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Foreword 

 

The 2019 Womenôs Wellbeing Survey (WWS) was Sri Lankaôs first national survey on violence 

against women and girls, using an internationally recognized standardised methodology. The 

survey was carried out by the Department of Census and Statistics (DCS) with technical 

assistance from the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and its regional kNOwVAWdata 

Initiative (supported by the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT)) and 

funding from the Government of Canada.  

Womenôs wellbeing is measured by many aspects such as the access to decent employment, 

economic security, equal access to resources, political participation, decision making, health 

and personal safety. Within this context violence against women and girls impedes their ability 

to live life to their fullest potential reducing their ability to make decisions on their future. The 

survey aimed to identify the forms, prevalence, impacts and associated factors of violence 

against women in Sri Lanka.  The research is helpful to inform national programs and the 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) indicators related to violence against women.  

This survey would not have been possible without the tireless efforts of the team who carefully 

planned, organized and carried out such a large-scale and emotionally challenging survey. The 

data collection was done by well-trained permanent female staff from DCS using Computer 

Assisted Personnel Interviewing Technique (CAPI). They undertook an extremely challenging 

task of collecting personal information from women in households across Sri Lanka. Since the 

field work of such a sensitive survey is not an easy task, their contribution is especially 

appreciated. We understand that working on data collection for the survey itself was a life-

changing experience for some of the enumerators, and rightly so.  

Most importantly, we would like to express our appreciation to all women who participated and 

shared their experiences. The time and efforts made by the survey respondents have led to 

more effective and scaled-up efforts to address gender-based violence in Sri Lanka because 

even one woman being exposed to violence is too many. 

We hope the findings of this survey will provide policymakers, international organizations, and 

other users with a knowledge base for policy and program development. Furthermore, the 

information in this report will serve as a critical source of evidence for researchers to undertake 

further in-depth studies and analyses. Together, we continue to work towards a violence-free Sri 

Lanka for all where no one is left behind. 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. I. R. Bandara        Ms Ritsu Nacken 

Director General        Representative 

Department of Census and Statistics      United Nations  

          Population Fund 

 

29 / 10 / 2020 
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Glossary of terms 

Gender 

óGenderô refers to the norms, roles and social relations between men and women. It is 
socially constructed. Gender roles are learned, changeable over time and vary widely both 
within and between cultures. Gender is a socio-economic variable to analyze roles, 
responsibilities, constraints, opportunities and needs of men and women in any context. 

Gender-based violence 

Gender-based violence (GBV), in its original meaning, is óviolence that is directed against a 
woman because she is a woman, or violence that affects women disproportionately. It 
includes acts that inflict physical, mental or sexual harm or suffering, threats of such acts, 
coercion and other deprivations of libertyô. óGender-based violence, which impairs or nullifies 
the enjoyment by women of human rights and fundamental freedoms under general 
international law or under human rights conventions, is discrimination within the meaning of 
Article 1 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women.ô1  

While the terms ógender-based violenceô and óviolence against womenô are frequently used 
interchangeably in literature and by advocates, the term ógender-based violenceô highlights 
the gender dimension, in other words, the relationship between (1) womenôs subordinate 
status in society and (2) their increased vulnerability to violence because of unequal power 
relations and gender roles. The use of the term ógender-based violenceô provides a context 
in which to examine and understand the phenomenon of violence against women. It shifts 
the focus from women as victims to gender and the unequal power relationships between 
women and men created and maintained by gender stereotypes as the basic underlying 
cause of violence against women. This also means that women can be victims of gender-
based violence perpetrated by other women to reinforce the patriarchal order, as for 
example from their own mother or their mother-in-law. 

It is important to note that the term is increasingly being used to include the notion that men 
and boys may also be victims of gender-based violence, especially sexual violence, as are 
those who step out of strict/ traditional gender roles, including LGBTI persons. 

Violence against women 

Violence against women (VAW) is defined by the United Nations as ñany act of gender-
based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or psychological harm 
or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of 
liberty, whether occurring in public or private life.ò  

It encompasses, but is not limited to:  

¶ physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, including battering, 
sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-related violence, marital rape, 
female genital mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to women;  

¶ non-spousal violence and violence related to exploitation;  

¶ physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring within the general community, 
including rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and intimidation at work, in educational 
institutions and elsewhere;  

¶ trafficking in women and forced prostitution; and  

¶ physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by the state, 

                                                
1
 General recommendations made by the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 

1992. 
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wherever it occurs. 

Sexual and gender-based violence 

Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) refers to any act that is perpetrated against a 
personôs will and is based on gender norms and unequal power relationships and highlights 
the sexual violence component of GBV, which is the most demeaning and degrading 
experience to the survivor.2 

Intimate partner violence 

Many acts of violence against women are committed by husbands or long-term partners. 
This is referred to as Intimate Partner Violence (IPV), which is ñbehavior by an intimate 
partner or ex-partner that causes physical, sexual or psychological harm, including physical 
aggression, sexual coercion, psychological abuse and controlling behaviorsò.3 

Domestic violence 

According to the Sri Lanka Prevention of Domestic Violence Act (No. 34 of 2005), ñdomestic 
violenceò means: 

ñan act which constitutes an offence specified in Schedule I; any emotional abuse, 
committed or caused by a relevant person within the environment of the home or outside 
and arising out of the personal relationship between the aggrieved person and the relevant 
personò4 

Intimate Partner 

Current and former male husbands, cohabiting partners, fiancés, dating partners etc., 
whether or not there is or has been a sexual relationship. 

Non-partner 

Any person (male or female) who is not a partner. This could be a family member (mother, 
father, siblings or extended family members such as aunts, uncles and grandparents), a 
friend colleague, neighbor, or a stranger. 

Eligible women 

Women aged 15 years and above who usually live in the sample household. 

Perpetrator 

A criminal or offender. In the context of this report, perpetrators are those people who have 
committed a violent act against the women responding to the survey. 

 

                                                
2
 UNHCR. Sexual and Gender-based Violence. https://www.unhcr.org/sexual-and-gender-based-

violence.html. 
3
 Krug, Etienne G.; Dahlberg, Linda L.; Mercy, James A.; Zwi, Anthony B.; Lozano, Rafael (2002). World 

report on violence and health. Geneva, Switzerland: World Health Organization. 
4
 PREVENTION OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE ACT, No.34 OF 2005 Sri Lanka. Schedule 1 All offences contained in 

Chapter XVI of the Penal Code 2. Extortion-Section 372 of the Penal Code 3. Criminal Intimidation-Section 483 of the 
Penal Code. https://issuu.com/lpsl/docs/domestic_violence_act. 

https://www.unhcr.org/sexual-and-gender-based-violence.html
https://www.unhcr.org/sexual-and-gender-based-violence.html
https://issuu.com/lpsl/docs/domestic_violence_act


Womenôs Wellbeing Survey - 2019 

 

  xi 
 

Ever-partnered women 

Refers to women and girls aged 15 years and above who currently have or have had a 
relationship with a man at some point in their life, whether it is in marriage or out of 
marriage, such as cohabiting, separated, divorced, widowed or dating.  

Physical violence by an intimate partner 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Was slapped or had thrown something at her that could hurt her 

b) Was pushed or shoved or had her hair pulled  

c) Was hit with a fist or with something else that could hurt her 

d) Was kicked, dragged or beaten up 

e) Was choked or burnt on purpose 

f) Threatened to use or actually used a gun, knife or other weapon against her 

Moderate physical violence 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Was slapped or had thrown something at her that could hurt her 

b) Was pushed or shoved or had her hair pulled  

Severe physical violence 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Was hit with a fist or with something else that could hurt her 

b) Was kicked, dragged or beaten up 

c) Was choked or burnt on purpose 

d) Threatened to use or actually used a gun, knife or other weapon against her 

Sexual violence by an intimate partner 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Was forced to have sexual intercourse when she did not want to, for example by being 
threatened or held down 

b) Had sexual intercourse when she did not want to because she was afraid of what her 
partner might do if she refused 

c) Was forced to do anything else sexual that she did not want or that she found degrading 
or humiliating 

Emotional violence by an intimate partner 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Insulted her or made her feel bad about herself 

b) Belittled or humiliated her in front of other people 

c) He did things to scare or intimidate her on purpose (e.g. by the way looked at her, by 
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yelling or smashing things) 

d) Threatened verbally to hurt her or someone she cared about 

 

Controlling behavior by an intimate partner 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Tried to keep her from seeing friends 

b) Tried to restrict contact with her family of birth 

c) Insisted on knowing where she is at all times 

d) Prevented her from using social media 

e) Gets angry if she speaks with another man 

f) He is often suspicious that she is unfaithful 

g) Expected her to ask permission before seeking healthcare for herself 

Psychological violence 

Exposed to any act of emotional violence and/or controlling behavior (as defined above) 

Economic violence by an intimate partner 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Prohibited her from getting a job, going to work, trading, earning money or participating 
in income generating projects 

b) Took her earnings from her against her will 

c) Refused to give her money she needed for household expenses even when he had 
money for other things (such as alcohol and cigarettes) 

Physical violence since age 15 years by others (non-partners) 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Slapped, hit, beaten, kicked or did anything else to hurt her  

b) Had something thrown at her, was pushed or had her hair pulled   

c) Choked or burnt her on purpose 

d) Threatened to use or actually used a gun, knife or other weapon against her 

Severe sexual violence (rape) since age 15 years by others (non-partners) 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Forced to have sexual intercourse when she did not want to, for example by threatening 
her, holding her down, or putting her in a situation where she could not say no (excludes 
attempts to force her to have sex, but did not succeed, which are included as óother 
sexual violenceô as defined below) 

b) Forced to have sex when she was too drunk or drugged to refuse 

c) Forced or persuaded to have sex against her will with more than one man at the same 
time 
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Other sexual violence (not rape) since age 15 years by others (non-
partners) 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts: 

a) Attempted but did not succeed in forcing her into sexual intercourse when she did not 
want to, for example by holding her down or putting her in a situation where she could 
not say no 

b) Touched her sexually against her will 

c) Made her touch their private parts against her will 

Childhood sexual abuse 

Had touched her sexually against her will, or made her do something sexual that she did not 
want to before the age of 15  

Childhood physical and emotional abuse 

Experiencing one or more of the following acts before the age of 15: 

a) Slapped or spanked her 

b) Beat or kicked her or hit her with a fist 

c) Hit her with a belt, stick, broom or something else 

d) Tied her with a rope 

e) Insulted or humiliated her regularly 

Reference periods for prevalence of violence 

For each act of violence measured in the survey, respondents were asked if it had ever 
happened to her (lifetime), and if so, if it happened in the past 12 months (current).  

For non-partner violence the reference periods are since age 15 and before age 15. 

Frequency of violence 

For each act mentioned, respondents were asked how often the violence has occurred; 
whether once, a few (2-5) times or many (more than 5) times. 

SDG indicator 5.2.1  

The proportion of ever-partnered women and girls aged 15 years and older subjected to 
physical, sexual or psychological violence by a current or former intimate partner in the 
previous 12 months, by form of violence and by age.    

SDG indicator 5.2.2 

Proportion of women and girls aged 15 years and older subjected to sexual violence by 
persons other than an intimate partner in the previous 12 months, by age and place of 
occurrences. 
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Executive summary  

 
Womenôs wellbeing could be measured by many aspects such as the access to decent 

employment, economic security, equal access to resources, political participation, decision 

making, health and personal safety. Violence against Women is one of the most pervasive 

human rights violations that impacts the progression and wellbeing of women and girls. This 

report focused on that aspect. With 52% of the population being women in Sri Lanka it is vital 

they are part of the development agenda. Global evidence highlights when women have the 

freedom to make their own choices and decisions they are able to contribute more effectively to 

a countries development process. Sri Lanka has taken many measures to promote gender 

equality and has achieved gender parity or near parity in education and health through the 

introduction of free health and education services. However, many challenges remain in 

addressing gender equality and ensuring that women and girls can have a life of dignity and 

respect. 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 35% of women worldwide have 

experienced physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence. 

Globally, almost one third (30%) of women who have been in a relationship have experienced 

some form of physical and/or sexual violence by their intimate partner in their lifetime. 

Sri Lanka collected their first national data on the prevalence of violence against women as part 

of the 2016 Demographic and Health Survey (DHS). Using a limited number of questions in the 

domestic violence module, it found that rates of domestic violence by partners were a concern 

that needed further research through a dedicated survey.  

In 2019, the Department of Census and Statistics conducted the first dedicated national 

prevalence survey on violence against women and the first using the WHO methodology. 

Known as the Womenôs Wellbeing Survey (WWS) it covered all 25 districts in Sri Lanka and 

interviewed more than 2,200 women aged 15 and above. Fieldwork took place between March 

and September 2019, collecting data through computer assisted personal interviews.  

The survey reveals that women in Sri Lanka are more than twice as likely to have experienced 

physical violence by a partner (17.4% of all women experienced this in their lifetime) than by a 

non-partner (7.2% experienced this since age 15). Partner sexual violence is also more 

prevalent than non-partner sexual violence although the gap is not as large as for physical 

violence. 24.9% of women have experienced physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence or 

non-partner sexual violence. 18.8% of women who have been in a relationship have 

experienced some form of physical and/or sexual violence by their intimate partner in their 

lifetime. (see Page 51) 

This report presents the main findings on violence by partners, violence by non-partners, and 

the risk factors and impacts that violence by partners has on women in Sri Lanka. 

 

Violence against women by intimate partners 

 
Intimate partners (referred to as ópartnersô throughout this report) are current or former 

husbands, cohabiting partners, fiancés, and dating partners, whether or not there is or has been 

a sexual relationship. Five forms of partner violence were measured, each with a clear definition 

based on behavioural acts (see Glossary of terms). Questions on these forms of violence were 

asked of women who have been in an intimate relationship at some point in their lives. There 

were 2,100 women among the 2,264 women interviewed who were óever-partneredô. 

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/85239/9789241564625_eng.pdf?sequence=1
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In Sri Lanka, one in five (20.4%) ever-partnered women have experienced physical and/or 

sexual violence by an intimate partner in their lifetime. Six percent have experienced it in the 

last 12 months providing an estimate of what is happening currently. The overlap of physical 

and sexual violence suggests that most women who experience sexual partner violence also 

experience physical violence. 

Looking at all five forms of partner violence measured, the most reported form was controlling 

behaviours (19.1% of women in lifetime and 9.9% in the last 12 months). This was followed by 

physical violence at 18.9% of women during lifetime and 4.8% in the last 12 months. For all five 

forms of violence by a partner, younger women were more likely to have experienced such 

violence in the last 12 months than older women.   

The impacts of violence by a partner on womenôs health, their childrenôs wellbeing and their 

work productivity were also explored. Findings show the significant consequences violence has 

on individuals, families and societies as a whole. Risk factor analysis was conducted to reveal 

the characteristics that are most associated with experiencing violence by a partner and is 

discussed further below. 

Chapter ï 04 (Page 29) will explore more on intimate partner violence. 

 

Violence against women by non-partners 

Data was collected on all respondentsô experience with violence perpetrated against them by 

people other than intimate partners since they were 15 years and older. The perpetrators might 

be male or female from their family, workplace, school, friends or acquaintances, strangers, or 

others. Around 7.2% of women have experienced physical violence by a non-partner since age 

15 years and 1.2% of women experienced it in the last 12 months. Younger women were more 

likely to have experienced physical violence by a non-partner than older women. 

Four percent of women have experienced sexual violence by a non-partner and 0.4% had 

experienced this in the last 12 months. Breaking this into the various acts measured, attempted 

intercourse or other unwanted sexual acts were experienced by 3.3% of women and 1.0% 

reported experiencing forced intercourse (rape) since age 15. Sexual violence has been 

experienced at higher rates among women aged 25-34 years and 35-44 years (5.3% and 5.0% 

since age 15).  

