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Abstract
Background  Sexual violence against women is a global public health issue with both short- and long-term effects 
on the physical and mental health of women. This study aimed to determine the prevalence of sexual violence and its 
associated factors among women of reproductive age in Rwanda.

Methods  We used secondary data from the 2020 Rwanda Demographic and Health Survey of 1,700 participants, 
who were selected using multistage stratified sampling. Multivariable logistic regression was conducted to explore 
factors associated with sexual violence using SPSS (version 25).

Results  Of the 1,700 women of reproductive age, 12.4% (95%CI: 11.0–14.1) had experienced sexual violence. 
Justified beating (AOR = 1.34, 95%CI: 1.16–1.65), not having health insurance (AOR = 1.46, 95%CI: 1.26–2.40), not 
being involved in healthcare decision-making (AOR = 1.64, 95%CI: 1.99–2.70), having a husband/partner with primary 
(AOR = 1.70, 95%CI: 5.47–6.21) or no education (AOR = 1.84, 95%CI: 1.21–3.37), as well as having a husband/partner 
who sometimes (AOR = 3.37, 95%CI: 1.56–7.30) or often (AOR = 12.87, 95%CI: 5.64–29.38) gets drunk were positively 
associated with sexual violence. However, women from male-headed households (AOR = 0.52, 95%CI: 0.29–0.92) were 
less likely to experience sexual violence.

Conclusions  There is a need to demystify negative culturally-rooted beliefs favouring sexual violence, such as 
justified beating, as well as increase efforts to promote women’s empowerment and healthcare access. Moreover, 
engaging men in anti-sexual violence strategies is paramount to addressing male-related issues that expose women 
to sexual violence.
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Text box 1. Contributions to the literature
• Sexual violence is one of the commonest forms of violence 
experienced by women and negatively impacts both the 
victims and their families.

• Our study revealed a substantial prevalence of sexual vio-
lence among women of reproductive age in Rwanda which 
is although lower than the overall worldwide prevalence.

• There is a need to demystify negative culturally-rooted 
beliefs fueling not only sexual violence but also physical vio-
lence, as well as efforts to promote women’s empowerment 
to enable them to make healthier decisions.

• Engaging men in anti-sexual violence strategies is para-
mount in addressing male-related issues that expose women 
to violence.

Background
Sexual violence is one of the most common forms of vio-
lence experienced by women [1, 2]. Sexual violence refers 
to any sexual act or attempts to obtain sexual act against 
an individual’s will, unwanted sexual advances and com-
ments that may be directed against anyone’s sexuality 
regardless of who the perpetrator is and where it is hap-
pening [2]. Sexual violence manifests in different forms 
like sexual harassment, completed rape, attempted rape, 
degrading or humiliating sexual acts, bad touches and 
unwanted sexual comments [3]. Males are reported to be 
the most common sexual violence perpetrators, including 
acquaintances, family members, and intimate partners 
like boyfriends and husbands and very few occurrences 
are attributable to strangers [4–6].

Multiple studies have shown that sexual violence nega-
tively impacts both the victims and their families [7–11]. 
Women who experience sexual violence are at risk of 
contracting Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) and 
other sexually transmitted infections, unwanted pregnan-
cies, stigmatization, family break-ups, depression and 
resorting to alcohol and drugs as a coping mechanism 
[12]. There are instances where this violence also results 
in physical harm [8, 10, 11, 13]. However, these effects 
were found to be more pronounced among pregnant 
women due to their vulnerable state [14]. Studies show 
that expectant women who are victims of sexual violence 
are at higher risk of pregnancy-related complications 
such as preterm birth, low birth weight, and delayed pre-
natal care [15, 16].

Sexual violence towards women is a major violation of 
human rights and a global public health challenge with 
mental and physical effects on the well-being of women 
and their children [17–19]. The World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) report shows that 27% of women aged 
15–49 experience either sexual or physical violence in 
their lifetime [2]. