schooling and a smaller gender gap in secondary edu-
cation should contribute also to a shift away from the low societal valuation of girls 
relative to boys that underlies much of the violence against women and girls. However, 
the persistence of violence in South Asia seems to suggest that while other indicators of 
gender equality may improve, violence is more resistant to change.

The role of female labor force participation is complex. Across all countries in the 
region except Sri Lanka, women are primarily employed in subsistence, informal, or agri-
cultural sectors. As such, it is not clear that these forms of employment are necessarily 
empowering, though they may enhance the physical welfare of women and their families.

Women’s employment in other sectors may not necessarily trigger a decline in 
violence, either. Analyses of the role of Bangladesh’s garment industry—dominated by 
women workers—in empowerment and violence suggest that while such employment 



4.  LEARNING FROM INTERVENTIONS TO ADDRESS VIOLENCE  l  139 

has changed women’s lives in terms of their mobility and access to resources, it may be 
associated also with higher risks of violence. Working women face double risks of harass-
ment: at work and on the street while getting to work (Siddiqi 2003). The specific condi-
tions of work in this sector may contribute to an environment conducive to violence, 
such as the lack of formal contracts, which creates pressure on women to succumb 
to employers’ sexual advances, or the necessity to work at night but without adequate 
oversight and other safeguards against sexual or physical harassment (Siddiqi 2003).

Whether or not female employment triggers violence may also depend on social 
acceptance of women working outside of the home. Traditional patriarchal norms 
dictate that women remain confined to domestic roles in the home. If a rise in female 
employment is not accompanied by a shift in these norms, then women who work 
may be viewed as breaking norms and thus “available” for harassment; this is indeed 
the experience documented by some studies from Bangladesh (Siddiqi 2003) and 
Sri Lanka (Hancock 2006). As one respondent in Hancock’s (2006) qualitative study 
with women workers in Sri Lanka’s export processing zones said: “Society has a very 
bad perception of women factory workers. They look down on us and consider us as 
immoral people. We are not accepted and people disrespect us. We cannot walk on 
the road alone. Men think that we are playthings that can be used for their pleasure. 
Men fiddle and touch us on buses. They do not think of us as people working for a 
living” (223).

This quotation illustrates well the ongoing clash between modernity and tradition as 
South Asian economies and societies continue to transform. As opportunities arise that 
open the doors to greater gender equality, women and girls may face a backlash, includ-
ing increased violence, as they leave their homes to work or study. As women’s greater 
participation in public life becomes the norm, violence may decrease, as chapter 3 
explores in the context of women’s participation in microcredit programs in Bangladesh 
(Schuler and Hashemi 1994; Koenig et al. 2003; Ahmed 2005).

This conflict between modernity and tradition is also exemplified by the role of wom-
en’s political participation in redefining public and private spaces as women leaders 
bring into public debate issues that were earlier considered private, such as intimate 
partner or other forms of violence. India’s experiment with mandating seats in local 
governance institutions or panchayats provides a good example. Studies have found 
that women panchayat leaders do tend to invest time and effort in issues that are of con-
cern for women, such as health and water (Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2004). A recent 
examination of the role of the panchayati raj institutions in gender concerns also shows 
that as women move into leadership positions, they experience higher self esteem and 
are more valued by their households (ICRW and UN Women 2012). Yet, these develop-
ments have not necessarily translated into greater public discussion of domestic vio-
lence, which is still seen by and large as a private problem. At the same time, such 
political participation does provide a new space and opportunity for these concerns to 
be aired. The report by ICRW and UN Women (2012) notes that the responsibility of 
taking advantage of this space cannot be placed solely on women’s shoulders. Rather, to 
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make women’s participation in panchayats truly gender transformative, governments 
and other stakeholders committed to gender equality in governance all need to make a 
collective effort.

Such collective effort is also necessary to directly address violence against women 
and girls. As the rest of this chapter illustrates, interventions need to occur at the level 
of individual women and girls, their immediate environments, their communities and 
institutions, and social norms. We turn next to an examination of such “targeted” 
interventions.

Methods to Identify and Definitions of Targeted 
Interventions

Through on-line and literature searches, and the help of organizations across the region 
that work to some degree on one or more forms of violence against women and girls, 
we identified approximately 700 organizations in the region with one or more inter-
ventions that aim to address one or more types of violence against women and girls 
(appendix S). We short-listed a total of 101 evaluated interventions for this analysis, 
across all the forms of violence considered, and across the eight countries of South 
Asia (appendixes  C–K ). Evaluations are largely clustered around interventions to 
prevent child marriage, interventions that explicitly aim to engage men and boys in 
preventing or responding to violence, and interventions that broadly address “violence 
against women,” encompassing—but not solely focused on—intimate partner violence. 
Evaluation for all other forms of violence is spotty and of limited rigor.

METHODOLOGY AND PROCESS TO IDENTIFY INTERVENTIONS

Our methodology is illustrated in figure 4.1 and described in detail in appendix N. 
The team started with a broad literature review of research, policy, and program docu-
ments; consultations with various stakeholders in the region and elsewhere; and field 
trips in Bangladesh, Maldives, and Nepal. The initial reviews and discussions helped 
generate a preliminary list (List I) of organizations working on violence (appendix S). 
This master list was then used—in combination with follow-up rounds of consultation 
and interviews, as well as focused literature reviews—to generate a shortlist of evalu-
ated interventions (List II). The team also selected four interventions as potential case 
studies (List III). Case studies were developed based on information from project doc-
uments as well as semi-structured key informant interviews. In addition, we identified 
evaluated interventions from other parts of the world that could help inform initiatives 
in South Asia (appendix T).

Our efforts were constrained by time, resources, the evolving nature of programs, and 
the limited pre-existing information on interventions and their evaluations. Follow-up 
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with the many individuals contacted was not always possible; in some cases, follow-up 
did not yield results as we did not have access to implementation or evaluation docu-
mentation. The research team did not have consultants based in some of the countries. 
While we attempted to minimize this constraint by reaching out to development actors 
from the countries other than those in which consultants were physically based, it is 
likely we did not capture the local nuances in some of these countries.

At the same time, we believe our approach has several strengths. A key strength of 
this exercise was its consultative nature. First, at each step of information gathering and 
analysis, the team in the field ensured ongoing and active collaboration and consulta-
tion with as many organizations as could be reached. This was especially true of the 
case studies. Second, the search was undertaken methodically, starting from the widest 
sweep of the landscape of programming and narrowing to evaluated and then innova-
tive interventions. Key informant interviews for case studies followed a guide created by 
the study team for this purpose (appendix N). Finally, as described below, the analysis 
defined “evaluation” in ways that crossed the boundaries between academic rigor and 
field reality: while on the one hand, the attempt was to search for rigor, at the same time 
the realities of complex programs, field capacity, NGO goals, and peer considerations 
were taken into account when deciding whether to consider a program “evaluated.” 

EVALUATION DEFINITION AND CHALLENGES 

We consider interventions to be evaluated if they have been assessed by any of several 
methods, described in figure 4.2. We draw conclusions for promising practices from the 

Impact
evaluation

Outcome
evaluation

Process
evaluation

Qualitative
assessment

Post-
assessment

Participatory
evaluation

Peer
evaluation

Randomized
control trial:
interventions
randomized
across a large
number of
individuals
or other units

Quasi-
experimental:
comparisons
across
randomized
“intervention“
and “control”
sites

Comparisons
of changes in
outcomes
before and
after an
intervention

Assessment
of the
process of
implementing
an
intervention 

Assessments
based on
information
collected
through field
visits, and
discussions
and
interviews
with
participants
and key
stakeholders

Quantitative
analysis of
endline
measures,
sometimes
compared
to other
sources
of data, but
without a
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FIGURE 4.2  The Continuum of Methods to Evaluate Interventions
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most rigorous evaluations available for each type of violence, drawing from less rigor-
ous evaluations in the absence of rigorous ones. We define “promising” programs or 
practices as those that employ approaches that are shown to produce positive effects, 
and which can be used to inform design and implementation of other similar programs. 
Promising practices may also provide a basis for incorporating, replicating, or adapting 
select relevant strategies or elements into other programs to address particular forms 
of violence. 

The most quantitatively rigorous form of impact evaluation is the randomized control 
trial (RCT), wherein the intervention is made available to randomly selected individuals, 
but withheld from others. Randomization statistically accounts for factors other than the 
intervention (background characteristics, for example) that may influence the outcome, 
thus allowing attribution of changes to the intervention. We found only three RCTs, of 
which one is completed (the RHANI wives intervention in India) and two are ongoing 
(the Kishori Konthaa and Dil Mil interventions in Bangladesh and India, respectively). In 
India, Breakthrough, an NGO that conducts campaigns against violence, has just com-
pleted baselines for two planned RCTs (Breakthrough n.d.).1 

All other types of evaluations, which make up the bulk of our analyses, present cer-
tain methodological challenges (box 4.1). Nonetheless, such evaluations provide valuable 
information. Participatory qualitative evaluations can empower communities and provide 
important feedback from constituents of programs and policies on their effectiveness, 
accessibility, and acceptability. Quantitative evaluations that are not based on randomiza-
tion still provide important information on program implementation processes, outputs, 
observed changes over time, and—in some cases—shifts in outcomes. 

BOX 4.1  Methodological Challenges in Evaluating Interventions

1.	Selection bias: When interventions are based on voluntary participation, typically those 
who agree to participate are unlikely to be representative of the general population. 
Program success or failure cannot therefore be attributed to the program alone, but is 
likely a combination of program elements and characteristics of participants. 

2.	Quality and nature of data: Available evaluation data are typically either cross-sectional 
or qualitative, or there is no baseline. In the absence of a baseline, or with cross-
sectional data only, it is difficult to attribute change to an intervention. Similarly, it is 
difficult to attribute change to programs when evaluations are purely qualitative.

3.	Nature of interventions: Many interventions that target different types of violence are 
multisectoral or multifaceted. This characteristic often contributes to success but also 
makes it hard to pinpoint in evaluations what exactly “works” to achieve documented 
success, and calls for more innovative or multiple methods of evaluation to assess 
attribution. It is also difficult to tease out the impact of a particular intervention when 
it is introduced over and above other existing programs by an organization, such that 
participants may already have been exposed to other ideas in ways that make them 
amenable to newly introduced interventions.
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The Landscape of Evaluated Interventions in South Asia: 
A Summary

We identified a total of 101 interventions across types of violence—including interven-
tions engaging men and boys—that were evaluated using any one of the approaches 
defined in figure 4.2. Figure 4.3 illustrates the distribution of identified evaluated inter-
ventions by type of violence, and interventions engaging men and boys.2 The largest 
number of evaluated interventions comprised broad “violence against women” inter-
ventions that also addressed intimate partner violence (41). We also located 27 inter-
ventions to prevent child marriage that were evaluated in some manner, several of 
them as quasi-experimental studies (appendix E). The smallest number of evaluated 
interventions were those that addressed abuse specifically against girl children (3), 
custodial violence against women and girls (3), and honor crimes (3). 
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FIGURE 4.3  Evaluated Interventions by Violence Type (Number of Interventions)

Note: DV = domestic violence; GBV = gender-based violence; IPV = intimate partner violence; 
VAW = violence against women.
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Using our continuum of evaluation methods (figure 4.2), figure 4.4 describes the 
main evaluation methods used by these evaluated interventions. Of concern is the large 
number of evaluations that are conducted without a baseline, specifically all evaluations 
other than impact (RCT or quasi-experimental) or outcome evaluations. The largest 
number of evaluated interventions by far used what we define in this report as qualita-
tive methods, that is, a combination of field visits, desk reviews, document reviews, and 
interviews (35). The use of such methods does not mean that these evaluations are weak. 
On the contrary, several of these evaluations use a multitude of qualitative methods, 
which allows them to triangulate their findings and provide rich nuance to our under-
standing of the program in question. However, the fact remains that observed changes 
cannot be attributed to the intervention, particularly since there is no baseline. Another 
concern is that only three of the evaluations explicitly included process evaluation. This 
is an unfortunate gap, as process evaluation and documentation are critical to under-
stand the process of promising interventions to be able to replicate or scale them up. 
Twelve interventions used quasi-experimental methods. Most of these are either child 
marriage prevention interventions or interventions that aim to engage men and boys.

TYPOLOGY OF INTERVENTIONS RELATIVE TO THE LIFE CYCLE AND 
ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS

While the interventions we identified map, by and large, to the different forms of vio-
lence for which women and girls may be at risk at different points in their life, they 
typically do not map cleanly to the ecological model in terms of the level at which they 
operate. Most interventions operate at multiple levels, recognizing that social change in 
a deeply engrained system, such as the patriarchy that underlies violence, necessitates 
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Note: RCT = randomized control trial.



146  l  VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

such intervention. Risk and protective factors do map to levels of social ecology, as 
described in chapter 3. 

Given this typology, we organize our analysis below primarily by form of violence 
across the life cycle, starting from birth and going through the different life stages. We 
analyze promising practices to prevent or respond to each form of violence and, where 
possible, identify which risk and protective factors at different levels of the social 
ecology are addressed.

Preventing Excess Female Child Mortality

Excess female child mortality starts at birth and continues through early childhood, 
contributing to what is referred to as a “daughter deficit.” As the research in chapter 
2 notes, this type of violence exists primarily in India, to a lesser degree (and with 
perhaps less known about it) in Pakistan and Nepal, and is reportedly diminishing 
in Bangladesh. Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that programs and policies directly 
addressing excess female child mortality and son preference are located mostly in India. 
Interventions focus, by and large, on shifting the relative value to parents of daughters 
and sons, providing financial incentives to parents to invest in daughters, and banning 
direct forms of postnatal daughter elimination such as female infanticide (figure 4.5).

We found six interventions that were evaluated in one of many ways. Most were 
post-intervention evaluations, but creatively addressed the lack of a baseline by using 
fortuitous natural experiment-scenarios of program introduction (e.g., Bedi and 
Srinivasan 2012), or else by using government program documentation and interviews 
(e.g., Sekhar 2012a).

SHIFTING THE RELATIVE VALUE OF SONS AND DAUGHTERS: LEGAL 
REFORM, MEDIA EFFORTS, AND EMPOWERING GIRLS

Government efforts to shift the relative value of sons and daughters focus largely on 
legal reform, while civil society efforts focus on changing parental and community atti-
tudes about daughters using a range of media. One evaluated intervention in Pakistan 
worked directly with girls and their parents.

Government-led efforts at legal reform address two key reasons for the persistence 
of son preference: land inheritance through sons and the social norms that do not allow 
married daughters to be on hand for parents in old age. Legislative efforts in India have 
focused on the Hindu Succession (Amendment) Act (HSA) of 2005 and the Maintenance 
and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act (MWPSCA) of 2007 (Pande et al. 2009). 
The HSA legislates daughters as equal inheritors of ancestral or joint family property, 
while the MWPSCA makes it a legal obligation for sons, daughters, and other heirs to 
provide maintenance to parents and senior citizens from whom they inherit, in propor-
tion to the share of any property inherited. 
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Recent research suggests that, while moving in the right direction, these reforms 
are either not enforced or continue to contain gender discriminatory clauses that 
dilute their effectiveness (Singh 2013). For example, while under the amended Hindu 
Succession Act daughters can inherit land, the manner in which they inherit in an 
extended family3 is still not equal with brothers; nor is the manner in which women 
can bequeath property to heirs. Some of the states in northern and western India with 
the worst discrimination against girls are immune from the HSA under a provision 
preventing fragmentation of agricultural land. Finally, poor enforcement and the lack of 
protection from violence for women and girls who assert their inheritance rights have 
contributed to reluctance among women to claim this right. 

Media interventions also attempt to address the underlying value of sons and 
daughters. We found two evaluated programs, the Meena campaign by UNICEF 
in Bangladesh, Nepal, India, and Pakistan, and Plan International’s Let Girls Be 
Born campaign in India.4 The Meena campaign comprised multi-media education-
entertainment through fictional episodes on television and other media. Plan’s cam-
paign included media but also intensive community engagement. Both campaigns 
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FIGURE 4.5  Evaluated Strategies to Prevent Excess Female Child Mortality
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focused on promoting positive role models for girls and emphasizing girls as an asset, 
rather than a liability, to the family. 

Both interventions were evaluated via qualitative participatory techniques with some 
quantitative elements. The evaluation reports of both campaigns report some success 
in promoting the message of gender equality, though the methods of evaluation make 
it difficult to attribute change to the campaigns per se. The Meena campaign evaluation 
noted that the campaign’s power to change behavior in addition to attitudes was lim-
ited by the fact that there were no behavioral interventions to follow up on the attitude 
change triggered by the campaign (Chesterton 2004), an important lesson for other 
media interventions for this and other forms of violence. Another important lesson, 
this one from the draft evaluation report of Let Girls Be Born, is that maintaining com-
munity interest can be challenging and campaigns need to be prepared to innovate to 
do so (Dialectics 2014).

Television was viewers’ main source of access to the Meena campaign content. The 
importance of television as a medium is also underscored by another study, albeit not 
a program evaluation. Jensen and Oster (2007) took advantage of the random spread 
of cable TV across India to use this “natural experiment” as a way to study the effect 
of cable TV on attitudes towards women. They found that access to such media was 
indeed associated with reduced son preference, and suggest that this was likely due 
to the portrayal in popular soap operas of women as professionals and leaders, thus 
challenging traditional views of acceptable roles for girls and women.

An innovative example of empowering girls themselves to change discriminatory 
behavior is the program of the Girl Guides Association in Pakistan, in conjunction with 
UNICEF, which reached girls in 800 schools across the country. An evaluation of the 
program in 2001 showed that the program contributed notably to changing parental 
and community perceptions of girls’ value to the home and community (Croll 2001).

ENFORCING BANS ON FEMALE INFANTICIDE

Female infanticide is the only practice affecting the post-birth girl deficit that is explic-
itly banned.5 Other practices contributing to post-birth girl deficits are likely impossible 
to ban, as they usually comprise familial neglect and discrimination related to feeding 
and health care use. 

We found one evaluation of efforts to prevent female infanticide, from Tamil Nadu 
state in India, which has the highest reported prevalence of female infanticide in the 
country. This innovative evaluation used sharp changes in policies before and after 2001, 
as well as variations in policy intensity across districts, to conduct a quasi-experimental 
study (Bedi and Srinivasan 2012). Comparisons between 1996–99 and 2003 showed a 
drop of 46 percent in the female-to-male ratio of infant mortality rates (used as an esti-
mate of female infanticide). The evaluation concluded that this success was due to the 
combination of government schemes providing incentives for families with daughters, 
and mass awareness-raising, community mobilization, and enforcement of laws and 
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birth registration (box 4.2) (Bedi and Srinivasan 2012). At the same time, these efforts 
have been criticized for poor management and, for the Cradle Baby Scheme in particular, 
for uncertain success in fostering or adopting out abandoned babies. Civil society groups 
also argue that a scheme such as this does not change underlying son preference but, 
rather, may encourage parents to abandon unwanted girls (Srinivasan and Bedi 2010).

PROVIDING FINANCIAL INCENTIVES TO PARENTS TO INVEST IN 
DAUGHTERS: CONDITIONAL CASH TRANSFERS

Multiple efforts initiated by national and state governments in India attempt to increase 
the economic value of daughters by “rewarding” families who have girls. Even though 
the research is equivocal about the role of poverty in excess female child mortality, gov-
ernment programs often provide direct financial incentives to poor households with 
daughters, or subsidize the care and education of girls in poor households. Programs 
are typically structured as conditional cash transfers where the initial transfer occurs 
at the birth of a girl child. Subsequent transfers occur as a girl achieves different levels 
of schooling, serving as an incentive to invest in daughters; such incentives are some-
times also tied to immunization and other health care behaviors or outcomes. The final 

BOX 4.2  Preventing Female Infanticide in Tamil Nadu, India

This intervention is a classic example of efforts that span multiple levels of the social 
ecology and included the following activities:

•	 Cradle Baby Scheme: provided cradles at government institutions where unwanted girl 
babies could be left, anonymously, and were then put up for adoption. 

•	 Girl Child Protection Scheme: a conditional cash transfer scheme targeted to families 
below the poverty line with daughters ages 0–4 years and no son. 

•	 Social mobilization through the Tamil Nadu Area Health Care Project: the project’s 
platform was used for mass media, awareness campaigns, and street theater to promote 
the girl child and create awareness of the laws against female infanticide.

•	 NGO initiatives in key “hot spot” districts: self-help groups whose members vowed 
not to commit female infanticide were trained to prevent others from doing so; these 
groups engaged young couples, including providing them with economic support and 
enabling parents of daughters to access government schemes. 

•	 Vital Events Surveys: systematically collected data on and regularly tracked births, 
deaths, and other vital demographic events for monitoring and planning purposes.

•	 Death audit: from 2001, deaths of all infants were investigated.

•	 Legal action: against those who committed or attempted female infanticide. 

•	 Pressure on local administrations to perform: officials of high-risk districts were 
pressured by the state government to implement the laws and schemes.

Source: Bedi and Srinivasan 2012.
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cashing in of the transfer occurs typically when the girl turns 18 or 20, provided she is 
unmarried, thus addressing child marriage (Sekhar 2010).

We found three evaluations of a cash transfer scheme in Haryana state, India (the Apni 
Beti Apna Dhan or ABAD program), and one study analyzing design and implementa-
tion of a set of such schemes across India. The evaluations are limited by the lack of a 
baseline, but try to circumvent this shortcoming in innovative ways (see appendix C). 
Sinha and Yoong (2009) suggest that the ABAD scheme succeeded in incentivizing poor 
households to bear daughters, as evidenced by less male-biased sex ratios of children 
over time, and increased investment in daughters’ health care. Holla et al. (2007) also 
find that the program significantly contributed to changes in sex ratio at birth, increas-
ing the likelihood of a girl’s birth by 8–15 percent. However, they caution that the pro-
gram may have merely shifted discriminatory practices to later years, as evidenced by 
no change in sex ratios of early childhood. Krishnan et al. (2014), in contrast, find no 
evidence of improvements in any indicators in their study villages. 

While some of these mixed results are likely due to differences in samples, data 
sources, and econometric approaches, the lack of a demonstrable sustained impact 
may also reflect underlying design and implementation problems highlighted by sev-
eral studies. Participation in cash transfer schemes is hampered by complicated crite-
ria for eligibility, too many conditionalities attached to participation, and an onerous 
registration process to avail of benefits (Sekhar 2012b; Krishnan et al. 2014; Sharma 
et al. 2003). Often, even those tasked with implementing the schemes or policies may 
not fully understand all the eligibility criteria and conditions (Jaising et al. 2007), thus 
resulting in poor monitoring, coordination, and implementation. 

Cash transfers also may not be appropriately targeted. Many are targeted specifically 
to poor households, though prenatal or postnatal discriminatory behavior to get rid of 
unwanted daughters occurs across levels of household wealth. Even for poor households, 
often the amounts offered by these schemes are too low to be attractive incentives for 
behavioral change (Krishnan et al. 2014; Holla et al. 2007). Similarly, schemes are often 
limited to first or second daughters, while the research shows that higher-birth-order 
girls are most at risk of discrimination and death (Das Gupta 1987; Pande 2003). The 
multiplicity of outcomes expected from each scheme further dilutes its effectiveness for 
addressing excess female child mortality (Sekhar 2012a; Krishnan et al. 2014). 

LESSONS FROM SUCCESS IN ADDRESSING DAUGHTER DEFICIT

The review above suggests that policymakers in India are struggling to prevent excess 
female child mortality, with most evaluated efforts to date showing mixed success. In 
contrast, recent research from Bangladesh shows a sharp reversal in excess female child 
mortality and child sex ratios. The reasons for this success are not fully understood, 
but key elements distilled by some recent studies may prove instructive for efforts by 
other countries in the region. In particular, Bangladesh’s experience suggests the impor-
tance of multisectoral yet selectively targeted efforts with an explicit gender focus that 



4.  LEARNING FROM INTERVENTIONS TO ADDRESS VIOLENCE  l  151 

BOX 4.3  “Scale, Speed, and Selectivity”: Lessons from Bangladesh for 
Addressing Excess Female Child Mortality

Lessons for shifting the relative value of sons and daughters: 

•	 Improving basic health and survival for all children: large-scale interventions addressed 
immunization, diarrheal disease, and other major contributors to childhood mortality 
and morbidity, with a gender focus that ensured girls benefited equally.

•	 A development approach with an emphasis on opportunities for women: examples 
range from microcredit and social protection to economic liberalization of the garment 
industry. This focus transformed women’s lives and mobility, and contributed to 
changing families’ and society’s perceptions about women’s capabilities.

•	 Ubiquitous use of community mobilization, social marketing, demand creation, and 
intensive house-to-house delivery of programs: intensive methods of delivery aimed to 
change deep-seated attitudes and beliefs about women and girls.

Lessons for encouraging parents to invest in daughters:

•	 Economic development patterns encouraging women’s labor force participation and 
earning potential: expansion of microcredit and a focus on garment manufacturing-led 
growth contributed to greater availability of remunerative employment opportunities for 
young women, and provided economic incentives for parents to invest in daughters.

•	 Large-scale subsidies for girls’ education at primary and secondary levels: these subsidies 
improved rates of girls’ secondary schooling and addressed poverty constraints to 
schooling.

•	 Commitment to investment in (some aspects of) women’s health: declines in maternal 
mortality and increased contraceptive use meant that girls and women were significantly 
more likely to survive childbirth.

Challenges remain:

•	 Weak governance and a failure to implement laws addressing other norms that 
discourage raising daughters, such as dowry and early marriage.

•	 Institutional constraints in workforce availability and management capacity of programs 
and policies.

•	 Persistent inability to reach the poorest, most disadvantaged, and hard-to-reach 
populations.

Sources: Adams et al. 2013; Kabeer et al. 2013.

simultaneously address risk factors at the individual, household, community, institu-
tional, and structural levels of society (box 4.3).

Preventing and Responding to Abuse Faced by Girls 
throughout Childhood

There are a host of prevention and response efforts that address the other forms of 
physical and sexual violence girls face throughout childhood and into adolescence. 
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These efforts span levels of engagement including advocacy for legal reform, training of 
institutions that work with abused children, media, community mobilization, helplines 
and shelters, and empowering children themselves. Most are not evaluated, however. 
Among those that are, most do not separate out impact or other findings by gender. 
We identified 16 evaluated programs (appendix D), of which only three had a specific 
focus on girls: Plan International’s regional Girl Power Program; Save the Children 
Fund’s (SCF) program in partnership with TOLI, an NGO in Nepal; and, UNDP and the 
Bangladesh Government’s ARISE project. 

Plan International’s Girl Power Program is implemented in multiple countries across 
the developing world. In South Asia, the program is ongoing in Bangladesh, Nepal, and 
Pakistan. It is too soon for any definitive lessons, yet the program is a promising example 
of a thoughtful comprehensive approach to address risk factors and enhance protective 
factors at the household, community, and macro levels, and support prevention and 
response efforts across levels of society. Mid-term outcome evaluations in all three South 
Asian countries document notable change in the willingness of parents and community 
members to oppose violence against girls and young women, and an increase in girls’ 
capacity to protect themselves against violence, as well as to seek help and lodge formal 
cases when exposed to violence (Transition International 2014a, 2014b, 2014c). 

The SCF-TOLI program, Safer Environment for Girls (2001–2011), aimed to support 
some of the key individual-level protective factors highlighted in chapter 3, in particular 
protective factors for sexual abuse vulnerability (Gautam 2012). Interventions worked 
across levels of the social ecology: empowering girls, making schools violence free, and 
training teachers. The largely qualitative evaluation suggests that these strategies suc-
ceeded in empowering girls and boys to recognize violence, and possibly increased girls’ 
confidence through the program’s child clubs; however, it is difficult to conclude from 
the report whether this “success” went beyond the girls included in the evaluation’s 
focus group discussions. The ARISE project—with activities also spanning individual, 
household, and community factors that may increase violence, and also addressing pre-
vention and response—focused on sexual vulnerability of girls on the street. However, 
a critical qualitative mid-term appraisal pointed out several key shortcomings: children 
were not engaged in any aspect of program planning, sexual abuse was rarely reported, 
and shelters meant for girls were found to mainly house boys (Sinha and Tapan 2001). 

The mid-term and qualitative assessments of these programs do not allow attribution 
of observed positive changes to the intervention itself; Plan International’s assessments 
of the Girl Power Projects note as much (Transition International 2014a, 2014b, 2014c). 
Clearly, more programs are needed that specifically focus activities and evaluation on out-
comes for girls. Most programs that target child abuse position their interventions within 
a child’s-rights framework that recognizes the vulnerability of all children—girls and boys. 
While this is indeed appropriate, the particular and persistent low valuation of girls in 
South Asia suggests that programs to address child abuse in the region need to explicitly 
inject a gender focus into what is a human rights concern. In fact, such a gender focus 
can be introduced into existing initiative types. Child clubs and peer groups can include 
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groups specifically focused on girls’ particular vulnerabilities; training of providers, such 
as police6 and those running child helplines,7 can likewise incorporate modules about 
girls’ vulnerabilities. Groups working with children in conflict zones can provide special 
protection and services for girls, who may be especially vulnerable to sexual abuse.8

Preventing Child Marriage

South Asia has perhaps the heaviest concentration of programs worldwide to prevent 
child marriage.9 These include both stand-alone life skills, schooling scholarships, or 
cash transfer programs by local and international NGOs focused specifically on delaying 
marriage, as well as multisectoral programs that combine individual-level approaches 
such as life skills or livelihoods programs with community involvement, media cam-
paigns, and advocacy with government (figure 4.6).

Evaluations of child marriage prevention interventions have progressed much fur-
ther than those for interventions to address other forms of violence against girl children. 
A review by Jain and Kurz (2007) of programs between 1992–2006 found three evalu-
ated interventions in South Asia. A similar assessment of evaluated programs between 
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FIGURE 4.6  Evaluated Approaches to Prevent Child Marriage
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1997–2008 by Malhotra and colleagues (2011) found 14 in South Asia. For this study, we 
identified 27 efforts that we would consider evaluated according to the criteria outlined 
earlier in this chapter (appendix E). The majority are in Bangladesh and India, followed 
by Nepal. Despite the number of evaluations, rigor remains a concern, particularly in 
efforts to attribute observed declines in early marriage to programs. This is at least partly 
because of the very fact that there is so much activity around child marriage in the region’s 
countries: the simultaneous nature of many of these programs makes it almost impos-
sible to attribute change in preventing child marriage to any one program or strategy. 

MULTISECTORAL PROGRAMMING TO PREVENT CHILD MARRIAGE

Evaluated multisectoral programs in Bangladesh, Nepal, and India report success in 
delaying marriage and in changing parental and community attitudes towards early 
marriage. Evaluations used quasi-experimental and/or baseline-endline quantitative 
methods combined with a range of qualitative methods. However, none of the eval-
uations teased out what elements of their programs were essential for success. An 
exception is the Prachar program in India, which asked respondents about what they 
considered critical. Research results indicated that the biggest motivators for delaying 
marriage were improved socio-economic status for households and a change in the per-
ception of the value of schooling for girls (Pathfinder International 2011). While these 
changes could have occurred regardless of the Prachar intervention, sampled individu-
als remembered the messages of the Prachar program and felt that the program had 
contributed to the speed and sustainability of changed attitudes and behaviors.

To some extent it is possible to extricate common elements across Prachar and other 
multisectoral programs that are likely candidates contributing to program success. 
All these programs engaged adolescents and adults as “change makers” themselves. 
Examples include the EKATA groups in CARE’s Shouhardo program in Bangladesh 
that engaged the community to stop violence against women, child marriage, and 
dowry (Tango International Inc. 2009); SCF’s efforts in the KAISHAR program, also 
in Bangladesh, to train 1500 adolescent facilitators to take over program implementa-
tion (SCF 2009a, 2009b, 2009c, 2009d); and CARE’s Chunauti program’s peer groups in 
Nepal (CARE Nepal 2011). Many also used media to mobilize communities. Some sort 
of life skills curriculum formed a key part of all these programs. Beyond these few com-
mon strategies, however, each program used different additional approaches.

LIFE SKILLS PROGRAMS TO EMPOWER GIRLS

In addition to the life skills programming in the multisectoral interventions, there are 
examples also of evaluated stand-alone life skills programs. These conclude, by and 
large, that life skills programs are “effective” in raising girls’ self-esteem and address-
ing antecedents to child marriage, such as the value of girls and parental and commu-
nity attitudes towards early marriage. Some—most notably Cedpa’s Better Life Options 
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Program (BLP) and the Institute of Health Management-Pachod’s life skills program, 
both in India—also demonstrated success in delaying marriage.

The Institute of Health Management-Pachod (IHMP) evaluation is noteworthy as 
it provides a good example of methodological rigor in the absence of randomization. 
The pre-post case-control evaluation tracked changes in the program and control areas 
rather than among program participants only, thus addressing to some extent problems 
of selection into the program described in box 4.1 (Pande et al. 2006). The observed 
decline in proportions marrying early (80.7 percent to 61.8 percent in the treatment 
area and no change in control areas) and increased median age at marriage (from 16 to 
17 years in the treatment area and unchanged in the control area) could be attributed to 
the intervention with more confidence. IHMP attributes its success to program inten-
sity: engaging girls every day and parents on a monthly basis for a whole year immersed 
girls and parents, allowed sufficient time for changes to be cemented, and allowed time 
for ideas promoted in the life skills program to spread into the community at large.10 

Even in ostensibly single-focus life skills programs, a huge range of activities is 
undertaken under the umbrella term life skills, including any combination of activi-
ties such as sexuality education, non-formal schooling, livelihoods training, peer sup-
port, sports, and safe spaces. This makes it difficult to isolate what exactly “works” to 
delay marriage. Evidence from across programs suggests that key elements for effec-
tiveness include providing girls an opportunity to be exposed to new ideas, giving 
them access to a “safe space,” and changing how others view girls. Still, more rigorous 
evaluation is needed to determine what exactly is required for effectiveness. Also, 
programs can run from being one day long, such as in the life skills component of the 
Girl Power Program in Nepal (Transition International 2014b) to a year long, such 
as the life skills program run by the IHMP in India (Pande et al. 2006). While it is 
unlikely that a one-day program can have a significant impact, still it is unclear how 
long a program has to run to be successful in delaying marriage.

INCREASING PARTICIPATION IN SECONDARY SCHOOLING

Several studies suggest that parents weigh the costs and benefits of delaying marriage 
and sending daughters to school against the costs and benefits of marrying their daugh-
ters early. Bajracharya and Amin (2013) also note that even mechanistically, a girl who 
is in school is not going to get married. Thus, it is not surprising that evaluations of 
schooling programs find an association between improved formal schooling and delay 
in marriage, particularly when financial incentives tilt parental cost-benefit assessments 
in favor of continuing their daughters’ education. 

Three of the evaluated programs we identified offered financial incentives to par-
ents to keep girls in school. Programs by Pathfinder in Bangladesh and CARE in Nepal 
provided scholarships as one part of a larger community-based approach to preventing 
child marriage, while the World Bank’s program, also in Bangladesh, focused solely on 
education stipends and scholarships.
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The evaluation of Pathfinder’s scholarship stipends reports that participating girls 
continued their education beyond the life of the program, as scholarships addressed the 
costs and parents saw the benefits of an education. Information collected from schools 
and marriage registration, though admittedly incomplete, suggests that rates of early 
marriage also dropped (Burket et al. 2006). Similarly, the World Bank’s female second-
ary school stipend program in Bangladesh saw a strong and immediate effect on early 
marriage: between 1992 (pre-) and 1995 (one year after program introduction), the pro-
portion of girls married between the ages of 13–15 years declined from 29 percent to 
14 percent; for 16–18 year olds, this decline was from 79 percent to 64 percent (Amin 
et al. 1998; World Bank 2008). Qualitative findings from Phase II (Schurmann 2009) 
suggest, moreover, that the availability of this stipend did enter into parental calcu-
lations of marriage. These were not randomized programs; nonetheless, their scale—
especially in the case of the World Bank program—makes it likely that at least part of 
the observed change was likely attributable to the program. 

Such programs by themselves may not adequately and sustainably address the under-
lying  poverty that is one of the key risk factors propelling early marriage, however. In 
Pathfinder’s program in India, girls were afraid that parents would not be able to continue 
sending them to school once the scholarships stopped because they would be unable to 
afford doing so (Burket et al. 2006). The World Bank’s stipend program in Bangladesh was 
unable to significantly increase schooling among the poorest. This was likely in part because 
it chose not to target poor or otherwise disadvantaged households (Amin et al. 1998; 
Schurmann 2009). However the poorest likely did not participate because the scholarships 
by themselves were not enough to overcome the poverty of their immediate environment: 
the areas where the poorest lived did not have suitable schools to which to send girls.

A range of conditional cash transfers in India also seeks to provide financial incen-
tives to parents conditional on continuing girls’ secondary school and delaying mar-
riage. The largest and most carefully evaluated one is the same Apni Beti Apna Dhan 
(ABAD) program in Haryana state that also aims to prevent excess female child mor-
tality (reviewed earlier in this chapter). An initial evaluation showed that participation 
in the ABAD program was significantly associated with girls’ staying longer in school 
(Nanda et al. 2014). However, the endline survey for this evaluation was conducted 
before the first cohort of participating girls turned 18, which will occur in the second 
half of 2014. Researchers intend to conduct a follow-up at that point to examine effects 
of the program on delaying marriage; they will also examine marriage among younger 
sisters of ABAD participants to measure spillover effects.11

INCOME-GENERATING AND LIVELIHOODS ACTIVITIES

A recent review of adolescent livelihoods programs by Nanda et al. (2013) finds that live-
lihoods can empower young girls and improve their self-efficacy, increase their mobility 
and voice, and enhance their value to the family. Evaluations of livelihoods programs we 
identified also find such effects: as one participant of ICRW’s DISHA program in India 
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told an evaluator: “We can talk. Previously, we were scared to do anything. Now...we 
can go anywhere, do any work” (Kanesathasan et al. 2008, 18). The research reviewed in 
chapter 3 suggests that these transformations in girls and their immediate environment 
can help delay marriage. Increased confidence can empower girls to better negotiate 
marriage with their parents; effective livelihoods programs also provide parents and girls 
an alternative to marriage during adolescence and early adulthood. When girls earn, 
parents may also change their valuation of daughters and be willing to delay marriage. 

At the same time, the Kishori Abhijan and ELA center programs in Bangladesh illus-
trate the real and perceived tensions between offering income generating opportunities 
on the one hand, and trying to encourage secondary schooling on the other. The Kishori 
Abhijan evaluation found that while working did not lead to school dropout, girls who 
were working were less likely to do school work outside of school at home (Amin and 
Suran 2005). Girls interviewed in the ELA centers noted that they were hesitant to join 
income-generating activities because they were anxious not to miss school. Although 
the quantitative evaluation did not show any impact on education, still the apprehen-
sion among girls affected their participation (Kashfi et al. 2012; Shahnaz and Karim 
2008). Nanda et al.’s (2013) review suggests that programmers are indeed responding 
to this concern by encouraging girls who drop out to go back to school and scheduling 
livelihoods training sessions at times when school is not in session.

BOX 4.4  Beyond Livelihoods: Building Land and Non-Land Financial Assets for 
Girls in India

Landesa collaborated with the Indian government’s Rajiv Gandhi Scheme for 
Empowerment of Adolescent Girls (RGSEAG) SABLA in West Bengal state. The Landesa-
SABLA program taught girls about non-land assets such as savings accounts, life insurance 
policies and other financial savings instruments; encouraged parents to create assets for 
their daughters and to let daughters inherit land; and promoted land-based livelihoods 
through cultivation and sale of food crops by girls using household land. Comparing 
the more than 200 SABLA sites where this program was implemented with other SABLA 
sites and non-SABLA non-Landesa sites, the quasi-experimental case-control evaluation 
showed that:

•	 Participating girls were 15 percent more likely to have a financial savings asset in their name;

•	 Girls in the program were 20 percent more likely to earn their own income, cultivate 
household land, and keep part of the income earned for themselves;

•	 Parents were willing—at least in theory—to bequeath land to daughters;

•	 Participating girls married, on average, a year-and-a-half later than girls in control villages;

•	 Parents of participating girls paid a dowry 10 percent less than in control areas and were 
more likely to give marrying daughters a bequest that they could control post-marriage;

•	 Boys participating in program groups started to change their attitudes towards dowry 
and girls’ rights to inherit land.

Sources: Landesa 2013 http://www.landesa.org/wp-content/uploads/Landesa-Girls-Poject-Baseline​
-Study.pdf and http://www.landesa.org/india-girls-project-study-shows-significant-benefits.
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The Landesa program in India illustrates a particularly innovative way to use livelihoods 
to position girls as an asset rather than as a financial liability (box 4.4). The rigorous quasi-
experimental evaluation demonstrates the possibility and power of encouraging parents 
to invest in non-land assets for girls in situations where land is scarce or inherited only 
by boys. The Landesa experience also shows that such an approach can simultaneously 
address early marriage, the underlying value of girls, household poverty, and dowry. 

