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Abstract Our understanding of civilian casualties is not based solely on what is
reported but also who reports these human rights abuses. Competing interests at the
data collection stage have impeded the development of a more thorough understand-
ing of civilian victimization during conflict. We find that current definitions of
“casualty” neglect nonphysical forms of victimization and that group-based defini-
tions of “civilian” can obscure the role of different individuals in conflict. We contend
that the dominant definition of “civilian casualty” should be expanded to include the
full array of harm inflicted on individuals, including psychological harm and what we
refer to as multiple casualties of conflict. Expanding our definition of civilian
casualties to include different degrees and kinds of wartime victimization would
improve both documentation and analysis. We propose several areas for improvement
in terms of the documentation of civilian casualties as well as potential solutions to
the problems we identify.

Keywords Casualties . Political violence . Methodology . Cost ofWar . Civil War .
Genocide

Introduction

International interventions and criminal trials justified according to a developing norm
of civilian protection have become prevalent in the past two decades. However, the
international community continues to struggle with establishing responsibility for the
high numbers of civilian casualties seen in both international and domestic conflicts. To
better understand these conflicts, and oftentimes to begin to assign responsibility for war
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crimes and human rights abuses, comprehensive cross-national and national datasets of
civilian casualties have arisen alongside painstakingly collected testimonies of both
victims and perpetrators of violence (e.g., Comissão de Acolhimento Verdade e
Reconciliação de Timor-Leste 2005; Cibelli et al. 2009; Restrepo et al. 2006; Tabeau
and Bijak 2005; Varshney et al. 2008). This initiative to collect detailed information on
civilians killed during wartime has developed in tandem with a focus on the microlevel
dynamics of conflict (e.g., Kalyvas 2006; Straus 2006; Wood 2003).

Although there has been increasing scholarly attention paid to casualty estimation
methods and the politicization of civilian casualty counts (Andreas and Greenhill
2010; Seybolt et al. 2013), this article problematizes existing approaches to defining
and documenting civilian casualties of war.1 The competing interests underlying
different definitions of what constitutes a civilian casualty have significant implica-
tions for how we understand the impact of conflict on individuals and society. For
example, nonobservable long-term injuries such as HIV infection are typically ex-
cluded from our current understanding of civilian casualties of war,2 as are many
psychological effects. Understanding the modalities and specificities of wartime
victimization is key to gaining insight into the motivations of perpetrators and the
patterns of social mobilization that lead to widespread violence (Straus 2006; Kreidie
and Monroe 2002). Including different degrees and types of wartime violence in our
definition and documentation of civilian causalities may also significantly change
how we perceive wartime violence as well as post-war polices and outcomes.

By focusing on problems in defining the scope of both “civilian” and “casualty” as
concepts and providing a review of current approaches to documenting the casualties
of war, we demonstrate that the documentation of casualties has been strongly
influenced by notions of causality and responsibility within a wartime context.
More specifically, documenting civilian casualties requires that actors make decisions
regarding the role that different types of individuals play in conflict. Such decisions
are deeply embedded in actors’ beliefs regarding the ways in which individuals are
affected by conflict. Since different types of actors make different assumptions, we
categorize the interests and biases inherent in the actors that collect and produce data
on civilian casualties. The implications of such biases include the politicization of
competing civilian casualty numbers and the over- or underestimation of casualties,
which can greatly affect the amount and types of resources devoted to shaping post-
war outcomes in areas as different as criminal prosecutions and mental health. In
addition, how information on civilian casualties is documented and presented influ-
ences whether certain forms of victimization, such as sexual assault and HIV infec-
tions, are publicly recognized as part of the human cost of war.

1 We focus on civilian casualties of war or armed conflict in this paper for several reasons. First, the
identification of military casualties does not face the same degree of conceptual ambiguity as that of civilian
casualties. Second, militaries have a long history of documenting their wartime losses for a variety of
purposes. Such a history is largely absent with regard to civilian casualties. Throughout the paper, we use
the terms war and conflict interchangeably as we do not seek to limit our discussion to a definition of war as
exceeding a specific number of annual battle deaths and include episodes of one-sided violence, mass
killing, and genocide in our understanding of war.
2 An exception is work by Ghobarah et al. (2003), which includes infectious diseases amongst civilians as a
consequence of civil war. The authors find that “[c]ivil wars continue to kill people indirectly, well after the
shooting stops. These new deaths (and disabilities) are overwhelmingly concentrated in the civilian
population” (189).
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The motivation behind this article is, first, to draw attention to problems in the
definition of “civilian causalities” and, second, to highlight and begin to remedy the
resulting issues in the documentation of these casualties as these flaws may affect our
understanding of the processes that give rise to civilian victimization, the ways in
which civilians are victimized and the social and political implications of such
victimization. We proceed by first addressing the documentation of wartime casual-
ties, and in particular the difficulty of distinguishing between combatants and non-
combatants. The next section examines the variety of actors responsible for
documenting civilian casualties and their respective interests and biases. The third
section presents our reconceptualization of civilian casualties, which stresses the
benefit of disaggregating the concepts of “civilian” and “casualty” since group-
based definitions can obscure the role of different individuals in conflict. We find
that current definitions neglect non-physical forms of victimization and argue for the
inclusion of those who are what we refer to as “multiple casualties” of conflict as
well as the inclusion of psychological harms, such as the intergenerational
(transgenerational) transmission of trauma. We then present our agenda for future
research on civilian casualties, which highlights several ways that documentation can
be improved including the expanded use of surveys and the harnessing of new
technological developments that are changing the way data can be gathered.

