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INTRODUCTION 

The risks of gender-based violence (GBV), understood 
as violence perpetrated with the intent to punish 
those who are perceived as defying dominant gender 
and/or sexual norms and narratives, are compounded 
for women, girls, and people with diverse sexual 
orientation, gender identity, gender expression, 
and sex characteristics (SOGIESC).1 The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and subsequent 
additional human rights standards and legal 
provisions recognize that violence and discrimination 
against lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, intersex, and 
queer (LGBTIQ+) people are violations of international 
law and outline States’ obligations to protect against 
such violations.2

Despite a growing evidence base and accelerated 
efforts to develop fit-for-purpose research and data 
collection methods, significant quantitative and 
qualitative gaps remain in our understanding of the 
scale and particular manifestations of violence based 
on SOGIESC. In their 2019 report, the United Nations’ 
Independent Expert on Sexual Orientation and 
Gender Identity noted that “there are no accurate 
estimates regarding the world population affected 
by violence and discrimination based on sexual 
orientation and/or gender identity.”3 Significantly, 
the report highlights that these data gaps are 
both driven by, and drive or reinforce, the very risk 
multipliers for violence based on SOGIESC, such as 
“criminalization, stigmatization, and negation”.4 In 
other words, while a lack of data is not the cause, it is 
an enabler of this violence– and of the impunity and 
inaction that so often follows it. 

High-quality data, when safely collected and 
managed, has the potential to heighten awareness 
and visibility about the scope and nature of the issue, 

enable conditions for safe disclosure of experiences 
with violence by LGBTIQ+ persons, unlock crucial 
resources, and inform policy and programmatic 
advocacy and design.5 Addressing data gaps should 
not be done at any cost: not only do the same ethical 
and safety considerations as for any data collection 
on gender-based violence apply, but particular 
considerations must be given to the size of the 
studied group and to the legal and sociopolitical 
context regarding diverse SOGIESC to ensure no 
harm is done because of the research.6 

Overlapping methodological, ethical, and 
sociopolitical challenges are hampering efforts 
to fill data gaps about the full scale, scope, and 
manifestations of violence based on SOGIESC. 
However, despite these challenges, there is a 
burgeoning body of scholarly and practitioner 
literature, as well as community and movement-led 
research and knowledge-building across the globe, 
that is working to safely address these.7 Given that a 
lack of data can be used as a rationale for inaction,8 
it is important to underscore that enough is already 
known to make clear that the violence is widespread. 
The question at hand is how to safely support and 
enhance approaches to building out the existing 
evidence base. 

This paper does not intend to present the 
comprehensive state of evidence and data on 
violence based on SOGIESC around the world. Its 
aims are to map existing approaches and methods to 
collecting data,9 provide a snapshot of the landscape 
of existing evidence, highlight where the pressing 
gaps and challenges remain, and, most crucially, 
illuminate promising ways forward to overcome 
challenges to data collection, uptake, and use.
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BOX 1
SOGIESC and LGBTIQ+, a note on terminology10

This paper uses both of the following terms, where appropriate, while respecting their distinctions: violence 
that is perpetrated against people based on their actual or perceived sexual orientation, gender identity, 
gender expression, and sex characteristics (SOGIESC), and violence against LGBTIQ+ people.11 LGBTIQ+ is an 
acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex and queer people. The plus sign represents people 
with diverse SOGIESC who identify using other terms or none. Various versions of this acronym and a wide 
range of context-specific terms are in use globally; and they are not static and continue to evolve over time.

It is important to underscore the vast heterogeneity of LGBTIQ+ groups, including the specific risks and 
forms of violence particular groups face. For example, there are notable data gaps in relation to violence 
perpetrated based on diverse sex characteristics (e.g., intersex populations). It is crucial that forward-
looking data collection agendas on violence based on SOGIESC do not contribute to excluding intersex 
people’s concerns. Thus, while it is beyond the scope of this paper to elucidate the range of these different 
experiences, more focused research is needed regarding all groups within the diverse LGBTIQ+ umbrella. 

Significantly, neither term is universally applicable nor reflects the full range and diversity of sexual and 
gender formations, practices and identities that exist. Terms and their usage are constantly evolving, and 
SOGIESC applies to all people. In practice, there are a range of intersections as well as cultural, linguistic, 
geographic, and generational variations that are admittedly obscured by collapsing so many groups under 
a single term. Notably, and as illustrated by the works referenced in this paper, the terminology used across 
the scholarly and practitioner literature, as well as state and administrative or other forms of data where 
produced, ranges significantly. This is not merely a question of semantics: the concepts and terminology 
we use carry implications with regard to individuals’ right to self-determine12 their own identities, which, 
in turn, can have knock-on negative effects on data collection efforts. Indeed, if there is misalignment 
between the concepts or terminology used in survey questions, for example, this can exacerbate 
underreporting and the resultant invisibilization.13 The acronyms here are deployed in line with broader 
efforts to balance the need for some degree of conceptual neutrality or universality at the global level, 
with the agility that can enable nuance and inclusion at more local levels.14 

This work falls under the ending violence against 
women and girls (EVAWG) strategic impact of UN 
Women, which focuses on a comprehensive approach 
to EVAWG that addresses legislation and policies, 
prevention, services for survivors, research and data. 
Therein, the work on data aims to ensure that quality, 
comparable data on different forms of violence 
against women is available and collected over time 
to address national data gaps and meet policy and 
reporting commitments under the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) and the Beijing Platform for Action. 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable development 

commits “to leave no one behind”, to ensure “targets 
[are] met for all nationals and peoples and for all 
segments of society” and “to reach the furthest 
behind first”. Non-discrimination is a core principle of 
the international human rights framework, ensuring 
that all individuals are treated equally and without 
prejudice, regardless of their background or identity 
as notably embedded in the CEDAW. The CEDAW 
provides a comprehensive framework for Member 
States to eliminate discrimination against women 
and girls in all spheres of life, encompassing civil, 
political, economic, social, and cultural rights. In its 
general recommendation on gender-based violence 
Number 35, the CEDAW Committee recognizes that 
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gender-based violence may affect some women 
to different degrees or in different ways and that 
appropriate legal and policy responses are needed. 
The CEDAW Committee subsequently lists specific 
discriminatory factors that include, inter alia being 
lesbian, bisexual, transgender or intersex. In doing 
so, the Committee recognizes that women are not a 
homogenous group and that those who self-identify 
with certain identities or who are identified by others 
through certain identities face disproportionate 

levels of discrimination, exclusion and violence. To 
ensure that women facing multiple and intersecting 
forms of discrimination are not overlooked in data, 
UN Women is producing research to fill data gaps 
and methods on intersectional discrimination 
and violence against women and girls, to better 
understand the nature of all women’s and girls’ 
experiences of violence, and the response and 
support they receive, in order to design better policies 
and responses to address their particular needs.

BOX 2
A note on scope and violence types

Gender-based violence (GBV) refers to harmful acts directed at an individual or a group of individuals 
based on their gender.15 It is rooted in gender inequality, the abuse of power and harmful norms. The term 
is used to describe violence that relates to norms of masculinity/femininity and/or gender norms and that 
is disproportionately perpetrated against women, girls and LGBTQI+ populations. 

There are many forms of gender-based violence that LGBTIQ+ individuals, and particularly LGBTIQ+ women, 
experience that are common to the forms of violence also experienced by cisgender, heterosexual women, 
such as intimate partner violence (IPV), for example. But these same forms can manifest differently, and IPV 
may affect different groups of women in different ways, and have distinct undertones and motivations in 
same-sex as opposed to heterosexual cases. There are also unique forms of violence that are perpetrated 
against LGBTIQ+ persons by family, community members, police, or health professionals and others, and the 
manifestations of which are inextricably linked to the diverse sexual orientation, gender identity, gender 
expression, or sex characteristics of victim-survivors.  The intent of this paper is to map and spur approaches 
to data collection on both forms of gender-based violence that are more commonly experienced by LGBTIQ+ 
populations as a whole, and more specific forms of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals that are motivated 
by their diverse SOGIESC. For example, so-called “corrective rape” is one form of sexual violence that is 
perpetrated against individuals with diverse sexual orientations, predominantly women.
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APPROACHES TO DATA COLLECTION 

To date, efforts to generate evidence on people with diverse SOGIESC, including their experiences with violence, 
have leveraged a range of data collection approaches. Each of these approaches present opportunities as well as 
limitations when it comes to data accuracy, quality, and usefulness. This section looks at different approaches or 
methods for collecting quantitative and qualitative data16, and what we can learn from them, including, but not 
limited to: quantitative survey data, administrative data, qualitative, and mixed methods data. 