The Importance of Birth Registration to Address All 
Forms of Violence against Girls

Birth registration is critical to the prevention of and response to all forms of violence 
against girls. UNICEF (2013, 5) describes birth registration as children’s “passport to 
protection.” Without birth registration, girls can easily be married early or trafficked; 
birth registration is also essential for allowing governments to plan and budget for other 
forms of child abuse, such as sexual abuse or corporal punishment. Girls (and boys) 
can be prosecuted and charged as adults without proper birth registration, resulting in 
higher risks of custodial violence if incarcerated with adults.

Evaluations of efforts by Plan International, UNICEF, and the government of Bangladesh 
(described in appendix E) show that birth registration can be successfully universalized if 
(a) birth registration systems are decentralized; (b) local and national officials are trained in 
birth registration; and (c) birth registration is tied to essential services and is thus required 
to access those services (Muzzi 2010). Using these approaches, UNICEF’s program was 
able to increase birth registration in Bangladesh from less than 10 percent in 2006 to over 
50 percent by 2009. The evaluation cautions, however, that births will not be registered 
unless there are real deterrents put in place for those who fail to register. People do not 
voluntarily register births, at least to begin with, and thus campaigns exhorting people to 
do so need to continue until birth registration becomes a normal part of usual engage-
ment with government services. Thus, for example, efforts to universalize birth registra-
tion in Bangladesh tied registration not to birth (since most women do not deliver in 
health centers) but to immunization programs, which have a national reach. 

Opportunities, Gaps, and Challenges in Addressing All 
Forms of Violence against Girl Children

The review above shows that there are a huge number of efforts to address the mul-
tiple types of violence that girls face in South Asia. Still, there are several opportunities, 
gaps, and challenges that remain. Overall, a key challenge is to improve evaluation. This 
does not mean that all interventions have to undergo randomized control trials. The 
evaluations of the many child marriage interventions, and of the Girl Power Project, 
all provide innovative ways to evaluate rigorously even if RCTs are not possible. Some 
especially promising possibilities are to use mixed methods or external data sources and 
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populations to triangulate results, or to match participants and non-participants on key 
characteristics to account for selection into a program. 

There are some key risk and protective factors—particularly at the level of a girl’s 
immediate environment, community, and institutions—that interventions don’t address. 
For instance, we found only one intervention (the Landesa program) aimed at delaying 
marriage that addressed dowry. Interventions addressing excess female child mortality 
definitely need to pay more attention to the role of the sex composition of the household: 
a large body of research has convincingly proved its importance. Interventions aiming to 
prevent or respond to physical and sexual abuse of girls need to pay more attention to what 
goes on in the home—for example, violence between parents or parental substance abuse.

There are also some relatively clear opportunities to strengthen the effectiveness of 
interventions. For child abuse interventions, the need of the hour is for programs to 
better and more explicitly address the special vulnerabilities of girls, when relevant, 
and to map the influence of programs on participants by gender. A key opportunity 
for livelihoods interventions seeking to delay marriage is to include provision of non-
land assets for girls in the portfolio of what is considered a livelihoods intervention. In 
fact, this focus could also be applied within conditional cash transfer programs that 
address excess female child mortality, and could be used to address dowry. There are, 
moreover, opportunities to learn across countries; for instance, it would be instructive 
to know how Bhutan, Maldives, and Sri Lanka achieved universal birth registration, or 
how Maldives achieved its low rates of child marriage. 

Finally, we found that many interventions almost automatically focus on poverty and 
lack of education as key risk factors for the different types of violence against girls, even 
though the research in chapter 3 notes that girls face most kinds of violence across levels 
of household economic status, and that education is not unequivocally associated with 
better outcomes either. Interventions thus need to consider more carefully the circum-
stances under which these factors may be more or less critical to address than other, 
relatively ignored risk and protective factors within a girl’s immediate environment. 

Addressing Domestic and Intimate Partner Violence 
within Marriage

As young girls grow into adolescence and then adulthood, they move into the next 
phase of the South Asian life cycle, that of being a married adult. Within this life stage, 
programs address domestic or intimate partner violence. Programs that directly and 
solely focus on intimate partner violence are rare, however. Rather, intimate partner vio-
lence is covered either as part of broader programs to address overall “violence against 
women,” incorporating multiple violence types that may exist in an implementing orga-
nization’s geographical sphere; as part of programs in the health, education, legal/justice, 
or governance sectors, or in a combination of these four areas; as part of broad com-
munity development efforts wherein organizations respond to multiple gender-related 
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needs and constraints of participating women; and/or where a community requests or 
needs intervention to address domestic or intimate partner violence (see appendix F). 

Most of the program evaluations we identified are qualitative, with quantitative data 
used mainly to track output indicators. A few notable exceptions are mass campaigns 
such as the Bell Bajao! campaign in India and the regional We Can and Men’s Action 
to Stop Violence Against Women (MASVAW) campaigns. Our analysis below thus 
supplements the few evaluations with field visits and consultations with experts and 
programmers.

Interventions tend to be separated into prevention or response efforts. Prevention 
efforts are primarily implemented through media, campaigns, awareness-raising, and 
the identification of “change makers” as role models for others. Several interventions also 
engage men and boys in efforts to change underlying gender norms and thereby decrease 
violence against women, including violence by intimate partners. Common response 
strategies include helplines, shelters, crisis centers, and various forms of legal aid.

PREVENTION STRATEGIES: THE USE OF MEDIA, CAMPAIGNS, AND 
CHANGE MAKERS

Media campaigns do not specifically target only intimate partner violence. Rather, they 
attempt to address underlying gender norms that impact all forms of violence that 
women may face, among which intimate partner violence is considered critical. As 
such, these efforts span different levels of society, working to engage individuals, involve 
communities, motivate legal action, and change social norms.

Partly because of this holistic approach, mass campaigns are difficult to formally 
evaluate. Still, the popular response to many of them suggests that they have contrib-
uted to opening up space for public discourse around violence against women, perhaps 
even hastening tipping points in public perception and acceptability of violence. They 
have also been successful in engaging men and boys. Evaluation findings suggest that 
key elements of success include utilizing existing community networks, using a range 
of deliberately selected and often innovative means of getting their message across to a 
wide audience, identifying change makers as important partners and messengers, and 
engaging a wide range of partners across the NGO, government, and private sectors.

The Bell Bajao! Campaign in India, launched in 2008, provides a good illustration of 
using existing community networks and a range of tailored communication methods. 
The campaign employs pop culture, media, the arts, and technology to promote aware-
ness about domestic violence and engage men and boys; by mobilizing a large array of 
community mobilizers, it has reached millions of individuals. Multiple evaluations have 
found that its combination of activism, mass media, and community involvement have 
contributed to its success in raising awareness, especially about less well-known forms 
of intimate partner violence such as emotional violence. An evaluation by Breakthrough 
also notes that, as with evaluations of media interventions to address violence against 
children, television was the most effective and far-reaching tool (Breakthrough, n.d.). 
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In another example, the Suriya Development Organization in Sri Lanka developed a 
“clothesline” campaign (hanging clothes of survivors of violence along a clothesline for pub-
lic view) to create awareness of intimate partner violence faced by women. An initial negative 
backlash, triggered by the perception of intimate partner violence as a private issue, trans-
formed over time into more positive acceptance of such activities. Also as a result of such 
activities, intimate partner violence was gradually recognized as an issue of public concern.12 

Finally, the regional We Can campaign, launched by Oxfam, has been evaluated mul-
tiple times. It provides several interesting lessons for the use of advocacy and campaign-
ing as a tool to address attitudes toward and acceptance of not only intimate partner 
but in fact all forms of violence (box  4.5). Those leading the implementation of this 

BOX 4.5  We Can Campaign to End Violence against Women

“Together, we can end all violence against women”—We Can Campaign in South Asia

The main goal of the We Can Campaign in South Asia, developed by Oxfam Great Britain, 
has been to reduce the social acceptance of gender discrimination and violence against 
women. First launched in 2004, the campaign aimed to reach 50 million individuals in 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka through the efforts of a 
somewhat collective and informal leadership shared among campaign alliance members 
(“allies”), including universities, civil society groups, corporate bodies, and private 
enterprises. The campaign has been largely driven by “change makers” who pledged to carry 
forward the campaign’s message by initiating non-acceptance of violence against women in 
their own lives and in the lives of those around them (Rakib and Razan 2013; Oxfam GB 2012).

Promising strategies: The focus and method of implementation have varied by country, 
as has the success of the campaign. Still, a summary evaluation in September 2011 found 
that the campaign had been “relevant,” “effective,” and “efficient” (Raab 2011, 6) and had 
contributed to individual and institutional transformation and raising public awareness of 
issues related to violence against women. The following approaches and strategies are 
considered to have been key contributors to this success (Raab 2011; Williams and Aldred 
2011; Aldred and Williams 2009):

•	 Early development of a well thought-out regional and country-specific implementation 
strategy, including an exit strategy that ensures sustainability of the program;

•	 Simple, culturally and contextually sensitive messaging, including in local languages;

•	 Provocation rather than education, with messages triggering discussion and action; 

•	 Design that addresses an array of individuals, including both men and women, urban 
and rural dwellers, and different income levels; 

•	 Informal structure with small national coordination bodies and activities;

•	 Decentralized programming, such that implementation ideas were left to local alliances, 
grassroots organizations, and individual change makers;

•	 Close collaboration between program staff, financers, and marketing members in 
sharing lessons learned, future plans, and mobilization of resources. 

Sources: Published literature cited above, and interviews with Jinat Ara Haque, National Coordinator, 
We Can Campaign, Bangladesh; Dr. Noreen Khali, Regional Adviser on Gender and Governance, 
Oxfam; and Hajera Pasha, National Coordinator, We Can Pakistan.
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campaign across countries attributed its success to the campaign’s active engagement 
of partners, including government and other stakeholders.13

The Men’s Action to Stop Violence Against Women (MASVAW) network of over 700 
male activists in India has also been evaluated multiple times, with evaluations showing 
that men living in MASVAW areas as well as those directly exposed to MASVAW had 
more gender equitable attitudes than men in control groups (Das et al. 2012). As with 
Bell Bajao! and We Can, the MASVAW campaign also used a range of media and com-
munication tools, together with individual mobilization and community involvement. 

As noted earlier in this chapter, media and campaigns can start the process of social 
change but will likely not sustain behavioral change leading to lower intimate partner 
violence without additional input. Identifying and working with key change makers may 
be one such  input. One interesting example in this regard is that of awareness-raising 
efforts in Afghanistan that have focused on religious leaders as change makers. UNDP’s 
Gender Equality Program (GEP) established working groups within the Ministry of Hajj 
and Religious Affairs (MOHRA), trained religious leaders to raise awareness of Islamic 
interpretations of gender issues, and organized exposure visits to Malaysia and Turkey. 
According to the GEP’s independent evaluation, MOHRA’s newsletter was an effec-
tive outreach tool to reach and encourage mullahs to attend training on gender issues 
(Rodriguez and Anwari 2011). The Asia Foundation also conducted exposure visits with 
some 142 imams and traditional leaders to India, Malaysia, Turkey, and the United Arab 
Emirates, with positive results. Participants of the exposure visits were more tolerant and 
some used the experience and knowledge obtained from the visits to establish research 
centers and women’s madrassas.14 We could not find formal evaluations, however, that 
demonstrated the success of these and similar “change maker” efforts in preventing 
domestic or intimate partner violence.

PREVENTION STRATEGIES: ENGAGING MEN AND BOYS

The media campaigns discussed above successfully engage men and boys in reducing 
acceptance of violence against women, girls, and other men. In addition, impact evalua-
tions of programs with young boys and men have shown that addressing gender inequal-
ity beliefs early in the life of boys and men can have important impacts on their attitudes 
towards intimate partner violence. Quasi-experimental evaluations of the Yaari Dosti and 
Engaging Men programs in India, and the Humqadam program in Pakistan, described 
in more detail in appendix F, showed success in using innovative and interactive sex 
education with young men to transform their notions of masculinity and attitudes about 
intimate partner and other forms of violence against women (Verma et al. 2008; Instituto 
Promundo 2012). A sports program by Saathi, in Nepal, and the Parivartan Program in 
India are examples of interventions that successfully use sports to connect with young 
men. The evaluation of the Parivartan program, for instance, illustrated the effectiveness 
of using sports as an entry point to trigger significant attitudinal and behavioral changes 
among coaches and athletes, including less support of physical abuse of girls among 
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athletes and coaches, positive shifts in gender equitable attitudes, and a decline in sexu-
ally abusive behaviors among community athletes in program areas (Das et al. 2012). 

The experience of these programs illustrates the importance and power of engaging 
young men and boys early in life. This is similar to the approach of life skills programs to 
prevent child marriage that seek to work with girls early to empower them. Programs that 
target young men and boys, or young women and girls (through life skills, for instance), all 
use a mix of sexuality education, life skills, sports, and some community engagement. All 
have the persons “at risk”—boys who may perpetrate violence or young girls who may be 
married early—at the center. And all address the relative value of girls and boys, women and 
men. As such there is tremendous scope for cross-learning between programs such as the 
ones highlighted in this section that try and engage young men and boys to prevent future 
violence against women and girls, and programs that involve girls in life skills efforts to 
prevent child marriage. The overlap in strategies also suggests that life skills programs could 
adapt curricula from men’s and boys’ programs to provide girls with skills—before they 
marry—to address risks of intimate partner violence they may encounter after they marry. 

RESPONSE STRATEGIES: CRISIS CENTERS, SHELTERS, AND HELPLINES

Response strategies specifically address the individual woman and her needs, mostly 
without attempting to address risk or protective factors at other levels of the social 
ecology. Crisis centers and shelters are perhaps the most common forms of response to 
intimate partner violence, followed by helplines.

One approach increasingly held up as a promising practice is to provide in one 
place multiple related services that survivors of intimate partner violence may need, 
such as medical attention, shelter, crisis management, counseling, and legal aid. The 
Multi-Sectoral Programme on Violence against Women (MSPVAW) in Bangladesh, 
implemented since May 2000 with the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs as the 
lead coordinating agency, is one such example. The program, now in its third phase, 
engages ten other government ministries including the Ministry of Law, Ministry of 
Information, Ministry of Education, and Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. The 
program also involves NGOs, most notably by referring violence survivors to orga-
nizations that offer services for them.15 The MSPVAW has been instrumental in the 
establishment and scale-up of hospital-based One-Stop Crisis Centers in tertiary-level 
medical college hospitals and One-Stop Crisis Cells in district and upazila hospitals that 
provide a range of services. Another far-reaching intervention set up by the MSPVAW 
is the National Helpline Centre for violence against women, a 24-hour helpline that can 
be accessed from land lines and mobile numbers using the short code 10921, and that 
has handled close to 18,000 calls since its opening in June 2012.16 

Such a multisectoral approach does indeed have the potential to be a powerful 
and effective response mechanism and holds the promise of being a woman-friendly 
response system, enabling survivors to access all they need in one place. However, 
multisectoral programs that seek to respond to intimate partner violence also present 
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BOX 4.6  Nepal’s One-Stop Crisis Management Centers

The One-Stop Crisis Management Centers (OCMC) are the first inter-ministerial, 
multisectoral, and hospital-based government initiative to address gender-based 
violence in Nepal. The OCMCs fall under the Ministry of Health and Population, and a 
central Coordination Committee administers the project. So far, 16 OCMCs have been 
established, each headed by a district coordination committee (Population Division 
2013b). At an OCMC, a violence survivor can receive immediate medical treatment, 
psycho-social counseling, legal counseling, a safe home, and rehabilitation, services that 
were previously scattered across a number of organizations. 

The OCMC initiative has had some success, and the basic treatment and psychosocial 
counseling are considered important services (Population Division 2013a). Some 
OCMCs, such as in Dang and Makwanpur, are examples of good practice and effective 
coordination, attributable at least in part to the personal commitment and leadership skills 
among OCMC staff, medical superintendents, and the district health office chief at these 
units. Still, the initiative as a whole faces a number of challenges:

1.	Weak information dissemination: Many potential users and stakeholders at village, 
district, or sub-national levels may be unaware of OCMCs and their services and 
procedures. This lack of outreach has resulted in weak demand. Officials interviewed for 
this case study noted, “Even the police and village development committee members 
do not know about the OCMCs” (District-level official). 

2.	Poor communication and coordination among stakeholders: Due to the number of 
members on OCMC District Coordination Committees, convening meetings has proved 
difficult. Inadequate coordination between the committees responsible for OCMCs 
and for NGOs (Population Division 2013c) limits the OCMCs’ effectiveness in linking 
survivors with NGOs for ongoing rehabilitation. Interviews with senior staff at the Nepal 
Health Sector Support Program revealed that the nature of police recruitment means 
a lack of adequate female police officers to place in OCMCs, making it difficult for 
OCMCs to link with the police for survivor security. 

3.	Uncertain quality of service: Many OCMCs have been unable to provide the planned 
24-hour service because they are understaffed, with staff commitment undermined by 
the lack of long-term contracts; they also often do not have adequate medical and other 
supplies. Some centers are not easily accessible. Follow-up of individual cases is often 
weak; anecdotal evidence suggests that, in the case of hospital-based OCMCs, general 
hospital staff do not prioritize cases directed to them from the OCMCs. OCMCs have 
also not effectively provided the other services of linking victims with lawyers for legal 
guidance, NGOs for rehabilitation, and police for security.

4.	Limited treatment of severe cases: No proper financial arrangements exist for severe 
cases that OCMCs refer to zonal hospitals. Government funds are available to reimburse 
victims, but the lengthy process and regulations make them difficult to access.

Sources: Published literature cited above; field visits; and interviews with government officials, OCMC 
staff, survivors, and community representatives.
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many challenges in coordination and implementation, as illustrated by an assessment of 
Nepal’s hospital-based One-Stop Crisis Management Centers (box 4.6). 

Stand-alone crisis centers, shelters (with or without crisis centers), and helplines are 
also common forms of response to intimate partner violence. Yet we found no rigorous 
evaluations of programs providing these services. Several desk reviews, interviews by 
our report team, and process documentation do, however, give a picture of some key 
successes and challenges associated with these responses. 

One example of an instructive process evaluation is the assessment of the Dilaasa 
“model,” the first hospital-based crisis center in India for intimate partner violence 
survivors. The process documentation of this model (Deosthali et al. 2005) suggests 
a number of best practice approaches for implementing hospital-based crisis centers. 
Key among these are the importance of training health care professionals to accurately 
identify women and girls who might be at risk of, or already have suffered, violence in 
their homes; having a designated space within the hospital, near the casualty center, 
with well-trained counselors who can refer survivors to other services; and having the 
casualty centers in hospitals well set-up to screen survivors. Assessments of the Shahid 
Benazir Bhutto Centers for Women in Pakistan, based on desk reviews, site visits, and 
key informant interviews, add to these promising practices the importance of having a 
standard operating procedure across centers, as well as effective mechanisms to moni-
tor such procedures (Zia 2010).

In Nepal, interviews conducted by our study’s in-country consultant with the staff 
of Saathi’s shelter house provide additional input that is likely instructive for both 
shelters and crisis centers. The interviews suggest that, at least in the Nepali context, 
there is a broad understanding of good practices needed to run shelters, including 
the need to create response systems that are centered on the needs of survivors. Still, 
space constraints, insufficient security, and long duration of stay in the shelters can 
hamper the delivery of services to women. Another problem faced in Nepal, high-
lighted in these interviews, is that survivors of domestic violence may be reluctant 
to stay in shelters that also house trafficked women or women with communicable 
diseases like HIV because they fear being stigmatized. Finally, staffing of shelters and 
follow-up by staff once the survivor leaves the shelter is of concern.17 Shelter expe-
riences in Afghanistan illustrate other issues: seeking help in shelters may require 
cumbersome paperwork, for instance (Vazirova 2011). Moreover, shelters may not 
guarantee protection: in Afghanistan, for example, even while she stays in a shelter, a 
woman can be vulnerable to abuse and attacks by her husband or husband’s family.18 

In part, these problems may reflect struggles with finances, capacity, and community 
commitment. For instance, the assessments of the Shahid Benazir Bhutto Centers for 
Women in Pakistan (Zia 2010, 2012) noted that though the centers were considered to 
provide a crucial service for survivors of intimate partner violence, half the centers were 
non-functional because of institutional and infrastructural flaws, and were in need of 
support from government and civil society stakeholders.
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RESPONSE STRATEGIES: LEGAL AID, WORKING WITH JUSTICE SECTORS, 
AND MEDIATION

As with crisis centers and shelters, efforts to work with police, mediation, and legal aid are 
widespread, yet we could find few rigorous evaluations. However, qualitative and descrip-
tive assessments suggest that these are areas of response where more work is needed. 