Defining Civilian Casualties

Traditionally, the number of military casualties of war has been an important metric
for determining public support for a war as well as the war’s perceived success or
failure (Mueller 1973; Berinsky 2007; Gelpi et al. 2009). In the past, armies won, in
large part, by vanquishing their foes. Civilian victimization or punishment strategies
were accepted military tactics (Downes 2008). This is no longer the case. One result
of this shift is that much of the current defense policy discourse focuses on minimiz-
ing collateral damage and civilian casualties as part of an effort to win the hearts and
minds of various publics. Broader policy debates focus on the emerging norm of
civilian protection or the international “Responsibility to Protect” when national
governments fail to do so (International Commission on Intervention and State
Sovereignty 2001). At the same time, the changing nature of warfare has complicated
once simple distinctions between civilians and professional soldiers and made civil-
ian protection even more challenging.3 Civil wars pit uniformed armies against
guerrillas that blend into local populations. Even more complicated are those in-
stances of civil conflict where uniformed armies play little or no part in the violence,
and yet, we need to distinguish between civilian and military or combatant casualties
for many purposes, not least because the use of violence against these groups is
governed by different rules and principles of international law. However, we also
need to openly acknowledge that these categories are not well defined and are often
highly contextual.

3 Claire Garbett (2012) details the difficulty of making this distinction within the context of the
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) where 34 % of the counts considered
by the ICTY do not identify the civilian or military status of the victim.
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In its purely military usage, a “casualty” is defined as an individual’s loss to
service through death, injury, illness, capture or desertion. When applied to civilians,
the term casualty takes on very different meanings. The Geneva Convention (1949)
defines “civilians” as “persons taking no active part in the hostilities, including
members of armed forces who have laid down their arms and those placed hors de
combat by sickness, wounds, detention, or any other cause”. Yet, even this interna-
tionally accepted definition is problematic. The term “civilian” is often used inter-
changeably with “noncombatant,” but civilian support for combatants has at times
served as the basis for identifying acceptable military targets based on the belief that
civilians play an important supporting role in conflict.

The use of irregular forces, such as paramilitaries and militias, and internal security
apparatuses, such as police and national guards, as actors in conflict raises the
question of whether armed individuals that are not part of formal militaries should
be considered civilians. Such definitional decisions have significant implications for
our understanding of conflict. Restrepo et al. (2006) argue that “looking only at
battle-deaths can give a misleading picture of the overall situation in an irregular
war…a full quantitative approach should incorporate attacks on civilians and illegal
paramilitary activity supporting the state side in a conflict”. Episodes of one-sided
violence or state repression may be characterized in terms of a broader conflict to blur
the lines between civilians and militants (Trisko 2005). In the case of the former
Yugoslavia, the problem of distinguishing between combatants and non-combatants
has caused a great deal of controversy. Many Serbian authorities and their followers
argue that the murder of 8000 people in Srebrenica, mainly Bosniak men and teenage
boys, was a mass killing of “men of military age” and that this incident should not be
equated with other massacres in history where women and children were targeted.
They use the same argument to contend that Srebrenica was not a genocide (Steflja
field notes, 2011).

Given the difficulty of differentiating between civilians and combatants, there has
been an effort to identify civilians based on other categories. The key concern with
this approach is that identifying civilian casualties according to groups such as
“women” and “children” can over-determine our understanding of how the individ-
uals that belong to these groups participate in war and can obscure variation in their
roles between or within conflicts. The growing use of individuals under the age of 18
in all sorts of supporting and combat roles—including couriers, soldiers, and even
suicide bombers—challenges the assumption that children do not actively participate
in war (Elias 2012; Harooni 2011; Rayment 2008). According to UNICEF (1997), “A
child soldier is any person under 18 years of age who is part of any kind of regular or
irregular armed force or armed group in any capacity…The definition includes girls
recruited for sexual purposes and for forced marriage.” However, many combatant
groups and governments have argued that there is an important difference between a
small child forced into wartime activities and a teenage volunteer who can be as
deadly in active combat as an adult soldier. Still, the United Nations (UN) and child-
rights activists including Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and War
Child International claim that, despite context and cultural differences, a person
under 18 is not psychologically equipped to make a sound voluntary decision
regarding participation in warfare and should therefore be considered a civilian and
exempt from military recruitment (United Nations 1959).
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The identification of “women” as civilians is likewise problematic because of the
underlying assumptions that women do not have the same level of choice as men and
have different wartime opportunities and incentives. The reality is that the decisions
of women to participate in armed conflict, their motivations, and the social, cultural,
religious and political limitations and opportunities they may face are highly contex-
tual. The former Yugoslavia is well known as a case where participation by women
from all sides was minimal because women had little to gain (Hunt 2004). On the
other hand, in FARC guerrilla forces in Colombia, “women fight alongside the men
and endure the same hardships as them” so that “up to 30 % of Colombia’s most
powerful guerrilla army is female” (McDermott 2002). In Rwanda, women make up
less than 6 % of genocide-related detainees, a relatively low proportion in comparison
to men, but their incentives to participate in the genocide were not very different from
those of men.4 Moreover, women in leadership positions were particularly influenced
by the genocidal ideology propagated by the Habyarimana regime, played active
roles in the genocide, and gained titles of gendered imagery such as “evil woman”
and “monster” for their unconventional and “unwomanly” acts (Hogg 2010). By
assuming that women are civilians, much of the existing literature underrepresents
women as perpetrators of violence because women’s direct and indirect roles in
warfare are not given adequate attention. If combatant units and their activities are
significantly dependent on the indirect activities of women and their support, perhaps
such activities should be given more weight and our definition of combatants be
expanded as well.