Quantitative survey data

Data produced through censuses and population 
surveys on violence can be useful to collect initial 
data such as demographics of LGBTIQ+ populations 
or violence against sub-groups such as lesbian 
women, and to support resource mobilization 
and policy and programme advocacy. Still, some 
significant limitations need to be acknowledged at 
the outset when it comes to official data on LGBTIQ+ 
populations. For reasons that range from overt State 
discrimination to, often related, reluctance amongst 
groups to self-disclose (even in contexts with official 
legal protections), SOGIESC populations’ experiences 
with violence are not easily reflected in nationally 
representative population-based surveys.17 Cognizant 
of these limitations, the absence of official data or 
the availability of only poor-quality data should not 
be interpreted as reflective of a lack of widespread 
violence against groups based on their SOGIESC. It 
is therefore important to find alternative ways to 
collect data that can fill these gaps, including through 
specialized research studies, which are discussed 
more below.

Notably, State-led efforts to better and more 
comprehensively capture demographics of 
populations with diverse SOGIESC have tried 
to respond to these challenges. For example, in 
countries such as Argentina, Ireland, Costa Rica, 
Pakistan, and Australia, efforts are being made to 
integrate questions about elements of SOGIESC 
into State-led censuses and national population 
surveys.18 In some cases, like New Zealand and the 
United States, these efforts are being accompanied by 
researcher-supported initiatives to help standardize 
survey terminology to enable comparability across 
States.19 In New Zealand, the country’s national 
statistics office (NSO) has implemented a statistical 

standard for gender identity that is also being 
deployed by administrative bodies and research 
institutes.20

The mere inclusion of questions on SOGIESC though 
is not sufficient to ensure that surveys properly 
capture the diversity in populations. Indeed, in some 
cases, efforts to produce official data on LGBTIQ+ 
people have fallen short of the hopes of civil society 
organizations (CSOs) who initially celebrated the 
initiatives. For example, in 2017, transgender people 
were included in Pakistan’s national census for the 
first time, after a sentence emitted by the Lahore 
High Court.21 However, the results of the census 
counted only 10,418 transgender people out of a 
total population of more than 207 million people, 
which members of the trans community decried 
as a “disturbing” undercount, leaving them feeling 
further marginalized.22 Trans activists associated 
the undercount as a result of sociopolitical and 
methodological challenges that were not adequately 
accounted for prior to the administration of 
the census. They noted, for example, that many 
individuals did not know that it was an option to 
register as trans, or that others had registered with 
their sex assigned at birth to avoid discrimination 
(for example, at the time, inheritance laws did not 
recognize transgender people). They also raised 
concerns about the lack of sensitivity training 
amongst enumerators charged with carrying out 
data collection.23 These instances point to the need 
for more comprehensive efforts on the part of 
governments when planning and implementing such 
initiatives, including the urgency of collaborating 
with CSOs to socialize and raise awareness and 
address fears around disclosure. 
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While these surveys are not designed with the goal 
of generating data on violence, understanding how 
questions on these populations are being integrated 
into broader surveys and censuses can shed light 
on methods and measures that could be leveraged 
in more specialized studies. For instance, in the 
United States context, the Transpop study, which was 
conducted by researchers at the Williams Institute 
at UCLA School of Law, Columbia University, Harvard 
University, and The Fenway Institute at Fenway 
Health with the support of a federal grant and 
supplemental grants, represented the first national 
probability sample of transgender individuals within 
the U.S. population, resulting in dozens of peer-
reviewed studies and reports that have provided 
essential insights into the intersectional dynamics 
of transgender individuals’ health outcomes. While 
not specifically focused on violence, per se, data and 
research initiatives such as these help to illuminate 
factors that exacerbate (or protect against) 
vulnerabilities related to health and service utilization 
across the lifecourse, and which are inextricably 
linked to experiences with violence.24  

In the past decade, significant strides have been 
made by a few countries in generating surveys and 
population-based data on violence against LGBTIQ+ 
persons. For instance, in the United States, the Center 
for Disease Control (CDC) published in 2013 a study 
drawing upon nationally-representative survey data 
on sexual violence (SV), stalking, and intimate partner 
violence (IPV) among self-reported gay, lesbian, and 
bisexual women and men.25 The data revealed the 
particular risk of sexual violence faced by bisexual 
women, and the predominance of male perpetrators 
irrespective of the reported sexual orientation of 
the victim.26 In 2018 Statistics Canada administered 
a Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces – the 
responses of which illuminated the reach of violence 
and unwanted sexual behaviors against gay, lesbian, 
and bisexual (GLB) and other sexual minorities 
15 and older in places of work, public, and online, in 
particular.27 Out of the estimated 1 million people 
aged 15 and older living in Canada who said that 
they were part of the sexual minority population, 
almost 6 in 10 (59%) had been sexually or physically 
assaulted since the age of 15 by someone other than 
an intimate partner.

BOX 3
Case Study - The European Agency for Fundamental Rights’ Online Survey

In 2019, the European Agency for Fundamental Rights administered an online survey on people aged 15 
years and older in the European Union (EU) and North Macedonia and Serbia who describe themselves 
as lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans or intersex (LGBTI), collecting responses from almost 140,000 individuals 
on a range of issues, including violence.28 Significantly, this was a second-wave survey after a first survey 
conducted in 2012, thus enabling the production of comparable datasets. The survey highlighted several 
persistent trends, including that the majority (58%) of respondents had experienced some form of 
harassment or violence in private, public, or online settings in the past five years, and that reporting these 
experiences to police authorities or other organizations was a rare exception.29

Notably, much of the available prevalence data 
produced in surveys conducted via scholarly studies 
leverages convenience samples to develop estimates 
on the rates of violence experienced by LGBTIQ+ 
people.30 These data are of course useful starting 

points for advocacy (and valuable in their own right)31; 
however, they are also vulnerable to dismissal due 
to the “data hierarchy”,32 which accords significantly 
more power to population-based (e.g., representative) 
samples.
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Administrative data

Administrative data from state agencies and service 
providers (such as justice, health, or social services, 
including those delivered by CSOs) can provide 
valuable and timely insights related to violence 
against LGBTIQ+ people seeking services after 
experiencing violence. Again, it bears repeating 
that as with survey data, there are challenges, risks, 
and limitations with administrative data that is 
compounded for LGBTIQ+ populations, including due 
to under-reporting and criminalization. For example, 
where criminal and other civil laws have penalties for 
diverse sexual orientation or gender expressions (e.g., 
so-called “cross-dressing”), the use of administrative 
data to gather information can be even more of a 
challenge since reporting violence to authorities is 
not only a risk of exposure of identity or behavior, but 
also may not be legally recognised as an offense.

There are a number of countries whose national 
equality or human rights institutions and 
Ombudsman’s offices collect official data related to 
experiences of discrimination. Currently, 18 European 
countries make anonymized data on complaints 
related to sexual orientation or gender identity 
publicly available.33 More recently, some European 
Member States have started recording hate crime 
data, though this is more likely in cases when the 
crime is said to be motivated by sexual orientation 

rather than gender identity.34 Meanwhile, Kenya’s 
National Commission on Human Rights added 
non-binary markers on sexual orientation in its 
complaints management data collection forms 
and system; the data is recorded only with the 
complainant’s consent.35 

There is also significant scope to improve how 
administrative data on violence against women is 
collected to be more inclusive of all women. While 
administrative data record systems tend to conflate 
sex and gender, where the appropriate safeguards 
and legal context are in place, documenting whether 
people identify as cisgender, transgender, or non-
binary separately would better illuminate the 
experiences and needs of survivors with diverse 
SOGIESC. For example, as part of its minimum data 
set, Argentina’s Unified Registry of Cases of Violence 
Against Women (RUCVM) collects sex and gender 
identity using two variables (biological sex and 
whether the person self-identifies as trans). This data 
collection effort was catalyzed by a formal agreement 
between the country’s National Women’s Institute 
and NSO (the National Institute of Statistics and 
Surveys– INDEC), and in the context of Argentina’s 
violence against women (VAW) law, which calls 
for inter-institutional partnerships to improve and 
develop country-level statistics on VAW.36

BOX 4
Case Study: Partnerships to advance implementation of protective laws and de-binarize  
data for improved GBV screening (Argentina)

In Argentina, ongoing public health research is helping to advance the de-binarization of healthcare 
data, which will improve the quality and representativeness of administrative healthcare data. The 
“de-binarization” of the national electronic health record system will allow people to select their own 
gender identity from a list of options, with the possibility of inputting their chosen identity under “none 
of the above”. This is expected to improve gender expansive individuals’ representation in administrative 
data sets in the country. Working together with advocacy organizations and state agencies, and 
crucially, leveraging an enabling legislative environment (in light of Argentina’s 2012 Gender Identity 
Law) researchers are working to identify safe, context-specific methods for making the experiences of 
transgender and gender diverse individuals visible.37
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Qualitative studies

Quantitative data is critical for showing the scale 
of violence based on SOGIESC. But activists have 
long-known that numbers are insufficient for making 
survivors’ experiences with violence “count”, nor, 
indeed, do they provide adequate information for 
crafting tailored service or advocacy responses. Thus, 
one of the most significant contributions of the 
qualitative studies, most of which are undertaken 
by scholars and advocates, has been in providing a 
more nuanced understanding of the manifestations 
of violence that are specific to LGBTIQ+ sub-
populations. 

Qualitative research has been key for generating 
empirical insights about what violence looks 
like across different local, country, and regional 
contexts and spatialities, and highlighting what 
needs to be done to address it. Dynamics such 
as “outing”, “compulsory heterosexuality”, or 
police violence against masculine-presenting 
LBQ+ women, for example, have been illuminated 
through this approach. A recent report by Human 
Rights Watch (HRW) draws upon interviews with 
LBQ+ activists, researchers, lawyers, and movement 

leaders in countries ranging from high- to low-
income contexts.38 The report identifies key areas 
where discrimination manifests in individual (e.g., 
restrictions on movement) as well as more structural 
or socioeconomic expressions of violence (e.g, denial 
of land, housing, or property rights),39 and spotlights 
“compulsory heterosexuality” among other forms 
of violence. The report also evidences how physical, 
sexual, psychological, and socioeconomic modalities 
of violence are leveraged to pressure or coerce 
victim-survivors into heteronormative relationships, 
including forced marriages.40 In Cuba, UNESCO is 
working with the Centro Nacional de Educación 
Sexual to generate data about homophobic and 
transphobic bullying in schools, including through 
research conducted amongst young LGBT adults 
about their experiences of violence when they were 
in school.41 Such qualitative research helps to surface 
dynamics that can in turn be included in quantitative 
studies and surveys moving forward– for instance, 
by introducing questions that could help quantify 
the scale of lesbian or bisexual women forced into 
heterosexual marriages. 

Mixed methods approaches

Mixed methods approaches are grounded in 
the perspective that combining qualitative and 
quantitative methods leads to the generation of 
data with considerably greater descriptive and 
explanatory power.42 Research that is geared 
towards policy and advocacy often relies on mixed 
methods approaches that can help answer questions 
concerned with measuring levels of a phenomenon 
(e.g., violence based on SOGIESC), as well as questions 
concerned with illuminating particular experiences 
(e.g., amongst LGBTIQ+ sub-populations) and 
developing strategies to address these dynamics. 
Studies retrieved during the scoping review suggest 
that CSOs in particular are playing a vital role in 
filling gaps in the data on prevalence and forms of 
violence based on SOGIESC using mixed methods 
approaches.43 Indeed, such data collection initiatives 
are often catalyzed through the efforts of non-
government or civil society organizations, or member-
based consortiums, often in collaboration with 
universities and research institutes.44 

In France, for example, the volunteer-run SOS 
Homophobie publishes annual quantitative and 
qualitative data on violence and discrimination 
against LGBTI people; and Colombia Diversa does 
the same in Colombia.45 Relatedly, a report on the 
Economic Inclusion of LGBTI Groups in Thailand also 
included data about experiences of discrimination 
and violence.46 

And one of the more significant efforts to fill the 
vacuum of data collection efforts in Europe is from 
Transgender Europe (TGEU), which is a 200 member-
based consortium representing 48 countries across 
Europe and Central Asia.47 For example, in a recent 
landmark mixed methods study, Under the Radar, 
project partners from Hungary, Moldova, Kyrgyzstan, 
Serbia, and Turkey documented violence against trans 
people between 2015-2020. The report includes data 
showing how perpetrators traverse individual (e.g., 
family members) and institutional (e.g., police) scales, 
and also points out the role of mainstream media 
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in reproducing the harmful coverage and negative 
stereotypes that perpetuate violence against trans 
people in each country.48 Crucially, and as is often 
the case when data collection initiatives are led by 
community-based organizations with a stake in 
linking data to advocacy for policy changes, TGEU 
leverages research and data for strategic litigation 
efforts to advance human rights and legal protections 
for trans people across Europe.

In certain cases, community organizations also 
provide insights into how local organizations 
navigate the collection of mixed methods data in 
overtly discriminatory legal contexts, including by 
working with members to build agreement on the 
risks (e.g., privacy violations leading to targeted 

violence) and opportunities (e.g., tailored community 
support, resource mobilization). For example, in 
2019, Iranti-Org, which supports local and regional 
lesbian, trans, intersex, and gender non-conforming 
movements in South Africa and across the continent, 
published a report on the quantitative and qualitative 
data collection efforts of movements in Botswana, 
Kenya, Malawi, Uganda, and South Africa, where 
these groups are criminalized (with the exception 
of  South Africa).49 By focusing on six key indicators 
across the five countries, the report provides a useful 
snapshot of the current state of available data, 
and the possibilities and limitations of future data 
collection efforts. 

BOX 5
Case Study - Multi-stakeholder collaboration and mixed methods approaches  
for intersectional data generation (Nepal)

In 2022, UN Women’s Nepal Country Office led a consortium of international, national, and local partners 
in conducting a study on violence against LGBTIQ+ people in Nepal.50 The study is particularly notable for 
highlighting how vulnerability to and experiences with violence are exacerbated along intersectional lines; 
on this front, the use of both qualitative and quantitative research methods and engagement with those 
representing not only LGBTIQ+ but also specifically youth, indigenous groups, and specific ethnicities and 
castes, was critical.

Through a mixed-methods approach that included a national survey, key informant interviews (KIIs), and a 
legal and policy analysis, the study was able to illuminate how experiences with (and impacts of) violence 
may differ for Dalit lesbian women as opposed to Muslim trans men, for example. The study tethers its 
findings to recommendations for tailored violence prevention and response programs and policies that 
take into account how factors that include, but which are not necessarily limited to, caste, ethnicity, socio-
economic status, and disability, shape experiences with violence. 

BOX 6
Case Study: Mixed methods research to illuminate MSM and transgender  
women’s experiences with sexual violence (Mongolia)

Research on sexual violence against MSM and transgender women in Mongolia leveraged both 
quantitative and qualitative research strategies for data generation. The quantitative data provided 
more comparable understandings of prevalence rates and allowed for analysis between variables, while 
the qualitative data helped contextualize findings and capture a greater heterogeneity of experiences 
(including the different experiences of MSM and transgender women).  Mixed methods approaches 
to research like this can help generate rich, nuanced, and actionable evidence on violence. Combining 
different types of research also offers utility when it comes to insulating against government, donor, or 
anti-rights organizations’ accusations that data is limited due to small sample size, bias, or relevance. For 
example, it can help address data hierarchies that denote qualitative data.
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STATE OF EVIDENCE AND DATA 

While there remain significant data gaps, available evidence already identifies trends and main characteristics 
of violence based on SOGIESC. This section provides a brief snapshot of the state of evidence and data on 
prevalence, forms, and the risk factors and drivers of this violence. In particular, it spotlights key themes and 
findings from the scholarly and practitioner literature, including where researchers and advocates have flagged 
pressing data gaps and a need for future focused research.

Prevalence

There are no accurate estimates about the world 
population affected by violence based on sexual 
orientation, gender identity, gender expression 
and sex characteristics. A common caveat in the 
existing literature and prevalence studies pertains 
to the problem of “undercounting”: namely, that 
data on violence based on SOGIESC are “often 
incomplete or unreliable”.51 Existing prevalence data 
and studies are hardly comparable because of the 
range of definitional parameters used to refer to the 
groups or sub-populations that are surveyed. These 
parameters tend to vary based on factors such as 
the sociocultural context (e.g., language, geography, 
history), the legal landscapes that shape and 
constrain the possibilities for safely collecting data, as 
well as the self-identifying preferences of the groups 
in question, which often also vary generationally.52 

The overall gaps in representative data are due to a 
myriad of methodological, ethical, and sociopolitical 
challenges that are discussed further below.

Notable features of the evidence base concerning 
prevalence data: 

• A recent systematic review of quantitative 
literature on prevalence and correlates of 
intimate partner violence (IPV) in transgender 
populations found that rates of IPV victimization 
are “dramatically higher” amongst transgender 

individuals than for cisgender individuals.53 
Another recent systematic review commissioned 
by the World Health Organization focuses 
specifically on violence motivated by sexual 
orientation and gender identity and captured 
studies from 50 different countries which showed 
prevalence of sexual and physical violence ranging 
from 6 to 25%; though the authors note that 
the quality of the data is poor due to the lack of 
standardized measures and small samples.54 

• There is a notable data gap in prevalence data 
along geographic lines: namely, the evidence on 
violence against LGBTIQ+ populations in rural 
contexts is woefully inadequate.55 Reflecting on 
the contexts in Botswana, Kenya, Malawi, South 
Africa, and Uganda, for example, advocates note 
that the available data predominantly focuses 
on LGBTI persons living in urban settings, which 
is reflective of “the placement of the majority of 
[non-governmental organizations (NGOs)]” as well 
as related to internet connectivity (or lack thereof). 
This underscores that both from a data collection 
and service provision perspective, there is a 
pressing need to expand support networks so that 
the experiences of LGBTIQ+ people living outside of 
the (relative) umbrella of protection and visibility 
potentially offered by (better funded) CSOs or 
NGOs in urban centers can be accounted for.56 
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Forms of violence

Recent scholarly studies and advocacy-oriented 
reports have done a great deal to close gaps in our 
understanding of violence based on SOGIESC,57 
even while some of these may focus more 
narrowly on a specific manifestation of violence 
(e.g., intimate partner violence, or IPV) and on 
specific subpopulations (e.g., transgender people), 
at the exclusion of others (e.g., outing as a form 
of psychological violence that also has severe 
socioeconomic consequences, or research on intersex 
or asexual populations). Notably, there is a lack of 
consensus on which forms of violence are most 
commonly perpetrated against LGBTIQ+ individuals.58 
This includes a lack of consensus among studies in 
similar sociopolitical contexts,59 as well as among 
studies in distinct sociopolitical contexts60 — which 
could be due to the different methodologies used 
and/or reflect dynamics that are unique to the 
context. Still, across the evidence base, there are 
some consistent thematic threads that emerge in 
relation to the forms or manifestations of violence, 
as well as data and evidence gaps where there is a 
noted need for further research.

Notable features of the evidence base on forms of 
violence against LGBTIQ+ people, including violence 
based on SOGIESC:

• The literature highlights that LGBTIQ+ people as 
well as cisgender heterosexual women are put at 
risk of or experience numerous forms of physical, 
sexual, psychological61 or emotional, and economic 
gender-based violence across both private and 
public spaces throughout their life.  

• Other studies illuminate how LGBTIQ+ people are 
also exposed to specific forms of violence based 
on sexual orientation, gender identity, gender 
expression, and sex characteristics. The evidence 
base is consistent in emphasizing that there are 
forms of violence that hinge on the sexuality and/
or gender identity or gender expression of the 
victim. These include forms of sexual violence 

like so-called “corrective rape”, and psychological 
or emotional forms of violence like intentional 
misgendering, or threats to “out” an individual, 
and economic forms of violence like withholding 
of social protection benefits, amongst others.62

 - The documentation of forced heterosexual 
marriages remains a pressing research gap. 
Researchers and advocates highlight the need 
for research that can elucidate the specific 
ways in which LBQ+ women, in particular, 
experience this violence, including through 
in depth analyses that can help disaggregate 
what is motivating or driving it: for instance, is 
it a form of punishment and/or an attempt at 
“corrective” therapy, a “strategic” protective act 
by the victim-survivor to avoid further abuse 
from family, or is it due to forced marriages 
being pervasive to the context irrespective of 
sexuality or gender expression?

 - The literature also suggests that there are 
significant data gaps on how threatening to 
‘out’ a family member, partner, or co-worker, for 
example, manifests as a form of psychological 
or emotional violence, and how these dynamics 
may differ across cultural contexts and 
subpopulations. 

 - The literature highlights that while research 
and data on violence based on SOGIESC is 
still relatively sparse for all groups, the lack of 
studies on intersex and asexual individuals’ 
and their experiences with violence is especially 
concerning.63

• In diverse country contexts, studies have also 
shown how perpetrators of gender-based 
violence against LGBTIQ+ persons range from the 
individual (interpersonal or familial) scales to the 
organizational (coworkers) and institutional (police 
and healthcare providers) ones, to strangers and 
people not known to victims.64 
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Risk factors and drivers

• Social and gender norms. One throughline across 
the scholarly and practitioner literature reviewed is 
that the ways in which LGBTIQ+ people challenge 
(or are perceived to challenge) patriarchal gender 
and social norms due to their sexual orientation, 
gender identity, gender expression, and sex 
characteristics exposes them to severe forms 
of violence across their life course, by a diverse 
range of actors.65 The focus on the relationship 
between gender norms and violence mirrors much 
of the literature on violence against women, and 
underscores that LGBTIQ+ people are ‘disciplined’ 
through violence in ways that—while also 
unique— are often similar to the gender-based 
violence perpetrated against cis heterosexual 
women.66 

• Intersectional discrimination. Much of the 
evidence base takes an intersectional approach 
in analyzing concurrent risk factors associated 
with experiences of violence among LGBTIQ+ 
individuals; these studies train attention on how 
race (or racialization), ethnicity, caste, age, religion, 
disability, migratory status, having multiple 
intimate partners, or participation in the sex 
industry shape exposure to and experiences with 
violence.67 For example, studies show that a key 
risk factor that increases LGBTIQ+ individuals’ 
experiences with violence is linked to the sex 
industry, and the working conditions often present. 
This research underscores that participation in 
the sex industry, where workers are chronically 
underpaid, stigmatized, and unprotected or 
criminalized by the state and law enforcement, 
can mean LGBTIQ+ persons in the sex industry 
who survive violence have limited recourse to 

support, and perpetrators enjoy even greater 
impunity.68 There is also evidence highlighting 
the specific experiences of violence experienced 
by LBTIQ+ women due to the intersection of their 
multiple identities as women and as LBTIQ+, 
amongst other factors. For example, data on 
women and girls’ experiences with online or 
technology-facilitated violence during COVID-19 
shows how lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
women were particularly targeted with hate 
speech and incitement to violence.69 The evidence 
base also highlights that there are drivers that 
may be unique to, or more salient for, particular 
LGBTIQ+ individuals, such as levels of ‘outness’, the 
level of State or socially sanctioned stigma and/
or criminalization, and lack of family approval.70 
Scholars also note the need for additional research 
here, particularly with an intersectional lens 
(e.g., how drivers of violence specific to LGBTIQ+ 
individuals may differ based upon age, race, class, 
profession, etc).71 