Women who had their first sexual experience before they were 18 years old were more likely to 

be pressured or forced to have done so - 7% of girls younger than 15 were forced and 12% did 

not want to but were coerced or pressured. 

Chapter ï 05 (Page 44) will explore more on non - partner violence. 

 

Women with a disability 

The Washington Group questions were used to determine if respondents had some form of 

disability based on their self-assessed ability to function in six areas (seeing, hearing, walking, 

remembering/concentrating, self-care, or communicating). This allows comparison of the 

experiences with violence of women with a disability (severe impairment in at least one of the 

six domains) and those with no disability.  

Lifetime rates for women with a disability were higher for physical, sexual and emotional 

violence by a partner. However, during the last 12 months, women with a disability had slightly 

lower rates of physical, sexual, and economic partner violence than women with no disability. 

Women with a disability have slightly lower rates of physical and sexual violence by a non-

partner since age 15 than women with no disability. 
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Page 26, Page 39 and Page 49 will explore more on women with disability. 

 

Sustainable Development Goal indicators 

This survey enables estimates for two SDG indicators under Goal 5 to be produced. SDG 

indicator 5.2.1 on the proportion of ever-partnered women and girls aged 15 years and older 

subjected to physical, sexual or psychological violence by a current or former intimate partner in 

the previous 12 months was 14.5%. (see Page 42) 

SDG Indicator 5.2.2 on the proportion of women and girls aged 15 years and older subjected to 

sexual violence by persons other than an intimate partner in the previous 12 months is 0.4%. 

(see Page 50). 

 

Attitudes to gender norms and partner violence 

Data on attitudes towards gender norms and violence against women can indicate how 

normalized gender-based violence is in a society. Almost half of women interviewed in Sri 

Lanka agreed with the statement that ña man should show he is the bossò (47.5%) and almost 

half agree that ña good wife obeys her husband even if she disagreesò (46.5%). Two in five 

(39.5%) women disagree with sexual autonomy, supporting the statement that women are 

obliged to have sex with their husbands when she does not feel like it.  

It is important to note that attitudes varied significantly with age with younger women being far 

less likely to agree with all three statements compared to older women. 

Just over one third (35.3%) of women agreed men can have a good reason to hit their wife and 

60% did not agree. Looking at the specific reasons, a quarter of women (26.4%) agreed a man 

could hit his wife ñif he finds out she has been unfaithfulò and 17.9% agreed hitting a wife is 

justified if ñshe disobeys himò.  

Women with a higher education were less likely to agree with men being  justified in hitting their 

wife (18.5%) than women with no education (44.1%) or a primary education (42.4%), showing 

the potential role education has in eliminating violence against women.  

Women who experienced physical violence by a husband/partner were asked if there were 

situations that led to or triggered the violent behaviour. The most mentioned trigger was when 

their partner was drunk (52.1%). 

Chapter ï 06 (Page 53) will explore more on attitudes to gender norms and partner violence. 

 

Impacts of partner violence on womenôs health and wellbeing 

Violence by partners has a significant impact on womenôs health and wellbeing. 28.9% of 

women who experienced physical or sexual violence by a partner had been injured as a result 

and 5.4% reported they had been injured in the last 12 months.  

Most women who experienced injuries had been injured more than once and almost 18.7% of 

women experiencing physical and/or sexual violence by a partner have been hurt enough to 

need health care. Of the women who have been hurt enough to need health care, almost all 

(97.7%) did receive care for their injuries but less than half of them (48.6%) told the health care 

worker their injury was caused by their violent partner.  

Of the 18 women who reported that they had received healthcare for injuries in the past 12 

months, 15 reported it had cost them an average of 3,323 LKR or approximately US$19 for 

consultation fees, medical / laboratory tests, medicines, or transport to the facility. 
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Most women who experienced sexual violence (most of these women had also experience 

physical violence) by a partner said that it had impacted their health: this was either a little 

(29.6%) or - more likely - a lot (44.5%). Nine percent reported they were unable to concentrate 

at work, and 6.9% reported they were unable to work at all. Women who had to take time off 

from work reported taking an average of 18 days off. 

Impacts on mental health are high with emotional distress reported at much higher rates by 

women who experienced violence compared with women who did not. More than one third 

(35.7%) of women who experienced physical and/or sexual violence by a partner have thought 

about committing suicide compared to 6.8% of women who never experienced it. A large 

proportion of women who have experienced violence (14.6%) have attempted suicide compared 

to 1.4% of women who have never experienced physical and/or sexual violence by a partner.  

Chapter ï 07 (Page 58) will explore more on impacts of partner violence on womenôs health and 

wellbeing. 

 

Impacts of partner violence on children and intergenerational aspects 

The behaviour and performance at school differed between children of women who experienced 

physical and/or sexual partner violence and those of women who did not experience such 

violence. For example, women with school age children who had experienced physical or sexual 

partner violence were more likely to report their child(ren) had nightmares (21.2%) than women 

who had no physical or sexual partner violence (11.8%). Women who experienced violence by a 

partner were also more likely to have a child who dropped out of school (4.5%) compared with 

women who never experienced violence (1.7%). 

More than 60% of women with school age children who had experienced physical partner 

violence said that their children witnessed or overheard the violence. Further women who 

experience violence were more likely to report they and/or their partner grew up in a violent 

home. This shows that violence ñruns in familiesò, or rather, is learned from copying what was 

seen in childhood. This can be seen as intergenerational aspects of violence. 

Chapter ï 08 (Page 65) will explore more on impacts of partner violence on children and 

intergenerational aspects. 

 

Factors that put women at risk of violence by a partner 

Risk factor analysis ï a statistical method to show independent associations between different 

characteristics and whether women have or have not experienced physical or sexual partner 

violence ï revealed that eight factors were found to be associated with womenôs experiences of 

violence. 

The strongest associations were found with the womanôs partnerôs behavioural characteristics: 

partner alcohol use, fighting with other men, and extramarital relationships were significantly 

associated with higher violence.  

At the individual level, womenôs higher age was associated with lower risk of violence. 

Conversely, women were likely to be more at risk if they had other experiences with violence 

(non-partner physical violence and unwanted, forced or coerced first sex). 

Exposure to violence as a child was also significantly associated with womenôs risk of violence. 

More women who had a violent partner said their partners had grown up in a home with 

violence than women who had not experienced violence by a partner. 
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These findings highlight the importance of stopping learned behaviour within the family in 

addition to working with men to advance gender equality and to end violence against women 

and girls. 

Chapter ï 10 (Page 75) will explore more on factors that put women at risk of violence by a 

partner. 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

As Sri Lankaôs first nationally representative prevalence survey using the WHO methodology, 

this survey is providing valuable evidence for policymakers. It found that violence against 

women is often perpetrated by those closest to them. Women in Sri Lanka are more than twice 

as likely to have experienced physical violence by a partner in her lifetime (17.4%) rather than 

by anybody else (7.2%). Sexual violence by a partner is also more prevalent than sexual 

violence by a non-partner (6.2% compared to 4.1% in her lifetime). 

The most reported form of partner violence was controlling behaviours (19.1% of women in 

lifetime and 9.9% in the last 12 months). Further analysis of general and mental health 

outcomes for women who experience psychological violence could be useful for developing 

effective policies and programmes. 

The survey findings suggest that domestic violence against women has a considerable negative 

impact on children. Risk factor analysis found that if the woman or her partner lived in a violent 

household as a child, she had a significantly higher risk of partner violence. The strongest risk 

for violence was for women with partners that used alcohol, fought with other men, and had 

extramarital relationships. 

Recommendations for action are typically developed in collaboration with a broad range of 

stakeholders. For Sri Lanka this is expected to happen with the dissemination of the report. The 

findings from this initial analysis point to several recommendations for consideration and taking 

forward by such a group: 

1. Use these results to inform development of the next phase of the National Policy 

Framework and Action Plan to address Sexual and Gender-based Violence so that it will 

be evidence-based and directs resources towards priority areas. 