The interaction of these gender and age-based categories is especially problematic.
As Garbett (2012) aptly notes, the framing of “women of military age” or “males of a
civilian age” is wholly absent in current discourses about civilian casualties. Young
women who become involved in conflict are absorbed into the broader category of
child soldier rather than having their specific needs addressed (Brooks 2012;
Betancourt et al. 2010). We find that current approaches to defining civilian casualties
ignore important nuances by grouping together certain types of individuals as victims
or perpetrators and excluding others from these categories. In doing so, the degree to
which the participation of individuals in conflict is formal or informal, voluntary or
forced, has been neglected rather than serving to inform our designation of these
individuals as civilians or combatants.

The relationship between civilians and their potential involvement in combat is
also the basis for competing judgments about the importance of differentiating
between direct and indirect casualties. An example is provided by Lacina and
Gleditsch (2005, p. 150), who focus on direct combat deaths as evidence of the scale,
scope, and nature of military engagement, with combat defined as “political violence
against any target, military or civilian, in which the perpetrator faces the immediate
threat of lethal force being used by the opposing forces against him/her and/or allied
fighters”.5 For casualties to be direct, the individual must have been killed or injured
in the context of an armed battle. This implies that civilians are only killed in the

4 Hogg (2010) found that Hutu women committed crimes because they perceived Tutsis to be associated
with the RPF, and like men, believed the propaganda.
5 It is unclear in this definition whether civilians are considered to be part of the “opposing” forces and are
therefore legitimate targets.
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context of battle as collateral damage. In their treatment of indirect deaths, Lacina and
Gleditsch invoke a more general notion of war deaths that is distinctly non-battle-
related. Others would argue that indirect deaths due to malnutrition/starvation and
disease are in fact a direct outcome of conflict conditions and can reflect particular
tactical decisions, such as the cut-off of supply routes or blockades.6 In practice,
many datasets intended to measure violence against civilians exclude collateral
damage, that is, civilians caught in the crossfire in conflict between armed groups
(Eck and Hultman 2007). Others include fatalities resulting from collateral damage as
well as direct civilian targeting, while some make no distinction between these two
modes of violence against civilians (Schrodt 2009; Glick et al. 2010).

Documenting Civilian Casualties

What is documented as a civilian casualty and how it is documented by different
actors has serious implications because these records are used for attributing guilt and
blame during and after conflict, including “which state or ethnic group will earn the
mantle of victim and which side will be castigated as a perpetrator or aggressor”
(Peskin 2008, p. 14). Different groups and institutions therefore have vested interests
in how casualties are defined and counted. Victims and perpetrators, and their
representatives, are among the main groups responsible for reporting casualties.
The potential for bias is great because each group wants the data on civilian casualties
to support its understanding of events. The blame for high numbers of civilian
casualties is particularly difficult to attribute in places where multiple actors target
each other’s civilians.7 However, it is in these complex conflicts that accurately
identifying the perpetrators and assessing the extent of violence is necessary to
understand the dynamics of civilian victimization. This section discusses four cate-
gories of actors involved in the civilian casualty documentation process: (1) govern-
ment institutions, (2) transitional justice institutions, (3) international institutions,
and, (4) the media.

Government Institutions

Government institutions at the national and local levels have played a major role in
the documentation of the victimization of their own civilian populations as well as
their victimization of others’ civilians. These institutions have a clear interest in the
strategic reporting (or nonreporting) of casualties and in presenting their estimates as
the most legitimate figures (Nettlefield 2010); for example, government agencies
responsible for providing services may become concerned about their funding and

6 The Briggs Plan during the Malayan Emergency set out to win the insurgency by denying material (food)
support to the combatants by forcefully resettling the area’s ethnic Chinese squatter communities (Tilman
1966). The tactics associated with the Briggs Plan have recently been lauded by many counterinsurgency
analysts, yet the tactics used in Malaya did not differentiate between combatants and non-combatants. For a
critique of the counterinsurgency literature drawing on the lessons of the Malayan Emergency, see Bennett
(2009) and Hack (2009).
7 Vanessa Pupavac (1998) lists multiple claims made by various sides in the Yugoslav conflict that have
subsequently been proven false.
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seek to limit the number of individuals officially identified as affected by conflict
(Jensen and Shaw 1993, p. 706).