• Across diverse socio-political contexts, research 
shows that the failure of states to protect LGBTIQ+ 
individuals from violence creates environments of 
impunity that puts them at further risk of violence. 
Beyond the failure of some states to actively 
protect LGBTIQ+ individuals, there is also a notable 
evidence base showing how organizational actors 
within police and judicial systems, health care, 
and education services, among others, are at 
times active perpetrators of violence against these 
populations.72 Beyond individual actors, research 
shows that these dynamics help to protect 
perpetrators of violence within institutions at a 
structural level.
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• Conflict-related violence: While increasing 
attention has been paid to the role that gender 
plays in conflict-related violence, there has been a 
dearth of study about how this violence manifests 
when it comes to LGBTIQ+ people.73 In fragile 
settings like conflict and post-conflict contexts, 
both quantitative and qualitative data is lacking. 
Some research suggests that LGBTIQ+ people 
are targeted in conflict settings because they are 
perceived as transgressing dominant social and 
gender norms, and thus violence, including lethal 
violence, against them, is used as a form of social 
control to regulate populations by armed groups.74 

• Violence in the context of disasters: In contexts 
of disaster, like the COVID-19 pandemic, further 
violence and differential treatment based on 
SOGIESC was reported, including limited access to 
medicine and support for mental well-being.75 

• Evidence shows that the rise of authoritarianism 
around the world has contributed to a rollback of 
progressive rights, including the criminalization 
of LGBTIQ+ people.76 Such contexts increase risks 
of violence, as well as impunity in relation to it. 
LGBTIQ+ people are accused of “undermining 
the binary gender hierarchy celebrated by 
many authoritarians” and as a result, they are 
“frequently marginalized and stigmatized 
through homophobic policies”.77 Thus, targeting 
LGBTIQ+ rights becomes part of the “authoritarian 
playbook”.78 In Colombia, for example, broad 
factions of the political and social right mobilized 
to generate moral panic around the supposed 
inclusion of LGBT-related provisions in the peace 
accord that was going to national plebiscite 
in 2016.79 Such contexts obviously undermine 
efforts to collect data for advocacy purposes, 
and, on the contrary, may introduce new risks, 
such as data collection that is performed with 
the intent of violating human rights, such as for 
“surveillance, harassment, entrapment, arrest, and 
persecution.”80
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CHALLENGES & OPPORTUNITIES 

Myriad challenges emerge when it comes to 
collecting data on violence based on SOGIESC. 
Methodological, ethical, and sociopolitical challenges 
are deeply intertwined and overlapping. Data is 
necessary to make visible the violences based on 
SOGIESC. At the same time, any data collection on 
violence must be undertaken with caution and 
care, prioritizing ethics and the safety of affected 
individuals and communities, rather than with an 
a priori assumption that any data will make things 
better irrespective of how it is generated.81 In terms 
of both the processes involved in collecting this 
data (methods and approaches) and the interests 
that shape decision-making about how that data is 
used and by whom and to what ends (outcomes), 
it is paramount to respect human rights and “do 
no harm” principles. The implication is not to avoid 
action where safety concerns are substantial. Rather, 
taking the lead from community or member-led civil 
society organizations (CSOs)-- especially, though 
not solely, in contexts where certain forms of sexual 
orientation,  gender identity or gender expression are 
explicitly criminalized by the State– is paramount.82 
Indeed, in hostile environments data subjects, and 
indeed data collectors, can be at risk of harm when 
data about them is gathered and used to persecute, 
or when a lack of data is used to justify a lack of 

response. In settings like these, survivors are unlikely 
to report to the police, in order to avoid further 
violation.83 Methodological challenges around how 
to collect data thus intersect with ethical challenges 
about when (or when not) to collect data, and to 
sociopolitical challenges around how this data may 
be used and to what end. 

The following sections identify promising case 
studies that signal how each of these challenges 
can be overcome, including in complex security 
contexts. Such cases are included to inspire creative 
thinking about how to ensure that data is gathered 
thoughtfully, securely, and intentionally, particularly 
in contexts where mitigating potential risks of 
the misuse of data need to be factored into all 
stages of the research, analysis, and dissemination 
cycle. Indeed, it is of critical importance that data 
– collection, use, and storage – about people with 
diverse SOGIESC adopt a do no harm approach that 
adheres to human rights principles in data, and 
builds in safeguards for data subjects.84 With these 
considerations in mind, turning to the community 
and member-led organizations and scholar-activists 
already doing the work is essential for surfacing 
appropriate ways forward. 

Methodological

The first set of challenges to data collection and 
evidence generation are methodological, and 
relate to the lack of existing research tools, agreed 
upon methodologies, or standardized frameworks 
for capturing the unique experience of LGBTIQ+ 
individuals. Indeed, some expectations around using 
the advances in VAW research and methodologies 
to capture the experiences of LGBTIQ+ people may 
have fallen short. These tools were developed to 
capture the experiences of women specifically, with 
the objectives to measure specific forms of violence 
experienced by women because of their gender, such 
as but not limited to violence from male partners in 
heterosexual relationships. 

These challenges highlight the need for specific 
methods, measurement tools, and tailored 

ethical and safety guidelines. Recommendations 
on sampling approaches should also reflect 
considerations related to the size of the surveyed 
populations as a sub-group of the general population 
and taking into account that they can be stigmatized 
or criminalized. Methods and tools should also 
consider both forms of gender-based violence that 
are already known, including through VAW research, 
as well as forms of violence that are unique to their 
diverse SOGIESC (see the State of Evidence of evidence 
and data section above). Given the diversity within 
LGBTIQ+ communities within and across countries 
and cultures, there is a need for measurement 
tools that account for diversity, and can capture 
the specific forms and risk factors for each of these 
groups, even while some questions and experiences 
may be common due to stigma and discrimination. 
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VAW surveys that include questions about sexual 
orientation and/or gender identity provide 
important sources of data, although partial, about 
LBTIQ+ women. For example, the EU survey on 
gender-based violence against women (EU-GBV) 
moves beyond traditional heterosexual relationships 
by including a question about the sex of the partner, 
and by referring to sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity as a basis of violence perpetration in some 
settings. With that said, Eurostat does not collect 
and process data on sexual orientation, as collecting 
this data is legally forbidden in several European 
Union countries.85 While this is a well-intentioned 
practice, it reveals that different methods are needed 
for different contexts, as it ultimately fosters further 
evidence gaps. Here, again, we see an example of 
where the divisions between socio-political, ethical, 
and methodological challenges are overlapping. Data 
collection efforts that specifically focus on violence 
and discrimination faced by LGBTIQ+ populations (see 
the Approaches section above) meet the challenge 
of the lack of standardization rather than a complete 
lack of tools.

Data collection and evidence generation is also made 
difficult by definitional inconsistencies between 
contexts.86 When there exists a lack of clarity 
between researchers, governments, and international 
organizations on terms, labels, or categories of 
measurement the result can be data collection that 
is inconsistent and therefore difficult to compare 
with other datasets, including in contexts where 
individuals are able to self-identify.87 Within the 
relevant literature, the lack of a shared definition 
on SOGIESC is frequently cited as a challenge 
to meaningful data and evidence generation. In 
different countries and regions, understandings 
of SOGIESC can vary significantly, and can lead to 
difficulties in comparing findings across diverse 
cultural contexts; for example, in North America the 
concept of “two-spirit” people is an Indigenous term 
used to describe sexual, gender, or spiritual identity. 

On the other hand, travesti is a term commonly 
accepted in Latin America, yet considered a 
transphobic slur in Spain and elsewhere, including 
in its English translation ‘transvestite.’ Language 
itself can represent a challenge; a UNECE report 
notes that certain languages are based on a binary 
sex framework, where “terms differ depending on 
whether a man or woman is speaking, or whether 
a man or woman is being spoken to.” In other 

languages – and in certain contexts – the concept 
of gender (vs. sex) is not well established.88 When it 
comes to self-identification89, there is an enormous 
variety of colloquial expressions that individuals 
adopt, and these may vary from the terms formally 
agreed upon, and may only be used and relevant at 
the local or community level. 

