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ABSTRACT

Research on conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV) has grown rapidly
over the last decade. This article consolidates existing social science
research on CSRV according to two lines of inquiry: its causes and
its consequences. Overall, research has considerably advanced our
knowledge of the causes of CRSV, particularly in four aspects: purpose,
context, individual motives and intra-group dynamics. However,
there is a need to better understand the societal consequences of
CRSV, in particular how it affects relations in families, and within and
between communities. Overall there remains a shortage of empirical,
in particular mixed-method, designs to produce research which is
relevant for policymakers and practitioners.

1. Introduction
For a long time, sexual violence perpetrated by armed actors was assumed to be an inevitable
by-effect of warfare.1 However, recent empirical studies have shown that sexual violence is
not perpetrated in all conflict contexts. Sometimes there is even variation within the same
conflict, where some armed actors commit sexual violence while others refrain from it.2 Such
empirical findings are significant because they change our understanding and shed light
on the complexities of conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV).
The purpose of this article is to critically review and consolidate the growing body of
research on CRSV and identify gaps and questions which provide new research potential.
The main part of this article is guided by two principal questions: (1) According to the scholarly literature on this topic, what are the causes of CRSV? And (2), again according to the
relevant literature, what are its societal consequences? In the final part, I emphasise the
limitation of existing research and point to avenues for future research agendas.
The answers to the causes and consequences of CRSV are important both for the scholarly
debate on peace and conflict and for policymakers and practitioners. Research on the causes
and consequences of CRSV is a key interest of peace and conflict research because the legacy
of CRSV lasts long after wars have ended. For policymakers, knowing the causes of CRSV will
ideally help them prevent it in the future. Furthermore, understanding the consequences
will improve the provision of targeted and effective measures to help victims and communities recover.
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2. Defining conflict-related sexual violence
Before turning to the examination of the causes and consequences of CRSV, the concept
itself requires some clarification. The two components of the term, conflict-related and sexual
violence, imply that sexual violence in conflicts is different from sexual violence in peacetime.
While sexual violence in conflict has similar roots to sexual violence during peacetime (for
example, gender inequality, sociocultural views), it is aggravated by ethnic, religious, or
ideological cleavages that increase the level of hatred and brutality.3 Cohen and Wood argue
that the likelihood of gang rape is much higher in wartime (more than 70%) compared to
peacetime (2–27%). CRSV is also associated with more brutal acts of rape, including in public
spaces, with objects and torture. Often CRSV is associated with different goals including the
humiliation of communities, the creation of terror and the spread of disease.4 These circumstances make wartime sexual violence distinct from that during times of peace.
Wood defines conﬂict-related sexual violence as ‘sexual violence by armed organizations
during armed conﬂict’.5 Armed organisations include both state forces (military, policy, government-sponsored militias) and non-state actors (rebels and militias). Sexual violence refers
to ‘[r]ape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization, or
any other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity’.6
It is important to note that there are ongoing scholarly debates on the wider concept of
CRSV apart from empiricists’ definitions. Feminist scholars typically apply a broader perspective and thereby view the concept of CRSV as too focused on times of conflict. Scholars such
as Eriksson Baaz, Stern, Kirby and Meger voice a growing concern that the international
community capitalises on CRSV in a way that oversimplifies, even exploits, CRSV and neglects
the larger sociocultural context in which sexual violence takes place. Feminist scholars argue
that the focus on CRSV as being an extraordinary phenomenon ignores the fact that there
is a continuum of gender-related hierarchies, inequalities, and violence not just during, but
in particular before, conflict.7 I will return to some feminist perspectives at the end of the
next section.

3. Causes of CRSV
Most social science research is interested in determining the causes and functions of widespread sexual violence during civil conflicts. The longtime assumption that rape is an inevitable by-effect of warfare8 has been challenged by recent comparative empirical research,
which has demonstrated variations in the prevalence of sexual violence across countries,
across conflicts, and even across armed groups within the same conflict.9
How can we explain these differences in CRSV? There are four broad, not mutually exclusive, dimensions in the literature that aim to explain why CRSV is perpetrated.