Strategic reporting by governments takes place during and after conflict. During
the war in Bosnia the statistical authorities reported “accidental destruction of vital
records” as control of the front lines shifted between groups and offices and docu-
mentation were burned to prevent the enemies from capturing these materials (Tabeau
and Bijak 2005, p. 208). In post-war Republika Srpska, the Centre for War Crimes of
Republika Srpska has undertaken the task of proving that the number of Bosniak
fatalities in Srebrenica was lower than 8,000 and that victim remains were shipped
from different parts of Bosnia and presented as Srebrenica fatalities (Steflja field
notes, 2011). The Rwandan regime has stressed that the 1994 genocide was solely a
genocide directed at the Tutsi by the Habyarimana regime and has refused to
recognize that crimes were committed by the Rwandan Patriotic Front within
Rwanda or in the neighboring Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) during
the conflict (Zorbas 2004, 2009; Thomson 2009).8

The military’s role as a government institution responsible for recording both
military and civilian casualties is particularly complex. The military is composed of
individuals who may be directly involved in the perpetration of atrocities, which can
inhibit their ability to recognize the nature of certain acts as being outside of the
norm, making their definition of a civilian casualty narrower than should be the case
(Kahl 2007; Kreidie and Monroe 2002; Elizur and Yishay-Krien 2009; WikiLeaks
2010a). Casualty reporting can also be part of a broader war for hearts and minds. In
Afghanistan, the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), the Afghan National
Security Forces and the Taliban have all made civilian casualty allegations against
one another (Rogers 2010; BBC News 2011a, b).

Militaries apply certain modes of violence in their operations and may not docu-
ment other modes of violence that fall outside of this conceptualization of appropriate
wartime violence. In the case of Afghanistan, the Civilian Casualty Tracking Cell of
ISAF has focused on several broad categories of casualties, including those caused by
improvised explosive devices, direct fire, indirect fire, close air support (aerial
bombing), close combat attack (helicopter fire), and road traffic accidents. While
such prefabricated categories may be useful in evaluating the effects of military
operations, they are not as useful in documenting the range of violence inflicted upon
civilians because other forms of violence such as stabbings, assassinations, lynching,
and beheadings are excluded (Condra et al. 2010; Lyall 2009; Davenport and Inman
2010). Failing to document such modes of violence may obscure our understanding
of the motives behind these violent acts because we fail to consider that, for example,
lynching and beheadings may reflect specific intentions and messages of vigilantism
or retribution that the acts identified by the military may not. In addition, using
military categories to document modes of conflict-related violence does not travel
well across contexts, particularly where the lack of advanced weaponry leads to a
reliance on more crude methods of violence such as those reported by Straus (2004)
in his work on Rwanda.

8 An example of RPF violence is the incident of the Kibeho camp closure, where the United Nations
estimated that at least 2000 people were killed by RPF army gunfire or trampled in a stampede in the
government’s attempt to close what it considered to be a camp for extremist Hutu militia (Susman 1995).
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A regime and its military can cooperate in strategic reporting or find themselves on
opposite ends depending on whether they have unified or conflicting interests at a
particular point in time. If the military is concerned that its treatment of the enemy’s
population is threatening its reputation in the eyes of its citizens or the international
community, it is likely to define the category of casualty in very narrow terms to
convey the message that they have inflicted the lowest degree of harm possible.
Conversely, if the military needs to reassure its population that its operations are
effective, it might present data in such a way as to illustrate that the enemy is
experiencing significant losses while the casualties among its own population are
low; for example, while detailed data are available for each of the 58,193 US military
casualties of the Vietnam War, the official American estimate of 950,765 members of
communist forces killed in Vietnam has no attendant detailed information (National
Archives 2009). Other reported estimates of Vietnamese casualties have ranged from
1,234,000 to 2,358,000, with civilian casualties totaling between 354,000 and up to 2
million depending on the source (Hirschman et al. 1995; Peterman et al. 2011;
Clodfelter 1995).

Transitional Justice Institutions

Transitional justice institutions, including truth and reconciliation commissions and
criminal trials, have been used in the aftermath of virtually every period of mass
violence against civilians from 1970 onwards (Olsen et al. 2010; Bass 2000; United
States Institute of Peace 2011). Truth and reconciliation commissions (TRCs) in
particular stand out as a vital tool for the documentation of civilian casualties because
of their explicit mission to uncover the truth about past violence. One distinct
advantage of TRCs is their ability to leverage the postconflict political climate in
the interest of documenting as many incidents of civilian victimization as possible.
Often the most important component of truth commissions is the right given to the
accused to request amnesty in return for a confession, thus providing crucial infor-
mation on crimes committed, including the whereabouts of victims’ remains
(Mallinder 2008). Transitional justice institutions typically collect a wide variety of
evidence, including both testimonial and forensic evidence. Another advantage of
TRCs and war crimes tribunals is that they are able to make the data they produce
publicly available within a relatively short period of time following their data-
collection effort or the ending of trials. It should be recognized, however, that
TRCs and criminal trials both privilege a certain type of truth. In criminal trials the
amnesty option does not exist, and alleged criminals have no interest in providing
information that could strengthen the case against them.