Challenges also arise when researchers fail to 
differentiate between sexual identity, sexual 
attraction, and sexual behavior when measuring 
violence. Treating them as synonymous can flatten or 
invisibilize certain dynamics of violence, for example, 
sexual violence against or by men who have sex 
with men (MSM), or women who have sex with 
women, who do not identify as non-heterosexual. 
Finally, there is a lack of broader consensus around 
definitions of violence motivated for reasons 
related to SOGIESC – for example, what types of 
violence ‘count’, and what types of violence against 
LGBTIQ+ people are physical, sexual, psychological, 
or economic, etcetera – and around definitions of 
perpetrators and their relationships to individuals 
including questions of who counts as an ‘intimate’ 
partner.

Creating new tools could be a costly endeavor, as 
it may involve adding or adapting questions to 
those designed for research on violence against 
heterosexual women in heterosexual relationships.90 
These costs should not be a deterrent, however. 

Indeed, the field of VAW research highlights the 
importance of investing in methods, data, and 
measurement for accurate and safe reporting, and 
hence, quality of data to be useful to inform policies 
and programmes. There are exemplary paths forward 
for this work. For example, the U.S. Trans Survey 
(USTS) provides a promising example of how to 
develop specialized survey tools to capture data on 
the transgender population; the survey instrument 
was reviewed by academic researchers, members 
of the transgender community, and transgender 
advocates at multiple stages during its development. 
The outreach strategy also took care to integrate an 
intersectional approach, leveraging connections with 
transgender and LGBTIQ+-specific organizations, 
support groups, health centers, and online 
communities to reach respondents at risk of being 
underrepresented (i.e. people of color, senior citizens, 
low-income individuals, or people in rural areas).91 
Meanwhile, ILGA World’s (the International Lesbian, 
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Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association) Trans 
Legal Mapping Report combines desk research with 
“lived realities of trans people” to document the legal 
situation of trans people in 143 countries. The report 
includes laws that range from officially changing 
identity documents to those that criminalize trans 
identities, both “explicitly and de facto” providing 
essential evidence-driven insights that can be used 
for future advocacy purposes.92 Examples of other 
dedicated new tools can be found in the Statistics 
Canada Survey and the Transgender Europe study.93 

Researching LGBTIQ+ populations poses specific 
methodological challenges relating to sampling:

• Experts have identified that one of the “greatest 
barriers” to including people with diverse SOGIESC 
in more population-based surveys is related to 
sample size; smaller sample sizes increase the risk 
of revealing personal identifiable information 
(PII).94 However, there are alternative methods 
and sampling techniques for reaching highly 
marginalized populations that may be a relatively 
small fraction of the population, including for 
example respondent-driven sampling (RDS), which 
is a form of snowball sampling where respondents 
are selected from a social network of existing 
sample members.95  

• The absence of sampling frameworks, especially 
when census data on the LGBTIQ+ population 
is not available. The scholarly evidence base 
suggests that there are limited representative 
studies on violence based on SOGIESC, with 
the majority of available research drawing on 
convenience sampling. Although this method can 
capture important trends related to prevalence, 
forms, and drivers of violence, the lack of 
representativeness does not lend itself as easily to 
broader awareness-raising, resource-mobilization, 
or policy-making. Still, in many public health areas, 
non-probability sampling provides data that is 
essential for shaping policy and advocacy agendas. 
For example, non-representative survey studies 
on transgender and gender diverse populations 
have been leveraged to address mental health 
inequities.96 There are clear strategies for building 
the landscape of representative studies– for 
example by oversampling underrepresented 
groups, increasing total sample, or pooling data97 
– but these will require specialized training and 
increased research investments.

Ethical

Data collection on violence based on SOGIESC also 
presents key ethical challenges. Research and data 
collection can present varying degrees of security 
concerns, depending on the social and legal contexts 
in which it takes place, for researchers, data subjects, 
and other engaged stakeholders. Moreover, the 
methodological shortfalls identified above also give 
rise to a lack of understanding and training on how to 
overcome security and data privacy concerns in order 
to safely, responsibly, and ethically conduct research, 
collect data, and generate evidence.98 

Indeed, there is a clear dilemma inherent to efforts 
to make highly vulnerable populations more 
visible through qualitative and/or quantitative 
data collection. While data on violence based on 
SOGIESC is essential for generating evidence, 
advancing knowledge, monitoring progress, and 
informing policies and service provision, they cannot 
be collected without guarantees of protection for 

these individuals. Depending on the social and legal 
context, increasing visibility can add serious security 
and privacy concerns for individuals and even their 
loved ones.99 The question of whether greater 
visibility through data acts as a risk multiplier or a 
protective force hinges in large part on the wider 
context and where the risks or threats of (further) 
violence stem from. For example, in a context with de 
jure protections for LGBTIQ+ populations, perhaps the 
risk comes from within the family or from an intimate 
partner. Or in a context where criminalization is 
enshrined in the law, perhaps the risk primarily 
stems from public institutions, or the government, 
through police or military forces. The ethical concerns 
around data and visibility are especially salient in 
unstable contexts where data rights protections may 
be lacking, including in humanitarian crises, and/
or in contexts where data collection is a means to 
an anti-human rights end, such as surveillance or 
persecution.100,101 For example, investigations have 
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shown that the police and state authorities in Egypt 
have used dating apps – including digital records 
of conversations and geolocation data– to locate 
and target LGBTIQ+ people online (known as digital 
entrapment), resulting in “offline” physical and 
sexual violence.102 Similar tactics have been used in 
Lebanon and Iran.103 The resolution to these dilemmas 
is neither straightforward nor agreed upon by 
stakeholders on the frontlines of LGBTIQ+ advocacy: 
as discussed further below, in contexts of overt 
criminalization of certain forms of sexual orientation 
and gender identity or gender expression, CSOs may 
take divergent positions on whether or not data 
collection for the purposes of advancing human 
rights is even possible.104

Relatedly, it is important to note that guidelines 
on ethical research specific to violence based on 
SOGIESC are still nascent105. In the absence of 

universally agreed upon ethical guidelines, there is a 
risk that research with LGBTIQ+ populations is held 
to lower standards than with the general population, 
or that some researchers may refrain from pursuing 
sensitive research agendas, particularly in contexts 
hostile to LGBTIQ+ rights. Research from Human 
Rights Watch (HRW) has outlined good practices 
for conducting research with people with diverse 
SOGIESC in highly sensitive contexts.106 The research 
reflects on interviews conducted by HRW between 
2018-2019 with survivors of sexual violence against 
men, boys, and trans people in Syria. The findings 
are clear about the importance of accepting that 
outreach and interviewee recruitment faces 
limitations, the need to allow interviewees to request 
the presence of a social worker familiar to them 
during the interview and arranging for a psychologist 
to be available for interviewees after the interview.107 

BOX 7
Case Study: Prioritizing safety above data generation (Iraq)

Data security and informed consent are of paramount importance in countries where homosexuality 
is criminalized and where LGBTIQ+ people are at risk of harm. A study on violence based on SOGIESC in 
Iraq undertaken by Human Rights Watch was made possible by leveraging their connections with a local 
LGBTIQ+ rights organization, IraQueer.108 They used this connection to identify potential participants while 
gaining their trust. The qualitative interviews provided detailed insights to generate evidence, however 
researchers took extensive measures to ensure anonymity. For example, some interviews were conducted 
in writing to avoid voice identification, all names were pseudonymized, and data collectors later vetted the 
interviews for security.

BOX 8
Case Study: Developing security protocols with communities (Asia)

A five-country study on violence against lesbians, bisexual women, and transgender people in Asia 
conducted by the International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission (IGLHRC) with research 
partners illustrates how to successfully develop security protocols alongside grassroots advocates with 
built-in opportunities for iteration.109 The study described the overarching macropolitical context of 
each country and then outlined how this framework shaped research implementation. For example, the 
trustworthiness of interlocutors – i.e. their sensitivity to LGBTIQ+-specific issues rather than simply their 
professional training (for example, as mental health counselors) – was considered when hiring research 
assistants. Those in charge of the study also provided safe times and locations for interviews, and stored 
data securely by using file encryption and hard-drive backups. Finally, researchers identified LGBTIQ+-
friendly counselors and feminist psychologists to be available to intervene for interviewees experiencing 
violence.
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Sociopolitical

Sociopolitical challenges that hamper data 
collection on violence based on SOGIESC relate to 
discriminatory legal and social contexts, (related) 
underreporting, and a lack of state investment in due 
diligence monitoring. 