2. Disseminate the findings of this survey widely among development practitioners working 

on achieving sustainable development goals and gender equality in Sri Lanka. 

3. Empower young women and girls to recognize their rights to a life free of violence and to 

locate and access appropriate services.  

4. Recognizing that living in a violent household as a child is one of the main risk factors, 

seek opportunities, such as through education and behaviour change campaigns to end 

learned violent behaviour within the family. 

5. Given that menôs harmful expressions of masculinity (alcohol abuse, fighting with other 

men, extramarital affairs) are closely associated with risk of partner violence for women, 

it is critical to seek opportunities to educate and partner with men and boys to advance 

gender equality and to end violence against women. 

6. Conduct qualitative research to explore the causes, consequences, and patterns of 

violence against women and to triangulate the findings from the quantitative survey. 

7. Support the Department of Census and Statistics to facilitate further analysis of the data 

from this survey by verified researchers in a safe and ethical way that ensures the 

confidentiality of respondents is protected. 
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1. Introduction  

Being a man or a woman has a major impact on health outcomes because of both biological 

and gender-related differences. The health of women and girls needs special attention because, 

in many societies, they are disadvantaged by gender discrimination rooted in sociocultural 

factors.5 

Gender-related issues can negatively influence womenôs health and prevent women and girls 

from living a fulfilled life. These issues include a lack of influence or involvement in decision 

making on issues like family planning, and experiences of violence. Behind these inequalities, 

unequal power relationships between men and women exists, which is the root cause of 

gender-based violence. 

1.1 Violence against Women 

Violence against Women is one of the most pervasive human rights violations and is defined by 

United Nations as "any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, 

physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 

coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.ò6 

Violence against women shall be understood to encompass, but not be limited to: 

(a) physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, including 

battering, sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-related violence, 

marital rape, female genital mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to 

women; 

(b) non-spousal violence and violence related to exploitation; 

(c) physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring within the general community, 

including rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment and intimidation at work, in 

educational institutions and elsewhere; 

(d) trafficking in women and forced prostitution; and 

(e) physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by the state, 

wherever it occurs.7   

Gender-based violence is ñviolence directed against a person because of that person's gender 
or violence that affects persons of a particular gender disproportionately.  8 It includes acts that 
inflict physical, mental or sexual harm or suffering, threats of such acts, coercion and other 
deprivations of liberty. Although this definition includes both men and women GBV 
disproportionately affects women and girls. 
 
Many acts of violence against women are committed by husbands or long-term partners. This is 

referred to as Intimate Partner Violence (IPV), which is ñbehaviour by an intimate partner or ex-

partner that causes physical, sexual or psychological harm, including physical aggression, 

sexual coercion, psychological abuse and controlling behavioursò.9  

                                                
5
 World Health Organization (WHO). Womenôs Health. https://www.who.int/topics/womens_health/en/ 

6
 Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (UN Human Rights). 1993. Declaration on the Elimination of 

Violence against Women (General Assembly resolution 48/104 of 20 December 1993). 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/ViolenceAgainstWomen.aspx. 
7
 UNFPA Asia and the Pacific Regional Office. 2016. kNOwVAWdata Measuring prevalence of Violence against 

Women: Key terminology. https://asiapacific.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-
pdf/kNOwVAWdata%20Key%20Terminology.pdf  
8
 European Commission. Gender-based Violence Definition. https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-

fundamental-rights/gender-equality/gender-based-violence/what-gender-based-violence_en 
9
 Krug, Etienne G.; Dahlberg, Linda L.; Mercy, James A.; Zwi, Anthony B.; Lozano, Rafael. 2002. World Report on 

Violence and Health. Geneva, Switzerland: World Health Organization. 

https://www.who.int/topics/womens_health/en/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/ViolenceAgainstWomen.aspx
https://asiapacific.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/kNOwVAWdata%20Key%20Terminology.pdf
https://asiapacific.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/kNOwVAWdata%20Key%20Terminology.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/gender-equality/gender-based-violence/what-gender-based-violence_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/gender-equality/gender-based-violence/what-gender-based-violence_en
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The term ódomestic violenceô is used in many countries to refer to intimate partner violence, but 

the term can be confusing as violence that occurs within the home or family can encompass 

child or elder abuse, or abuse by any other member of a household.10 Sri Lankaôs Prevention of 

Domestic Violence Act No. 34 of 2005 defines domestic violence in this broader way, going 

beyond intimate partner violence. The law states that ódomestic violenceô is (a) an act which 

constitutes an offence specified in Schedule11 ; (b) any emotional abuse, committed or caused 

by a relevant person within the environment of the home or outside and arising out of the 

personal relationship between the aggrieved person and the relevant person.12   

Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) refers to any act that is perpetrated against a 

personôs will and is based on gender norms and unequal power relationships and highlights the 

sexual violence component of GBV, which is the most demeaning and degrading experience to 

the survivor.13 

These and other terms are defined in the Glossary of terms starting on page ix. 

 

Some key facts on VAW and GBV from other reports 

¶ According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 35% of women worldwide have experienced 

physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence
14

 

¶ Worldwide, almost one third (30%) of women who have been in a relationship have experienced 

some form of physical and/or sexual violence by their intimate partner in their lifetime
15

 

¶ Gender-based violence has dire economic consequences, costing countries an estimated 1.2%-

3.7% of national GDP due to lost productivity, equivalent to the average spending of low and middle-

income countries on primary education.
16

 

¶ Research in 2013 estimated that thirty percent of Sri Lankan women reported controlling behaviour 

by husbands; and more than half the men in Sri Lanka said they controlled who their partners could 

spend time with.
17

  

¶ Almost a quarter (23%) of women polled in eight countries have experienced online abuse or 

harassment.
18

 

¶ Globally, as many as 38% of murders of women are committed by a male intimate partners.
19

 

 

 
                                                
10

 WHO. 2012. Understanding and addressing violence against women: Intimate partner violence.  
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/77432/WHO_RHR_12.36_eng.pdf;sequence=1  
11

 PREVENTION OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE ACT, No.34 OF 2005 Sri Lanka. Schedule 1 All offences contained in 
Chapter XVI of the Penal Code 2. Extortion-Section 372 of the Penal Code 3. Criminal Intimidation-Section 483 of the 
Penal Code. https://issuu.com/lpsl/docs/domestic_violence_act 
12

 PREVENTION OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE ACT, No.34 OF 2005 Sri Lanka 
https://issuu.com/lpsl/docs/domestic_violence_act 
13

 United Nations Refugee Agency. Sexual and gender based Violence. https://www.unhcr.org/sexual-and-gender-
based-violence.html 
14

 WHO. 2013. Global and regional estimates of Gender based Violence. 
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/85239/9789241564625_eng.pdf?sequence=1  
15

 WHO. 2017. Fact sheet 2017. https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-against-women 
16

 World Bank. 2018. Fact Sheet: Update on Addressing Gender-Based Violence in Development Projects. 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/factsheet/2018/08/30/fact-sheet-update-on-addressing-gender-based-violence-
in-development-projects 
17

 de Mel, N., P. Peiris, and S. Gomez. 2013. Broadening Gender: Why Masculinities Matter: Attitudes, Practices, and 
Gender-Based Violence in Four Districts in Sri Lanka. Colombo: Care International Sri Lanka 
18

 Amnesty International  https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2018/12/rights-today-2018-violence-against-
women-online/  
19

 WHO. 2017. Fact sheet: Violence Against Women. https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-
against-women  