The Rabta Program by Pakistani NGO Rozan developed its own model to train 
police in responding appropriately to survivors. A mixed-methods evaluation found 
that police who underwent the training were more sensitive to violence against women 
and more likely to be receptive to hiring women police officers. Many police inspec-
tors had internalized the message of gender equality in their personal lives. Rozan’s 
training module has been mainstreamed into regular police training curricula, but the 
scale-up has faced problems in maintaining a consistently high level of quality across 
police stations (Khalique et al. 2011). Other examples of police training to respond 
to intimate partner violence include special cells within police stations established in 
Afghanistan, India (Mahtani 2006), and Sri Lanka, frequently staffed by female police 
officers. However, understaffing, frequent turnover, lack of proper recording and inef-
fective training remain serious shortcomings in these endeavors.

Women are often distrustful of the formal police and judicial systems, as evidenced 
by data discussed in chapter 2 on low levels of disclosure of domestic and other forms 
of violence and care-seeking at formal institutions. Instead, the use of community-level 
mediation and re-integration are increasingly common approaches to settling cases of 
interpersonal violence, at least for intimate partner violence. Examples include Ain O 
Salish Kendra (ASK) and Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust, both in Bangladesh, 
which provide legal aid through their own centers, accompany women to file com-
plaints, follow up on cases, and provide mediation assistance. Some groups also try 
and engage community elders and councils to mediate, such as the Legal and Cultural 
Services for Women and Children of Afghanistan (LSWCA), which, among other activ-
ities, attempts to use the authority of community shuras to protect the violence sur-
vivors (Vazirova 2011). Community mediation can be a positive response approach, 
ensuring quick justice and perhaps contributing to normative change in the community 
as community members mete out justice. On the other hand, engaging shuras and other 
informal justice mechanisms may undermine the formal justice mechanisms that need 
to be strengthened.19 Moreover, traditional mediation systems such as the shuras in 
Afghanistan often tend to see violence as a private conflict or dispute, rather than as a 
societal issue arising from gender inequality (Vazirova 2011), and thus may not actively 
promote long-term change. Once again, however, the above examples were not rigor-
ously evaluated.

A more positive experience is illustrated by three examples of informal mediation 
in India (ICRW 2002). In three Indian states, pre-existing community-based activist 
groups and movements formed informal justice mechanisms specifically to address the 
issue of domestic and intimate partner violence. A participatory evaluation by ICRW 
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(2002) found that women and men in all three states favored these mediation mech-
anisms to other options. The intensive training of mediators—all women—in gender 
inequality, mediation, and violence were considered instrumental in creating a pro-
gressive forum. The group’s base in broader community development, the openness to 
discussion, timeliness of judgment, and the involvement of all family members while 
keeping the woman’s interest as the primary goal also contributed to mediation mecha-
nisms’ success and legitimacy. Further, these mediation groups engaged with formal 
systems as needed, rather than undermining them. These examples provide a road map 
for how to engage women, men, and communities in strengthening informal justice 
mechanisms.

Community-based paralegals are a potential middle ground between ineffective 
formal judicial systems and potentially worrisome local mediation efforts. Qualitative 
evaluations, such as of UNDP’s GEP, show that training female members of commu-
nity development committees as paralegals in Afghanistan has been accompanied by 
an increase in women’s reporting of domestic violence cases (Rodriguez and Anwari 
2011). Similarly, the Alternate Dispute Resolution Mechanism (Musalihat Anjuman) 
at the Union Council level in Pakistan is considered an innovative idea, although it has 
been plagued with implementation hurdles, frequent changes in management, and the 
Pakistan floods in 2010 that derailed the project (UNDP Pakistan 2011).

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES IN PREVENTING AND RESPONDING 
TO INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE

Our fieldwork revealed an impressive body of work across the region. A key challenge, 
however, is the lack of well-documented, rigorous evaluation. It is possible that we were 
unable to find some rigorous evaluations that may be part of broader multisectoral 
programs, for instance in the health sector. Also, many efforts to address interpersonal 
violence are nested within larger programs to address broad-based “violence against 
women” or “gender inequality.” Assessments subsequently do not or cannot tease out 
the effect of interventions on the intimate partner aspect of violence versus other forms 
of violence addressed by the same program.

The lack of rigorous evaluations makes it difficult to unequivocally identify 
“promising approaches,” whether at the level of providing services to the individual sur-
vivor or changing societal norms and attitudes. Still, campaigns, which are the most 
rigorously evaluated, show that using community networks, identifying change agents, 
and applying innovative media with provocative messages can at least bring intimate 
partner violence out of the private realm and into the public eye. Interventions with 
boys and men show that addressing unequal gender norms early through approaches 
similar to girls’ life skills programs for early marriage can influence boys’ perceptions of 
masculinity and gender norms. 

While these are lessons for changing attitudes, however, there is little evidence of 
what works to change behavior. Some of the key risk factors for behavior identified 
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in the research are not addressed, are poorly addressed, or are unavailable in evalua-
tion documentation. A key example is alcohol abuse. In another example, while some 
research suggests that participation in microcredit or social groups may increase wom-
en’s risks of violence, at least temporarily, none of the program evaluations we found 
discuss this relationship.

We also found no evaluated programs that address abuse by non-spousal perpetra-
tors in the home. The research reviewed in chapters 2 and 3 identifies mothers-in-law 
as the second most common perpetrator of domestic violence after partners, particu-
larly against young daughters-in-law. Yet, we found only one intervention that works 
specifically with mothers-in-law, the Dil Mil (“hearts together” in Hindi) program in 
Bengaluru, India. Results of the impact evaluation, structured as a randomized control 
trial, are forthcoming (Krishnan et al. 2012).

Finally, across most of the interventions we located, programs focused primarily on 
married women of reproductive age, or documentation did not specify the age of par-
ticipants. Programs need to pay more attention and intervene also to prevent intimate 
partner violence encountered by women who never married and elderly women, and 
domestic violence faced by widowed or divorced women. Identified programs also did 
not define or address the particular constraints that married adolescent girls may face 
in trying to protect themselves from, or seek care for, domestic and intimate partner 
violence. This is a serious lacuna as research points out that married adolescents may 
have vulnerabilities that are somewhat different from those of married adult women; 
moreover, they face constraints that adult married women may not, ones that can ham-
per adolescents from accessing programs. There is a vast landscape of programming in 
South Asia on improving reproductive health for married adolescents, particularly in 
India and Bangladesh. These programs could provide a plausible entry point also for 
interventions to prevent marital domestic violence faced by adolescent girls.

Addressing Sexual Harassment in Public Spaces

Across the life cycle, whether married or unmarried, women and girls face sexual harass-
ment in every public space they occupy. We identified 13 evaluated interventions that 
have some implication for sexual harassment, but few of these have been evaluated in 
any rigorous manner, with assessments based primarily on desk reviews or qualitative 
research only (appendix G). An exception is the Gender Equity Movement in Schools 
(GEMS) program, which was more rigorously evaluated and is discussed below.

This lack of evaluated interventions obscures the fact that there has been a recent 
upswing in public awareness and reaction across the region against sexual harass-
ment of women and girls. Government efforts to improve institutional and legal 
responses to sexual harassment also have increased, and are at least in part influenced 
by the popular pressure generated through multiple civil society efforts. Five out of the 
eight countries in the region now have laws against sexual harassment, many of them 
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recent. In February 2014, the Supreme Court of India ruled that a sexually harassed 
person could file complaints via post or email,20 considerably easing the burden of fil-
ing complaints. As such, this is an opportune time to learn from interventions thus 
far and engage more actively in preventing and responding to sexual harassment in 
public places.

PREVENTING SEXUAL HARASSMENT THROUGH WORKPLACE LEGISLATION

The success of the Alliance against Sexual Harassment (AASHA) in Pakistan to pro-
mote workplace anti-sexual harassment legislation represents a strong example of the 
power of such recent activism. AASHA’s success was based on its simultaneous use of 
engagement at all levels of the social ecology—from advocating with government and 
the private sector, to engaging individual volunteers, to using the media, as described 
in box 4.7.

PREVENTING SEXUAL HARASSMENT THROUGH STREET SAFETY, 
TRANSPORT, AND URBAN PLANNING

One recent example of efforts to improve street safety for women is the Safe Cities 
intervention in Delhi and several other cities in India. This intervention is part of UN 
Women’s Safe Cities Global Initiative, the first-ever global comparative program to 
prevent and respond to sexual harassment and other forms of violence against women 
and girls in public areas. The program is ongoing and thus not yet evaluated (Jagori 
and UN Women 2011). 

Another, smaller-scale but also innovative approach is the use of “safety audits,” 
such as by Jagori in India, where women themselves collect, disseminate, and dis-
cuss data about, and solutions for, the persistence of violence on the street (Jagori 
2010). This approach, which places those at risk at the center of identifying problems 
and solutions, is similar in its focus on the potential or actual survivor to the child-
friendly approaches favored to address violence against girls. We found no evaluation 
of the success of such participatory safety audits in triggering action, however.

Efforts towards gender-sensitive urban planning are minimal (Viswanath and 
Mehrotra 2007; Phadke 2005; Khosla 2004), though organizations in India such as 
Jagori, INTACH, and CURE are starting to focus on such interventions. Still, larger 
schemes that could potentially have a significant impact, such as the Jawaharlal Nehru 
Urban Management Scheme in India, have been unable to mainstream gender concerns 
and create more gender-friendly urban spaces (UN Women 2012; Khosla 2009). 

Finally, attention to safety in public transportation has been ad-hoc and sometimes 
regressive. Promising efforts have largely arisen from non-profit ventures, like the 
Safe Delhi Campaign and Blank Noise in India, and the SHOW You Care campaign in 
Sri Lanka, which have attempted to sensitize transport providers—in auto rickshaws 
and buses, for example—to sexual harassment issues. Other efforts are less progressive. 
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BOX 4.7  Alliance against Sexual Harassment in Pakistan (AASHA)

The Alliance against Sexual Harassment (AASHA) in Pakistan was an indigenous network 
of individuals and organizations instrumental in the passing of Pakistan’s Protection 
against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act, 2010, and the Criminal Law 
Amendment Act, 2009, which made sexual harassment of women a crime punishable by 
law. AASHA members voluntarily contributed their time and some finances. The overall 
core membership never exceeded ten organizations, thus keeping the alliance slim and 
accountable. Organizations such as the chamber of commerce, labor unions, and civil 
society organizations lent support by endorsing AASHA demands and mobilizing activities. 
Once legislation was passed, AASHA dissolved.

AASHA’s process to achieve this legislation illustrates well how to engage multiple sectors 
for a common goal. First, AASHA developed guidelines to make work environments free of 
discrimination and harassment. When initially the government showed reluctance to adopt 
these guidelines as an employer, AASHA turned to the private sector while engaging with 
senior leadership in the government to keep them involved in the process. The government 
eventually came around to passing the laws, thanks to AASHA’s persistent yet collaborative 
advocacy. Once laws were in place, AASHA focused on effective implementation and 
established support mechanisms for women victims at federal and provincial levels. AASHA 
was also instrumental in the appointment of the federal ombudsperson responsible for 
setting up support systems for redressal. Within the first year, over 1000 cases were resolved 
through three regional ombudsman offices in Sindh, Islamabad, and Lahore. Civil society 
organizations from other countries in the region, such as Maldives and Afghanistan, have 
turned to AASHA for advice on implementing similar legislation in their countries.

Factors key to AASHA’s success

1.	Working as an alliance. The mode of operation was nonhierarchical, allowing for a 
broad geographic spread, joint ownership, and bringing the strengths of different 
organizations together to deal with the issue at a national level. AASHA complemented 
this collaboration through persistent follow-up with stakeholders to ensure that 
promised action was taken.

2.	Inclusivity. AASHA made it clear that their work was against a mode of behavior rather 
than against men, thus opening the door to involve men as allies.

3.	Bottom-up approach. In order to prepare their proposed code for the workplace, 
AASHA conducted a great deal of research to identify the scope and dynamics of 
sexual harassment on the ground, supplemented by a knowledge of laws and sexual 
harassment prevention strategies from around the world.

4.	Flexibility towards existing norms. AASHA was flexible, taking into consideration the 
request of some government officials to include quotations from the Koran in the code. 
AASHA explained that the code was totally congruent with the teachings of the Koran 
and fully supported the dignity of women. The neutral terminology employed—the 
“Code of Gender Justice”—allowed them to protect the content of the legislation. 

5.	Engaging the media. By building coalitions with various media groups, AASHA 
succeeded in getting over 200 programs aired on major television stations, numerous 
panel discussions conducted on radio stations, and more than 300 articles published 
in newspapers (Khaliq 2012, 9). All the material produced for AASHA’s campaigns was 
open source, created primarily by volunteer professionals. 

Sources: Interviews with Dr. Fouzia Saeed, founder of AASHA; Khaliq 2012.
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One typical response in parts of India and Pakistan has been to promote gender-
segregated transportation, be it on subways, trains, buses, or taxis. Recent surveys 
conducted by the World Bank (ALG and World Bank 2014) note that women feel safer 
on gender-segregated transportation. Still, such a focus, while perhaps a short-run 
palliative, can contribute to the persistence of gender-unequal norms in the long run 
by ghettoizing women, thereby reducing their access and diminishing their rights to 
the public space.

PREVENTING SEXUAL HARASSMENT IN EDUCATIONAL SETTINGS

We found one well-evaluated program to address sexual harassment in schools: the 
GEMS program in India. This program adds evidence to the growing understanding 
that intervening early is critical to changing gender equality norms and beliefs. The 
GEMS program addresses attitudes about sexual harassment inside and outside of 
schools and within a broader aim of transforming attitudes and behaviors related to 
intimate partner violence, child marriage, and gender norms (box 4.8). 

GEMS is worth examining because of its success in introducing complex, creative, 
and participatory curricula to young boys and girls. It is also noteworthy in that it 
engaged not only young boys and young girls but also their mentors, teachers, and facil-
itators to examine and deconstruct attitudes on violence in their immediate environ-
ments. In part the GEMS program likely owed its success to the fact that teachers and 
school administrators alike were eager for a program that would address the acknowl-
edged problem of harassment and violence in schools. Another factor contributing to 
success was program willingness to invest significantly in building capacity of teacher-
facilitators, who were core to successful implementation. GEMS provides an opportu-
nity for scale-up throughout public school systems, thus reaching a vast population of 
youth.

Evaluations from other regions of the world provide evidence for other good prac-
tices in the school setting. For example, the Population Council conducted a program 
to increase the financial literacy of adolescent girls in Zambia and use that as an oppor-
tunity to create safe spaces for girls. The evaluation suggests that building a savings 
account for girls, in addition to increasing self-esteem, knowledge of rights, and other 
skills, can be protective against sexual harassment (Austrian and Muthengi 2013). 
Another program in Tanzania found that having a female teacher act as a designated 
“guardian” was successful in getting students to report sexual harassment in schools 
(Mgalla et al. 1998). 

ENGAGING MEN AND BOYS TO PREVENT SEXUAL HARASSMENT

The GEMS program, described above, is one exemplary model of how to engage young 
boys (and girls) to address underlying norms around violence against women, includ-
ing sexual harassment. There have been other notable efforts to engage men and boys 



172  l  VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

BOX 4.8  Gender Equity Movement in Schools (GEMS) in India

The goal of the Gender Equity Movement in Schools (GEMS) program is gender-
equitable behavior among adolescents, brought about through critical thinking and self-
reflection about gender norms as experienced in daily life at home and at school. The 
program aims to contribute to greater self-confidence, assertiveness, independence, and 
involvement in the public sphere among girls; and less aggression, more sociability, and 
greater engagement in the private sphere among boys. A key strength of the model is its 
demonstrated adaptability to a range of contexts and populations.

Mangesh enjoys
teasing Eve in trains.

Good response!
She smiles!

OK, let
me try the
second
step.

He yearns to
touch her.

Hurray! She smiles again!
That means she loves me!

Is this a
form of
violence?

Vishnu occasionally enjoys
fighting with boys younger
than him and snatching things
from them. 

One day, he catches hold
of a small boy called Vikas.

Vikas, I can
protect you
from being
beaten up by
other big boys.

Really?

But for this, you will
have to give me money.

Is this a
form of
violence?

Mangesh's story 

Vishnu's story 

FIGURE B4.8.1  Illustrations from the GEMS Training Manual

Source: ICRW 2011.

The GEMS training manual was developed in India by the International Center for 
Research on Women (ICRW) in partnership with the Tata Institute of Social Sciences and 
the Committee of Resource Organizations (CORO) for Literacy. In its first phase, GEMS was 
piloted in Mumbai public schools across two academic years (2008–09 and 2009–10). The 
GEMS activities focused on interactive group discussion and reflection with teachers trained 
to moderate. This structure allowed students the space to explore their own attitudes and 
feelings about the extent to which various potential daily interactions could be considered 
a form of violence, as illustrated in the excerpt above from one of the manuals.

The study used a quasi-experimental model with two intervention arms and one control 
arm to evaluate the intervention (Achyut et al. 2011). One experimental arm had the 
group education activities (GEA) and a school-based campaign; a second arm had 
only the campaign; and a third was a control arm. Data were collected through three 

box continues next page
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beyond school to prevent sexual harassment in other places and with other stakeholders. 
One is the intervention, Mobilizing Men: A Transnational Effort to Challenge GBV in 
Local Institutions, conducted in India. This program was part of a three-year initiative by 
Instituto Promundo, with support from the United Nations Trust Fund to End Violence 
Against Women (UNTF), that developed and piloted a multi-country project to engage 
men and boys in preventing violence against women—including sexual harassment in 
various settings—and promoting gender equality. The project took place in four coun-
tries and included the following interventions: (a) a community-based intervention in 
India; (b) a sports-based intervention in Brazil; (c) a health sector-based intervention in 
Chile; and (d) a workplace-based intervention in Rwanda.

In India the project, led by the Center for Health and Social Justice21, worked with 
men in three contexts: universities, local governments, and the Dalit community. Male 
activists were trained in raising awareness around sexual violence and other forms of 
violence, how to appropriately document incidents of such violence, and how to develop 

self-administered surveys, comprising one baseline and two follow-ups. Analysis revealed 
a significant shift in students’ attitudes towards gender equality and roles, most of which 
occurred in the first year of the intervention. In contrast, students’ comfort level with 
reporting sexual harassment took longer to achieve and was significantly different from the 
control arm only at the second follow-up. This shift was particularly notable among girls, 
suggesting success in breaking the taboo on girls’ disclosure of such violence. Girls and 
boys opposed partner violence, attesting to the potential of transforming gender beliefs 
when intervening early. GEMS is currently being scaled up to over 250 schools in Mumbai 
and has been adapted for implementation in other parts of India. 

Challenges for future replication and scale-up:

Identifying and maintaining relationships. It is essential to identify appropriate partners 
and create and maintain good relationships with government officials.

Wider dissemination of key messages. Thus far the focus has been on schools; a challenge 
lies in working with parents, health systems, community-based organizations, and others to 
integrate gender equity concepts into these forums.

Institutionalization. Building on current experience, further evolution is required to 
institutionalize and mainstream gender equity programs in national and state-level plans 
and budgets. 

Budget constraints. Given the expense of high-quality gender equity programs, there is a 
need for more sustainable budgetary options.

Teacher involvement. Building the role of teachers as vital stakeholders in the process, 
while arming them with the skills to engage sensitively in gender issues and the strength to 
deal with potential controversy, is a key challenge. 

Sources: Published literature cited above, and interview with Ravi Verma, Asia Regional Director, ICRW.

BOX 4.8  Gender Equity Movement in Schools (GEMS) in India (continued)
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and structure campaigns to change attitudes and practice around violence. Mobilizing 
Men established Anti-Sexual Harassment Committees on seven campuses of Pune 
University. Members also brought up the issue of violence against women and girls in 
Panchayats (village governments). While not formally evaluated, documentation of this 
intervention provides valuable lessons in how to simultaneously engage men in very 
different contexts to institutionalize discussions of sexual harassment and other forms 
of violence within educational settings, governance institutions, and among minority 
communities (McAllister et al. 2012; Greig and Jerker 2012).

INTERVENTIONS TO RESPOND TO SEXUAL HARASSMENT: 
POLICE TRAINING

Efforts to train police range from introducing women beat constables in New Delhi 
(Parivartan22) to programs on attitudinal change for police officials in Pakistan (Rabta 
program23). The available documentation does not clearly demonstrate their effect on 
improving responses to sexual harassment, however. Twenty-four-hour police helplines 
have also been introduced across the region, sometimes combined with efforts to make 
police forces respond more sensitively in cases of reported rape and assault. However, 
research on helpline effectiveness is sparse, and where it is available the results on effec-
tiveness are mixed (Jagori and Marg 2013).

CONTINUING CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

Our review suggests that while there may be growing awareness of the scope of sexual 
harassment and the importance of addressing sexual harassment in public places, inter-
ventions remain few and far between, and most are not evaluated in a manner that can 
provide promising lessons for what works. 

Large gaps also remain in areas of intervention. One is the lack of anti-sexual harass-
ment programs in the workplace. Another is to engage bystanders: the 2012 Nirbhaya 
rape case in India brought to the fore the potential role of bystanders, but we found 
only one program that tangentially addressed this concern. The Parivartan program 
in Mumbai, India, a sports-based program for young boys, trained them on how to 
respond to sexual harassment they may witness as bystanders; however, the evaluation 
did not examine the success of this aspect of the program (Das et al. 2012). Programs 
could glean lessons from the efforts to engage bystanders in the United States, which 
highlight successful practices in schools and universities that train and sensitize stu-
dents to act if they observe sexual harassment (Banyard et al. 2007; Cissner 2009).

Finally, we found no evaluated programs to address the sexual pressure and coer-
cion that young adolescent girls can face from partners in premarital romantic relation-
ships, a situation of great vulnerability described in chapter 3.24 Efforts to address such 
sexual coercion through “dating programs” in high schools and colleges in the United 
States are instructive. For example, impact evaluations find that peer activities engaging 
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female and male students—such as through theater and campaigns—combined with 
special services for survivors of sexual harassment, can be effective in changing atti-
tudes and reducing coercive behavior among school-going adolescents (Ricardo et al. 
2011; Foshee et al. 1998, 2000, 2004). Although the cultural context between South Asia 
and the United States differs greatly, such examples can be adapted for use, especially in 
urban areas across South Asian countries.

Preventing and Responding to Honor Killings

Honor killings are another form of violence that spans the life course. Despite increases 
in recent awareness of honor killings, mostly thanks to news media vigilance and civil 
society advocacy efforts, we found few organized efforts that explicitly aim to prevent 
or respond to honor killings. Our literature and legal review uncovered 11 efforts of 
any kind, which took one of three forms: (i) legislation; (ii) online forums for advo-
cacy or information exchange; and (iii) in-person programs aimed at preventing honor 
killing. With the exception of one international website—the Honour Based Violence 
Awareness (HBVA) Network—all of the efforts are based in India and Pakistan. Only 
two of the 11 interventions—both in Pakistan—were formally evaluated: the Public 
Private Partnership to End “Honour Crimes” in Pakistan through the Implementation 
of the 2004 Criminal Law (Amendment) Act underwent an impact assessment, and a 
pilot study by the Aurat Foundation (Lari 2011) assessed the influence of the law itself. 
One—the Love Commandos intervention in India—was not formally evaluated, but was 
considered a success by “peers” (appendix H).

In 2004 the Pakistan Criminal Law (Amendment) Act was passed, and in January 2005 
it became law. An evaluation by the Aurat Foundation (Lari 2011) found, however, that 
communities at large, and even the justice sector and the police, were either completely 
unaware of the law or not familiar with its specifics. It also found that police who knew 
about the law were typically unwilling to implement it, due to the fear of undue influence 
from senior officials and because of society’s overall acceptance of honor killing. 

In India, legal developments have focused on dampening the power of extra-judicial 
decision-making bodies. Efforts include national-level legislation to eradicate honor 
killings and to allow leaders of extra judicial bodies (such as khap panchayats) to be 
prosecuted for sanctioning honor killings (Chesler and Bloom 2012). In 2010, India’s 
Supreme Court directed seven state governments to take steps to protect potential vic-
tims of honor killings, declaring all honor killings ordered by khap panchayats illegal 
and barbaric (Chesler and Bloom 2012). We found no evaluations of these efforts, how-
ever, nor did we find evaluations of efforts that use online media.

Promising but non-evaluated efforts at the community level are those akin to the 
“change agent” interventions used to address other forms of violence. One example 
is a multi-partner Public Private Partnership to End Honour Crimes in Pakistan 
through the Implementation of the 2004 Criminal Law (Amendment) Act. Despite 
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a cancelled evaluation due to floods, this program has been expanded to 56 districts 
(NCSW 2010). Another potentially promising intervention is a partnership between 
the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) and Islamabad-based Sustainable Peace and 
Development Organization (SPADO), which identified and trained local individuals 
as dispute mediators (Omestad 2012). India presents yet another intriguing program 
that should be assessed: the Love Commandos, which provides counseling, shelter, or 
other support to young couples who fear that their choice of marital partner will anger 
parents, or worse.

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

The increased awareness of the persistence and increasing violence of honor crimes, 
particularly in India and Pakistan, provides an opportunity for more systematic inter-
vention. Media efforts are likely to be key. Lessons for designing, implementing, and 
evaluating such interventions can be extracted from the extensive evaluations of media 
campaigns that involve both men and women in addressing excess female child mor-
tality, child marriage, and intimate partner violence. Media campaigns, however, may 
change attitudes but not necessarily affect behavior. Examples of school-based and 
community-based programs with young girls and boys, such as the GEMS, Yaari Dosti, 
or the myriad life skills programs to address child marriage, provide evaluated lessons 
for intervening early. Such early intervention could change the notions and meanings 
of “honor” in the same way as these programs currently attempt to change the notions 
and meanings of “gender” and “masculinity.” Finally, experiences in engaging religious 
leaders to endorse preventing excess female child mortality or child marriage could be 
adapted also for honor killing prevention efforts.

Addressing Custodial Violence against Women and Girls

Custodial violence is the only form of violence included here that is constrained to a cir-
cumscribed environment—that is, one of “custody,” whether in police stations or situa-
tions of war and conflict. Countries in the South Asia region are implementing myriad 
policy interventions to address custodial violence overall, including interventions in 
juvenile justice and advocacy, lobbying for human rights, training and collaboration 
with the armed forces, and broader efforts to change institutional and social structures 
in custodial situations to address issues related to gender-based violence. Most inter-
ventions have not, however, been gender-specific. The few examples that target wom-
en’s vulnerabilities aim to address poor enforcement of laws and the lack of appropriate 
infrastructure, but evaluations are rare (we found only three). Existing evaluations 
relate to the execution of some components of the programs, such as whether inputs 
were delivered on time and in the proper condition, rather than to overall effectiveness 
or implications for replicability or scale-up (appendix I).
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PREVENTION APPROACHES

The only prevention efforts focused on women that we were able to identify pertain 
to legal and procedural institutional constraints. One example is Afghanistan’s special 
department to address the needs of women prisoners and enable their reintegration into 
society. Theoretically this is a positive move given the stigma surrounding any actual or 
suspected sexual abuse that women may have encountered in prison (UNODC 2007), 
but we were unable to find any evaluation. Another example is Sri Lanka’s enactment of 
the 2005 Prevention of Domestic Violence (PDV) Act, No. 34, envisioned as an oppor-
tunity to renew and refocus efforts to address domestic violence, as well as custodial 
violence. This Act does not address the particular needs of women, however; they are 
grouped with children and disabled persons, despite the differing needs of each of these 
groups (Asian Center for Human Rights 2012a).

We found no evaluated prevention interventions engaging with actors at other levels 
of the social ecology, though our searches yielded a great deal of advocacy work in the 
region. Advocacy efforts using mass media and reaching broad audiences to prevent 
other types of violence offer lessons for evaluating existing advocacy efforts in prevent-
ing custodial violence. 

RESPONDING TO CUSTODIAL VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

We found more examples of responses to custodial violence, though most of these also 
were not evaluated. One such approach that attends to a key institutional concern is to 
recruit, train, and place women custodians and police officers. However, this approach is 
open to the same criticism as the women-only transport efforts to address sexual harass-
ment—that is, recruiting women police should not imply that men police are not trained 
and sensitized to violence against women. Furthermore, recruiting women police for 
women prisoners should not reduce violence against women to a “women’s problem.”

Making police stations more “women friendly” is critical, nonetheless. One example 
in India of efforts to do so is the Crimes against Women Cells program, initiated in 
1983 at a Delhi police station. The program was the first police response meant spe-
cifically for women in India—and most likely anywhere in the world. An early assess-
ment, however, found mixed results: the program was promising, but had difficulty 
in recruiting and training capable counselors, a challenge not only for this program, 
but a common problem for many other similar interventions (Deol 1983). A more 
recent intervention that has not yet been evaluated is India’s initiative to create new 
All Women’s Police Stations (Times of India 2014). 

Shelters for women exposed to custodial violence are likely to be much needed, yet 
we found only one non-evaluated example, the Sarvodaya Sharamadana Movement 
Shelters in Sri Lanka. These shelters offer legal aid, support services, and counseling 
to women and children who experienced violence in conflict-affected areas (UNFPA-
APWFD 2013). 
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Health interventions for women in custody also are likely to be important in pro-
viding services for abused women in custody. We found no interventions that do 
so, but other existing health interventions in prisons may provide an opportunity 
to also integrate treatment services for abuse. An example is a program by UNODC 
in Nepal that collaborates with the Government of Nepal and civil society organiza-
tions to reduce drug use and HIV-related high-risk behavior among female inmates 
in Kathmandu. Similar services are now provided in two other district prison sites 
in Nepal (UNODC 2011). Other health-related programs have taken the initiative 
to ban inhuman and demeaning custodial practices used against women and girls in 
South Asia, including the finger test of sexual assault victims, whereby the examining 
doctor notes the presence or absence of the hymen and the size and so-called laxity 
of the vagina (Human Rights Watch 2010).

Finally, there are a host of programs that monitor abuse against children in juve-
nile justice institutions. Most of those that have been evaluated are from India, though 
Pakistan has also made some progress in implementing similar programs (AGHS 
2004). Most evaluations of such centers throughout India by the ACHR (2012a, 2012b, 
2012c)—including in conflict-affected states of the country (ACHR 2013a and 2013b)—
suggest that these homes do not function as per the statutory requirements, facilities are 
inadequate, and juveniles may be tortured or abused while in detention. Unfortunately 
results are not gender-disaggregated. Similarly, programs exist to prevent police vio-
lence against street children and to monitor children in prison, but either evaluations 
are not gender-disaggregated or they do not exist.

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

It is critical to increase the visibility of custodial violence against women and girls 
beyond the “silo” of those who work on it. This form of violence is perhaps the most 
hidden from the general public eye, as well as from programs that work on other 
forms of violence, but it is likely pernicious and persistent. Household acceptance of 
women who were abused in custody is also problematic and needs to be addressed. 
Examples of promising approaches in preventing and responding to other forms of 
violence offer some lessons. First of all, to influence social norms about custodial 
violence, many forms of media and advocacy could be successfully used to increase 
awareness and broaden the constituency to address such violence. The multiple cam-
paigns against intimate partner violence are examples. At the institutional level, the 
example of AASHA in implementing and institutionalizing anti-sexual harassment 
laws for the workplace in Pakistan provides lessons in how to effectively create and 
use networks to strengthen legal and institutional responses. Finally, at the household 
level, child marriage efforts that seek to increase acceptance of unmarried adolescent 
girls in the home could perhaps be adapted to increase acceptance of abused women 
released from custody.
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Preventing and Responding to Trafficking of 
Women and Girls

Programs to address trafficking of girls and women are concentrated in India, 
Bangladesh, Nepal, and, to a lesser degree, Sri Lanka. Pakistan and Afghanistan are seeing an 
increase in interventions arising from heightened risk of trafficking due to conflict in these 
countries. There are relatively few interventions in Maldives and Bhutan: while trafficking 
into Maldives is increasing, it appears to be a minor issue in Bhutan (Ahmed and Yoosuf 
2012). Unlike with other forms of violence, national, regional, and international networks 
collaborate to combat trafficking. The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC) coordinates regional interventions, and Action against Trafficking and Sexual 
Exploitation of Children (ATSEC) operates in India and has a Bangladesh chapter. Many 
organizations work to address trafficking as a part of larger projects aimed at women’s 
rights, natural disasters, health (including HIV/AIDS), and economic empowerment or 
development, partly because trafficking is linked to all these concerns. As with efforts to 
address other forms of violence, media and advocacy organizations play an important role. 

Governments also have played an important role in combatting trafficking. In fact, 
India’s Anti-Trafficking Cell has been hailed internationally as a best practice for its 
effectiveness—for example in coordinating, networking, and collecting feedback 
from police, judges, and NGOs, and building the capacity of police and the judiciary 
(UNODC  2013). Still, problems remain across the region, such as police corruption 
(Huntington 2001), weak prosecution because of judicial weaknesses (AIHRC 2011; 
United States Department of State 2013), and poor capacity of staff (Ayyub 2006). Some 
laws and policies, rather than addressing gender inequality, exhibit a lack of under-
standing of the realities of trafficking versus other forms of inter-state movement that 
can harm the very girls and women these laws are meant to protect. Examples include 
laws banning or otherwise restricting legitimate freedom of movement for women 
(Huntington 2001; Kapur 2001). The tendency to equate trafficking with sex work also 
hinders successful prosecution of traffickers (Kapur 2001). 

We found no rigorous evaluations, but did identify 10 programs that are assessed via 
desk reviews or qualitative assessments (appendix J). Approaches used for trafficking 
prevention and response are often similar to those used for preventing child marriage, 
or for preventing or responding to intimate partner violence. As such, lessons from eval-
uations of child marriage and intimate partner violence interventions could be valuable.

APPROACHES TO PREVENT TRAFFICKING

Using media to raise awareness is widely accepted as an effective approach to dissemi-
nate information and otherwise address the problem of trafficking (Hameed et al. 2010; 
Dutta et al. 2010), but we found no evaluations of such efforts. Interventions for institu-
tional reform include efforts to locate services near border points and offices responsible 
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for migration, such as by the Women Rehabilitation Center (WOREC) in Nepal (UNDP 
2003), Shakti Samuha, Maiti-Nepal and Saathi—all also in Nepal. Such strategies enable 
NGOs to reach and deter women planning to migrate on false documents; however, 
their effectiveness has not been evaluated.25

The Counter Trafficking Interventions (CTI) project implemented by the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) in Bangladesh is an example of a promising com-
munity-level prevention intervention. This program engaged government leaders at all 
village council levels (Union Parishad). That trafficking is now discussed at monthly 
meetings of the Union Parishad and that the Union Parishads are mandated to investi-
gate suspected trafficking activity is a testament to the success of this effort (IOM 2008, 
USAID 2009). That trafficking prevention has become part of official duties suggests 
that the approach also is sustainable. 

At the individual level, in a notable departure from interventions to address other 
forms of violence, almost all the major anti-trafficking organizations identify and focus 
efforts specifically on high-risk groups, identified on the basis of age, socioeconomic 
indicators, and a profile built from historical trends. The approaches used by organiza-
tions to prevent trafficking of girls are similar to those used to prevent child marriage. 
Interventions include keeping girls in school and providing vocational and life skills 
training. In one example, the Rural Health Education Service Trust (RHEST) in Nepal 
provides scholarships for girls through grade 10; it combines this with activities in and 
out of school to raise awareness of trafficking among participating girls and their fami-
lies. Though it is difficult to say how many girls have avoided being trafficked by staying 
in school, the  research suggests that without this option, the poorest girls may well 
be trafficked (Hennink and Simkhada 2004). Including information about trafficking 
in school curricula would appear to be another promising role for the education sec-
tor, and such efforts exist in Bangladesh (Berman and Marshall 2011), Nepal—such as 
by the Rural Health Education Service Trust (RHEST)—and India. Similarly, several 
organizations provide vocational training to increase women’s employability (Evans 
and Bhattarai 2000, Hameed et al. 2010; USAID 2009), microcredit schemes to at-risk 
women or girls (Huntington 2001), or employ at-risk women (Hameed et al. 2010). 
Most of these programs are not evaluated, however.

There are some evaluations of efforts to actively engage trafficking survivors 
themselves in awareness raising—such as by Maiti Nepal. Studies show that such an 
approach has the power to be effective because potential victims can relate to the mes-
sages delivered by trafficking survivors (Sijapati et al. 2011; Evans and Bhattarai 2000; 
Pandey et al. 2013). Such interventions also have the potential to empower survivors. 
Underscored by a similar logic, engaging sex workers can be effective in preventing sex 
trafficking while empowering participating sex workers. A well-known success story on 
both counts is the Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee in Kolkata (popularly known 
as the Sonagachi Project), which started the Self-Regulatory Board in Kolkata’s red light 
areas and has been deemed effective in reducing the transmission of HIV/AIDS and 
the trafficking of minors into sex work (GAATW 2007). As a testament to its success, 
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CARE  International has adopted this Self Regulatory Board model in Bangladesh 
(Ayyub 2006). Other NGOs in India, such as Prerna and STOP, have partnered with 
commercial sex workers to protect their rights and to reduce recruitment of minors and 
others forced into sex work. While not evaluated, reviews of anti-trafficking interven-
tions that actively engage survivors highlight this approach as effective (UNDP 2003). 
It mirrors the child-centered and adolescent-centered programming to prevent and 
respond to abuse against girl children and adolescents, and to prevent child marriage.

APPROACHES USED IN RESPONSE AND REHABILITATION OF 
TRAFFICKED WOMEN AND GIRLS

Efforts to respond to and rehabilitate trafficked women and girls range from vocational 
skills development for trafficking survivors to the shelters and legal aid efforts familiar 
as response mechanisms for survivors of intimate partner violence. While we found no 
formal evaluations of any of these, there is a rich body of process documentation and 
research that points to promising practices and challenges.

Perhaps most promising are programs that provide non-traditional vocational skills 
for livelihood opportunities. Organizations such as Sanlaap, Prerna, and Sahas Kendra in 
India (Hameed et al. 2010) and Maiti-Nepal and Shakti Samuha in Nepal provide train-
ing on market-oriented employable skills. Others show the additional benefit of partner-
ing with broader livelihoods programs or the private sector, such as the CAP-SARI/Q 
(South Asia Regional Initiative/Equity) project,26 the PPVHTB program’s Kafe Mukti in 
Bangladesh (Berman and Marshall 2011), and Maiti Nepal’s collaboration with hotels in 
Nepal (Maiti Nepal 2012). In India, public-private partnerships range from collabora-
tions with Microsoft to the Chhattisgarh Centre for Economic Development and the 
West Bengal Milk Federation Cooperative Society (Hameed et al. 2010). Organizations 
experimenting with non-traditional job skills need to also equip trafficking survivors to 
work in male-dominated workspaces and to deal with issues of confidence and safety 
(Richardson et al. 2013), including potential vulnerability to sexual harassment at work. 
It is unclear how successfully organizations address these issues, however.

Legal aid is minimally evaluated, but existing assessments point to several concerns. 
One major concern is the uncertainty about the extent to which cases that stretch over 
a long period are given careful attention; trafficking survivors also may not be kept 
adequately informed about their cases and legal procedures (USAID 2009). Legal assis-
tance may not be easily accessible to all (Dutta et al. 2010), particularly in destination 
countries (Aurat Foundation 2012). Finally, lack of victim protection from the govern-
ment may discourage victims from testifying against their traffickers (Tzvetkova 2002). 
As with intimate partner violence, efforts to obtain justice against trafficking increas-
ingly reach for mediation outside the judicial system, but the effects and effectiveness of 
extra-judicial mediation for trafficking have not been studied.

The evidence on the efficacy and desirability of rescue operations is mixed. Some 
studies, such as by CESLAM, highlight rescue interventions as among the more 
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successful interventions in Nepal (Sijapati et al. 2011; USAID 2009). Police raids with 
assistance from NGOs—such as the Rescue Foundation and Stop Trafficking and 
Oppression of Children and Women (STOP) in India—also are considered to be encour-
aging because they help victims receive enhanced protection and treatment (Hameed 
et al. 2010). Other research suggests that raids can be problematic: there is evidence 
that under the pretense of rescue raids, police have abused victims, taken bribes from 
brothel owners, or returned victims to families where they may be re-exposed to traf-
ficking (Pandey et al. 2013; GAATW 2007). Victims “rescued” after a raid are given an 
option to file a case against the traffickers, yet inadequate government protection for 
trafficking victims discourages reporting.

As with intimate partner violence, shelters are a common form of response for traf-
ficking victims, but inadequately evaluated. There are several unresolved concerns and 
questions. First, many shelter houses cater to women and girls who are victims of all 
forms of violence. On the one hand, segregating shelters for trafficking victims can lead 
to isolation and further stigmatization of trafficking victims (Huntington 2001). On the 
other hand, non-segregated shelters may dissuade survivors of domestic violence from 
fleeing abusive relationships because they do not want to access shelters that also house 
trafficking victims, as has been documented in Nepal. Second, while counseling services 
provided in shelter houses and rehabilitation centers are considered as an integral and 
appreciated service that can rejuvenate rescued women,27 shelter infrastructure often 
is not appropriate for counseling—for example, where separate space for counseling is 
not available (MoHP 2013). There is also limited information on how severe trauma is 
treated (Tzvetkova 2002; Pandey et al. 2013). Third, the quality of the shelter homes var-
ies and is rarely monitored. In Pakistan, for instance, government-run shelter houses do 
not permit women to leave without a male relative or a court order (Aurat Foundation 
2012). Anecdotal evidence suggests that staff of government-run shelters may them-
selves traffic women (United States Department of State 2013). Fourth, resources are 
strained, affecting standard operating procedures (Evans and Bhattarai 2000) and rais-
ing concerns about the standards of long-term stay and services (Tzvetkova 2002). 