Discriminatory legal and social contexts can shape 
the degree to which LGBTIQ+ individuals can 
safely express and disclose their SOGIESC. Private, 
consensual same-sex sexual acts are criminalized in 
64 countries across the world; with seven countries 
(with the recent addition of Uganda) imposing the 
death penalty. Two additional countries (Nigeria and 
Somalia) impose the death penalty in some regions.110 
In settings like these, research and data collection 
efforts can put data subjects, researchers, and partner 
organizations at risk of significant harm.111 And, even 
in contexts where there exist de jure protections, 
data collection may still present risks, particularly 
where authoritarian actors in government and civil 
society actively engage in strategies to rollback 
LGBTIQ+ rights.112 Such harms can take place when 

laws progress ‘ahead’ of discriminatory social and 
gender norms that constrain possibilities of progress, 
or when governments pass legislation but fail to 
invest in resources for training state functionaries, 
updating survey instruments, or expanding services 
(i.e. shelters) for LGBTIQ+ individuals. Even in more 
progressive legal contexts, LGBTIQ+ people may be 
hesitant to express their SOGIESC or participate in 
data collection efforts due to fears of stigma and 
ostracization, or worse punishment, by family and 
society for not conforming to accepted social norms, 
especially in settings where local communities view 
or frame LGBTIQ+ movements as driven by foreign 
interests or where there is a strong backlash or 
anti-rights movement at play.113 They may also fear 
political backlash; for example, in the United States, 
despite the impressive gains made in evidencing 
prevalence data , there has been a regression in state-
led SOGIESC data collection in  recent years, which 
reflects shifts in political commitments to LGBTIQ+ 
rights.114 

BOX 9
Case Study: CSO-led data collection efforts in discriminatory legal contexts (Africa)

In Botswana, Kenya, Malawi, South Africa, and Uganda, CSOs are leading data collection efforts to improve 
monitoring of violence against LGBTIQ+ individuals in sociopolitical contexts that lack formal protections 
for, or even criminalize, these populations. By taking a regional approach to data collection, they are 
helping to fill data gaps where state-led efforts are lacking. This data can also be leveraged to hold states 
accountable to their commitments to LGBTIQ+ rights; for example in Botswana, CSO data was used in a 
2019 High Court ruling to decriminalize same sex relations.115 

Underreporting is a significant challenge highlighted 
in the literature. LGBTIQ+ individuals can be reluctant 
to report experiences with violence to authorities, 
which results in underreporting to services and, 
consequently, biased administrative data and survey 
data. For example, multiple studies show that 
LGBTIQ+ people are less likely than non-LGBTIQ+ 
people to report violence to the police, even in 
contexts with de jure legal protections.116 

There are various reasons why LGBTIQ+ individuals 
feel unable to report their experiences, including 
negative experiences with service providers and 
security forces including the police and military.117 
Such fears are warranted: both in countries with 
overt criminalization and in countries where there 
are formal protections, there is evidence to show that 
state authorities and service providers can be active 
perpetrators of physical, sexual, and psychological or 
emotional violence based on SOGIESC.
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LGBTIQ+ populations are accordingly disillusioned 
by – and sometimes afraid of – the police and judicial 
institutions.118 Even where service providers are not 
overtly hostile to LGBTIQ+ people, a lack of relevant 
training and awareness of these groups’ realities 
and elevated risks can also lead to failures to identify 
violence. 119

In cases where LGBTIQ+ individuals overcome the 
barriers to reporting experiences with violence 
to authorities, data collection may be flawed by 
(intentional or unintentional) misgendering.120 
Misgendering can also occur during research 
studies if enumerators make assumptions about 
data subjects rather than directly asking them for 
information.121 In the context of lethal violence, there 
are also challenges around who is allowed to report 
for the deceased, and how they choose to do so.122 

The lack of state investment in due diligence 
monitoring is another notable sociopolitical 

challenge. This principle requires states to protect 
those citizens who are at a particular risk of violence 
and discrimination, as well as to take measures to 
understand and eliminate causes of violence and 
discrimination.123 Indeed, political will and state 
capacity are deeply entwined with data collection 
and generation. Studies highlight that when there 
is a lack of prioritization or stigmatization of an 
issue – in this case, LGBTIQ+ individuals’ right to live 
a life free from violence – there is also a widespread 
underfunding of research and monitoring systems.124 
Some evidence points to instances where a lack 
of data allows states to defer action.125 Thus, while 
community and member-led CSOs are spearheading 
vital data collection initiatives, it is also important 
to highlight that this data might not always be 
accepted as legitimate – and might even face 
resistance – from state and other repressive actors 
who do not want to respond to LGBTIQ+ individuals’ 
needs.

BOX 10
Case Study: Leveraging co-design and peer data collection methods to safely address  
participant fears and underreporting (Central America and Caribbean)

In El Salvador, Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados, and Haiti, research on trans women’s experiences of GBV 
illustrates how study design and the use of peer data collection methods can help to address challenges 
around underreporting, particularly in contexts that are hostile to the rights of LGBTIQ+ individuals. This 
multi-sectoral study engaged CSOs, universities, government agencies, and international organizations to 
train trans women to collect data on other trans women’s experiences of GBV in education, healthcare, 
and police encounters. These women were also involved in study design, development of interview 
guides, selection of study sites, participant recruitment, interviews, and, crucially, the interpretation of 
results.126 
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CONCLUSION

Despite a growing scholarly evidence base and 
human rights investigations, significant data gaps 
concerning violence based on SOGIESC remain. At the 
same time, in some settings, the evidence also shows 
that there are serious risks that can be introduced 
by data collection efforts. Stakeholders interested in 
investing in, or undertaking, data collection thus need 
to be taking the lead from community and member-
led organizations in their particular contexts. They 
must also have a clear grasp of how data might help 
to advance the rights of people who are vulnerable 
to violence based on their SOGIESC, how any new 
data might be used or received, and by whom, and 
how they are prepared to respond if the generation 
of greater visibility through data actually increases 
vulnerability.

There is no consensus when it comes to data 
collection; indeed, some stakeholders who 
contributed to the UN IE SOGI’s landmark 2019 report 
on data collection and management suggested that 
the existence of a criminalization law prevents “any 
safe, trustworthy data collection from taking place”.127 
Listening to local advocates embedded in the context 
–which can often shift over time – can facilitate a 
‘proceed with caution’ approach that safeguards 
the rights and safety of all involved in sensitive data 
collection. Ultimately, calling for improved data 
collection and analysis efforts cannot be separated 
from law and policy reform and other advocacy 
efforts. Thus, while pushing for data collection might 
not always be possible within a do no harm approach, 
it does not mean that nothing should be done. Rather, 
and in conversation with community and member-
led organizations working on the ground, data 
collection should be thought of as one of the tools in 
a broader toolbox that seeks to create the conditions 
in which LGBTIQ+ individuals can live safely. 
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BOX 11
Checklist before initiating a new data project  
on violence based on SOGIESC

The following questions serve to guide researchers who are embarking on data collection initiatives on 
violence based on SOGIESC. Their purpose is to ensure that data collection efforts involve a do-no-harm 
approach, as well as engage meaningfully with local contexts and the challenges and risks that may be 
present. Moreover, they encourage researchers to look first to the existing library of published knowledge, 
as well as guidelines and data advocacy efforts, to ensure that any new data initiative builds upon– rather 
than ignores or tries to supplant– the efforts that have preceded it. These are not exhaustive questions, 
and their importance will vary depending on the sociopolitical context. However, they encourage those 
engaging in data collection to reflect on whether, how, and in what ways to proceed with their projects. 

