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There’s really no such thing as 
the “voiceless”. There are only 
the deliberately silenced, or 
the preferably unheard.

Arundhati Roy
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Section Two

Research, data collection 
and gender-based violence 
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European-wide standards in 
data collection relating to 
gender-based violence

Data collection and research are essential to the 
combating of SVH. The European Institute for 
Gender Equality (EIGE) recognises data collection 
as a key strategic priority for member states, 
reaffirmed by a number of Council of Europe 
(CoE) recommendations and EU instruments:16

 ß Istanbul Convention on Preventing  
and Combating Violence against 
Women and Domestic Violence

Article 11 requires states to ‘collect 
disaggregated relevant statistical data at regular 
intervals on cases of all forms of violence 
covered by the scope of this Convention: 

• Support research in the field of all forms of 
violence in order to study its root causes 
and effects, incidences and conviction 
rates, as well as the efficacy of measures 
taken to implement this Convention’ 

• Endeavour to conduct population-based surveys 
at regular intervals to assess the prevalence 
of and trends in all forms of violence 

• Make data ‘available to the public’ so 
that it can inform public debate.

The Convention identifies minimum standards 
for administrative recording of data on victims 
and perpetrators, and notes that information 
should be disaggregated by sex, age, type 
of violence, relationship of the perpetrator 
to the victim, and geographical location.

 ß Victims Rights Directive 

Article 28 of the Victims Rights Directive 
requires states to produce data demonstrating 
how victims of crime, including SVH, have 
accessed their rights under the Directive.17 

Challenges of gender-based 
violence data collection

There are significant challenges to the collection 
of data on GBV at EU level. These include 
differences in legal definitions of forms of 
violence against women, including rape; a 
systemic lack of disaggregation of data; a lack of 
shared coding systems across sectors (health, 
criminal etc.); and low levels of disclosure. 

None of the EU member states has an official 
legal definition of GBV and most member states 
distinguish between the different types of GBV 
in their national law, noting each type of GBV 
separately in their legal codes or provisions. 
Wide variation exists across the EU member 
states in the definition and legal treatment of the 
five main forms of GBV experienced by women 
students: intimate partner violence, sexual assault 
(excluding rape), rape, sexual harassment, and 
stalking. These challenges are all reflected in 
the ESHTE country data prevalence reports. 

The CoE’s Istanbul Convention is a significant step 
forward in creating better practices for GBV data 
collection within the EU. The Group of Experts 
on Action against Violence against Women and 
Domestic Violence (GREVIO), the independent 
expert body responsible for monitoring the 
implementation of the Convention, will draw up 
and publish reports evaluating legislative and 
other measures taken by states to give effects 
to the provisions of the Convention. GREVIO will 
issue reports and recommendations where action 
is required to end acts of violence covered by 
the Convention. Meeting the standards set by 
the Convention on the issue of violence, but also 
on the collection of data itself, will significantly 
increase our understanding and capacity to 
end all forms of violence against women.
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The importance of collecting  
data in higher education institutes 

Indicators of success in tackling SVH can be a 
challenge for HEIs as they undertake concerted 
efforts to develop clear policies, and to create 
an easily accessible and understood reporting 
procedure. Initially, it could be expected that the 
number of reports should increase, and this is 
clearly challenging at an institutional level. However, 
policy and procedures which are responsive to the 
data collected and the issues identified from it 
should lead to the rate of SVH decreasing over time.

Data collection is essential in order for HEIs 
to understand whether policies are working 
towards preventing and combating sexual 
violence through an evidence-informed approach, 
by developing baseline data against which to 
measure progress. Disaggregated data is highly 
important to understanding the experiences of 
particularly vulnerable groups, such as ethnic 
minority women, women living with disabilities 
and the LGBTQ+ community, including non-binary 
students. Existing, limited research shows higher 
prevalence rates of sexual violence for these 
more marginalised communities, and strategies 
and policies need to be analysed with respect 
to the intersectional experiences and additional 
barriers that vulnerable groups face. It is a 
challenge for an individual institute to ensure that 
data sets relating to minority groups are large 
enough to capture SVH, and this can be better 
achieved by cross institutional collaboration.

