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Background and Overview

Background

Violence against women has received increasing international attention
as a public health and human rights concern. However, femicide, one of
its extreme manifestations, is still not well understood. While a number
of studies have been conducted, mainly in high-resource areas, reliable
and globally comparable data on its nature and prevalence remain scarce.
Femicide has been addressed in different contexts, including intimate-
partner violence, stranger violence, rape and other sexual violence, and
honor and dowry practices, as well as murders associated with gang
activity and political violence. A number of definitions have been proposed
by researchers and activists, leading to methodological differences in the
collection and interpretation of data.

In addition, a range of methodologies has been used in different contexts
to collect data on femicide, including population-based studies; analysis of
service records; homicide, police, hospital, court, and mortuary statistics;
domestic fatality reviews; verbal autopsies; and review of newspaper
articles. Each methodology has advantages and disadvantages with
respect to the ease with which data can be collected, the rigor of the data,
and the use of data in advocacy efforts.

In April 2008, PATH convened a first-of-its-kind conference on femicide,
frequently referred to as “the gender-based murder of women” or
“the murder of women because they are women.” The conference,
“Strengthening Understanding of Femicide,” was co-sponsored by the
Latin American Alliance for Gender-based Violence Prevention and
Health (InterCambios), the South African Medical Research Council, and
the World Health Organization. It brought together activists, researchers,
and forensic professionals from Canada, Chile, Costa Rica, the Dominican
Republic, England, Guatemala, India, Jamaica, Jordan, Mexico, Nicaragua,
South Africa, and the United States, who collectively represent the most
current research and groundbreaking advocacy on femicide.



While representing a range of backgrounds, perspectives, and regions,
participants found that they faced similar challenges in collecting data
and advocating for action around femicide. The meeting aimed to
identify common ground for strengthening research and galvanizing
global action to prevent femicide and end the impunity so often granted
to perpetrators.

Overview

The conference began with a half-day panel discussion open to the public,
hosted by the Interagency Gender Working Group. Diana Russell, one of
the first activists to publicize the term femicide, opened the discussion
by highlighting her definition of the word—the killing of women simply
because they are women—and providing an historical overview of its
use in raising awareness and catalyzing action. Her keynote presentation
placed femicide in the context of unequal gender relations and the notion
of male power and domination over women.

During the first of two panels, “Current knowledge on femicide: what
we know about its nature and prevalence,” presenters highlighted the
range of methodologies being used to strengthen understanding of
femicide, including definitions and sources of information used, and their
significance for data collection. Presenters for the second panel, “Filling in
gaps in understanding the nature of femicide: strengthening information
and advocacy,” highlighted the urgent need to strengthen data on the
dynamics and magnitude of femicide as a critical component of advocacy
and prevention. The presentations reflected international advocacy
efforts as well as interventions aimed at protecting women from violence.
Femicide occurs in all societies throughout the world and is perpetrated
by a wide range of individuals and groups, including those known to the
victims (current and former intimate partners, family members, friends,
and acquaintances) and those unknown. Femicide takes unique forms,
including murders associated with interpersonal violence, dowry practices,
honor crimes, sexual violence, political violence, gang activity, and female
infanticide. A universal finding in all regions however is that women are
most at risk of being murdered by someone they know: a family member
or intimate partner. This conclusion is supported by studies conducted,
for example, in South Africa by Shanaaz Mathews, Jamaica by Glendene
Lemard, and the United States by Jacquelyn Campbell. The data are in
stark contrast to male murder victims, who are most likely to have been
killed by strangers, in random acts of violence.

As activists have struggled over the past four decades to raise visibility
around femicide, they have used the framework of a continuum of violence
againstwomen, notonlyin the sense that such violence increases gradually
until it turns deadly, but also because the different ways it manifests itself
have no well-defined or insurmountable divisions. As Latin American



activist researcher Ana Carcedo noted, the essence of violence against
women is not a particular blow, insult, or sexual attack, but the norms of
male power and gender inequality that underlie such acts.

The panel discussions were followed by a two and a half day closed
technical working session. A challenge raised by all participants is the
critical need for additional research and systematic collection of data on all
forms of femicide. The weaknesses in information systems and quality of
data are major barriers in investigating femicides, developing meaningful
prevention strategies, and advocating for improved policies. Studies on
the subject have been conducted primarily in well-resourced areas, using
data from homicide databases. While they represent the most complete
datasets and most rigorous sources of information currently available, even
these databases pose challenges for researchers and activists attempting
to extrapolate femicide data.