Given the immense volume of data that transitional justice institutions collect,
significant decisions are made regarding what testimony will enter into official
records and databases and in what form it will appear. As Chapman and Ball
(2001, p. 9) note, “commissions’ findings are the product in part of deliberate
decisions to focus on particular events and of the limits of their ability to process
information.” Certain iconic episodes of violence may be emphasized to the detriment
of broader data on the extent of civilian victimization or different modes of violence.
These institutions also make decisions about how victimized populations will be
grouped or labeled (Garbett 2012). The value of the products of transitional justice
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institutions, such as victim databases or case files, may also be downplayed if they
propagate divisiveness among the post-war population and impede the efforts to-
wards a consensus on the historical “truth.”

International Institutions

International institutions, including international organizations and NGOs, often take
on the role of verifying civilian casualty reports provided by government institutions
and producing their own competing accounts. International institutions, too, have
their own agendas that affect the information they provide; for example, data on
civilian casualties provided by the government of Afghanistan compete with data
produced by the UN-mandated ISAF and the United Nations Assistance Mission in
Afghanistan (UNAMA). While UNAMA data have been publicly available and used
by scholars, as well as numerous NGOs and monitoring groups including the Human
Security Report Project, the ISAF data were initially made available through
WikiLeaks (2010b). UNAMA and other human rights organizations operating in
Afghanistan seek to document civilian casualties, while ISAF’s CIVCAS dataset is
intended to track the effectiveness of ISAF’s military tactics (Bohannon 2011). This
suggests that even within UN institutions there are strategic incentives to treat the
subject of who and what counts as a civilian casualty differently.

The Media and Individual Reporting

The media’s unique contribution in the reporting of civilian casualties is the ability to
report in real-time, which has been enhanced by the spread of social media and
networking technology and permits the rapid sharing of such information. Several
notable datasets use hand- or machine-coded media reports as the basis for their
civilian casualty counts (Eck and Hultman 2007; Restrepo et al. 2006). In the recent
conflicts in Libya and Syria, independent media, such as cell phone footage uploaded
to YouTube and Twitter micro-blogging, have emerged as important sources of
information about the modalities and extent of civilian victimization as well as the
geographic spread of conflict (Randeree 2011). However, both media and individual
reporting are subject to important limitations. On-the-spot reporting does not neces-
sarily provide the most accurate information as facts can be presented out of context,
and the importance of a single event can be exaggerated (Korn 2004). The probability
of event coverage is increased when events are large, violent, and/or bizarre in nature,
leading to the underreporting of seemingly typical events (Davenport and Ball 2002).
Recent research suggests that Western media reporting on human rights violations
varies nonrandomly as a function of the networks aligned with international human
rights movements; human rights violations receive more attention when Western
activists and journalists reinforce each other’s interests and reporting (Hafner-
Burton and Ron 2012; Ramos et al. 2007). According to Andreas and Greenhill
(2010, p. 3), “the public announcement of an impressively large number, regardless of
its origins or validity, can generate prominent press coverage, which in turn legiti-
mates and perpetuates the use of the number”. This dynamic played a key role in
shaping our understandings of the civilian casualty tolls in Darfur, the DRC, and
Bosnia (Nettlefield 2010).
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There are other reasons why the utility of media reports in measuring civilian
casualties is limited. In conflict and postconflict environments, the ability of the
media to report on civilian casualties is strongly determined by conflict dynamics and
media access to scenes of conflict. While coverage of human rights concerns may
increase in civil war contexts, in cases of extended conflict many episodes of violence
against civilians may not receive adequate coverage for several reasons including
media fatigue, acclimatization to violence, or fear of retaliation (Cole 2010; BBC
News 2012). Actors involved in wartime violence often try to impede the media’s
attempts to document their actions.9 Threats and harm to members of the media
distort the findings and obstruct the documentation of nuanced data.10 In highly
politicized contexts, the media can also become a venue for competing narratives
about victimhood and aggressors (!arkov 2007). The accumulated evidence therefore
suggests that media reports are best utilized to verify or supplement other data sources
due to their incomplete coverage, both temporally and geographically (Restrepo et al.
2006; Davenport and Ball 2002; Mueller 1995).

Reconceptualizing Civilian Casualties

While greater conceptual clarity is required of our usage of the term “civilian,” our
understanding of what constitutes a casualty of war needs to be expanded. The
concept of “casualty” is broad in the sense that it groups together a variety of types
of harm that result from an act of war and that can differ greatly in their form and
long-term effects. However, most data collection focuses on only a limited number of
harms: death or physical injury. Most obviously, deaths are very different from other
bodily injuries, but even physical injuries can vary greatly in terms of their severity
and their visibility. Furthermore, the traditional inclusion of only physical injuries in
casualty estimates neglects a range of psychological trauma suffered by individuals
who participate in or simply live through conflict (Bracken et al. 1995; Singer et al.
1995). We argue that greater attention must be paid to documenting the variety of
civilian victimization during conflict by disaggregating casualty measurement. Clear
gains are to be had by increasing the level of detail associated with civilian casualty
reporting and, whenever possible, events should be recorded in all their complexity.