Have I consulted with 
member and community-
led organizations? Is my 
intervention welcome or 
deemed as appropriate?

In many instances, 
community and member-led 
organizations are already 
doing the work in ways that 
address many of the ethical 
and sociopolitical challenges 
noted by navigating fraught 
and discriminatory macro-
legal contexts, and adapting 
methods or crafting new 
ones that address the 
methodological ones. 
Supporting (financially, with 
resources, and otherwise) that 
work so it can continue and 
expand is critical. It is also 
important to acknowledge 
that there may not be a 
consensus amongst these 
organizations about whether 
it is safe and viable to move 
forward with data collection, 
particularly in contexts of 
overt criminalization. While 
there is not a straightforward 
solution in such instances, the 
baseline for carving a path 
forward is having ongoing and 
iterative engagement so that 
the range of perspectives can 
be heard, rather than merely 
proceeding with the path of 
least resistance (e.g., ignoring 
the concerns of those who are 
reluctant to proceed with data 
collection). 

Is the context where I want 
to collect data characterized 
by stigmatization, and/or is 
there a risk of trauma?

Seek to develop and support 
data collection strategies 
based upon local sociopolitical 
and legal contexts and 
limitations, and always in 
close consultation with local 
CSOs representing LGBTIQ+ 
individuals. Adopt a trauma-
informed approach.

Is the approach I am 
proposing for data collection 
participatory and inclusive?

Data collection initiatives 
must prioritize and respect 
communities’ rights to 
participation, following the 
principle of “nothing about 
us, without us”. As defined by 
the UN Independent Expert on 
SOGI, meaningful participation 
is “the ability to participate 
on equal terms with others, 
including in all stages of data-
collection, such as the design 
of the research methodology, 
the collection and analysis 
of the data, the compilation 
of the research report, the 
dissemination of the results, 
and the implementation of 
recommendations.”128 

Participatory research 
methods not only help 
maximize the potential 
uses of data and align 
with the right to self-
determination, but are also 
essential for developing 
context-appropriate 
research methodologies and 
practices.129

Have I consulted with the 
existing data and guidelines, 
and scholarly and advocacy 
literature on the topic?

Would my research or data 
collection help to address a 
noted gap? Does the data I 
want to collect already exist, 
so that I can avoid repeating 
data collection on sensitive 
subjects with vulnerable 
populations? Are there specific 
guidelines relevant for the 
context in which I am working 
(i.e. humanitarian, conflict, 
authoritarian, etc.)?
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Methodologies

• At a global level, aggregate high-level standards 
for methods, measurement tools, and ethical or 
safety guidelines for data collection on violence 
based on SOGIESC, which can help with broader 
efforts to exchange knowledge, best practices, 
and set research agendas. Importantly, any such 
standards should be agile and not supplant 
regional, country, or sub-national approaches 
that are already responsive and tailored to 
the methodological, ethical and sociopolitical 
challenges and heterogeneity of particular 
contexts.

• Ensure inclusivity of: 

 - Diverse definitions for LGBTIQ+ identities – 
including non-Global North-centric definitions 
– for evidence generation. Ideally, allow space 
for individuals to self-identify using the terms 
of their choice, which can also help to surface 
generational and other nuances that may shift 
over time.

 - Underrepresented and under-researched 
individuals, (e.g., asexual or intersex people), and 
the role of gender expression in understanding 
risk factors for violence and rights violations. 

• NSOs and national machineries/line ministries 
responsible for gender equality and women’s 
rights should collaborate with LGBTIQ+ civil 
society organizations to determine how to safely 
and respectfully include data on diverse SOGIESC 
in national data collection initiatives, including 
through specialized population-based surveys, 
administrative data sets, and other targeted 
research efforts. Follow the principle of “nothing 

about us, without us.”

• Where systematic data collection on VAW exists 
(and in countries with protections for LGBTIQ+ 
individuals, and where data privacy laws allow 
for the collection of personal information), 
data should be disaggregated by SOGIESC. This 
would facilitate the generation of more nuanced 
insights about the particular experiences with 
violence amongst LGBTIQ+ women, recognizing 
the limitations of findings if sampling does not 
intend to seek representativeness for SOGIESC 
populations.

• Relatedly, VAW administrative data record systems 
should – when safe to do so –collect (1) sex and 
(2) gender identity as two variables (rather than 
conflate the two). This will help illuminate LBTIQ+ 
women’s particular experiences with violence, and 
could provide a clearer pathway forward for service 
provision. 

• Ensure all data collectors, including service 
providers processing data, have received thorough 
training on LGBTIQ+ rights and inclusive language, 
as well as survivor-centered, trauma-informed 
data collection approaches. For example, ensure 
parallel and follow-up care and support services 
for researchers and data collectors, as well 
as respondents. Include LGBTIQ+ people (and 
advocates) as experts when training  research 
teams and enumerators. 

• Ensure data is secure and anonymized, aligning 
both with international standards as well as 
recommendations from local data privacy experts 
and LGBTIQ+ CSOs. 

Investments

• Where robust legal protections are in place, and 
LGBTIQ+ people and community and member-led 
organizations have been consulted, States should 
invest in efforts to include LGBTIQ+ populations 
in census data collection and relevant population 
surveys, including surveys on gender-based 

violence. States should further invest in support 
services, as this research should ideally only be 
conducted where such services are available and 
accessible.
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• Provide long-term, flexible financial support to CSOs 
and member-led research organizations engaged 
in data collection efforts, including those that 
are seeking to adapt, enhance, or produce novel 
methods and approaches to evidence generation. 
Such long-term support should include additional 

security measures needed to safely conduct 
research and data collection in hostile contexts. 

• Support multi-country studies across regions, 
which can help to foster exchange of promising 
and best data collection practices and approaches. 

Multistakeholder engagement

• Support data collection projects that have 
established (or have a clear plan for) ethical 
approval by local research institutions and/or 
research ethics committees with representation 
from local experts, CSOs, and LGBTIQ+ rights 
activists. If there are concerns about connections 
between local ethics boards and sites of 
potential harm (i.e. in settings with authoritarian 
governments), consider seeking ethical 
consultations from advocacy organizations directly. 

• When working with smaller organizations, 
support their efforts at building strategic alliances, 
transnational advocacy networks, consortiums, and 

multi-stakeholder initiatives.130 This is particularly 
important in contexts where there is no NSO data, 
and where there may be pushback from power 
brokers and policymakers against the “legitimacy” 
of the data generated from smaller and more local 
grassroots organizations (especially where the 
data they produce is of a more qualitative variety).

• Engage local LGBTIQ+ rights activists and CSOs 
early in the research design process, in order to 
identify what data is needed, and how it will be 
used, and also to establish context-appropriate 
research methodologies (concepts, terminology, 
etc). Provide compensation for such consultations. 

Areas for future research

• Invest in qualitative research approaches. 
Qualitative methods are essential both for 
providing victim-survivors with opportunities to 
tell their stories and, relatedly, for identifying forms 
of violence specific to LGBTIQ+ groups (e.g., the 
threat of ‘outing’ someone, forced heterosexual 
marriages, ‘conversion’ therapies). Such research 
can help inform the development of questions 
to measure these forms of violence in specialized 
LGBTIQ+ surveys.

• Support data collection projects that have a clear 
rationale for why their proposed methodologies 
are appropriate for their local context, including 
considerations for the security of data subjects, 
researchers, and engaged stakeholders. Relatedly, 
support data collection projects that have a clearly 

defined theory of action or data uptake, including 
evidence that the proposed data is needed, can be 
safely collected, and is likely to be used to advance 
the rights of LGBTIQ+ people.

• Thematically, programmes of research that can 
shed more empirical light on understudied and 
less visible problems and sub-populations – 
for example, the issue of forced heterosexual 
marriages or intersex populations’ experiences 
with violence – are needed. There is also a need for 
further studies that focus on the ways in which 
intersectional factors – like race, ethnicity, gender, 
disability, geography, etc., – increase the likelihood 
of violence against LGBTIQ+ communities, and 
how these can be addressed through prevention 
and response.
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