Additionally, information collected by official sources, including the police,
thejustice system, hospitals, and mortuaries, is frequently not harmonized.
Often there are incongruities with the data collated by facilities, including
inconsistencies in the categories used to document the circumstances
surrounding the crime, the victim-perpetrator relationship, and any prior
violence. Femicide cases are often hidden in the catchall box “other.” In
addition, the use of categories such as “crime of passion” to classify murders
of women reflects a common practice of finding mitigating factors, usually
referring to victims’ actions, to excuse violence against women.

Such instances of missing, incorrect, or incomplete data mean that femicide
is significantly underreported in every region. The vast majority of femicides
are not identified as such; their victims remain uncounted, and perpetrators
remain free, with impunity for their crimes. Indian forensic pathologist
Virendra Kumar noted, for example, that his efforts to identify dowry-related
deaths and bride burnings are hampered by attempts by the police and
victims' relatives to conceal the nature of how the women died.

In addition to the collection of information, participants focused attention
on the need for data in advocacy and prevention efforts. Feminist activists
from Latin America in particular have been at the forefront of politicized
movements pushing for changes in laws and policies that offer impunity
to perpetrators. The most common theme identified by activists such
as Susi Pola in the Dominican Republic, Giovana Lemus in Guatemala,
and Soledad Rojas in Chile is the need to challenge the indifference of
governments to the thousands of women murdered in the region and to
ensure their stories are publicized, through the media and other attention-
grabbing campaigns.

Perhaps the mostimportant lesson shared by activists is their commitment
to finding ways of documenting and exposing femicide even when little or



no official information is available. Rana Husseini, a journalist from Jordan,
began collating an informal database of stories brought to her attention
of women murdered in the name of honor. Through her coverage of these
crimes, she helped raise national awareness on a traditionally taboo topic,
which impelled the government to introduce necessary legal changes.
Activists from southern Africa and Latin America have used a similar
combination of newspaper coverage and interviews with victims’ relatives
to begin developing a picture of femicide in their regions, and calling for
government accountability.

The situation of women murdered in the Ciudad Juarez region of Mexico
is emblematic of the challenges involved in documenting femicide and
the power of evidence-based activism. The work of researchers such as
Julia Mondrrez Fragoso and Patricia Ravelo Blancas has sharpened global
attention and calls for government action and accountability. The difficulty,
however, lies in identifying victims and perpetrators and ascribing motives
to the murders.

Another question addressed by participants concerned who might be
at risk for femicide and how that risk can be assessed. The South African
femicide study highlighted, for example, the strong association between
gun ownership and intimate-partner femicide. The findings were
important in advocating for improved firearm legislation. Rebecca and
Russell Dobash focused their research on identifying characteristics of
perpetrators with a similar aim of strengthening prevention. And Margo
Wilson and Martin Daly’s research on uxoricide—the killing of a woman by
her husband—has elucidated an association between relationship status,
including whether partners cohabitated, and femicide.

Strong, rigorous evidence on femicide forms the basis of meaningful,
successful advocacy. The development of a robust evidence base requires
improving the quality and comparability of data. The meeting was one of
the first opportunities for researchers and activists to reflect collectively
on key questions that need to be asked to strengthen understanding of
the nature, dynamics, and extent of femicide, and galvanize action for
effective interventions. These include:

«  What femicide patterns can be detected in different settings and
contexts?

«  Who is at greatest risk for femicide and how can such risk be
assessed?

« What responsibilities do States have in responding to femicide,
how successful have they been in meeting their obligation, and
how can they be held accountable?

«  What kinds of interventions would be most effective at preventing
femicide, and how do we measure effectiveness?



Analysis of these questions requires recognition of the frameworks for
conceptualizing femicide outlined above, with the aim of identifying
commonalities and potential methodologies to move the agenda
forward. The conference was a first step in this discussion. Participants
agreed on three outcomes: a publication with an overview of the meeting
and a collation of presentations; the convening of an ad hoc International
Working Group on Femicide; and an addendum to the PATH/World Health
Organization manual, Researching Violence against Women: A Practical
Guide for Researchers and Activists, that focuses on femicide research.