While many forms of harm or injury are difficult to measure in a systematic way,
progress in the study of wartime sexual violence suggests that improvement is
possible. Sexual violence does not serve the same function in all conflicts across
space and time (Maedl 2011; Leiby 2009; Lindsey 2002; Weitsman 2008; Wood
2009). In the past, wartime rape was encompassed under the umbrella of
“lootpillageandrape,” which reflected a conventional image of warfare as a chaotic
environment in which decisions are made randomly and where anything that comes in

9 Such strategies can backfire. The lack of media access during the combat phase of the April 2002 Israeli
operation in the West Bank town of Jenin has been identified as contributing to the persistent belief that a
massacre occurred there (BBC News 2002; Greenhill 2010).
10 Amnesty International (2011) notes the incommunicado detention of foreign and domestic journalists in
Libya as well as several beatings and threats. Seven media workers have died in the conflict, with two
deaths attributed to deliberate and targeted attacks. On violence against journalists, see also Anastasijevic
(2007).
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a soldier’s way is up for grabs (Enloe 2000). Recently, analysts have recognized that
when male soldiers rape, gang rape, puncture wombs with guns, or purposely infect
women with HIV, these acts may not be merely symptomatic of war but can represent
a “strategy of war” (Handrahan 2004). The International Criminal Court has similarly
recognized that wartime rape can be of a systematic nature—an intentional, planned,
and administered act—and has labeled this phenomenon a crime against humanity
(Askin 1999). At the same time, an almost exclusive focus on women as victims has
largely ignored males as victims of wartime sexual violence.11

A detailed analysis of the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia illustrates that
wartime rape was employed as a military and paramilitary strategy of the extreme
ethno-nationalists, who established rape camps as tools for demographic competition
between rival groups. Because of patrilineage, impregnating women in these camps
produced children who were regarded as carrying the father’s identity and ultimately
resulted in higher population numbers for the perpetrators.12 This was different from
the Rwandan context where analysis reveals a combatant strategy where women were
targeted not mainly for rape but for murder, or for rape followed by murder. The
dynamics in the relationship between ethnicity and gender in Rwanda resulted in a
situation where the children of rape did not take on the rapist’s identity and thus were
not spared death (Taylor 1999; Hintjens 2001; Baines 2003; Whitman 2005). Instead,
more women were targeted for murder, since their ethnic/group identity was regarded
as being passed on to the next generation.13 Thus, different power hierarchies and
different gender and group relations can result in variation in the strategic use of
sexual violence.

This detailed analysis of the Yugoslav and Rwandan conflicts suggests that a lack of
specificity in the examination of wartime victimization through sexual violence can
result in seriously flawed analyses that conflate random cases of sexual violence with
those driven by nationalist, ethno-centric, and genocidal motives, or other group aims.14

Within one conflict, there may be different motives for sexual violence—random acts
driven by individual motives and systematic acts driven by group motives—and
separating the two is both extremely difficult and necessary for a nuanced understanding
of conflict dynamics. While both are rightly considered wartime violence, we need to
distinguish between them because they carry differentmessages (systematic rape sends a
message to the rival group that random rape does not) and require different responses.

Current approaches to civilian casualties also fail to capture the possibility of
individuals being victimized multiple times during the course of a conflict, making

11 While this is partly in reaction to the longstanding neglect of women in conflict analysis, noted by H.
Patricia Hynes (2004) and others, we contend that the exclusive focus on either gender distorts our
understanding of conflict. Campbell (2007) provides a compelling example of the importance of studying
male wartime sexual victimization.
12 In this context, the women’s ethno-nationalist identity is valueless since it is not passed on to her
children, and rape does not only accomplish the elimination of the enemy through the loss of the bloodline,
but also contributes to the reproduction of the perpetrator’s group (Jones 2000; Schiffman et al. 2002;
Snyder et al. 2006; Sofos 1996; Nettlefield 2010).
13 In the Rwandan context, patrilineage and patriarchy were challenged more, especially if the woman was
a Tutsi and therefore of a “higher ethnic rank,” so that a woman’s ethnic identity was considered significant.
14 Peterman et al. (2011) discuss the particular challenges associated with gathering accurate data on the
incidence of rape during periods of conflict and highlight the potential for inaccurate victim testimony. For
additional discussion of the debate regarding the use of rape in Libya, see Harding (2011a; 2011b).
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certain people double or triple casualties of war. Even if one assumes that a wartime
rape is the first and only victimization of an individual, ignoring the broader impact of
living through a conflict, this act may inflict numerous harms that may make the
victim a multiple casualty of war. The challenge of recording repeated victimization
arises in part from temporal issues in how we count civilian casualties. For example,
when a victim dies from HIV/AIDS contracted through wartime rape, is this victim a
fatality of the HIV/AIDS disease or a casualty of war, or both? That the victim’s death
could take place many years after the war ends is likely to leave him or her out of
many estimates of wartime casualties in the absence of documentation of rape.