3.1. Purpose and strategic motives
What does the existing scholarly literature tell us about the purpose of CRSV? The idea of
using rape to punish groups of people based on certain characteristics (for instance, ethnic
or religious identity, regional identities, assumed loyalties to other armed groups, etc.) is
what distinguishes CRSV from everyday sexual violence perpetrated by spouses, relatives,
acquaintances, or strangers.10
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Much of this work argues that CRSV is a ‘weapon of war’ and is used strategically to terrorise, control, displace, and eliminate the civilian population by targeting female members.11
CRSV is viewed as a weapon of war as it demoralises the population and generates a slow
genocide through the spread of HIV/AIDS.12 Along these lines, Brownmiller introduced the
notion that wartime rape represents the communication between the conquering men and
the defeated, via the medium of the women’s bodies:
Defense of women has long been a hallmark of masculine pride, as possession of women has
been a hallmark of masculine success. Rape by a conquering soldier destroys all remaining
illusions of power and property for men of the defeated side.13

A few recent studies investigate CRSV against men. This form of sexual violence is commonly
ascribed the goal of demoralising and emasculating men who belong to antagonised groups
or who are disobedient civilians.14 There is little doubt that this form of sexual violence is
intended to violate social norms and to humiliate people and communities.
One problem with the concept of rape as a strategic weapon of warfare is that there is
often no clear evidence regarding its strategic and targeted use. Proving its strategic use
would require information that CRSV has been part of a military strategy and that orders
have been given to systematically commit sexual violence against specific groups of people
(ethnic or religious groups, regions, etc.). Some cases leave little doubt about the strategic
calculus of rape – for instance, Bosnia, Rwanda, Darfur, or Bangladesh. However, other cases
with widespread CRSV, such as Liberia, Sierra Leona or Burundi, show patterns of indiscriminate rape.15 This is not to say that CRSV has not been ordered by military leaders in such
cases, but without – at least anecdotal – evidence of such orders, most of these studies’
conclusions are based merely on assumptions and interpretation.16
Relatedly, Thomas and Regan point out that from a military perspective mass rape can
be a very counterproductive strategy because it nurtures feelings of revenge and may mobilise civilians against the perpetrating group.17 In eastern Congo, Elbert et al. report that
explicit orders to rape were not the norm but rather the exception. What was more important
appeared to be the absence of punishment in cases of rape.18
Feminist scholars take a critical stance towards the notion of rape as a weapon of war and
how the international community responds to it. Eriksson Baaz and Stern are concerned
about the reflexive use of the concept in all wartime contexts where sexual violence is prevalent, arguing that this sort of reductionism erases the significant empirical complexities of
the respective sociocultural context. As a consequence, the international attention on and,
related to that, resources for CRSV appear to have altered the incentives of victims, communities and humanitarian actors on the ground.19 For instance, Quillard observes that the
provision of livestock through humanitarian organisations to CRSV victims in eastern Congo
has led to an unprecedented self-identification as rape victims.20
Meger makes important observations about the way CRSV has been adopted by international actors. She detects a chain of processes involving the ‘securitization’, the objectification and the ‘selling back’ of sexual violence to those actors involved in armed conflict.
One of Meger’s main concerns is that through securitisation CRSV has been captured by
international security actors, who consequently make decisions and policies regarding those
who are directly affected by CRSV: victims, communities and perpetrators.21
Paul Kirby brings a different take to the securitisation of CRSV by arguing that on the one
hand securitisation brings much-needed attention to neglected issues. On the other hand,
securitisation gives power to security-related agencies, which may co-opt, dominate or
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redirect the ongoing discourse. Kirby disagrees with Meger’s diagnosis about the extent to
which CRSV has been securitised. Importantly, Kirby provides several examples that he interprets as evidence of the failing securitisation of CSRV, such as the United Nations (UN)’s
peacekeeping troops’ inability to stop CRSV in eastern Congo or the decreasing interest in
the UK’s Preventing Sexual Violence Initiative.22 The feminist debate on CRSV has a long
history, which this article does not capture, but in general, feminist scholars agree that the
‘weapon of war’ discourse unduly narrows the focus on wartime sexual violence and disregards sexual violence and gender inequality in so-called peacetime. As an alternative, feminist scholars convincingly argue viewing sexual violence on a continuum before and after
conflict alongside other forms of violence.23 By doing so, the underlying sources of gender-related power inequalities in the family, the society and the market can be identified
and eventually addressed to prevent CRSV. In that sense, feminists view the perpetration of
CRSV less as the control of the civilian population (i.e. as a weapon of war), and more as a
brutalised form of continuing gender inequalities.24 These accounts echo Brownmiller’s seminal work, which posits that men continually seek ways to dominate women and that the
conditions of war provide the opportunity to use rape as a tool to exercise this urge.25
The feminist debate clearly encourages scholars and practitioners to think about and
work on altering the sociocultural conditions that contribute to gender inequalities and not
just the symptom which is sexual violence during war. Empirical studies should therefore
take the continuum of gender inequalities and the social context more into account.

3.2. Contextual conditions and opportunity structures
A large proportion of the existing academic literature agrees that the absence of the rule of
law, impunity, weakened state institutions, and above all gender inequalities make sexual
violence in the context of ethnic, religious, and ideological conflicts more likely.26 This context
of lawlessness and impunity may set free a desire to commit rape in some men.27 In general,
the contemporary literature largely agrees that the context of political instability and insecurity provides the necessary conditions for large-scale sexual violence. However, these
conditions are not considered to be sufficient and are in fact common conditions for political
violence and civil war more generally.
Wood makes the point that weak states do not automatically result in a breakdown of
society and thereby unleash people to commit rape; rather, she holds, state failure will only
provide a breeding ground for CRSV when societal norms break down in its aftermath – for
instance, as a result of war, displacement, and crises.28 In her cross-national study of wartime
rape in civil wars, Cohen finds partial support for a relationship between state collapse and
CRSV; however, this is the case only for insurgent-perpetrated acts of mass rape and not
state-perpetrated ones.29
Some scholars make the important observation that the circumstances and consequences
of armed conflict ‘normalise’ the phenomenon of CRSV.30 A similar undertone can be observed
in Elbert et al.’s survey of ex-combatants in the DRC, in which respondents provide personal
accounts of their experiences and crimes.31 Their matter-of-factness in talking about rape
points to what is the core concern of feminist scholars and relates not only to CRSV but also
to violence against women in general: gender inequalities and power imbalances that are
deeply engrained in some societies, particularly patriarchal ones, and are passed on from
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generation to generation, thereby reproducing the scope conditions for the exploitation of
women.32
In relation to this, what is generally assumed to be an important determinant of CRSV is
the level of sexual violence before the war. Davies and True explicitly criticise recent empirical
studies33 on the causes of CRSV because these studies ignore the subtleties of gendered
inequalities in the prewar period as explanatory variables for CRSV.34 Therefore, they suggest
the use of the Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) in order to take multiple dimensions
of gender relations into account. SIGI is a cross-country multidimensional index created by
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) to monitor the development of gender rights as a potential predictor of CRSV. While the SIGI is sensitive to aspects
such as the role of women in the family, legislation, resources and freedom, it remains a
composite index which does not take into consideration variation across a country’s territory,
social classes or cultural groups.
Overall, the investigation of the contextual conditions leading to sexual violence in the
quantitative literature on CRSV identifies conditions similar to those of civil wars: state collapse, the breakdown of law and order, and impunity.35 Future quantitative studies should
include more sophisticated measures of gender equality or perceptions of gender relations.
These are factors which feminist scholars consider to be of key importance to explain levels
of CRSV.

3.3. Individual motives
According to the existing research, what are the individual drivers that make soldiers, militiamen, and civilians commit rape during conflict? Some accounts present the rape of the
‘enemy’s’ women as the spoils of war – that is, as subjects of private pleasure for combatants.36
Others assert that the ‘soldier identity’ that armies create – a mixture of masculinity, violence,
and conquest – makes individual rank-and-file soldiers more likely to commit sexual
assaults.37
Given the difficulty and cost of attaining the data, there is considerably less empirical
research on the perpetrators’ motives than on other aspects of CRSV. This makes the following
contributions exceptionally noteworthy. Baaz and Stern present army soldiers’ narratives on
rape in the DRC and find a number of self-perceptions that contribute to explaining individuals’ perpetration of CRSV. Soldiers distinguish between ‘lust’ rapes and ‘evil’ rapes. Lust rapes
are described as serving the sexual needs of a man or soldier and are perceived as somewhat
more ethically acceptable than evil rapes, which are described as an expression of hatred
and anger.38 Both types appear to be driven by hypermasculinity and what is perceived as
the male’s right to have sex. Jacqui True notes that soldiers attribute their anger and frustration to poverty, lack of family, and the general and almost normalised climate of war and
conflict.39 While the respondents admit that these personal views are causes, they blame
the emergence of these views and attitudes on the conditions of war and conflict. Meger
comes to similar conclusions, arguing that combatants’ individual motivations to commit
rape are associated with the social constructs of masculinity but must be understood in the
context of the political economy of conflict.40
Kelly draws on qualitative interviews with members of the Mai Mai militia in eastern Congo
and presents a slightly different perspective.41 The personal motivation for ‘evil’ rape (as used
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above) appears to be less pronounced among Mai Mai members, as being perceived as a
rapist could poison relationships with the population.
Psychological studies by Elbert and colleagues lend preliminary evidence to the ‘appetitive
aggression’ thesis which suggests that perpetrating extreme violence might be experienced
as a rewarding, fascinating, and an addictive personal experience.42 In another study, Elbert
et al. show that about half of the respondents attributed CRSV to personal frustration and
the absence of a wife with whom they could be sexually intimate. Also, the respondents
reported raping civilians associated with enemy armed groups to avenge the rapes ‘their’
families and communities had experienced.43
The few existing studies on individuals’ motives suggest that hypermasculinity, dire life
conditions, and the lack of embeddedness into family and community life are key factors
why some individuals commit rape in war. An under-examined aspect in extant research is
the role of the family and the community as a provider of social stability and orientation as
well as a monitoring authority of combatants’ (mis)behaviour.

3.4. Intragroup norms and dynamics
Apart from the individual motives, there is a growing research strand that examines intragroup norms and dynamics, which play a substantial role in explaining the prevalence,
extent, and brutality of CRSV. Two arguments are advanced. The first argument suggests
that collective rape increases cohesion between members of armed groups.44 The idea is
that jointly committing sexual violence creates bonds between perpetrators by generating
collective feelings of power and superiority.45 Combatants in Elbert and colleagues’ study
confess that the most dangerous groups for women are made up of three to five combatants.
They explain that in a group of this size, the dynamic allows individual combatants to exercise
their full sexual aggression towards the victim.46 The privacy of small groups provides assurance that fellow rapists will keep quiet, even in extremely brutal cases. Larger groups have
been reported to hinder such acts, as perpetrators may be more wary that fellow combatants
with higher moral standards will report their behaviour.47
The second argument posits that the absence of penalties and norms prohibiting CRSV
on the part of the group and its leadership make opportunistic (not strategic or tactical)
sexual violence more likely.48 The accounts of demobilised combatants in the DRC illustrate
that the absence of norms sanctioning CRSV allowed them to commit rape without fearing
disciplinary consequences. In her paper on Peru and Guatemala, Leiby makes the case for a
related point. According to her, information asymmetry – or in other words a loss of control
over troops – is less likely in state-led military organisations and more likely in loose, poorly
trained, and less hierarchical armed groups, which is assumed to increase the likelihood of
CRSV.49 This claim is not unproblematic if one would compare the levels of army discipline
in different contexts. Loose community militias may be under community surveillance (e.g.
the Mai Mai militia mentioned above) while highly organised government armies of developed countries perpetrate horrific sexual violence (e.g. Abu Ghraib prison). Perhaps the more
important aspect is that of ideology, discipline, accountability and the respect for basic
human rights.
Both the pursuit of wartime rape for purposes of group cohesion and the lack of sanctioning norms are in principle in the hand of military leaders and the group’s ideology, or
the lack thereof. In that sense it would be a worthwhile road for future research to examine
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whether the ideological orientation of armed groups and its changes and norms are related
to its gender views and – in turn – are associated with CRSV.

4. Societal consequences of CRSV
CRSV has severe implications for individuals, families, and societies, both in the short term
and in the long term.50 These implications include the physiological harm to victims, psychological and mental trauma, and the effects on social relations within and beyond communities. Here I focus on the latter and review studies that examine the societal consequences
of CRSV. Broadly speaking, three outcomes can be identified in the existing scholarly
literature.

4.1. Stigmatisation and rejection of victims
It is widely assumed that women who were raped by (enemy) combatants will be stigmatised
by families and shunned by their husbands. Women’s sexuality and male honour are commonly viewed as intertwined in patriarchal societies.51 Skjelsbaek argues that the cultural
values and taboos related to sexuality and the view of the female body as a symbol of a
group’s culture give patriarchal communities little room to integrate survivors.52
Stigmatisation of rape survivors can take different forms. To begin with, victims often
blame themselves for what happened. In addition, families and communities often make
the victim responsible for the sexual violence they experienced. Fear, uncertainty and
rumours about HIV infections and rape-related pregnancies further increase the degree of
stigmatisation and rejection of rape survivors by their spouses, relatives and communities.53
In order to avoid rejection, survivors often remain silent about their ordeals in order to not
lose their family.
The existing empirical evidence is more multifaceted than the assumptions about stigmatisation may suggest. There are several accounts of rejection. Kelly et al. report that 29%
of raped women in their study in eastern Congo were rejected by their husbands and 6% of
them were rejected by their communities. They conclude that widowhood, gang rape and
rape-related pregnancy were associated with rejection.54 Sideris presents similar findings
from Mozambique. Women who were raped and impregnated by the Renamo rebels faced
rejection by their husbands. The children born from rape were not accepted in the community.55 A study from Rwanda reports that rape survivors were even compared to ‘prostitutes’
by their community.56
Yet there are also several accounts of victims who were accepted and received support.
Skjelsbaek presents narratives from Bosnian rape survivors who were not stigmatised but
rather supported by their husbands, which contributed to their recovery.57 Utas presents
interesting findings from Sierra Leone where he shows that traditional integration ceremonies have been critical in reducing the stigmatisation of rape survivors.58
In sum, stigma can be understood as an underlying force which drives social rejection.
While stigma is viewed as the common reaction to rape survivors, the empirical evidence
shows that there are also cases – though limited in number – where victims are accepted
and receive familial support. Research on the conditions of acceptance provide fruitful avenues for future research and could contribute to real change for victims, families and
communities.
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4.2. Damage to spousal, family and communal relations
The institution of the family is a critical channel through which CRSV affects the wider community. Some men are seemingly torn between feelings of spousal support and the sociocultural expectation to reject a wife who has been raped.59 Trenholm et al. quote a traditional
leader who expresses this discrepancy:
There are many husbands, many men [who] begin to understand the fate of the women, the
fate of the children, but the society still takes the men hostage. … It is the members of my family
who come, the grandparents: How can you tolerate a woman like that, she will contaminate,
bring sickness, she will bring you anxiety.60

The notion that the society takes the men hostage indicates the constraints that social norms
place on individual male behaviour. The perceived pressure on men to reject their wives is
also taken up by a participant of a focus group discussion in the eastern DRC: “The husband
will be obliged to abandon the wife – abandon her so that he can go and get married with
another wife, one who was not raped. Therefore, everything about marriage or family cohesion is scattered.”61
Hagen and Yohani claim that CRSV victims have been associated so much with dishonour
that not only the relations between them and their husbands but also those between them
and their communities have been destroyed, with the result that they have been forced to
move to places where nobody knows them. Others have chosen to lie to their partners and
communities in order to prevent these conflicts and the resulting isolation.62 Apart from
accounts of social exclusion, there is some evidence of the opposite. For instance, Utas and
Stark present accounts from postwar Sierra Leone where traditional cleansing rituals were
performed to re-introduce CRSV victims successfully into their home communities.63
While most of the accounts above are from African countries, Theidon shows how ambivalently men behaved in the aftermath of the Peruvian civil war.64 Although the rejection of
raped women has been reported less in Peru, Theidon provides detailed information on how
gendered power imbalances have affected the disclosure of war experiences. In her focus
group discussions with both women and men, men repeatedly told the women to be quiet,
even though it was the women who had endured the violence because the men had fled
the conflict zone. The men’s reasoning for leaving the women and children behind sounds
absurd. One of them said: ‘We decided the men should escape. They [the rebels] hated the
men – we didn’t think they’d do anything to the women’.65
What is often overlooked is that the cover of war is at times used to pursue private objectives among civilians which may have little to do with the war’s cleavages.66 In fact, some
studies suggest that the percentage of combatant rape is much lower than civilian rape.67
When civilians commit sexual violence or are part of it during war, community cohesion and
social trust suffers. A focus group participant in Kelly et al.’s study in the DRC demonstrates
this point:
The war had a psychological impact on people; some betrayed their own family members. You
know that this person did this or that to this person or he helped rebels to rape my mother.