Conceptualizing Femicide

Monique Widyono

This paper presents a brief overview of research on femicide and was
meant to serve as a framework for the meeting. It complements the matrix
of research also prepared for the meeting. The paper highlights the ways
femicide has been conceptualized, including the range of definitions
that have been adopted, and their implications for data collection. It
also outlines various methodologies and sources of information used
by researchers, highlighting the advantages and disadvantages of each
and placing them in the context of specific studies being carried out. The
paper concludes by summarizing recommendations made by researchers
and advocates regarding critical steps needed for strengthening
understanding of femicide.

Conceptualizing and documenting femicide

The term femicide was publicly introduced by Diana Russell while testifying
about murders of women at the International Tribunal on Crimes Against
Women in Brussels in 1976, but not explicitly defined by her at that time’
In 1992, Russell and Jill Radford defined femicide as “the misogynistic
killing of women by men,” and Radford specifically identified it as a form
of sexual violence.?

In 1998, Jacquelyn Campbell and Carol Runyan redefined femicide as “all
killings of women, regardless of motive or perpetrator status.” Researchers
who use this broadened definition remove the need to clarify perpetrators’
motives or their relationships to the victims before classifying murders as
femicide. Many focus their work around the concepts of intimate femicide
or intimate-partner femicide.

In 2001, Russell adapted her definition to “the killing of females by males
because they are females.” She intended to highlight femicide in the
context of unequal gender relations and the notion of male power and
domination over women. She also recognized that many girls and female



infants are victims of femicide, and that young boys can also perpetrate
these crimes.*

In the early 1980s, feminist researchers began focusing attention around
the issue of intimate femicide,> defined by Karen Stout as “the killing of
women by male intimate partners,” and subsequently modified by
Myrna Dawson and Rosemary Gartner to include “current or former legal
spouses, common-law partners or boyfriends.”” Campbell and Runyan
adapted the term intimate-partner femicide to clarify the nature of the
victim-perpetrator relationship.?

The growing body of evidence in this area reflects increased understanding
of the dynamics of femicide and that the majority of female homicide
victims are killed by male intimate partners.®'? As with all forms of
intimate-partner violence, however, intimate-partner femicide is likely
to be significantly underreported, even in areas with the most extensive
and complete data collection. Death certificates in most countries do not
include information on perpetrators of femicide.

The majority of current research on intimate-partner femicide refers
to the killing of a female by an intimate partner. However, even with
the increasing attention this form of femicide is receiving, there is little
consistency in terminology used by researchers and service providers.
The different frameworks, definitions, and classifications used for
conceptualizing femicide complicate the collection of information from
various sources, and lead to documentation that may not be comparable
across communities or regions.

One issue involves the inclusion or exclusion of female perpetrators. Maria
Crawford and Gartner did not originally restrict their definition to male
partners.”® Shanaaz Mathews and her co-researchers included same-sex
partners in their definition of intimate femicide for a national study of
female homicide in South Africa.® Nancy Glass and her colleagues also
included same-sex partners and descriptively analyzed those cases in a
separate publication." Some argue that women committing or facilitating
murder—for example, in the context of dowry deaths or in the name
of honor—are doing so for gender-related reasons, and are therefore
perpetrating femicide.

A second issue is the classification by some of murders by family members
other than current or former partners as intimate femicides. Studies in
Chile™ and Costa Rica,'® for example, classify intimate femicide as “murders
committed by men with whom the victim has or had an intimate or
familial relationship, with whom the victim was cohabitating, or a similar
relationship.” And the South Africa study includes incest perpetrators in
its definition of intimate femicide.?



A third, related issue, is the lack of consistency in terminology used
in official statistics and collection of facility-based data on homicides.
Medical professionalsmaynotfocusonthevictim-perpetratorrelationship
in murder cases, and would not have guidelines for identifying and
categorizing intimate-partner femicide. While police are likely to collect
and have access to the most complete information on homicides, there
are no standard definitions or guidelines for categorizing intimate-
partner femicide. A brief overview of official national-level homicide
statistics in three countries illustrates the possible implications for data
collection on femicide.

The Supplemental Homicide Reports (SHRs) collected by the US Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI), for example, ask police to identify the
relationship betweenthe victim and perpetratorforall reported homicides.
This information is subsequently categorized by the US Bureau of Justice
Statistics into (a) intimate: spouses, ex-spouses, and boyfriends/girlfriends;
(b) other family; (c) acquaintance: friends, neighbors, employees; (d)
stranger; and (e) undetermined (US Bureau of Justice Statistics, US Federal
Bureau of Investigation).