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/85239/9789241564625_eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/77432/WHO_RHR_12.36_eng.pdf;sequence=1
https://issuu.com/lpsl/docs/domestic_violence_act
https://issuu.com/lpsl/docs/domestic_violence_act
https://www.unhcr.org/sexual-and-gender-based-violence.html
https://www.unhcr.org/sexual-and-gender-based-violence.html
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/85239/9789241564625_eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-against-women
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/factsheet/2018/08/30/fact-sheet-update-on-addressing-gender-based-violence-in-development-projects
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/factsheet/2018/08/30/fact-sheet-update-on-addressing-gender-based-violence-in-development-projects
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2018/12/rights-today-2018-violence-against-women-online/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2018/12/rights-today-2018-violence-against-women-online/
https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-against-women
https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-against-women
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1.2 Geographic and demographic profile of Sri Lanka 

Sri Lanka is an island located in Southern Asia with a total land area of 64,630 kms2 mostly low 

lying, with mountains in the south-central interior. The estimated population is 22.8 million (July 

2020).20 The last population census in 2012 recorded 20.4 million people of which 51.6% were 

females. Population distribution is skewed towards rural (77.4% of the population) with fewer in 

urban (18.2%) and estate areas (4.4%). Estate sector consists of all plantations which are 20 

acres or more in extent and with ten or more resident labourers.
21 

Investment in education through a state-managed free education system has resulted high 

literacy rates and no significant gender gap with 96.9% of males and 94.6% of females being 

literate.22 Computer literacy of the population aged 10 years and above in Sri Lanka stands at 

27.5% percent (2018). Male computer literacy is marginally higher than for females: 29.7% and 

25.4% respectively.23 Mobile phone technology is pervasive with more than one phone per head 

of population in use. Almost two thirds of the connections are supported by Broadband 4G or 

3G.24  

The labour force participation rate of women in Sri Lanka is only 33.6% of the total 

population (2018). Out of the 8.6 million economically active population, only 35% are 

women are employed and the rate has been stagnant.25 

Achievements in education, health, and empowerment of women, have seen Sri Lanka reach a 

Human Development Index (HDI) of 0.780 in 2018, considered óHigh Human Developmentô.26 

This puts Sri Lanka above the regional average for South Asia and there has been marked 

improvement in the HDI since 1990 (Figure 1). Sri Lankaôs Gender Development Index (GDI) of 

0.938 (based on HDI for women of 0.749 compared to 0.799 for men) and other measures of 

gender equality puts Sri Lanka in the group of countries with ómediumô equality. Gaps are in 

favour of women for life expectancy, but there is a major gap in gross national income per capita 

for women ($6,766) compared to men ($16,852). As at the 2015 elections, womenôs 

representation in parliament was 5% (12 out of 225 seats).27 

                                                
20

 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook: Sri Lanka. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/ce.html 
21

 Department of Census and Statistics. Sri Lanka Census of Population and Housing ï 2012. 
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/index.php?fileName=ConceptsandDefinitions&gp=StudyMaterials&t
pl=2 
22

 Government of Sri Lanka. 2012. Census of Population and Housing. 
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf 
23

 Government of Sri Lanka. 2018. Department of Census and statistics. Computer literacy statistics 2018 first half. 
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/education/ComputerLiteracy/ComputerLiteracy-2018Q1-Q2-final.pdf  
24

 LinkedIn. 2019. Digital Data 2019 for Sri Lanka. https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/digital-data-2019-sri-lanka-dinesh-
jebamani  
25

 Department of Census and Statistics. Sri Lanka Labour force Survey -2018 Final Report 
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/LabourForce/StaticalInformation/AnnualReports/2018 
26

 United Nations Development Programme UNDP. 2019. Human Development Report. 
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/hdr2019.pdf 
27

 Inter-Parliamentary Union. Monthly Ranking of Women in National Parliaments: August 2020. 
https://data.ipu.org/women-ranking. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ce.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ce.html
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/education/ComputerLiteracy/ComputerLiteracy-2018Q1-Q2-final.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/digital-data-2019-sri-lanka-dinesh-jebamani
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/digital-data-2019-sri-lanka-dinesh-jebamani
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/LabourForce/StaticalInformation/AnnualReports/2018
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/hdr2019.pdf
https://data.ipu.org/women-ranking?month=7&year=2020
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Figure 1: Human Development Index, Sri Lanka, South Asia and East Asia and the 
Pacific, 1990-2018 

 

Source: UNDP. 2019. Human Development Report 2019.  

http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/hdr2019.pdf 

 

Sri Lanka is a lower-middle-income country with a gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of 

USD $3,853 (2019). Following the end of the civil conflict in 2009, the economy grew at an 

average 5.3 percent during the period 2010-2019, reflecting a determined policy thrust towards 

reconstruction and growth.28 The COVID-19 outbreak has substantially weakened the outlook 

for Sri Lankan economy as it exacerbated an already challenging macroeconomic situation of 

low growth rates and significant fiscal pressures. 

1.3 What is known on violence against women in Sri Lanka? 

Sri Lankaôs commitment to equality was established as early as 1931 and through the adoption 

of Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948. The Article 12 of the 1978 Sri Lanka 

Constitution recognized equality and non-discrimination on the grounds of sex as a fundamental 

right.29 

Sri Lanka ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW) in 1981. The first State policy dedicated to women ï the Womenôs Charter ï 

was adopted in 1993 and the National Committee for Women was established the following 

year. The first national Plan of Action on Women, in line with the Beijing Platform for Action, was 

developed in 1996. Sri Lanka acceded the CEDAW convention and optional protocol in 2002. 

Following much advocacy and overcoming of resistance, the Prevention of Domestic Violence 

Bill was passed in 2005.  

An umbrella plan covering all government and non-government actors working on the issue of 

violence against women was drawn up by the then Ministry of Women and Child Affairs. It is 

called the National Policy Framework and Action Plan to address Sexual and Gender-based 

Violence (2016-2020) and has been approved by the cabinet. The plan is being implemented at 

present and is due for review and upscaling. The findings from this survey will provide valuable 

inputs to the next phase. 

                                                
28

 World Bank. 2019. Sri Lanka Country Report. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/srilanka/overview 
29

 The Constitution of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka. 1978. 
https://www.parliament.lk/files/pdf/constitution/1978ConstitutionWithoutAmendments.pdf 
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In addition to these policy responses, various actors have implemented programmes to 

capacitate service providers and enhance service provision to survivors of violence. These 

include a complaints centre and hotline established at the Ministry of Women, and gender-

based violence care centres (Mithuru Piyasa / NatpuNilayam) operating through a network of 

nearly 70 centres at State-run hospitals spread throughout the country, and shelters managed 

by non-governmental organizations.  

Despite these progressive steps taken by successive governments, non-government 

organizations and international agencies, harmful gender norms and attitudes still prevail and 

remain a persistent barrier towards eliminating VAW. 

The Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 2006 included some measures related to violence 

against women in the chapter on womenôs empowerment, with the intention of assessing the 

attitudes towards justifying wife beating. Only 46% of women rejected all reasons given as 

justification for wife beating, with 54% believing it is justified for one or more reasons. There was 

geographical variation in the attitudes towards wife beating with more than 75% of women in 

three districts (Ampara, Batticaloa and Kandy) accepting at least one reason for beating a wife 

and as low as 11% of women in Trincomalee.30   

Another study in 2011 among married women, examined the association between wives' 

attitudes toward gender roles and intimate partner violence. The results suggested that women 

were less likely to experience current abuse by husbands, if they believed that "outsiders should 

not intervene to protect abused wives."  They were more likely to experience psychological 

abuse by husbands if they did not believe that "a good wife always obeys her husband." This 

possibly suggests that in the Sri Lankan context, wives are expected to respect cultural norms 

and those who respect tend to experience less IPV by husbands.
31

 

Gender attitudes among Sri Lankans were examined in the study on masculinities conducted by 

CARE. That revealed that a quarter (26%) of men and 38% of women agreed that ñthere are 

times or apt circumstances under which it is all right to beat a woman,ò while  41%  of men and 

58% of women stated that óa woman should tolerate violence to keep the family together.ô 

Further, 78% of men and 87% of women declared that ówomen should obey their husbands,ô 

while 40% of men and 43% of women noted that ómales should have the final say in family 

mattersô.32 

National level data on the prevalence of VAW was collected for the first time as part of the 2016 

DHS.33 It found that, among ever-married women aged 15-49 years, 17% had experienced 

domestic violence by their partner. This is likely to include only the current partner, however 

definition of partner, the reference period and exact forms of violence included are not clear 

from the report. Among the women who reported experiencing domestic violence in this DHS, 

just over one quarter (28%) had sought help. Of those, only 18% went to the police with most 

(75%) seeking help from parents, siblings or other relations. 