There will no longer be a trusting relationship between us. The war has brought up a poison
phenomenon because there is no longer love among ourselves.68

The disruption of the social order is also intensified by massive displacement, which destroys
social networks. Within the weakened social structures of (post)conflict societies, the perpetrators of violence – soldiers and combatants, both active and demobilised – often continue to terrorise civilians with impunity.69
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4.3. Collective coping, support and agency
Some efforts have been undertaken to examine the conditions under which CRSV survivors
take agency, the conditions under which family and community play a supportive role for
survivors, and how gender relations change in the aftermath of conflict and CRSV. Research
(unrelated to sexual violence) suggests that collective coping processes can be effective
strategies for overcoming trauma.70 Indeed, recent microlevel studies find evidence that
exposure to war-related trauma is related to post-traumatic growth, empathy-driven altruism and collective coping which in turn results in more prosocial behaviour.71 Could this
partly apply also to individuals, families, and communities who have been exposed to
CRSV? Kuwert and colleagues draw on interviews with CRSV survivors from the Second
World War and find suggestive evidence for the posttraumatic growth thesis among CRSV
survivors.72
Mukamana and Brysiewicz present the personal accounts of CRSV survivors from the
Rwandan genocide. In addition to the destructive consequences discussed earlier, they also
observe that survivors had very positive experiences of joining survivors’ associations.73
Members of such associations felt that the group partly replaced their families and their
communities, lost during the genocide. Most importantly, the associations provided them
with the means and group-esteem to take agency and fight the social stigma inflicted on
rape survivors. For instance, they presented their experiences at community meetings, as
one respondent explained: ‘With the members of my association we make a campaign
against the stigma on rape and HIV infection and it works. For example, the members of my
church know that I am HIV-positive and they accept me’.74
There is not that much quantitative evidence of collective coping in the social science literature on CRSV, but a recent psychological study finds evidence of its positive
effect. A randomised controlled trial in the DRC shows that therapeutic group sessions
for female survivors have significantly reduced symptoms of post-traumatic stress
disorder.75
While a number of potential hypotheses can be derived from the literature discussed in
this section, the empirical evidence used in most existing studies on the societal consequences of CRSV is relatively sparse. This limitation is true of both the sample sizes and the
selection procedures by which respondents were chosen. Scholars often use convenience
samples and rely on local partners (for instance, non-governmental organisations [NGOs],
psychosocial centres) to establish contact between researcher and respondent.76 This selection method introduces a possible bias into the already small samples because all those
survivors who did not, could not, or chose not to seek access to support facilities are excluded.
Some of these excluded survivors may have found ways to deal with the consequences of
CRSV more effectively than psychosocial centres can deliver, as for instance in the example
of Sierra Leone mentioned above.
In that sense, more comprehensive field work and more quantitative data are required
to capture these nuances and advance our understanding of the social consequences of
CRSV. There is a need to consider counter-intuitive effects such as collective coping,
post-traumatic growth and empathy-driven altruism within the spectrum of possible effects
of CRSV.
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5. Conclusion and future research
The purpose of this article has been to review, condense and integrate existing theoretical
and empirical studies on conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV) and to highlight new
research avenues in this field. I have distinguished here between research on the causes and
on the consequences of CRSV. Within the ‘causes’ literature, four aspects of CRSV have received
attention. Most work deals with the question of which purposes CRSV serves. While empiricists suggest that it is intended to terrorise communities, feminist scholars hold the sociocultural gender-related power asymmetries responsible. Studies on the contextual conditions
emphasise that the erosion of state institutions and the absence of the rule of law make
CRSV more likely. Empirical work on the individual motives of fighters to commit CRSV have
identified a distinction between ‘lust’ and ‘evil’ rapes, where the former serves to satisfy the
sexual needs of combatants and the latter appears to be driven by bloodlust.77 Studies
concerning intragroup norms and dynamics provide evidence that CRSV, in particular gang
rape, serves the purpose of increasing bonding among combatants.78
While some seminal studies already exist,79 we need more empirical microlevel research
from different contexts that helps us understand why some members of armed groups
commit rape, particularly its most violent forms, and others do not. What explains these
extreme forms of hatred against women in particular and civilians in general? Furthermore,
how can gender inequalities and women’s rights be effectively altered to decrease CRSV?