In contrast, the Australian National Homicide Monitoring Program (NHMP)
defines intimate partners as including spouses, separated spouses,
divorced spouses, de facto and former de facto unions, extra-marital
lovers/former lovers, boyfriends, girlfriends, homosexual relationships,
and former homosexual relationships. The inclusion of ex-boyfriends, ex-
girlfriends, and ex-lovers in this category has important implications for
data collection, as a significant number of femicides are perpetrated by
“ex-intimate partners” (Australian National Homicide Monitoring Program,
Australian Institute of Criminology). The above examples reflect some of
the most complete data collection efforts. Most countries collate little
information beyond basic death certificates.

Incident questionnaires on reported homicides collected by the
Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics (CCJS) do not include a question
on the relationship between victim and perpetrator. Space is provided
for a narrative report on the circumstances surrounding the homicide,
where, presumably, such information is detailed. Police are asked to
identify an apparent motive from a list of possibilities, including “hate
crime.” Relationships are subsequently coded for national homicide
surveys into categories, including among others, wife, husband,
common-law wife or husband, lover, friend, or acquaintance. The CCJS
does not provide a specific definition for intimate-partner homicide
(Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics, Statistics Canada Homicide
Survey). Crawford and Gartner highlight that the “spousal” category
used in the homicide survey likely represents an undercount of
intimate-partner femicide, because of the fuzzy boundaries in marital
relationships.”
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A fourth issue is the inclusion or exclusion of deaths resulting from
interpersonal or other violence but not as the direct result of specifically
targeted acts. Russell has proposed a category of mass femicide to
incorporate deaths of women resulting from male acts of power and
domination, including, for example, women who die from AIDS or female
genital mutilation. This category might also include women killed in so-
called honor crimes or during times of armed conflict. The Chilean study
included femicide by connection as a category for women murdered “in
the line of fire,” as a result of their presence or by trying to intervene and
prevent possible femicide.”

In tandem with intimate-partner femicide, a number of studies, primarily
in Canada and the United States, have focused on uxoricide, the killing
of a woman by her husband, also called wife-killing.”* Such research
draws attention to specific dynamics of the marital relationship, including
registered, common-law, and cohabiting relationships, in looking at
demographic risk patterns for homicide. It should be noted that all
uxoricides addressed in these studies fall under the category of intimate-
partner femicide by any definition. Most uxoricide studies, however, do
not include non-cohabiting intimate partners.

An additional branch of research focuses on non-intimate femicide, referring
to the killing of a female by someone other than an intimate partner.
Russell adapted a typology by Desmond Ellis and Walter DeKeseredy?' to
categorize non-intimate femicide into (a) familial femicides committed by
male relatives who are not intimate partners of the victim (father, uncle,
brother, etc.); (b) femicides committed by other known perpetrators,
such as acquaintances, friends, dates, and colleagues; and (c) stranger
femicides.* As outlined above, some official statistics and researchers
include familial femicides in a broad category of “intimate femicide.”

The issue of defining femicide and the implications of terminology for data
collection are illustrated in the growing body of research on homicides of
women in Latin America. Researchers in Chile and Costa Rica, for example,
have framed studies around the central tenet of femicide as the killing of
females by males because they are female.>'® Analyses of police, justice-
sector, and other service data are often used to determine whether cases
of female homicide should be classified as femicide. Such analyses usually
include victim-perpetrator relationship; history of violence, including
threats of violence, toward the victim or other women; and indications of
gender-related factors, such as sexual assault.

Other researchers have adopted the term feminicide, framing research
around an analysis of the response or non-response of the State to
murders of women and contextualizing such murders more broadly.
Accounts of murders of women in Ciudad Juarez and Guatemala received
widespread global attention, mainly due to perceived government



inaction in preventing feminicide and bringing perpetrators to justice.
To date, while some organizations have publicized credible data on the
number of feminicide victims, less can be ascertained for certain about
the characteristics of the perpetrators, their relationships to the victims,
or their motives.