Long-term psychological and social harms have only recently been included in
discussions of the casualties of war (Jones and Wessely 2007; Murthy 2007). Studies
based on the recent wars in Rwanda, the Balkans, Iraq, and Afghanistan highlight the
incidence of posttraumatic stress disorder among civilians and in particular among
internally-displaced persons (De Jong 2002; Johnson and Thompson 2008; Morina
and Ford 2008; Priebe et al. 2010; van der Veer 1998).15 While all forms of violence
are associated with psychological trauma, the extent of psychosocial adjustment
varies according to the individual’s conflict experience and age at time of trauma
(Betancourt et al. 2010). Differences in the effects of short-term/acute and long-
term/chronic exposure to war-related trauma suggest that negative effects resulting
from short-term exposure may decline over time in children and youth (Sagi-
Schwartz 2008, p. 324). In addition, some forms of wartime violence carry the
possibility of second-generation victims as children born of rape may suffer from
their own psychological difficulties arising from parental neglect or societal rejection.
The intergenerational transmission of trauma has been widely demonstrated in
children of Holocaust survivors (Danieli 1985; Bergmann and Jucovy 1982;
Solkoff 1992; Kellerman 2001)16 and children of perpetrators (Schwab 2004). In
many postconflict countries, such trauma is manifest in high rates of domestic
violence (Annan and Brier 2010).

We believe that immediate progress can be made on several of the issues identified
above. First and foremost, attention should be shifted from groups back to individ-
uals. An individual-level focus allows us to assess the breadth as well as the severity
of the wartime victimization of civilians whenever possible. The age of at-risk
populations is increasingly being identified, as is potential variation in extent of harm
according to age (Hagan and Rymond-Richmond 2010; Jensen and Shaw 1993). The
inclusion of victims’ ages is much more specific than a focus on “children” as a
category. Second, focusing on the multiplicity of harms that wartime violence can
bring, through the disaggregation of the concept of casualty, is essential.
Psychological effects should be placed on par with physical injuries sustained during
conflict. This permits us to better capture some of the long-term consequences of
wartime violence. Expanding the concept of “casualty” to include psychological
trauma also permits greater attention to be paid the long-term consequences of
wartime victimization including second-generation casualties, such as the families
of victims and survivors. The next section offers initial suggestions for how to

15 For a critique, see Summerfield (1999).
16 For a contrary opinion, see Sagi-Schwartz et al. (2008), van IJzendoorn et al. (2003), and Sagi-Schwartz
et al. (2008).
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implement a disaggregated approach to civilian casualty documentation and ad-
dresses some of the remaining challenges for work in this field.

An Agenda for Future Research

We have identified considerable deficiencies in current approaches to the documen-
tation of civilian casualties. Potential solutions include broader data collection (in-
cluding the integration of records from different fields such as public health), more
detailed documentation regarding the specifics of victims and casualty types, and
greater inter-disciplinary cooperation. Ultimately, scholarly attention to how civilians
are victimized is driven in part by individual research questions. The growing
literature on wartime sexual violence stands out as a case in point, as do studies on
the effects of small arms and landmines (Ascherio et al. 1995; Bilukha et al. 2003;
Renner 1997). Now is the time to bring together all of these different research streams
in such a way that scholars will be better able to analyze wartime violence in its
entirety as well as its different manifestations. Movement in this direction is being
pioneered by the Every Casualty Campaign (led by the Oxford Research Group),
which engages states, civil society, practitioners, and international organizations to
promote concrete steps towards improved recording of casualties so that records of
direct deaths from armed violence are made in a systematic and continuous way.17

In tackling the problem of how to gain precise information across a population and
thus engage in broader data collection, we suggest that researchers make greater use
of surveys to document the wide array of harms described above. Surveys can readily
document physical and psychological injuries among survivors and give a sense of
the potential implications of wartime violence for social and medical services.18 They
are also highly replicable and typically transfer between contexts well. Thus far,
however, even exemplary surveys have been limited in their degree of detail and
often focus on a narrow target population.19 In the case of psychological harms, a
general survey question such as “Do you (or a family member) experience psycho-
logical trauma as a result of the war/violence?” can be followed by a detailed set of
answer categories, documenting the degree of injury (“severe,” “moderate,” and
“none”), the temporal element (“in the past” and “in the present”), as well as the
method of diagnosis (“medical diagnosis” and “self-diagnosis”). Recording whether
participants have been medically diagnosed may allow researchers to link their data to
existing national health records. Such records may also be useful in identifying
further populations of interest. Moreover, survey questions can be formulated to track

17 By recording information such as the victim’s name, age, gender, occupation, religion, and ethnic group,
and the date, location, and number of people killed in the incident, this project is applying a disaggregated
approach to the public documentation of both direct civilian and combatant casualties. For more details, see
www.everycasualty.org.
18 We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
19 For example, surveys of 1,300 child soldiers in Uganda have attempted to document physical injuries
and access to relevant social services, including counseling, but have limited investigation of psychological
injuries (limited to the question “would you describe [the war-affected youth] as still seriously affected by
his experience in the bush? If yes, describe”). See, Annan, Blattman and Horton (2006) and Blattman
(2013).
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intergenerational trauma by asking participants to identify themselves as “direct
survivors” of violence or “offspring of survivors/victims” of violence.