And how can norms that prohibit sexual violence on the part of armed groups be created?
Feminist international relations (IR) scholarship provides an established body of concepts,
theories and comprehensive approaches80 which should be further integrated with qualitative and quantitative empirical approaches to produce promising scholarship.
Future research on the causes of CRSV will benefit from ambitious quantitative data collection efforts and mixed-method designs that overcome their limitations.81 Achieving the
latter will entail, in particular, the collection of more disaggregated data. This can be done
through the use of more targeted geocoded event data sets that build on reported cases of
CRSV. Sources for such events could be drawn from international organisations working in
this type of (post)conflict area – for instance, the UN and international and local humanitarian
and human rights NGOs. Furthermore, future research on the relationship between gender
inequality and CRSV can draw on the work of Davies and True as well as that of Butler and
Jones.82
Empirical research on the societal consequences of CRSV is still in its infancy. In the existing
literature, three consequences have been identified. First, survivors of CRSV are likely to
experience social stigmatisation that results in social exclusion.83 Second, CRSV directly affects
relations between survivors and their spouses, families and communities. Third, several studies
focus on how CRSV survivors gain agency, receive support and cope with their trauma.84
All three of these aspects are important and of immense practical value in mitigating the
destructive effects of CRSV, and therefore require further research. Additionally, far too little
attention has been paid to compounding mechanisms that influence the effect of CRSV on
social outcomes (for example, the circumstances of CRSV, the role of the community and
support structures). Changes in the dynamics of gender relations as a result of conflict also
remain – apart from a few exceptions85 – under-investigated.
The consequences of CRSV offer a broad range of important research opportunities. We
must better understand how CRSV affects different aspects of social life, trust, and cohesion
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not only within but also beyond communities. The qualitative evidence discussed above
offers important starting points to develop testable hypotheses. Are some communities
resilient or better able to rebuild their collective social potential?86 If so, it would be important
to learn how, in order to design policies and programmes that support those communities
having difficulty in this regard. If some communities adopt a more supportive role in relation
to CRSV survivors, does this have an effect on the survivors’ recovery?87 There are many more
questions that would also be important to investigate.
The methodological sophistication in qualitative and, in particular, quantitative studies
has generated important insights that are helpful for policymakers in addressing CRSV. For
instance, Cohen’s and Wood’s comparative work on the determinants of wartime rape has
shown that there is substantial variation in the prevalence of CRSV across countries, conflicts,
and armed groups.88 This has challenged the previously held view that rape in war is inevitable.89 Such empirical findings have practical implications. If sexual violence is not an inevitable part of warfare, we can investigate what it is that prevents it and design policies and
interventions that put that into practice.
Another empirical study of former combatants in the DRC challenges the notion of strategic and organised rape as a tool of warfare. Elbert et al. provide evidence that the order
of sexual violence from superiors has been the exception rather than the norm. Instead, they
show that the absence of sanctions for rape has been mentioned as a facilitating factor.90
Importantly, such evidence-based insights relate to feminist scholars’ scepticism regarding
the ‘systematic weapon of war’ thesis and rather point to underlying sociocultural conditions
that affect gender inequality.
Our knowledge will continue to benefit from empirical studies, and particularly from the
use of mixed-method research designs. Integrating quantitative and qualitative methods
allows the researcher to exploit the strengths and balance the weaknesses of both methods,
ideally resulting in greater generalisability of results while also maintaining empirical complexity. For the ‘consequence’ questions, the combination of qualitative field work and sensitive population-based surveys would be an appropriate method to better understand how
communities deal with CRSV and how CRSV affects gender norms. Such approaches would
contribute to deliver policy-relevant research which would improve strategies and programmes to reduce CRSV as well as to deliver targeted and improved support for CRSV
victims.
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