Marcela Lagarde, former Mexican government representative and Chair of
the Special Commission on Femicide created in 2004 to address murders
of women in Cuidad Judrez, highlights feminicide as “a crime of the state
which tolerates the murders of women and neither vigorously investigates
the crimes nor holds the killers accountable.”*> She states further that
“feminicide is when the state offers women no guarantees and creates no
conditions of security for their lives in the community, at home, not even
in work or recreational areas. Even worse, authorities do not even do their
job efficiently” (Special Commission on Femicide).

Figure 1. Typology of femicide.?

( MORTALITY OF WOMEN )

( MURDERS ) DEATHS FROM MISOGYNISTIC PRACTICES, NEGLECT,
STARVATION, MATERNAL MORTALITY, FGM, AIDS

(KNOWN MALE PERPETRATOR) ( FEMALE PERPETRATOR ) ( UNKNOWN PERPETRATOR )

ARMED UNRELATED OTHER
CONFLICT (ROBBERY,

INTIMATE NON-
PARTNER INTIMATE
PARTNER

GANGS)

] ]
OTHER ' STRANGER ' OTHER
ACQUAINTANCE FAMILY

CURRENT FORMER OTHER
PARTNER PARTNER FAMILY

@ The acronym “FGM” in this figure refers to female genital mutilation.
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What questions need to be asked and what do we need to know in
order to advocate effectively on femicide?

Strong, rigorous evidence on femicide forms the basis of meaningful,
successful advocacy. The development of a robust evidence base requires
improving the quality as well as the comparability of data. A number
of key questions need to be asked to strengthen overall understanding
of the nature, dynamics, and extent of femicide around the world, and
galvanize action for effective interventions. Analysis of these questions
requires recognition of the frameworks for conceptualizing femicide
outlined above, with the aim of identifying commonalities and potential
methodologies to move the field forward. Some of the key questions
include:

1. What is the extent of femicide and how do we measure it?
The extent of femicide is frequently measured as incidence and
expressed as a rate. For example, incidence might be measured as
the number of homicides of women per specific population per
year. Or it might be measured as a mortality rate, using deaths of
women per specific population per year. A typology of defined,
measurable categories would be useful for ensuring comparable
data on incidence.

2. What femicide patterns can we detect in different settings
and environments? Femicides need to be addressed in the
specific contexts in which they occur, and not as isolated incidents.
Attention needs to be paid to sociopolitical and economic
dynamics, as well as overall patterns of gender-based violence, and
how they affect the nature of femicide in a particular community,
country, or region. In this regard, issues such as conflict- and post-
conflict-related violence against women, trafficking, so-called
honor crimes or dowry-related deaths, as well as prevailing norms
around intimate-partner violence, need to be taken into account.

3. Who is at greatest risk for femicide and how can such risk
be assessed? Identifying factors that appear to correlate with
individual risk for femicide has critical implications for health
care, advocacy, education, social service, justice-sector, and other
interventions, especially in terms of prevention. Risk factors might
be identified for victimization as well as perpetration of femicide.

4. What are States’ responsibilities for responding to femicide,
and how successful have they been in meeting their
obligations? International and regional agreements have
clarified governments’ responsibilities for addressing all
forms of gender-based violence. These obligations include
the abolishment of discriminatory legislation, the provision of
meaningful access to justice and support services for victims,
and taking proactive initiative to prevent such violence from
occurring. Advocacy on femicide in many countries has



struggled to galvanize even initial government recognition of
this extreme form of violence against women and the need for
action, including rigorous data collection.

What sources of information have been used to collect data on
femicide?

Facilities-based data

Police. Because of their role in investigating homicides, police can
capture detailed information needed to identify and document cases
of femicide. When complete, police reports provide data on victim-
perpetrator relationship and contextual factors, including the time and
location of the murder, weapon used, and other details uncovered during
the investigation process. Such statistics have been used extensively in
population-based studies and other research on femicide, conducted
primarily in high-resource areas, where their collection is more systematic
(see for example Moracco, Runyan, and Butts 1998%; Websdale 1999%*;
Wilson, Daly, and Wright 1993"; Mouzos 1999%; Shackelford and Mouzos
2005%°; and Brewer and Paulson 1999"). Police homicide reports are also
the primary data source for the few national homicide registries that exist
from which data on femicides can be extrapolated.

Significant challenges exist with police statistics. The completeness of
police reports on homicides varies greatly, even in areas with the most
systematic, routine collection of data. In many locations, statistics are not
disaggregated by sex. Police data systems in most limited-resource settings
do not routinely capture victim-perpetrator information in homicide
cases, making surveillance of trends in these countries impossible.
Incomplete or missing dockets and postmortem reports and the inability
or unwillingness of police to investigate such murders remain a problem
in many areas.