A somewhat unique and promising, but not yet evaluated, approach to shelters is 
Maiti Nepal’s halfway homes that aim to help trafficking survivors to gradually rein-
tegrate into society. This concept merits further investigation because it encourages 
trafficking victims to venture out and rebuild their lives while ensuring protection 
and care.

IMPORTANT CHALLENGES IN ADDRESSING TRAFFICKING

Interventions to prevent or respond to and rehabilitate trafficked women and girls need 
to be systematically evaluated. In this regard, collaboration between those who work 
on trafficking and those who work on mitigating child marriage and intimate partner 
violence is likely to be fruitful as many of the approaches are similar. However, there are 
also challenges that are particular to trafficking.
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The first such challenge is the confusion between trafficking and sex work. Trafficking 
is often equated with sex work, such that anti-trafficking interventions primarily target 
women who have been trafficked for sex work. Modern-day trafficking occurs for a 
range of circumstances where cheap labor is required, however. The continued strong 
association of trafficking with sex work creates undue stigma for women who have been 
trafficked for other reasons, such as for forced labor, adding an additional burden to 
their efforts to reintegrate. The lines are also blurred between trafficking and human 
smuggling,28 as well as between trafficking or human smuggling on the one hand, and 
legitimate migration for employment on the other. The conflation of trafficking, migra-
tion, and human smuggling has some harmful consequences for approaches adopted 
to tackle trafficking (GAATW 2007; Huntington 2001; Sijapati et al. 2011; Evans and 
Bhattarai 2000). For instance, some organizations use scare tactics to discourage all 
migration (Evans and Bhattarai 2000). Concerns for human smuggling mean that many 
undocumented migrants are screened for illegal migration alone, ignoring the fact that 
they may have been trafficked and may thus need different interventions.

There is also a concern that the way awareness raising is conducted may intensify 
gender biases. Awareness raising materials tend to use fear to discourage women from 
leaving their homes, rather than providing the necessary information to enable women 
to make informed decisions (Evans and Bhattarai 2000). Such an approach infantilizes 
women. It also may dissuade women who are migrating for legitimate reasons like 
employment. Awareness raising activities also exacerbate the stigma associated with 
trafficking when programs equate trafficking with commercial sex work and HIV/AIDS 
(Huntington 2001). 

Finally, repatriation and rehabilitation continue to be a challenge for all countries 
in the region, due in part to the lack of formal agreements or procedures between key 
source and destination countries, such as India and Nepal (Sijapati et al. 2011). The 
stigma attached to trafficking impedes reintegration as well, and it is unclear to what 
extent interventions maintain the confidentiality of trafficked victims to minimize such 
stigma and enable reintegration. Monitoring during reintegration is another challenge, 
and ineffective efforts can leave women and girls feeling unsupported (USAID 2009). 
Returned survivors may not have proper documents or may be minors. In such cases, 
their parents take responsibility, which poses risks for those who may have been traf-
ficked by family members (Aurat Foundation 2012). Re-trafficking is a major concern 
also when viable alternative livelihood opportunities do not exist (Pandey et al. 2013), 
forcing women to succumb to trafficking once again.

Looking across Forms of Violence: Key Lessons and 
Challenges

Our mapping and analysis of interventions reveals that there is a commendable amount 
of action across forms of violence in the region. While the lack of rigorous evaluation 
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prevents a definitive conclusion about “what works,” there are clear indications of best 
practices and key challenges to strengthen intervention effectiveness, reach, and sus-
tainability. We examine some of these below.

DO NO HARM

Interventions to address violence against women and girls are ultimately seeking to 
change deep-seated power relations between men and women. As such, it is perhaps 
inevitable that success will be accompanied, at least early on, by a spike in violence. Yet, 
the central non-negotiable requirement for all interventions across forms of violence 
and across levels of the social ecology has to be to do no harm. We did not find evalu-
ations or other program documentation that specifically discussed how to effectively 
address potential backlash. 

We did find examples of unexpected negative consequences, however. For instance, 
the Kishori Abhijan program found that parents who delayed marriage for their daugh-
ters ended up having to pay larger dowries. Thus, child marriage prevention programs 
working in areas where dowry is prevalent need to take this possibility into account 
when planning their interventions (Amin 2011). Other documentation of community 
involvement, especially by interventions working on child rights or child marriage, sug-
gests that an overall good practice is to build time into program timelines to get a good 
pulse on a target population’s norms and tolerance for change so as to better prepare for 
any unforeseen eventuality.

INCREASE THE FOCUS ON EVALUATING EXISTING AND FUTURE 
INTERVENTIONS

The most imperative challenge is that of competent evaluation. The astonishing array 
of programs, campaigns, advocacy, networking, and other forms of interventions we 
identified testifies to the commitment of actors at all levels of society to address violence 
against women and girls. Yet, the lack of competent evaluation means that a great deal 
of learning is lost and financial and human resources wasted. Competent evaluation 
does not have consist of randomized control experiments, though that does remain the 
most statistically rigorous way to attribute change to an intervention. For organizations 
that either do not wish to or cannot undertake such experiments, the evaluations we did 
find provide a multitude of methods that can be used more effectively than at present. 
A case in point is the evaluation of the Girl Power Project or the many evaluated child 
marriage prevention interventions.

Evaluations are particularly weak and thus need particular attention in the case of 
efforts to address sexual and physical violence against girls (as against all children), sexual 
harassment, honor killings, trafficking, and custodial violence. Shelters, helplines, and cri-
sis centers critically need evaluation since these approaches are used everywhere. Finally, 
evaluated interventions—such as those for vocational training, life skills, and other similar 
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strategies—require more nuanced study to assess not just whether and how they work, but 
also to extract the minimum critical elements of these interventions necessary for success.

ENGAGE MEN AND BOYS

The systematic and evaluated engagement of men and boys that we were able to identify 
in connection with violence prevention and response for South Asia were clustered in 
the domain of intimate partner violence or interventions addressing norms of mascu-
linity. Examples include school-based programs such as GEMS and campaigns such as 
MASVAW and We Can. 

Men and boys, however, need to be engaged at all levels and across all forms of vio-
lence for several reasons. First, such violence is primarily a result of underlying gender 
norms and structures, and “gender” includes women and men. Trying to change gender 
norms therefore must also include both women and men. This is all the more impor-
tant when one recognizes that rigid norms related to gender and power differentials 
mean that many men feel pressure to prove their manhood by using violence against 
women or other men. Second, the nature of violence is an interactive exchange between 
a woman or girl who experiences the violence and the perpetrator. A focus solely on 
women and girls places the onus of responsibility of addressing violence on them, leav-
ing the perpetrator out of the equation. While perpetrators are not always men, for the 
types of violence considered in this book they are mainly men and boys. Including them 
in any effort to address such violence is essential. Men and boys themselves have many 
motivations for ending men’s use of violence against women and girls and promoting 
gender equality: the women who face violence are often, after all, their mothers, daugh-
ters, or partners (Katz 2003).

We identified 14 evaluated interventions that engage men and boys in addressing 
intimate partner violence, gender-based violence more broadly, and gender equality 
and norms of masculinity (appendix K). This set offers many examples of rigorous eval-
uations, lessons for campaigns, school-based programming to shift gender norms, and 
efforts to improve partner communication.

CONTINUE TO RAISE AWARENESS, BREAK TABOOS, AND EXPOSE 
VIOLENCE

Evaluations across several forms of violence demonstrate the power of campaigns and 
media to engage actors at all levels of society. Campaigns have raised awareness, started 
to break taboos, and attempted—often with success—to expose the extent of certain 
forms of violence, such as excess female child mortality, child marriage, domestic and 
intimate partner violence, and sexual harassment. The promising approaches identified 
by evaluations of media and advocacy efforts in these realms need to be transferred and 
adapted to raise awareness and break taboos also for forms of violence such as child sex-
ual abuse, honor killings, trafficking, and custodial violence. If used strategically with 
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other programming, as demonstrated by campaigns to prevent child marriage, media 
can be an even more powerful agent of change across forms of violence.

CONTINUE TO REFORM LAWS AND INSTITUTIONS FOR AN ENABLING 
ENVIRONMENT

While laws alone are not sufficient to prevent violence, they are necessary, as dis-
cussed in chapter 3. Various institutional mechanisms need to be in place across 
the system, however, to enable laws to be implemented and enforced; together these 
create a necessary enabling environment within which to prevent and respond to 
violence. Successful examples of how to do so include the AASHA experience in 
Pakistan and the experience of the Tamil Nadu government in enforcing bans on 
female infanticide in India. One key institutional reform that affects all forms of vio-
lence against children but that still requires attention is birth registration. Given that 
this is a logistical rather than philosophical or value-laden intervention, it should be 
considered relatively “low-hanging fruit,” and, as such, addressed in the short term. 
Finally, a higher level of political commitment and adequate funding is necessary to 
give teeth to laws, institutional reform, or other policies.

EMPHASIZE TRAINING

Intensive and—as needed—repeat training needs to be emphasized in programs, and 
needs to be rigorously evaluated. As the GEMS experience illustrates, good training 
is essential to the success of efforts to change norms (and behavior) around violence 
and gender. Other programs—such as the Rabta intervention in Pakistan—illustrate the 
challenges of good training. Most programs have some training element, but we found 
minimal evaluation. All interventions need to ensure a strong emphasis on training 
implementers, and an equally strong emphasis on rigorously evaluating and modifying 
training, so that they are as effective as possible.

TAP INTO COMMUNITY OPPORTUNITIES AND ACCOMMODATE 
COMMUNITY CONSTRAINTS

Almost all prevention and some response efforts across forms of violence engage with 
community members; however, one strategic approach that could be explored and specifi-
cally evaluated is to engage potential opponents as allies. One clear candidate is religious 
and other “thought leaders” who set norms. These guardians of patriarchy can also be 
engaged in promoting a more progressive agenda, if approached in a non-antagonistic 
way. Other such potential allies include community resources such as wedding caterers 
(for child marriage prevention interventions) and transport operators (for trafficking or 
anti-sexual harassment). Examples of interventions to address child marriage and intimate 
partner violence illustrate how to involve such stakeholders as “change agents,” but further 
evaluation is needed to determine which approaches are likely to be successful and why.
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Another community engagement strategy often used and considered successful is 
engaging young women and adolescent girls in groups, some of which may include 
income generation activities as well. While this approach can empower women 
by offering a route for collective support from other women or alternate means of 
income, the research reviewed in chapter 3 also cautions that group participation 
may, at least initially, trigger a spike in violence. Programmers need to pay attention 
to this possibility as they implement such interventions.

Bystanders also need to be better engaged. The experiences of the Bell Bajao! cam-
paign in India illustrate an effective means of engagement, as do evaluated interventions 
with university students in the United States (Gidycz et al. 2011; Banyard et al. 2007).

In experimenting with these and other means of community engagement, community-
based interventions need to tread carefully when trying to shift gender norms. Efforts to 
address any form of violence need to be cognizant of the strength of community norms so as 
to minimize harm and maximize impact. Process evaluation from child marriage interven-
tions in India also points to the importance of gauging community infrastructure and capac-
ity before designing a program, so as to incorporate constraints therein in program design.

ENGAGE KEY HOUSEHOLD MEMBERS AND ADDRESS KEY FACTORS AT 
THE HOUSEHOLD LEVEL

Interventions have not focused very much on engaging household members other than 
husbands; however, other members of a woman’s or girl’s family may also increase vulnera-
bility or provide support. An important example is that of mothers-in-law; engaging other 
household members such as parents, other in-laws, and siblings is likely also critical, but 
we found no evaluated interventions that do so. There are also important household-level 
factors that interventions do not address, or address very minimally. Key among these 
is alcohol abuse, parent-child interaction, and intergenerational transmission of violence. 

INTERVENE EARLY AND ENGAGE SURVIVORS AND THOSE AT RISK AS 
ACTIVE PARTICIPANTS

Evaluations of interventions with young girls and adolescents and anti-trafficking pro-
grams point to two key lessons: the imperative to intervene early and the importance of 
engaging survivors and those at risk as active participants. However, these lessons need 
to be adopted and adapted by interventions to address other forms of violence.

BE SENSITIVE TO PARTICULAR VULNERABILITIES AND NEEDS OF 
ADOLESCENTS

The research reviewed in chapters 2 and 3 clearly demonstrates that adolescents—
whether married or unmarried—have certain constraints, vulnerabilities, and opportu-
nities for intervention that differ from those of adult women. We found little evidence 
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of attention to these differences in interventions that consider violence among adult 
women (that is, intimate partner violence) or interventions for violence that cuts across 
life stages. Given that young people increasingly form the bulk of the population across 
South Asia, such a perspective is even more critical.

Notes

	 1.	 These are school-based programs to decrease excess female child mortality in Haryana state, 
and another on delaying early marriage in Bihar and Jharkhand states. (Interview with Sonali 
Khan, Breakthrough India Country Director and Vice President. February 7, 2014.)

	 2.	 Some interventions are counted more than once in figure 4.3 if they explicitly addressed more 
than one type of violence; however, each intervention is only counted once for figure 4.4.

	 3.	 An extended family refers to a family that extends beyond the nuclear family, and includes 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, and/or other relatives, who all live in one household.

	 4.	 At the time of writing this chapter, Plan was finalizing the draft evaluation report for the Let 
Girls Be Born campaign in India. Any comments in this book are based on the draft.

	 5.	 Bans exist also for prenatal sex-selective abortion, but an analysis of these is outside the 
scope of this study, as explained in chapter 1.

	 6.	 Several organizations develop such training modules, including Rozan and the Konpal Child 
Abuse Prevention Society in Pakistan; the HAQ Center, Arpan, and Jagori in India; the 
Samanata Institute for Gender Equality in Nepal; and the Afghanistan Independent Human 
Rights Commission.

	 7.	 Examples are the toll free helplines institutionalized across the region by the South Asian 
Association of Child Helplines, as well as helplines for sexual abuse provided by organiza-
tions in India such as RAHI and TARSHI.

	 8.	 Evaluated programs such as UNICEF’s Protective Learning and Community Emergency 
Services (PLaCES) and the School as Zones of Peace Initiative, both in Nepal and both 
featured in appendix D, may provide lessons that can be adapted to identify and respond to 
girls’ particular needs and vulnerabilities in situations of conflict or natural disasters.

	 9.	 Many evaluated programs address also the consequences of child marriage; however, these 
interventions do not, by and large, address violence faced by married adolescents. Rather, 
their focus is on ensuring access for married adolescent girls and young women to appropri-
ate, high-quality reproductive and sexual health services, contraception, and delaying the 
first birth. As such, these are outside the scope of our book. It must be noted, however, 
that these programs provide a key point of entry for responding to and preventing violence 
against married adolescents.

10.	 Conversations with IHMP director, Dr. Ashok Dyalchand, and with IHMP program and 
research staff. 

11.	 Conversation with Dr. Priya Nanda, ICRW program director for ABAD evaluation.

12.	 In-person interviews with the Suriya Development Organization in Sri Lanka. Interviews 
and conversations were conducted as part of a USAID-funded project that explored the 
effectiveness of interventions to address gender-based violence in pre-crisis, crisis, and post-
crisis settings (April–May 2013, Sri Lanka).
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13.	 Interviews with Jinat Ara Haque, national coordinator of the We Can Campaign, Bangladesh; 
Dr. Noreen Khali, Regional Adviser on Gender and Governance, Oxfam; and Hajera Pasha, 
National Coordinator, We Can Pakistan.

14.	 http://asiafoundation.org/country/overview/afghanistan.

15.	 MSPVAW program website, http://ww.mspvaw.org.bd. Accessed February 10, 2014.

16.	 Ibid.

17.	 Interview with staff of Saathi’s shelter: Pramila Shah, Renu Shah, Samjhana K.C.

18.	 Interview with Selay Ghaffar, Executive Director, HAWCA.

19.	 Interview with Selay Ghaffar, Executive Director, HAWCA.

20.	 http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Women-can-email-post-complaints-to-SC​
-sexual-harassment-cell/articleshow/30686877.cms Last accessed: 26th February 2014.

21.	 http://www.chsj.org/mobilising-men-against-sgbv.html.

22.	 http://www.delhipolice.nic.in/parivartan/parivartan.htm.

23.	 http://www.rozan.org/rabta.php.

24.	 A life skills and parental engagement program with unmarried adolescent girls in Tigri, 
Delhi, did include empowering girls to say “No” to such pressure. However, the evaluation 
did not discuss program success in doing so (Pande et al. 2006).

25.	 Interview with Sunita Dhanuwar, president of Shakti Samuha.

26.	 http//www.capfoundation.in/?p=358.

27.	 Interview with Selay Ghaffar, executive director, HAWCA, 25th January 2014.

28.	 The United States Department of State defines human smuggling as “...the facilitation, trans-
portation, attempted transportation or illegal entry of a person(s) across an international 
border, in violation of one or more countries’ laws, either clandestinely or through decep-
tion, such as the use of fraudulent documents. ...Human smuggling is generally with the 
consent of the person(s) being smuggled, who often pay large sums of money.” http://www​
.state​.gov/m/ds/hstcenter/90434.htm
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CHAPTER 5

Where Do We Go from Here? 

Heightened public awareness, continuous advocacy and programs by civil soci-
ety groups, and significant political and legal reforms contribute to the efforts 
to address violence against women and girls in South Asia. Although we do 

not definitively know what works to prevent and to respond to the various forms of 
violence against women and girls, there are a number of promising approaches that 
merit further attention and resources. On the whole, these suggest that addressing the 
entrenched gender norms that define masculinity and femininity and that underlie 
the risk factors for violence described in the previous chapters require coordinated and 
continuous efforts. 

As described in chapters 2 and 3, violence against women and girls occurs in 
different forms throughout their lives, and a range of risk factors influence vulner-
ability to these forms of violence. As illustrated in chapter 4, interventions to address 
violence against women and girls in the region attempt to address these types of 
violence at macro (social norms), institutional, household, and individual levels. 
This chapter draws from the research findings in chapters 2 and 3, and the inter-
vention stocktaking and lessons learned from interventions analyzed in chapter 4. 
It aims to synthesize these findings into tangible recommendations for different 
actors—governments in South Asia; local and international civil society organiza-
tions; research institutions; the media, entertainment, and communications sectors; 
the private sector; and donors. We start with recommendations that are common 
across the different actors and follow these with recommendations that are specific 
to an actor. The recommendations include short- and medium-term actions as well as 
long-term goals. There is, inevitably, some overlap between the general recommenda-
tions and those that are specific to a particular actor. 
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Recommendations for All Actors

The recommendations that follow are grouped into two broad categories: (a) those that 
call for more work in under-researched areas; and, (b) those that indicate ways of bol-
stering existing efforts. Some actions can be undertaken immediately, in the short term. 
Others require a little more time, but can still be achieved within the medium term. Still 
others, which require some form of integration or institutionalization of practices, will 
need a long-term perspective to be achieved fully (table 5.1). 

EXPLORE POTENTIAL LINKS BETWEEN EFFORTS TO ADDRESS DIFFERENT 
TYPES OF VIOLENCE

Our interactions with organizations in the field, our vast literature search, and our 
analysis of interventions reveal little overlap or meaningful exchange between inter-
ventions that address the various types of violence that women face as children and 

TABLE 5.1  Recommendations for All Actors

Actions

Time frame

Short-term 
actions

Medium-term
actions

Long-term
goals

Explore links between efforts to address different 
types of violence. √ √

Pilot programs and research that address risk 
factors. √

Integrate a focus on risk factors in all prevention 
and response programs. √ √

Engage men and boys and strengthen existing 
alliances. √ √

Broaden policies so that they include a focus on 
men and boys. √ √

Strengthen capacity for monitoring and evaluation, 
ensure that data is disaggregated by gender, and 
separate outcomes for different types of violence. √ √

Develop better techniques to accurately measure 
violence. √ √ √

Conduct more rigorous impact evaluations. √ √ √

Link violence programs with STI or HIV prevention 
programs. √ √ √

Use antenatal care and family planning programs 
to screen for violence and provide support and 
information for victims. √ √ √

Design interventions that focus on under-researched 
forms of violence. √ √

Emphasize training and its evaluation √ √

Note: STI = sexually transmitted infections; HIV = human immunodeficiency virus.
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as adults. Yet, linking those who work on violence against girls and adolescents with 
those who work on violence against adult women is important: there are mutual 
lessons—and meeting points—that would benefit both constituencies.