                                                
30

   Government of Sri Lanka Department of Census and Statistics. 2009. Demographic and Health survey 2006-07. 
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/social/DHS%20200607%20FinalReport.pdf  
31

 Jayatilleke A, Poudel KC, Sakisaka K, Yasuoka J, Jayatilleke AU, Jimba M. 2011. Wives' Attitudes 
Toward Gender Roles and their Experience of Intimate Partner Violence by Husbands in Central Province, Sri Lanka. 
Journal of Interpersonal Violence. Feb;26 (3): 414-32. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20448234  
32

 de Mel, N., P. Peiris, and S. Gomez. 2013. Broadening Gender: Why Masculinities Matter: Attitudes, Practices, and 
Gender-Based Violence in Four Districts in Sri Lanka. Colombo: Care International Sri Lanka. 
33

 Government of Sri Lanka Department of Census and Statistics, Ministry of Policy implementation and Planning and 
Ministry of Health, Nutrition and Indigenous Medicine. 2016. Demographic and Health Survey Sri Lanka. 

http://www.statistics.gov.lk/social/DHS%20200607%20FinalReport.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Jayatilleke%20A%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=20448234
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Poudel%20KC%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=20448234
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Sakisaka%20K%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=20448234
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Yasuoka%20J%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=20448234
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Jayatilleke%20AU%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=20448234
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Jimba%20M%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=20448234
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20448234
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20448234
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2. Survey objectives and methodology 

2.1 Objectives and organization of the survey 

The 2019 Womenôs Wellbeing Survey (WWS) is a quantitative household survey covering all 25 

districts in Sri Lanka. It is the first national level dedicated survey on violence against women 

and girls to be conducted by DCS.  

The objectives of the survey were to: 

¶ estimate the prevalence and frequencies of different forms of violence against women 

aged 15 and above caused by partners (including violence against women with 

disabilities) 

¶ measure the prevalence, frequency and place of occurrence of physical and sexual 

violence caused by non-partners against women since the age of 15 

¶ measure the prevalence of physical and sexual violence caused by any perpetrators 

other than a partner to women during their childhood (aged under 15 years) 

¶ measure womenôs attitudes towards gender roles and violence 

¶ assess the extent to which violence affects womenôs general, mental and 

reproductive health 

¶ assess the impact of violence by a husband/partner on children and the 

intergenerational aspects of violence 

¶ assess womenôs responses to violence by a husband/partner (including coping 

strategies) 

¶ estimate the direct cost of violence by a husband/partner and the impact on work and 

productivity 

¶ assess which factors put women at risk of violence. 

 

The main objective of the survey was to obtain reliable data on the prevalence of different forms 

of violence against women by intimate partners and non-partners to support in the advocacy 

and implementation of interventions to minimize SGBV. The data was also obtained to support 

SDG indicators 5.2.1 and 5.2.2. To meet these objectives, violence against women by both 

partners and non-partners needs to be measured, as well as violence experienced as a child 

(before the age of 15) and after the age of 15.  

Technical assistance for the survey was received by UNFPA and funding was received from the 

Government of Canada.  

The survey methodology is a replication of the WHO multi-country study on Womenôs health 

and domestic violence34 35, adapted for Sri Lanka.  

Figure 2 shows the types of violence measured in the Sri Lanka prevalence survey. 

                                                
34 Garcia-Moreno C, Jansen HAFM, Ellsberg M, Heise L and Watts C. 2005. WHO multi-country study on 

womenôs health and domestic violence against women.  Initial results on prevalence, health outcomes 

and womenôs responses. WHO, Geneva. 

 
35

 Garcia-Moreno C, Jansen HA, Ellsberg M, Heise L, Watts CH. 2006. Prevalence of Intimate Partner 
Violence: Findings from the WHO Multi-country Study on Womenôs Health and Domestic Violence. The 
Lancet 368, no. 9543: 1260-69 
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Figure 2: Illustration of the type of intimate partner and non-partner violence 
measured in the survey 

 
 

 

2.2 Sample design  

Sampling frame 

The sampling frame for the WWS 2019 survey was based on the 2012 Census of Population 

and Housing. Sri Lanka was divided into approximately 65,000 census enumeration areas or 

ñcensus blocksò at the time of the 2012 Census. All housing units and buildings located in these 

census blocks were listed in the 2012 Census.  

Sampling plan 

The survey used a multi-stage sampling strategy and sampling was stratified by sector (urban, 

rural and estate sectors) which formed the selection domains or strata. Because the survey was 

designed to be representative at national, urban, rural and estate levels only, a sample size of 

2,520 households was deemed sufficient for the study.  

In the first stage, a total of 252 census blocks were selected as the primary sampling units 

(PSU) and PSU were sampled within each of the three strata (selection domain) ï urban, rural 

and estate sectors. Each strata was assigned a different number of PSUs, and selection of 

PSUs was systematic, i.e. given a selection probability that was proportionate to the number of 

housing units available in the census blocks.  

Within each selected PSU, the housing unit list from the 2012 Census was updated by field 

officers before selection of reliable secondary sampling units (SSU). In the second stage, 10 

housing units were selected from each PSU as secondary sampling unit (SSU) using systematic 

random sampling method.  

Violence against women 

 

Partner violence 

 

Physical Sexual Psychological 

Controlling 
behaviour 

Emotional 
abuse 

Economic 

Non-partner violence 

 

Physical 

after age 
15 

Sexual 

after age 15 

Forced 
sexual 
inter-

course 

Attempted 
rape and 

other 
sexual 
abuse  

Child abuse  
before age 15 

Physical 
and 

emotion
al 

Sexual 

ñé any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, 

physical, sexual, or psychological harm or suffering to womenéò (United 

Nations, 1993) 

óPartnersô are current and former husbands, 

cohabiting partners, fiancés, and regular 

dating partners 

Anyone not a current or former intimate 

partner, e.g. parent, teacher, friend, sibling, 

other family member, stranger 
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The first two stages completed before the survey rolled out and the third stage of sample 

selection was carried out in the field. In each selected household, a list of eligible women was 

obtained by interviewing any person who had the capacity to respond within the given 

household. One eligible woman was selected for interview using simple random sampling 

without replacement method. Eligible women are women and girls aged 15 years and above 

who usually live in the household or, if visiting, had been staying there at least one month. 

Sample Allocation 

The sample is nationally representative, and the number of households selected by sector is 

shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Sample distribution by sector 

Sector Number of housing 
units in sample 

Distribution (%) 

Total  2,520 100.0 

    Urban 430 17.1 

    Rural 1,980 78.5 

    Estate 110 4.4 

 

Weights Calculation 

 

1. Base weights are calculated at census block level 

 a) W1 = Block selection weight = 
 

 

 Ὓ= Total number of housing units at ith strata  

ί  = Total number of housing units at ith strata jth block  

ά = Number of census blocks at ith strata 

b) W2 = Secondary sampling unit selection =  

ὔ = Total number of housing units listed at ith strata pth block  

ὲ  = Number of housing units selected at ith strata pth block 

Base weights = WB = W1*W2 

         Base weights were prepared only for blocks where non-response adjustment rate 

is less than 2. Otherwise the block was not considered for the final survey dataset. 

 

Adjustment for Household non-response 

The occurrence of unit non-response was determined by examining the final result 

code recorded under control data section of the schedule. Based on the final result 
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codes the households were grouped into the  following categories, which were used as 

a basis for adjusting for the unit non-response. 