Guidelines for documenting the relationship between victim and
perpetrator and any history of violence or threats of violence are not
standardized. In South Africa, for example, victim-perpetrator relationship
and history of violence were unknown or not documented in a large
proportion of cases.® Global research also indicates that a significant
amount of violence against women is not reported to police or other
services,?® meaning links between homicides and prior violence cannot
be easily made. Even when incidents of violence are reported to police,
they may not be formally documented. A study of homicides in Australia
found documentation of earlier police calls to a residence, restraining
orders, or pending assault charges in only 18% of cases brought to lightin
subsequent review.?’

Despite the above challenges, police homicide reports remain the single
most important source of information from which data on femicide can
be gleaned. Most contain case narratives that offer critical details that can
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be uncovered through careful analysis, as was done in a current study of
femicide in Jamaica.?® Asoutlined above, the completeness of the narratives
varies greatly depending on investigators’ training and understanding of
the nature of femicide, and violence against women in general.

Other research in Chile,® Costa Rica,'® the Dominican Republic,?3° El
Salvador,® South Africa,® Tanzania,*> and the United States® have included
analyses of police records or follow-up interviews with investigators as a
methodology for filling gaps and confirming information on homicides
collected from other sources, such as mortuaries.

Homicide investigators are themselves important sources of information
for filling in gaps in case reports. A population-based study of femicide in
North Carolina relied on telephone interviews with investigating officers
to follow up on information collated from the state medical examiner to
ascertain the relationships between the victims and the perpetrators, the
context of the femicides, and in the case of intimate-partner femicides,
whether they knew of any history of domestic violence.”® National
homicide registries in Australia, Canada, and the United States, among
others, also rely on follow-up interviews with investigating officers to fill
in missing information.

Medical examiner (mortuary). Medical examiner systems are excellent
resources for identifying female homicide victims, because cases are
classified regardless of motivation or legal outcome, ensuring that cases
not pursued by the criminal justice system are included. The North
Carolina Medical Examiner System, for example, routinely identifies about
12% more homicides than the State Bureau of Investigation.** Medical
examiners also collect health and demographic information about victims,
which could be made accessible through centralized databases.”

Research on femicide conducted in Chile,”® Costa Rica,'® the Dominican
Republic,?**° El Salvador,*" South Africa,® Tanzania,®* and the United
States?* have used as their starting points, death registers compiled by
medical examiners, sometimes referred to as medico-legal or mortuary
statistics. Such registers allow a preliminary analysis of information about
the victim, cause of death, and whether a homicide is indicated, a first
step in identifying and documenting femicide.

Medical examiner data, however, are limited in terms of data on femicide
perpetrators, the context of femicides, and documentation of victims’
histories of interpersonal violence. They document only the immediate
cause of death or injury, rather than the long-term events that may have
culminated in murder. All the above studies included some follow-up
analysis of police records, judicial statistics, and newspaper accounts or
interviews with investigating officers to fill in missing gaps.



Justice (court and criminal law enforcement). Justice-sector data are
important for understanding the response to femicide. The South Africa
study incorporated information regarding legal and non-legal outcomes
of femicide cases to ascertain factors correlated with conviction and
sentencing rates.® Studies in Latin America included data collated from
attorney general offices regarding cases brought to trial and successfully
prosecuted.'®?*3" However, justice data include only cases processed
through the legal system, which represent only a small percentage of
femicide cases in many regions. In South Africa, only 25% of cases in which
the perpetrator was known ended in conviction.? Such data usually are not
disaggregated, and do not provide information about victim-perpetrator
relationship or other contextual factors, beyond the outcome of the case.

Media reports

Newspaper accounts are often the only available source of information
on incidents of femicide, particularly when official statistics are difficult
to obtain, or for undocumented forms of femicide. Studies in southern
Africa** and Peru,®* and of so-called honor crimes in Pakistan,3¢*” for
example, relied heavily on media accounts of murdered women.