At the same time, surveys too have their limitations including the length of time
required to complete a questionnaire and the extensive resources required to field a
survey. In addition, surveys are not applicable to research on all forms of victimiza-
tion. While researchers may ask participants a question on wartime sexual violence, a
more detailed record on this form of victimization is unlikely to come from surveys
because of stigma and related issues. Furthermore, surveys that sample from a
population require that researchers engage in data estimation techniques and extend
inferences to the broader population in ways may distort the original data. Surveys
also create static data points and may need to be repeated if the researcher is interested
in identifying the long-term effects of wartime violence. Despite these limitations,
surveys offer the best possibility amongst survivor populations for attaining the level
of data disaggregation that we advocate.

We also encourage researchers to develop innovative data collection methods in
collaboration with researchers in other fields. The use of software-coded Twitter and
media reports has contributed greatly to the development of event-level datasets on
political violence.20 More qualitative approaches are also possible through, for example,
a free and anonymous telephone line for victims who wish their testimonies to be
recorded. Informants would have the ability to disclose personal information if they
so chose but, beyond the collection of basic demographic information, the emphasis
would be the victim’s own personal narrative. Voice identification software could be
employed to ensure that individuals were distinctly identified and the descriptive
information provided in the testimony could be transcribed through talk-to-text software
or traditional methods. The data obtained through this anonymous collection process
could then be used to identify patterns of victimization within and across conflicts.
Testimony from Holocaust survivors has already been documented through sound and
video recording. The increasing use of cellular telephones, especially in the developing
world, calls for inventive use of such technologies. Harnessing new technology may
enable researches to identify more victims of wartime violence than could be achieved
through traditional methods like personal interviews or small surveys while allowing for
a richer array of data to be collected.

Lastly, we recognize that there remains a distinction between what should
(theoretically) be documented and what can actually be measured in practice.21 The
difficulties inherent in wartime situations limit the likelihood that even well designed
data collection will be carried out in accordance with our ideal. Sensitivity to time
presents an area for further problem solving. It is clear that fatalities ought to be
documented as soon as they are identified. However, the question of when survivors
of war are ready to begin sharing information vital for the documentation of other
forms of civilian victimization is often, and understandably, not up to researchers.
With regard to psychological trauma, effects may be most evident in victims’ later
attitudes and value systems and may not appear until the subsequent generation
(Jensen and Shaw 1993, p. 707).

20 One example is the Ushahidi platform, which collects and maps incidents of political violence submitted
by users via SMS, email or web submissions. See, www.ushahidi.com.
21 We thank an anonymous reviewer for stressing this point.
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The ability to document civilian casualties also depends on the post-war power
configuration in the conflict country and/or the victims’ subsequent place of resi-
dence. Who “wins” a given conflict strongly determines the questions that can be
asked after the conflict. Identifying how individuals were victimized may be much
easier than identifying by whom. In conflicts where displacement and refugee popu-
lations are widespread, the willingness of third-party countries to permit research also
comes into play. Furthermore, some countries have well developed government
infrastructure and civil services that produce records that can be used in the collection
of data on civilian casualties while other countries suffer from a deficit of such
infrastructure. Scholars and researchers should apply our recommendations on the
basis of what is most appropriate for the specific political and social conditions in the
conflict-affected country and with keen attention to recording as much detailed
information on casualties as is possible within that context.

Conclusions

We have also stressed that our understanding of civilian casualties is not based solely
on what is reported but also by whom it is reported. We find that competing interests
at the data collection stage impede the development of a widely applicable under-
standing of patterns of civilian victimization during conflict, largely by limiting the
level of detail in the collected data through the imposition of broad categories. Further
complicating this is the fact that domestic and international actors politicize civilian
casualty numbers and, when due attention is not allocated to the particularities of
individual conflicts, scholars explain patterns of violence without an attendant em-
phasis on how these patterns are embedded within existing gender or power dynamics
and modes of societal violence. We hope that scholars trying to answer specific
questions about the human cost of war will pay greater attention to the inherent biases
of their sources and keep the aims of different institutions and organizations in mind
when looking at the data these sources provide.

Expanding our current way of thinking about how casualties should be document-
ed has important implications for both theory and policy. Less abstract and more
restricted, clear, and precise definitions of “civilian” and “casualty” can have benefits
in the area of policy making, because the implementation of policies needs to be
based on some reasonable identification strategy. As Seybolt et al. (2013, p. 29)
argue, “[c]reating authoritative records and counts requires rigorous attention to
detail. Without it, recording and counting can promote conflict, rather than peace,
as the parties fight over perceived injustices. As a result, accurate, accepted records
and counts of civilian casualties are fundamental to peacebuilding”. In particular, the
use of a broader definition of civilian casualty that includes psychological trauma and
identifies individuals that we refer to as “multiple casualties” has significant impli-
cations for postconflict policies, including countrywide efforts at reconciliation, by
focusing attention on psychosocial approaches to conflict resolution and postconflict
rehabilitation.

Finally, we recognize that while significant data is lost or cannot be documented
because of conditions inherent in conflict and postconflict countries, we believe that
researchers can begin to draw together a more inclusive body of evidence by
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employing methods ranging from detailed surveys to innovative ways of obtaining
victims’ testimonies. By focusing on collecting data directly from individuals affected
by war, rather than relying on counts produced by political actors, researchers may be
more certain of the validity not only of their data but also their inferences.
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