The guiding principle in the collection of data 
is the respect for the privacy of any person 
making a complaint and any person reported 
to have perpetrated SVH. There should be strict 
confidentiality protocols, limiting information to as 
few people as possible. Administrative data should 
be anonymised and parties should be made aware 
of the type of information that is gathered, who can 
access it, and for what purpose, if any personal 
information is recorded. Data that is collected 
should be relevant and part of a coordinated 
framework. All data should be gathered in line with 
the General Regulations on Data Protection (GDPR).

Challenges of gender-based  
violence data collection 
in higher education

A number of common issues relating 
to the collection of SVH data emerged 
in our engagement with HEIs:

1. The collection of SVH statistics was not 
commonly required at an institutional level for 
reporting purposes. When it was, staff and student 
bodies were largely unaware of this responsibility.

2. If incidents were recorded, there was often 
no centralised data collection system. 
The information collected did not follow 
a standardised format, and was prone 
to remaining within the confines of the 
department in which it was collected. 

3. HEIs were not mandated to share such 
data centrally or cross-sectorally.

4. Responsibility to share data with 
external agencies was unclear. 

Thus, even when collected, data is not contributing 
to a broader understanding of the prevalence of the 
issue within individual institutes or cross-sectorally.
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It is difficult to acquire 
information on the magnitude 
and consequences of violence 
against women as it often remains 
hidden. This contributes to the 
persisting lack of available and 
comparable data at both Member 
State and EU level, which limits 
understanding of the real extent 
of violence against women and 
its consequences, and impedes 
further development of policies, 
strategies and actions.

Council of the European Union (2012), 
Council Conclusions on Combating 
Violence Against Women



While HEIs cannot be expected to undergo the 
depth of data collection required by states under the 
Istanbul Convention, it is still of vital importance that 
data collection is a key component of their strategy 
in tackling a culture of SVH within a campus. Indeed, 
this data collection and research contribute to 
informing a national conversation on the issue. 

Gathering data

 ß Surveys of the student body

Student surveys are an important source 
of information, as many survivors of sexual 
violence will not report their experiences.18 
Surveys enable institutes to understand the 
culture of the institute, as well as existing 
and emerging experiences of SVH.

 ß Administrative data

Administrative data includes information that 
is collected as part of disclosure and reporting 
mechanisms. This can be gathered from a 
variety sources throughout the HEI, including 
medical services, SUs, counselling teams, and 
residency supports. HEIs should determine 
how data from these engagements can be 
safely and sensitively collated and reported.

 ß Recording disclosures

When an official disclosure takes place, standardised 
information collection must be undertaken; this 
must be GDPR compliant and should include:

• The age and gender of both the perpetrator and 
the survivor, and their relation to each other

• Other relevant information - such as 
disability, ethnicity, or sexual orientation 
- which would enable the experiences of 
vulnerable cohorts to be captured

• Whether the assault was recent or historical.

Types of acts that should be recorded include:

• Stalking
• Sexual violence
• Sexual harassment 
• Psychological violence of a sexual nature, 

including acts or threats carried out by online.

Surveys, data collection, and focus group 
feedback should be collected sensitively, with 
consideration taken to possible re-traumatisation 
of the survivor; thus, identifying appropriate 
means to collect the information, as well as 
the supports available, is essential. Surveys 
should use consistent terminology and may 
need to give examples of types of SVH, as some 
behaviours have become so normalised that 
those involved do not identify them as such.

 ß Understanding impact

The collection of data in relation to SVH should 
be gender-mainstreamed. It is important to 
understand the impact of this issue on both 
women and men in order to accurately measure 
its prevalence. Data should record the frequency 
of which the individual has experienced SVH, in 
addition to harm as a result of SVH. This is pivotal 
to understanding the intersectionality of sexual 
violence, as well as to exploring how different 
groups’ experiences are informed by cultural 
norms and how these norms affect the severity 
of the harm caused and repeat victimisation. 

There are a number of best practice guidelines 
for the gathering of this data referred to in 
a collection of papers by the CoE, entitled 
“Ensuring Data Collection and Research on 
Violence against Women and Domestic Violence: 
Article 11 of the Istanbul Convention”.19
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