Newspaper accounts of homicides are also an important source of
information regarding the relationships between victims and perpetrators
and the circumstances surrounding cases of murder. They have been
used in a number of studies to follow up on gaps in information available
through official police and medical examiner data.”'® Newspapers also
provide contextual details on possible demographic risk factors. Studies
focusing on the dynamics of the marital relationship and the presence of
children, for example, combed newspapers for information on children in
the household and their relationship to the victim and perpetrator.’®'

Sensationalized media coverage about cases, however, may reflect
misinformation and myths about intimate-partner violence and homicide.
In Zambia, cases of femicide were presented as isolated, exceptional
events, rather than as part of a trend resulting from a system of gender
domination. The language used and details revealed often hid the
brutality involved, blamed the victim for the assault, and perpetuated the
idea that such killings were private affairs. More details were published
about those accused than about the women they killed. Men were often
depicted as justifiably unable to contain their rage and violence and
women as having somehow provoked their anger. Newspaper accounts
of violence resulting in a woman’s death tended not to provide a full, fair,
or accurate picture of events.**

Studies using population-based data

A number of studies have increased the evidence base on femicide with
the collection of data that can be generalized to larger populations. Such
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studies employ a range of statistical methods to draw inferences from
sample data that can be applied to a broader community, and to make
comparisons with other populations. They have been used to strengthen
understanding of the nature of femicide and its prevalence in certain
communities, as well as sociodemographic and other risk factors for
victimization and perpetration. A number of issues have been raised with
respect to such studies:

1.

Caninformation from a sample of femicide victims be meaningfully
compared to women in the general population? Researchers
need to ensure a large enough sample with sufficient detail for
comparison purposes. The population at risk needs to be clearly
defined so that information from groups comparable in terms of
age, marital status, employment status, etc., can be ascertained.

What is the basis for comparison? Some studies have compared
the sample population of femicide victims and perpetrators with
all other homicides; others have compared femicide perpetrators
with other male homicide perpetrators®®; while others have
compared intimate-partner femicides with other murders of
women.* Still others have compared male and female victims, or
victims of intimate-partner femicide with other battered women.
Each approach has its advantages and disadvantages that need to
be considered when interpreting findings.

How are victimization and perpetration rates calculated? For
the Australian NHMP reports, rates are calculated using the mid-
year population for the year of interest, or the estimated resident
population for states and territories at mid-year. Rates for age
and sex have been calculated using mid-year estimates. Similar
methods were used in other studies. To calculate intimate-partner
homicide victimization rates per million married couples per year
for women younger than 25 killed by men younger than 25, Todd
Shackelford and Jenny Mouzos first calculated how many married
women younger than 25 were killed by men younger than 25
(the numerator), then divided by the number of couples in the
general population (population estimate) younger than 25 (the
denominator). The resulting figure was multiplied by one million
to obtain the rate.?

What sources of demographic information and population data
are available? Most demographic data come from census statistics.
The completeness of such statistics varies greatly from region to
region and by country.

How will the large number of unsolved cases be treated? To
adjust for unsolved homicides, the US Bureau of Justice Statistics
uses the profiles of “similar” solved cases (in terms of victim
demographics; circumstances of the homicide, such as felony
or argument; location; weapon; and timeframe) to infer the



demographic characteristics of perpetrators. The Australian
NHMP omits categories for which data cannot be ascertained;
for example, when relationships remain unknown. Other studies
include missing data in their analysis.*°

National homicide databases

A number of countries, primarily in high-resource areas, maintain
systematic national-level collection of data on homicide incidence from
police records, which are available to the public. With respect to femicide,
these databases represent a “silver standard” for data collection. They
currently provide the most extensive, reliable, longitudinal information on
murders, from which information on femicides can be gleaned, through
careful analysis of information such as victim-perpetrator relationship.
However, such databases do present some challenges:

« Information collected varies depending on the quality and
completeness of records submitted by local, municipal, and state
police services.

« The national databases do not include information from hospitals
or mortuaries, although in some cases, additional information
regarding circumstances surrounding a homicide, including victim-
perpetrator relationship, prior history of violence, and involvement
of drugs or alcohol, are added as a result of follow-up efforts by
homicide investigators.

« There are no standard classifications for cases of femicide. Nor
are there standard definitions for intimate-partner violence and
intimate-partner homicide.

Australia’s NHMP collects homicide data annually from state and territory
police incidence records, supplemented with information provided by
investigating officers. Data include incident files (location, time and date,
weapon, etc.); sociodemographic information related to victims; details
of the cause of death; and sociodemographic information related to
perpetrators, including their relationships to the victims, if known. Not a