 
Category and description Result code 

1. Household Schedule completed 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 31, 32, 41 

2. Housing unit demolished or vacant 15 

3. Unable to complete Household 
schedule, refusal, temporarily away etc.     

11, 12, 13, 14, 16, 19 

 

Category 1 and 2 

These were considered as fully accounted for as a Household schedule was completed 

to the extent required by the situation at the time of interview and therefore no 

adjustment was necessary. 

 

Category 3 

This is incomplete therefore, a non-response adjustment was made for this category. 

The assumption made here for the adjustment of non-response was the proportion of 

households in category 3 is the same as the corresponding proportion for sample 

households in category 1. This assumption is applied on a block-by-block basis 

separately for urban, rural and estate sectors.  

  The revised weight should take the form  

 

 

Where,  ὲ  = Number of sample households in category 1. 

ὲ  = Number of sample households in category 2. 

ὲᴂ = Total number of households in all categories (category 1, 2 and 3) =  

(nh) 

 

2. Personal Weights for respondent 

Adjust to Block Level 

Personal Weights =ὡ
▪░▒
Ɫ░▒

 

Where, 
 
ὲ  = Total number of eligible woman at ith District, jthPSU selected 10 Housing Units 

 
–     = Total number of Woman surveyed at ithDistrict, jthPSU selected 10 Housing Units 

 

The Personal weights were used for the analysis of respondent data. 
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Standard variables were derived and main outputs reviewed by DSC staff and UNFPA. Violence 

prevalence rates in this report reflect the proportion of women who have experienced violence 

for two reference periods lifetime and past 12 months. 

The lifetime prevalence rate ï proportion of women in the current population who ever 

experienced one or more acts of violence at any time in her life even if it was only once. 

The 12-month prevalence rate - proportion of women who experienced one or more acts of 

violence in the past 12 months. The violence experience could have stopped during the past 12 

months or still be ongoing. 

Intimate partner and non-partner violence have been analysed and presented separately in 

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5.  

 

2.3 Questionnaire 

The WHO Multi-country Study on Womenôs Health and Life Experiences questionnaire version 

12.04.01 (dated 10 July 2018) was used for this survey (provided by kNOwVAWdata).  

The English version of the questionnaire was translated into Sinhala and Tamil. Challenges 

were faced in translating the questionnaire as some English words or phrases had different 

meanings in Sinhala/Tamil. Further, the written and spoken forms of those languages differ. To 

overcome these challenges, DCS staff worked closely with consultants from the UNFPA Sri 

Lanka Office throughout the translation process. The questionnaire was then presented to 

stakeholders, including from relevant ministries, departments, universities, and international 

organizations for review.  

The questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first was the administrative, demographic and 

housing questionnaire, and the second consisted of the individual womenôs questionnaire (see 

Annex V). The household questionnaire was used to gather information on the general 

characteristics of the target population and their households, to identify women who are eligible 

to be interviewed and to randomly select one woman from those eligible in the household for the 

individual womenôs questionnaire. 

The womenôs questionnaire commenced with a more accurate description of the intended 

purpose of the survey and obtaining their verbal consent to be interviewed.  Consent was only 

sought after the interviewer and respondent were in a private setting.   

Content of the 11 questionnaire sections were as follows: 

Section 1: Respondent and her community 

¶ Background information about the respondent and her community. 

Section 2: General health 

¶ Information related to the respondentôs general health, mental health and use of 

health services.  

Section 3: Reproductive health 

¶ Information about the total number of pregnancies, births and number of children 

given birth to, irrespective of the father of the child, and the respondentôs use of 

contraception. 
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Section 4: Children (asked only of women who have been pregnant) 

¶ Information about the respondentôs pregnancies and children, including the 

behaviour and school performance of any school-age children. 

Section 5: Current or most recent partner (asked only of women who have ever had a 

male partner) 

¶ Characteristics of the respondentôs current or most recent partner including his 

education, employment, and some of his behaviours. 

Section 6: Attitudes 

¶ Respondentôs attitudes towards gender roles and whether a man is justified in hitting 

his wife for various reasons given. 

Section 7: Respondent and her partner (asked only of women who have ever had a male 

partner) 

¶ The respondentôs experience of different forms of violence perpetrated by her 

partner, including any previous partners. 

Section 8: Injuries (asked only of women who experienced physical and/or sexual 

violence) 

¶ Injuries resulting from physical or sexual violence experienced by the respondent, 

requirements for health care after being injured and costs incurred as a result. 

Section 9: Impact and coping (asked only of women who experienced physical and/or 

sexual violence) 

¶ Information about how the respondent coped with the violence that she experienced, 

including who she told (if anyone), if and where she sought help, if children overhead 

the violence, and if she ever fought back, left home and returned, and the reasons 

why. Data on lost productivity was also gathered in this part. 

Section 10: Other experiences 

¶ Respondentôs experiences of violence from people other than their partners. 

Section 11: Completion of interview 

¶ Anonymous question on childhood sexual abuse, comments, recommendations from 

the respondent and her satisfaction with the interview. 

 

2.4 Reference periods 

Violence by partners and non-partners is measured over two reference periods. For each act of 

violence measured in the survey, respondents were asked if it had ever happened to her 

(lifetime), and if so, if it happened in the past 12 months (current). Both reference periods are 

important and reveal different aspects of the issue. 

Lifetime prevalence is the proportion of women who experienced violence at some point in their 

lives. These rates are important for policy advocacy and raising awareness about violence 

against women. 
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Violence in the last 12 months is considered current violence. As only recent experiences are 

counted, the rate of this violence is lower (or maximum the same) than the rate of violence in 

lifetime. The proportion of women who experienced violence in the past 12 months is an 

important indicator to reflect the actual situation. These data are used for intervention planning 

(e.g. how many women currently need support services). The 12-month period is more suited to 

monitoring change over time. 

2.5 Training and fieldwork 

A two-week specialized training course was held from 16 February to 1 March 2019 for all 

enumerators and supervisors. 36  The course facilitators included were sample and survey 

division staff of DCS, the UNFPA Sri Lanka team and the regional technical advisor on violence 

against women research and data, local specialist consultants and a UNFPA international 

consultant. The training included topics on concepts and definitions of gender and gender-

based violence and myths around violence, discussions on the survey questionnaire, mock 

interviews to practice questions using the tablet, discussions about ethical and safety 

considerations for both interviewers and respondents, and a one day field pilot for enumerators 

to practice. 

The survey was conducted in three rounds with 13 teams. Each team consisted of one 

supervisor (could be a man or a woman) and three women enumerators. Statisticians and 

Senior Statisticians were selected as supervisors and, Statistical Officers, Statistical Assistants 

and Development Officers from DCS were selected as enumerators. 

A CAPI method was used to record responses during the interviews allowing validation of data 

at the time of interview. The data was transmitted to the DCS head office continuously and 

summery reports on the administration part of received data were provided to the supervisors 

for regular monitoring and quality control.    

The survey was administered in three languages, Sinhala, Tamil and English. 

The survey was interrupted by the Easter bomb attack (on 21st April 2019) and the second and 

third rounds of the survey were postponed by approximately two months.  The field work ran 

from the fourth week of March to the first week of September 2019. 

2.6 Ethical and safety considerations 

Enumerators and respondents are exposed to potentially emotional, sensitive, and difficult 

issues during the fieldwork. Ethical and safety considerations have the utmost importance at 

every stage of the process. The WHO ethical and safety recommendations for research on 

violence against women were used as a guide.37 The following measures were adopted: 

¶ The survey was given a ósafe nameô (Womenôs Wellbeing Survey) and the true 

nature of the survey and objective was kept hidden and only revealed to the selected 

women before she was asked whether she agrees to participate to the survey. 

Verbal consent was obtained before continuing. 

¶ Fieldwork was conducted using small teams and a supervisor. so teams could get in 

and out of an area within two days. Enumerators did not work in their own 

community. 

¶ The sample was designed so that selected households were not close to each other.  