One example is the use of media. Efforts to address violence—be it in childhood, ado-
lescence, or adulthood—have made use of innovative and often revolutionary media and 
advocacy to break the silence around violence and to motivate stakeholders to act. Joining 
forces for media and advocacy could enable all interventions to reach a broader range 
of stakeholders with the message that any form of violence against women and girls is 
unacceptable.

A second example of mutual lessons is that of approach. Child rights programs and 
adolescent life skills programs illustrate well how to engage girls and boys as partners, 
rather than merely as program recipients. These programs also provide lessons on how 
to present policies and basic understanding of rights in ways that are accessible to those 
suffering or at risk of violence. Child-centered programming that is core to child rights 
and child marriage prevention efforts can thus provide valuable lessons to violence-
against-women prevention programs on how to make such programs more woman 
centered or couple centered. Similarly, efforts in trafficking interventions that engage 
trafficking survivors as implementers illustrate how survivors can play a central role in 
advocacy and raising awareness. This important lesson must be shared, given the need 
for extensive efforts to rehabilitate and reintegrate survivors of other forms of violence 
into their communities in ways that do not exacerbate any stigma against them or disem-
power them as they reenter the very milieu from which the violence they suffered arose.

Child rights and child marriage interventions or anti-trafficking interventions, however, 
do not seem to engage men and boys as systematically as do efforts to address intimate 
partner violence. In particular, campaigns to prevent girl child abuse and excess female 
child mortality can learn from successful campaigns against domestic violence and 
broader violence against women, such as the We Can and Men’s Action to Stop Violence 
Against Women (MASVAW) campaigns, on how to best engage men and boys. These 
campaigns also illustrate how to evaluate a mass media or campaign-centered program. 

Approaches that address violence faced by girls and adolescents and those that 
address violence faced by women also have similar points of difficulty. Those points 
include (a) evaluations that are limited in number and of limited rigor; (b) training that 
is badly needed but is ad hoc, especially for police; and (c) lack of documentation that 
makes clear what approaches—and under what circumstances—are most effective for 
community involvement. Sharing experiences and learning across programs could help 
fill all of these gaps.

INTEGRATE A FOCUS ON RISK FACTORS IN PREVENTION AND RESPONSE 
PROGRAMS

We found little evidence that interventions to prevent and respond to violence against 
women and girls have systematically taken into account the different risk factors across 
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all levels of the social ecology identified in chapter 3. We were only able to identify 
one intervention that was working with mothers-in-law, and minimal evaluated inter-
ventions that addressed alcohol abuse. We also found no evaluated interventions that 
explicitly addressed the intergenerational transmission of violence. Outside of child 
marriage interventions, we were not able to find interventions that addressed violence 
by enhancing a girl’s or a woman’s ownership of assets. Only one intervention explicitly 
addressed and measured any effect on dowry, a key factor influencing child marriage 
and intimate partner violence. 

Across most of the interventions we located, programs did not identify the par-
ticular constraints that married adolescent girls might face in protecting themselves 
from or in seeking care for domestic violence. These are serious lacunae; research 
points out that adolescents may have vulnerabilities that are different from those 
of adult women because of their lower status in the familial and social hierarchy. 
Adolescents face constraints that prevent them from accessing programs to the 
extent that adult women might. Extensive programming now exists to provide repro-
ductive health to married adolescents, particularly in Bangladesh and India. These 
programs could provide plausible entry points for interventions to prevent marital 
domestic violence among married adolescents.

Integrating specific attention to risk factors across all levels of the social ecology will 
improve targeting of interventions; however, it will most likely entail substantial pro-
grammatic shifts. Needed actions in this regard include (a) funding for pilot programs 
that address ignored risk factors; (b)  improving targeting, training, monitoring and 
evaluation efforts; and (c) conducting rigorous research that more accurately measures 
and analyzes potential risk factors or causes of violence against women and girls so that 
programs and policies know where to focus attention in specific contexts.

SCALE UP EFFORTS TO ENGAGE MEN AND BOYS 

There is an urgent need to deepen the involvement of men and boys in addressing all 
forms of violence faced by women and girls; to bring existing, promising approaches to 
work with men and boys to scale; and to invest in sustainability to ensure long-lasting 
impact. Until now, interventions involving men and boys have focused largely on boys 
and men in general, or on husbands, with fewer evaluated efforts illustrating how to 
engage them in other roles, such as brothers, fathers, or fathers-in-law.

In the short term, scaling up interventions that work with men as change makers and 
partners in efforts to address violence against women and girls can be aided by strength-
ening existing alliances, such as the MenEngage South Asia Alliance. In addition, such 
interventions can be strengthened and scaled up through greater collaboration between 
existing alliances and other civil society organizations and networks, women’s rights 
organizations, local religious and community leaders, and other decision makers. 
Interventions also need to experiment, over the short and medium terms, with engag-
ing men in other roles, as brothers (supporting their sisters for all forms of violence), 
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as  fathers (supporting girls and preventing violence against their daughters), and as 
future  and current fathers-in-law (in efforts to prevent child marriage and domes-
tic violence). While some efforts in these directions exist (see, for example, McAllister 
et  al.’s 2012 review of fatherhood initiatives), these need to be mainstreamed and 
evaluated more rigorously. In the medium and longer terms, policy discussions with 
all stakeholders are important to ensure that existing policy frameworks on violence 
against women and girls are broadened to focus on men and boys—not just as perpe-
trators of such violence, but also as supporters of women who survive violence. Such 
discussions will pave the way for the long-term broadening of such policies. They also 
will provide opportunities to consider even more comprehensive policies to address 
gender-based violence—those that acknowledge men’s own gender-specific needs, 
realities, and cultural contexts as survivors of violence themselves.

CONDUCT MORE AND BETTER EVALUATION AND OTHER RESEARCH

Later in this chapter we include specific recommendations for researchers in the region, 
yet all actors have a role to play in ensuring that data are collected (and disaggregated 
by gender when feasible), analyzed, and communicated. The very first imperative in 
this regard is evaluations. More rigorous evaluations—although not necessarily ran-
domized control trials (RCTs)—are needed across the region. Governments, donors, 
and other stakeholders who help finance these evaluations must ensure that funds and 
timelines are sufficient to enable reliable and complete evaluations, that implement-
ing organizations have or can build the capacity to conduct meaningful evaluations, 
and that findings are made readily available and are acted upon. Better techniques to 
accurately measure violence are also imperative: a large body of research points out that 
existing techniques can incorrectly estimate many forms of violence, such as child and 
adult sexual abuse, sexual harassment, or trafficking.

More research is also needed to understand when and how intervening will be most 
effective. For instance, the research on addressing intimate partner violence faced by 
married adolescent and adult women suggests that early intervention is key to pre-
venting marital intimate partner violence. That is, married girls and women need to 
develop the skills and awareness to protect them from violence before they marry. 
Life skills programs are one way to do so, but longer-term follow-up of girls who go 
through these programs is essential to establish whether and how exposure to such 
programs can be protective for girls later in life. Similarly, the research indicates that 
gender norms are formed at a young age; thus, programs targeted to increasing gender-
equitable attitudes among young boys and girls are crucial interventions (Naved et al. 
2006; Santhya et al. 2007; IIPS and Population Council 2009; Jejeebhoy et al. 2013). 
Successful evaluated efforts—such as the GEMS program described in chapter  4—
need funding and effort to sustain the training required for successful implementation 
and to continue evaluating impact over the longer term, such that successful inter-
ventions can be replicated and scaled up. Other critical early intervention areas that 
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have largely been ignored include intervening with parents and children in households 
where there is alcohol abuse and where spousal violence is prevalent so that the inter-
generational cycle of violence can be broken (Martin et al. 2002).

IMPROVE ATTENTION TO VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS IN 
HEALTH SECTOR INTERVENTIONS

The health sector is an important entry point for prevention and response efforts. Much 
research points to the need to better use health service delivery points to respond to 
violence. This is especially the case for reproductive health services that reach large 
numbers of young and adolescent married women, such as basic services for sexual and 
reproductive health (Santhya et al. 2007; Jejeebhoy et al. 2010; Chibber and Krishnan 
2011), family planning (Stephenson et al. 2008), and antenatal care (Fikree et al. 2006). 
Health care providers should be trained to identify, screen, and work with women who 
seek care (Martin et al. 1999; Kumar et al. 2005; Naved et al. 2006; Jejeebhoy et al. 2010). 

Research suggests that enhanced screening for intimate partner violence and referral 
services through health interventions are effective in enabling survivors of domestic vio-
lence to end abusive relationships (Miller et al. 2011); those who participate in such ser-
vices also report significantly fewer threats of abuse (McFarlane et al. 2006). Screening for 
mental health is abysmal, however. Despite evidence that survivors of domestic violence 
are at increased risk of suffering from depression and other health issues, few health-
related violence response interventions address depression or provide mental health 
counseling. Serious effort is needed to expand and evaluate the provision of such services.

Linking efforts to prevent marital violence with human immunodeficiency virus 
(HIV) prevention interventions is also important and logical because repeat violence—
especially sexual violence—may place women at heightened risk of HIV and other 
sexually transmitted infections (STIs) (Stephenson et al. 2006; Jejeebhoy et al. 2010; 
Puri et al. 2011). Engaging men and boys via such programs is also an important vio-
lence prevention strategy. Programs across the developing world have shown that men 
participating in comprehensive HIV-related interventions that also had a violence-
prevention module showed significant changes in perpetrating physical or sexual inti-
mate partner violence (Jewkes et al. 2008) and a shift toward more gender-equitable 
norms (Pulerwitz et al. 2006; Pulerwitz et al. 2010). 

DESIGN INTERVENTIONS THAT FOCUS ON UNDERRESEARCHED FORMS 
OF VIOLENCE

As mentioned previously in this book, there is little research and work on violence 
against never-married, divorced, widowed, and elderly women. Yet, the minimal 
research available on these subgroups of women, reviewed in chapter 2, suggests that 
these groups will increase in size in the near future and that they face significant degrees 
and particular types of violence that need targeted intervention.
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Similarly, while research and some interventions recognize the importance of 
addressing intimate partner violence among unmarried adolescents, the taboo around 
intimate relationships before marriage has prevented proper attention to this form 
of violence. Research outside the region on interventions to prevent intimate partner 
sexual violence against unmarried adolescents, however, points to successful inter-
ventions that can potentially be adapted and tested in South Asia. The Safe Dates 
program is an example of a school-based intervention developed in the United States 
that helped students understand the difference between supportive and abusive rela-
tionships. The program evaluation, an RCT, revealed positive short-term behavioral 
effects. Adolescents in the treatment group were less accepting of intimate partner 
violence, perceived more negative consequences from engaging in such violence, 
reported using less destructive responses to anger, and were more aware of victim and 
perpetrator services (Foshee et al. 1998; Foshee et al. 2000). Moreover, they reported 
significantly less physical and sexual intimate partner violence perpetration and vic-
timization four years after the program (Foshee et al. 2004). Programs working with 
men and women in universities, research has shown, increase knowledge of sexual 
assault and decrease acceptance of cultural rape myths (Lanier et al. 1998; Lonsway 
and Kothari 2000; Potter et al. 2009).

EMPHASIZE TRAINING AND ITS EVALUATION

Sufficient and appropriate training is critical to the success of interventions, as the eval-
uations in chapter 4 suggest. Given that, at their foundation, successful efforts need to 
transform gendered beliefs and behaviors, the need for careful training is not surprising.

All actors have a role to play in ensuring that this key input is emphasized.  
Governments and NGOs need to build in enough time in program planning and 
implementation for in-depth and meaningful training of staff at all levels; donors need 
to provide funds and space in timelines for implementers to conduct effective training; 
and researchers need to emphasize evaluations of trainings when they partner with 
implementing organizations for monitoring and evaluation research.

Recommendations for Governments

As evidenced by the recommendations that follow, governments in South Asia have a 
critical role to play to ensure that existing policies protecting women and girls from 
violence are implemented effectively and that government services—such as crisis cen-
ters and shelters—reach the intended populations. Moreover, governments have a cru-
cial role to play in ensuring adequate funding for policies and programs that address 
specific forms of violence and in incentivizing improved efforts to address violence 
against women and girls across ministries or departments. For example, governments 
can more effectively use conditional cash transfers to combat son preference and delay 
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marriage of adolescent girls, as in the case of the Apni Beti, Apna Dhan (Our Daughter, 
Our Wealth) scheme in India, if known conceptual and implementation problems are 
corrected. Finally, governments  already have in place systems for service provision 
that have great reach and potential to make a large, positive impact, but that often are 
bypassed by donors and civil society programs because of inefficiencies and other prob-
lems. Such systems need to be better designed, managed, monitored, and funded, for all 
of which government commitment is essential. Table 5.2 summarizes the recommenda-
tions for government action that are feasible in the short term, and that governments 
need to address in the medium and longer terms.

FACILITATE GREATER COORDINATION AND COMMUNICATION 

As both implementers and donors of violence prevention and response programs, gov-
ernments across the region should call for and facilitate dialogue among all stakeholders 

TABLE 5.2  Recommendations for Government

Actions

Time frame

Short-term 
actions

Medium-term
actions

Long-term
goals

Coordinate across all ministries and with different actors 
to ensure there is coherent policy focused on girl child 
and women’s rights. √ √

Improve data collection on all forms of violence in 
surveys measuring prevalence and crime records 
systems and increase monitoring and oversight of case 
registration for police. √ √ √

Conduct technical assessments of government-run 
shelters and crisis centers. √

Integrate violence screening and support in antenatal 
care, family planning programs, and STI and HIV 
prevention programs. √ √ √

Improve training of police and establish an effective 
and independent complaints system in prisons to report 
incidents of torture and abuse. √ √

Increase the number of female officers in police departments 
and post female officers to decision-making roles. √ √

Enforce witness protection and address capacity 
constraints in the judiciary. √ √

Ramp up efforts to register births and marriages. √ √

Expand or enact legislation to protect against all forms 
of violence, and clarify laws and policies pertaining to 
trafficking. √ √

Dedicate funding to programs preventing and 
responding to violence against women and girls, and 
establish clear parameters for disbursement of such funds. √ √ √

Note: STI = sexually transmitted infections; HIV = human immunodeficiency virus.
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to develop methods to improve coordination, communication, and sharing of policies and 
program results. This undertaking should include short-term actions such as support for 
regional learning initiatives, strategies to work with men and boys, and collection of good 
practices that have not yet been fully examined or evaluated but show promising results. 

Governments across the region also need to work with researchers, donors, and 
civil society organizations to improve data collection on all forms of violence against 
women and girls. In particular, data collection can be improved in surveys, such as 
the Demographic and Health Surveys and others that measure prevalence, and in 
crime records systems that track incidents of legally criminalized forms of violence. 
In general, all South Asian countries need to come up with more reliable methods to 
gather evidence of crimes against women. Currently, most countries rely on handwrit-
ten First Information Reports (FIR) that do not give an accurate picture of reported 
crime trends. India’s National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) is the most compre-
hensive system for collecting data on violence against women. However, the NCRB’s 
methodology in collecting records of rapes can be questioned because it only takes into 
account “principal offences” as recorded in the FIRs, which leads to systematic under-
representation of crimes against women (The Hindu, September 2013).

Greater government collaboration with civil society organizations can strengthen 
support services offered to victims. The large number of nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) that provide legal, medical, and other services to women 
prisoners, for example, can be mobilized to help monitor the conditions of prison-
ers and assist with their reintegration (UNODC 2007). Similarly, there is scope to 
improve the services offered to women in government-run shelters. Such improve-
ments should be guided by a detailed assessment of the shelters that lists services 
offered and to whom (for instance: Are women and children allowed? Are women 
with communicable diseases allowed?), guidelines for length of stay, assessment of 
support services offered, and mechanisms and efficacy of reintegration and media-
tion efforts. Finally, governments need to pay attention to evaluate these services.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS IS NOT THE PURVIEW OF 
A SPECIFIC MINISTRY

Efforts to address violence against women and girls often are pigeonholed into min-
istries that focus on “women’s affairs” or reproductive health. Violence pervades all 
realms of women’s lives, however, as we demonstrate throughout this book. Thus, in 
order to successfully address violence, governments must institutionalize their efforts 
within all ministries that deal with various realms of life, rather than relegate and isolate 
such efforts to one or a few specific ministries. Bangladesh’s Multi-Sectoral Programme 
on Violence against Women (MSPVAW), described in chapter 4, is a good example of 
successful collaboration across ministries.1 

Following the example set in Bangladesh, other governments in the region need 
to coordinate across all departments (including those with responsibility for finance, 



208  l  VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

trade, employment, security, tourism, housing, transport, and urban planning) to 
ensure coherent policies focused on girl child and women’s rights. For instance, as 
explored in chapter 4, early marriage interventions in Bangladesh, India, and Nepal 
highlight the  potentially transformative power of life skills education. Yet, govern-
ments in South  Asia largely have failed to comprehensively institutionalize curri-
cula on  life  skills  in the education sector; where they do, they miss opportunities to 
include strategies that arm children with a knowledge of their rights. Another missed 
opportunity is to work in the transport sector. Violence prevention activities in trans-
portation can include (a) tamper-proof global positioning systems in buses that would 
allow police to quickly respond to complaints of violence and harassment on public 
transport, and (b) citizen watch committees that raise awareness of harassment in dif-
ferent modes of transport and that could be trained to step in to stop cases of harass-
ment. Similarly, ministries responsible for environmental issues can work with those 
responsible for home affairs to develop plans to address gender violence concerns in 
situations of natural disasters or communal ethnic violence.

IMPROVE PROVIDER SENSITIVITY AND ATTENTION TO SURVIVORS

Violence is already highly stigmatized, as a result of which women, girls, and some-
times their families fear reporting or seeking services or justice. The stigma combines 
with an overall lack of trust in the ability or motivation of providers and justice systems 
to provide redress and further discourages women. Any response-based intervention 
must address women’s trust of and access to the service provider and be sensitive to the 
possibility that reporting may induce further violence. This is especially relevant for 
police, judicial systems, and related authorities. In particular, police often do not dis-
play appropriate gender sensitivity when working with survivors of violence and may 
engage in misconduct, such as improperly recording incidences of violence (Sri Lanka, 
evidenced by Wijayatilake and Guneratne 2002; Pakistan, evidenced by Lari 2011). 

Attention to the needs of survivors can be improved by, first, incorporating in police 
trainings some instruction on the dynamics of violence in the marital home. The train-
ing programs already taking place need to be better evaluated. Emphasis needs to be 
placed on the actual content, quality, and increased monitoring and oversight of case 
registration to measure the effect of these trainings. Such programs also need to be 
institutionalized and not just part of ad hoc general police training sessions.

Second, all countries should seek to increase the number of female officers in their 
departments, and, in particular, female officers should be posted to decision-making 
roles. For instance, an almost universally recommended solution to the problem of 
custodial violence against women and girls in South Asian countries that goes beyond 
individual programs is the implementation of laws mandating that women custodians 
take care of and oversee women prisoners. This approach has occurred on a small scale 
in India’s all-women’s police stations. In Afghanistan, a special department to deal with 
women offenders was established—a positive move to address the needs of women 
prisoners and enable their reintegration into society given the stigma surrounding 
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any actual or suspected sexual abuse the women may have faced in prison (UNODC 
2007). At the same time, as noted in chapter 4, such initiatives need to be undertaken 
carefully, so that having women law enforcement officers or departments does not 
reduce violence to a women’s issue and does not result in male law enforcement offi-
cials neglecting their responsibilities.

Third, medical professionals need to receive training to treat abuse cases. Such train-
ing is particularly lacking in cases of custodial violence suffered by women and chil-
dren. Those being treated require immediate access to reproductive and sexual health 
services and treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder and other psychological con-
ditions that survivors of such violence experience (Human Rights Watch 2011). Raising 
the awareness of medical personnel so that they can provide necessary protection and 
work more effectively with survivors of custodial violence is critical (Srinivasan 2011).

Finally, all countries need to enforce witness protection for survivors of any form of 
violence (Heiberg and Thukral 2013). In the majority of cases, survivors of violence live 
in close proximity to their attackers, or the violence was perpetrated by an acquaintance 
or someone with whom the victim has a relationship. These situations can lead to threats, 
intimidation, and obstruction of justice during the legal process; children are especially 
vulnerable because they are minors.

ADDRESS CAPACITY CONSTRAINTS IN THE JUDICIARY 

South Asian courts have a demonstrated lack of capacity for cases of violence against 
women and girls, as evidenced by the severe backlog of cases across the region. 
Additionally, the negative impact that low rates of female participation in judicial 
mechanisms and processes—ranging from the ability to stand before courts to serving 
as lawyers, judges, and other judiciary staff—have on women’s access to justice is 
an outstanding issue. In Afghanistan and Pakistan, for instance, women often face 
a pro-male bias in the courtroom as a result of such low participation (Amnesty 
International 1999; Choudhury 2007). 

Governments should work toward enhancing overall court capacity by increasing 
staffing where needed and by improving facilities and access to legal materials, where 
possible. Preexisting low rates of literacy among women throughout much of the region, 
combined with the poor general dissemination of laws, have contributed to a lack of 
legal literacy in South Asia. Legal ministries should continue to invest in legal literacy 
programs for women and work toward disseminating legal materials in local languages. 
Simultaneously, judiciary bodies and officials, including lawyers, must be apprised of 
updates in local and national laws pertaining to women.

TACKLE PERSISTENT LEGAL CHALLENGES

Addressing the lack of clarity in laws is an urgent need. Laws and policies should have 
clear definitions. One outstanding example is the case of trafficking, where such clar-
ity means distinguishing between trafficking for sex work, for forced labor, for unsafe 
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migration, and for human smuggling. For instance, the South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation’s (SAARC) Convention on Preventing and Combating Trafficking 
in Women and Children for Prostitution conflates trafficking with prostitution. Other 
limitations include the following: (a) the convention does not consider consent in sex 
work and encompasses voluntary prostitution; (b) the convention does not delve into 
consent of trafficked persons during repatriation; and (c) the convention lists preven-
tion mechanisms that encourage the surveillance of a broad range of female workers 
without the active involvement of trafficked persons, vulnerable groups, or the commu-
nity (GAATW 2007; Evans and Bhattarai 2000). Governments also need to strengthen 
prosecution of traffickers and government officers who comply with traffickers and to 
review policies and practices that may involve prosecuting trafficking victims. 

Another persistent legal challenge that needs to be addressed is registration of births 
and marriages. Improving registration rates takes time, but can and must be initiated 
in the short term. Keeping gender-specific records of children is crucial so that govern-
ments, child protection agencies, and NGOs have identity information for girls—and 
boys—who go missing from being on the streets, through commercial sexual exploita-
tion, through bonded labor, and so forth. Moreover, such information holds parents and 
guardians accountable for the safety and protection of children. Birth and marriage reg-
istration are also key to monitoring and preventing child marriage. Bhutan, Maldives, 
and Sri Lanka have achieved almost universal birth registration. In Bangladesh, UNICEF 
and the Government of Bangladesh have achieved a considerable measure of success 
in increasing birth registration. Further analysis of how these countries have succeeded 
could aid efforts to make registration universal in other countries in the region.

EXPAND OR ENACT LEGISLATION TO PROTECT AGAINST ALL FORMS OF 
VIOLENCE

Most countries in South Asia have enacted legislation protecting women and girls from 
many forms of violence. Bangladesh recently enacted legislation criminalizing torture 
and custodial violence (International Press Agency 2013). Legal actions include sus-
pension of suspected violators and the possibility of fines and imprisonment for life. 

Across the region, however, there remains a pressing need to amend, harmonize, 
or enact laws protecting women and girls from all forms of violence (see tables 3.4 
and 5.3). In Sri Lanka, the Prevention of Domestic Violence Act does not protect women 
independently; instead, its umbrella protection treats women together with children 
and disabled persons, despite the differing needs of these populations. In  Pakistan, 
important contradictions exist between the various laws related to children and child 
rights, starting with the definition of and age of the child. Furthermore, as described in 
chapter 3, systems of personal law are utilized in many South Asian countries, which 
often demonstrate a visible imbalance between the rights offered by personal laws for 
majority groups and personal laws governing minority communities.

Specific state-sanctioned legal protections do not exist for (a) sexual harassment 
in Afghanistan and Maldives; (b) custodial violence in Afghanistan, Bhutan, India, 
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Maldives, Nepal, and Pakistan; or (c) elder abuse in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
Maldives, and Pakistan. Rape, when it occurs within marriage, is not a criminal offense 
in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Maldives, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Legislative frame-
works in Afghanistan, Maldives, and Pakistan currently enable to varying degrees the 
prosecution of crimes pertaining to extramarital sexual relations. Penalties are typically 
considered inhumane by the international community and may range from prison sen-
tences in Afghanistan to public lashings in Maldives.

As described by Kapur (2013), laws in South Asia may be designed around the logic 
of protectionism or paternalism—more concerned with preserving a woman’s modesty 
and other sociocultural norms than with promoting equal rights between women and 
men. With regard to the design of new laws as well as the reform of existing laws, legisla-
tors instead should seek to focus on women and girls as equal citizens to men and boys.

DEDICATE FUNDING FOR PROGRAMS THAT ADDRESS VIOLENCE 
AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS

Support services in South Asia typically face a dearth of material resources needed 
to properly serve those facing violence. Programming budgets cannot rely on donor 
support alone. Financial support from the government is imperative to help reduce 

TABLE 5.3  Country-Specific Recommendations for Legal Changes Where Laws Are 
Missing or Inadequate

Afghanistan Bangladesh Bhutan India Maldives Nepal Pakistan
Sri 

Lanka

Enact 
protections 
against sexual 
harassment. √ √

Enact 
protections 
against 
custodial 
violence. √ √ √ √ √ √

Enact 
protections 
against abuse of 
elderly women. √ √ √ √ √

Criminalize 
marital rape. √ √ √ √ √ √

End prosecution 
of extramarital 
relationships. √ √ √

Correct 
imbalances 
in systems of 
personal law. √ √ √ √
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gaps in the availability and quality of services. Some countries in South Asia have 
made recent positive strides in including gender-responsive budgeting into their bud-
get plans. The government of India’s budget for 2013–2014 has been recognized, for 
instance, for its focus on gender security and sensitivity. However, reporting on the 
gender budget merely touches on certain proportions of funds for women and children 
(Kaul and Shrivastava 2013). More targeted funding for specific policies, laws, and pro-
grams that address violence is necessary to enable their implementation. Funding for 
the Protection of Women against Domestic Violence Act in India, for instance, needs to 
be reassessed to allow for flexibility in the use of funds by states (Jhamb 2011). In other 
cases, existing targeted funds need to be effectively and transparently managed and 
used. Government funding mechanisms should also support more research and pro-
gram impact evaluations, focusing on themes that are ripe for scaling up and for which 
other actors may not have the reach or financial muscle of governments.

Recommendations for Donors

Bilateral and multilateral donors support the bulk of programs and research addressing 
violence against women and girls. These organizations have a continued role to play in 
(a) supporting cross-learning between programs that address different forms of vio-
lence; (b) research; and (c) efforts to bring promising interventions to scale (table 5.4). 
Moreover, donor agencies, in collaboration with governments and civil society orga-
nizations, are in a position to promote gender-transformative programs that not only 
address the immediate tangible outputs of various interventions, but also have another 
measurable layer of transforming gender relations. 

As illustrated in chapter 4, few interventions have been rigorously evaluated and 
fewer still have been scaled up. Donors can support both of these immediate and long-
term needs by (a) providing adequate funding and technical support—where needed—
for effective and adequate training, and for rigorous evaluation; (b) supporting and 
engaging in the development of frameworks to identify interventions that can be sus-
tainable and scaled up; (c) identifying effective methods of delivery, including pro-
vision of dedicated funding; and (d)  developing more comprehensive multisectoral 
initiatives that take advantage of links within and across different sectors. Improved 
harmonization across programs supported by donors as well as greater use of existing 
systems that reach the grassroots level (including those established by governments) 
is needed to accomplish the above-mentioned activities.

Donors need to send a clear message about the importance of monitoring and evalua-
tion research. The United Nations Trust Fund to End Violence against Women, for exam-
ple, emphasizes evidence-based programming; however, it seems to place an arbitrary cap 
(10 percent) on costs for monitoring and evaluation. Although such a cap helps to pro-
mote the need for monitoring frameworks even in small interventions, thereby increas-
ing institutional capacity for monitoring and evaluation, the cap does not give teams the 
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scope to use more rigorous evaluation techniques, which can be costly. At the same time, 
evaluations need to be designed in ways that take into account the current and potential 
capacity of implementing organizations. Unless program organizations can take owner-
ship of and successfully integrate monitoring and evaluation into their primary mandate 
of program implementation, evaluation research will not be institutionalized into pro-
gram work.

In addition to rigorous evaluations, donors need to fund data collection and 
research on the costs and consequences of violence. In particular, estimates of the 
costs of violence against women and girls are few and far between, and methods of 
estimation suffer from multiple flaws and limitations, including the lack of reliable 
data. Donors also need to expand their time horizons for research and programs in 
order to address attitudes and behavior underlying violence against women and girls. 
Sustained attitudinal and behavioral changes take time. Dedicated, relatively long-
term funding for interventions that motivate such changes allow time and space for 
such efforts to be more transformative than current three- to five-year-funding hori-
zons permit. Donor willingness to dedicate funding for research programs that mea-
sure such changes can vastly improve our understanding of what works to address 
violence against women and girls—not just a year after the intervention ends, but in 
the years that follow.

Recommendations for Nongovernmental Organizations

NGOs are at the front lines of violence prevention and response programs. Table 5.5 
lists several key ways in which NGOs can use their position in the short, medium and 
long terms.

TABLE 5.4  Recommendations for All Donors

Actions

Time frame

Short-term 
actions

Medium-term
actions

Long-term
goals

Develop frameworks to identify interventions that can 
be scaled up. √

Allocate reasonable budgets for training, and for 
monitoring and evaluation, including for rigorous 
impact evaluations. √ √

Fund longitudinal studies that look at the costs and 
consequences of violence and allow for identification 
of long-term program impacts. √ √ √

Support comprehensive and multisectoral 
interventions, where feasible. √ √ √

Promote greater harmonization across programs and 
donor agencies. √ √ √
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NGOs provide the strongest examples of rights-based approaches to addressing 
violence against women and girls. NGOs that have found success from such approaches 
have designed programs that place survivors of violence at the center of program-
matic efforts. As discussed in chapter 4, survivor-centered programs can be critical 
to preventing child sexual abuse by involving children who have suffered abuse and 
encourage others to speak out. Similarly, by identifying risks and procedures associ-
ated with trafficking, survivors have been seminal to trafficking prevention programs 
in India and Nepal. These experiences suggest that it would be worthwhile for NGOs 
that have not internalized such a survivor-centric philosophy to engage with those that 
have. Other actors—governments and donors, for example—can also learn from these 
efforts in their planning, policies, and funding decisions.

As is the case with the other stakeholders working on violence prevention and 
response, there is much scope for growth to improve delivery of services. This can be 
achieved by, first, improving documentation of processes followed during program 
implementation. Such documentation will allow for comparisons of the merits or 
benefits of different program components within and across NGOs and interven-
tions. Second, among themselves, NGOs need to have greater dialogue, sharing of 
experiences, and collaboration. These actions will allow for at least some standard-
ization in the services offered (for example, all support programs implemented by 
NGOs could include counseling and psychosocial support), as well as the identifica-
tion of means to increase awareness and knowledge about under-researched forms 
of violence, such as violence against widows or elderly women. Such engagement can 
also facilitate the practice of empowering survivors to engage fully in all stages of 
programming, as mentioned in several parts of this book. Third, NGOs need to better 

TABLE 5.5  Recommendations for NGOs

Actions

Time frame

Short-term 
actions

Medium-term
actions

Long-term
goals

Improve documentation of the implementation 
process, including by improving monitoring 
frameworks. √

Engage men and boys better by collaborating with 
the vast networks of men and boys that are working 
on efforts to stop violence against women. √ √ √

Increase dialogue and work across NGOs to share 
best practices and to standardize services. √ √ √

Address risk factors in interventions. √ √ √

Increase awareness and knowledge about violence 
against widows and the elderly and divorced or 
never-married women. √

Note: NGO = nongovernmental organization.
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engage not just survivors but also other members of their households. For instance, 
interventions addressing intimate partner violence can involve mothers-in-law; those 
addressing violence against children need to more actively and explicitly involve 
fathers, mothers, and siblings. All these individuals in a girl’s or women’s immediate 
environment can be either perpetrators of violence or supporters of women’s safety 
and growth. It is incumbent on interventions to do their best to engage them as sup-
porters. Finally, as noted in chapter 4, NGOs need to better identify potential unin-
tended consequences of their interventions. Those running programs that seek to 
delay marriage, for example, need to ensure that their efforts do not inadvertently 
trigger an increase in dowry size. NGOs that engage women by forming groups—
some of them with financial activities—need to take into account the possibility of 
violence as group participation (especially when combined with financial benefits) 
starts to empower women.

Monitoring and evaluation is another area in which NGOs need to improve their 
capacities. They will need to work closely with researchers to ensure that monitor-
ing frameworks include gender-disaggregated indicators, capture information on 
perpetrators as well as victims, include evaluations of training programs, and allow 
for assessments of impact and outcome indicators. Such monitoring and evaluation 
frameworks will more strongly support mid-course corrections to improve the sus-
tainability of an intervention, and allow for a better understanding of which factors 
work to address which forms of violence against women and girls. 

Recommendations for the Research Community

As this report has illustrated, there are many gaps in knowledge, in particular to 
establish a causal effect of many putative risk and protective factors. Some of the links 
for specific types of violence that beg more rigorous testing include the links between 
sexual abuse and insecure working conditions, the links between trafficking and HIV/
AIDS, and the links between domestic violence and participation in micro-credit and 
other social and political groups. More broadly, and across multiple forms of violence, 
research needs to better establish the positive role of factors such as female educa-
tion, and the negative role of factors such as alcohol abuse by caretakers or intimate 
partners and the inter-generational nature of violence. Similarly, researchers focusing 
on different forms of violence need to collaborate to better understand and document 
the coexistence of various types of violence; such information could vastly improve 
violence prevention planning. A better understanding of the links between positive 
role models and more gender-equitable attitudes and practices would also be tremen-
dously useful in program and policy design. Additionally, researchers should coor-
dinate to collect data that are more comparable across countries. This is especially 
lacking in the case of trafficking (Dutta et al. 2010). Another key gap concerns the 
disparity in research across different countries; research on most forms of violence 
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is extremely limited for Bhutan and the Maldives, and limited also—though slightly 
less so—for Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Finally, across all countries, certain 
forms of violence have been particularly neglected by research: child sexual abuse, 
honor killings, and custodial violence. Researchers need to pay attention to analyzing 
and disseminating results of such analysis for these forms of violence.

There is no question that more rigorous evaluations are needed. In our research, we 
found 101 evaluated interventions, of which only three were randomized control trials. 
We also found glaring gaps in evaluations of shelters, help lines, and interventions address-
ing custodial violence, honor crimes, and trafficking (see figures 4.3 and 4.4). The lack of 
competent evaluations indicates that a great deal of learning is lost, and financial  and 
human resources wasted. Collaboration between researchers and NGOs is critical for 
more rigorous evaluation, as is dissemination of results in the short term and more cross-
country—and even cross-regional—collaborations among researchers in the long term.

Media

Throughout this book, we have discussed the use of media as a tool to strategically 
influence norms on a large scale. Media messaging must be gender transformative, tar-
geted in its form and content to specific audiences, and connected to interventions to 
increase exposure to alternative ideas, to increase knowledge, and to influence behav-
ior and practices. In order to fulfill all these criteria, as noted in chapter 4, media 
efforts need to engage also with behavioral interventions so that their impact on norms 
and awareness of violence can be sustained and can feed into behavior change efforts.

We have not touched as extensively on the communication sector, although many 
organizations have worked directly with media professionals to improve coverage of 
cases of violence against women and girls. One example is the White Ribbon Campaign in 
Pakistan (box 5.1), which collaborated with media professionals to develop a code of 
conduct and recognizes members of the media for exemplary efforts. Another example, 

BOX 5.1 � White Ribbon Campaign in Pakistan

The White Ribbon Campaign in Pakistan (WCRP) has been working with print and 
television journalists and other media personnel in its Nationwide Journalists Engagement 
Program. The objective of the program is to sensitize media professionals on violence 
against women. The various training and awareness-raising events with more than 200 
members of the media in Pakistan’s largest cities have resulted in developing a code of 
ethics for the media that includes guidelines for fair and balanced coverage of gender 
inequality and violence against women, for protecting the identities and personal 
information of survivors so that they are not put at risk of further harm, for using gender-
sensitive language, and for developing policies against sexual harassment in the work 
place, among others. The campaign launched the WRCP Media Awards in 2013 to 
recognize efforts by Pakistani media to provide gender-balanced portrayals. 

Source: White Ribbon Campaign in Pakistan, http://www.whiteribbon.org.pk.
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also in Pakistan, is Uks, the first non-governmental organization in South Asia to com-
pile and disseminate a Gender Sensitive Code of Ethics for Print Media (Uks Research 
Center and UNFPA 2010). Such approaches need to be tried in other South Asian coun-
tries to ascertain whether they can be replicated. Similarly, the use of TV is a powerful 
tool, as evidenced by evaluations of programs to address son preference. On the whole, 
the entertainment industry has immense power and potential to reach people and influ-
ence attitudes in South Asia, which strongly suggests the need also to assess which 
entertainment-based interventions are effective and how they work. 

Recommendations for the Private Sector

The private sector needs to be more involved in efforts to address violence against women 
and girls. Companies need to be proactive in recruiting and hiring women, making their 
workforces more diverse, and encouraging talent. As illustrated by the experience of 
AASHA in Pakistan (see box 4.7), the private sector can play a key role in adopting anti-
sexual harassment codes to make workplaces more secure.

The private sector can also be engaged in preventing child marriage and other forms 
of violence against women. For instance, it can support and contribute to school-to-work 
transition and life skills programs for adolescent girls and young women, employment pro-
grams for women, and help lines, shelters, and crisis centers that are being implemented 
by various donors and local organizations. We found few evaluated lessons on how to con-
structively engage the private sector, however. Perhaps investing in pilot programs that test 
and evaluate different approaches to private sector engagement would be a wise invest-
ment for donors, governments, and NGOs.

Concluding Remarks

Throughout this book, we have described how violence against women and girls is a 
serious gender, development, and human rights issue. The current heightened focus 
on this issue in South Asia is an opportunity for all actors to make concerted efforts to 
understand what works to prevent and respond to the various forms of violence that 
South Asian women and girls face throughout their lives. Now is the time to understand 
the link between risk factors and violence, to institutionalize promising approaches, 
and to improve data collection and evaluation.

Our recommendations point to the need to address the individual, household, 
institutional, and social norms and other macro-level risks by supporting parental and 
societal investment in girls, clarifying and enforcing laws to protect against all forms 
of violence, working more effectively with all members of households and communi-
ties, and engaging men and boys in efforts to change gender norms. Dedicated fund-
ing and political commitment at all levels is needed to scale up promising approaches. 
The recognition of women and girls as equal citizens, not victims, should be central 
in these efforts.
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Note

	 1.	 For more information about the MSPVAW crisis centers and help line, see the MSPVAW 
website at http://www.mspvaw.org.bd.
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APPENDIX A 

Data Sources Available and Used for 
Descriptive Analysis

Life stage Type of violence Data sources

Unmarried girl 
children and 
adolescents

Excess female child mortality DHS 

Child abuse and maltreatment GOI 2007; Central Bureau of Statistics 
2012; CSO and UNICEF 2012

Child sexual abuse GOI 2007

Nonmarital intimate partner violence: 
unmarried adolescents

—

Child marriage DHS 

Forced marriage —

Married girls 
and adult 
women

Dowry violence NCRB India 

Domestic intimate partner and 
nonpartner violence

DHS; Nijhowne and Oates, 2008; 
WHO et al. 2013

Violence against never-married women —

Violence against elderly women —

Violence that 
crosses life 
stages

Sexual harassment in public spaces Mayhew et al. 2009

Rape —

Trafficking United Nations 2012

Custodial violence —

Honor crimes —

Note: — = Reliable data not available; DHS = Demographic and Health Surveys; GOI = Government of India; 
NCRB = National Crime Records Bureau; UNODC = United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime.
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Note

1.	 Criteria used in this list are from Guo, Das Gupta, and Li 2013.
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Note

1.	 Approach categories from Lee-Rife, Malhotra, and Warner 2012. 
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Note

1.	 Project Parivartan is different from the Parivartan program, which addresses changing 
attitudes among men and boys.
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Note

	 1.	 Approach categories from USAID (2009).
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Note

1.	 This report defines a gender-equitable man as one who supports relationships based on 
respect, equality, and intimacy rather than on sexual conquest; is or seeks to be an involved 
domestic partner and father, both in terms of child care and household activities; assumes or 
shares with his partner the responsibility for sexual and reproductive health and disease pre-
vention; and, finally, opposes intimate partner violence and homophobia (Verma et al. 2008).
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