                                                
36

 Jansen HAFM, Watts C, Heise L, Ellsberg M, Garcia-Moreno C. 2004. Interviewer Training in the WHO 
Multi-Country Study on Womenôs Health and Domestic Violence. Domestic violence, 10(7):831-849 
37

 WHO. 2001. Putting women first: Ethical and safety recommendations for research on domestic 
violence against women. Geneva. https://www.who.int/gender-equity-
rights/knowledge/who_fch_gwh_01.1/en/ 

https://www.who.int/gender-equity-rights/knowledge/who_fch_gwh_01.1/en/
https://www.who.int/gender-equity-rights/knowledge/who_fch_gwh_01.1/en/
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¶ One eligible woman from each sample household was selected for the enumeration.  

¶ Professional enumerators selected for this survey were provided with additional 

specialist training including gender sensitization and dealing with sensitive issues as 

well as extra care for safety, confidentiality and support. 

¶ All respondents were interviewed face to face and privately; to facilitate privacy and 

confidentiality, enumerators were able to reschedule or relocate to suit the 

respondent. 

¶ Teams were placed so that enumerators and respondents were not known to each 

other.  

¶ A computer-assisted personal interview (CAPI) tool was used, and data were 

securely stored.  

¶ Local administrators and police officers were informed about the survey and were 

prepared to protect the safety of the field staff if necessary.  

¶ A 24-hour hot line number was given to enumerators to get counselling and support 

while collecting data in the field.  

¶ All respondents were provided with safe emergency support information in case they 

required support post-interview. This was provided in a booklet with list of helpful 

phone numbers. 

2.7 Quality control mechanisms  

Preliminary consistency checks, range checks and skipping patterns in the CAPI system were 

used to assure quality of data from the field. Also, team supervisors verified the data before it 

was transmitted to the central server. A fieldwork control sheet was sent to the supervisors to 

review and plan for remaining visits. 

Despite testing, there was an unknown error in the skip patterns applied in the CAPI tool. 

Section 9 on óImpact and Copingô questions 906 onwards are usually asked of women who 

experience physical or sexual violence by a partner (N=445 for this survey). An error in the skip 

pattern meant that they were asked of women who experience sexual violence only (n=37) and 

to women who experienced sexual AND physical violence (n=117) which sums to 148 

respondents. The 297 women who experienced physical violence only were not asked these 

questions. The analysis in chapter 9 is therefore based on a smaller and slightly different group 

of respondents than the survey was designed for. Readers should take note of this, particularly 

if comparing the results in chapter 9 to other surveys using the WHO methodology. 

2.8 Data processing and analysis 

CSPro was used to design the CAPI system to collect data using tablets with the support of the 

ICT team at DCS. The dataset was exported to STATA format for data analysis. Data analysis 

was undertaken by the Sample Surveys division staff at DCS. 

Data editing and validation began in May 2019 and included editing data according to notes 

provided by enumerators, checking for data compilation, and checking for any logical or entry 

errors. After which, weights were calculated to correct for a) selection probability of households 

per domain and b) selection of one eligible woman from each household. Weights were used in 

the analysis to correct for differences in selection probability of households and selection of one 

eligible woman per household. 
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3. Response rate and description of the survey sample 

 

This chapter describes the household and individual response rates, the demographic 

characteristics of women aged 15 years and older who were selected and agreed to be 

interviewed, and interview satisfaction.  

3.1 Response rates 

A total of 2,534 households were selected for inclusion in the survey. The household 

questionnaire was administered and completed in 2,399 households yielding a household 

response rate of 94.7%.  

No eligible women were identified in 88 households out of the 2,399 that completed the 

household questionnaire. One woman, from each of the 2,311 remaining households, was 

selected to answer the individual questionnaire. Of these, 2,264 women completed the 

questionnaire yielding a 98.0% individual response rate. Of the remaining 47 selected women, 

eight refused to participate, 27 were incapacitated, and 12 completed partial interviews. See 

Table 3.1 in Annex I for more details. 

3.2 Description of the respondents in the sample 

Among the 2,264 women and girls who completed the individual questionnaire, 79.2% were 

from the rural sector, 16.4% from the urban sector and 4.4% were from the estate sector 

(unweighted) (Figure 3).   

Figure 3: Unweighted and weighted distribution of sample respondents by sector 
(N=2,264) 

 

Most respondents (92.8%) were either currently partnered or had a male partner at one point 

(N=2,100).   

The distribution of respondents by age group is shown in Figure 4. More women were in the 35 

to 44 years and 45 to 54 years age categories (22.4% and 21.9% respectively), 8.1% were in 

the adolescent / young women (15 to 24 years) age range, and 3.8% were aged 75 years or 

more ðthe oldest respondent was 97 years old.  
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Figure 4: Unweighted distribution of all respondents by age group (N=2,264) 

 

In terms of educational attainment, the vast majority of respondents (81.5%) had completed 

secondary education or higher (77.3% completed secondary schooling and 4.2% completed 

higher education). Nearly one fifth of respondents did not proceed with an education beyond 

primary school, including one in twenty (4.7%) without any formal education (Figure 5).   

Figure 5:  Unweighted distribution of all respondents by education level (N=2,264) 

 

The Washington Group short set of questions were used to identify women and girls with some 

form of disability. Based on responses to questions about their level of difficulty to undertake 

certain functions, respondents were divided into two mutually exclusive categories:  

1) óNo disabilityô ï defined as someone who had either óno difficultyô or ósome difficultyô in all 

six domains 

2) óWith a disabilityôï defined as someone who has either óa lot of difficultyô or ócannot do at 

allô in one or more of the domains/functions measured.  

Overall, 11.9% of the respondents have a disability in one or more of the functional domains 

(Table 2). 
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Table 2: Disability status of all women and ever-partnered women 

 All women 
 

Ever-partnered women 
 

Disability status % Number of 
women 

% Number of 
women 

No disability 88.1 1,992 87.5 1,838 

With a disability 11.9 272 12.5 262 

Total 100.0 2,264 100.0 2,100 

 

Table 3: Proportion of all women by level of difficulty and functional domain 
(N=2,264) 

 % 

Domain 
No difficulty Some 

difficulty 
A lot of 

difficulty 
Cannot do 

at all 

Seeing 70.6 25.7 3.6 0.1 

Hearing 91.7 7.0 1.2 0.1 

Walking or climbing stairs 64.6 26.3 8.8 0.3 

Remembering or concentrating 83.0 14.3 2.6 0.1 

Self-care 95.7 3.5 0.7 0.1 

Communicating 97.2 2.4 0.3 0.1 

 

3.3 Participation bias 

The sampling strategy had three stages for randomly selecting respondents ensuring 

representation of women of different ages, ethnicities, and locations and without knowing 

anything about their experiences of violence. However, bias can be created if women who are 

selected refuse to participate. Women living with violence might be more reluctant to participate 

in a survey on womenôs wellbeing even if they / she does not know the questions are going to 

be related to experiences of violence. In addition, it may be possible that a woman who has a 

violent husband/partner is less easily found, for example if she has temporarily left the house.  

Methods for reducing participation bias included ensuring the selected household or selected 

woman was not replaced if they refused, remaining true to the original sample design. The field 

staff also revisited households where a potential respondent was not present to reduce non-

response, sometimes multiple times. In the end there were high response rates at both 

household (94.7%) and individual level (98.0%) reducing any participation bias on the results.  

3.4 Respondentsô satisfaction with interview 

The mean duration of interviews was 71.0 minutes and ranged from 15 minutes to 285 minutes 

(Table 3.4 in the Annex I). When stratified by experience of violence, the highest mean interview 

time (100.0 minutes) was among women and girls who experienced sexual violence only, and 

the lowest mean time (63.3 minutes) was among respondents who had never experienced 

violence. At the end of the interview, each respondent was asked ñHow has talking about these 

things made you feel?ò. In summary, the vast majority (93.3%) of respondents were satisfied 

with the interview and answered that the interview made them feel good/ better; 4.7% reported 

that they felt the same or no different; and 1.9% reported that they felt worse. 
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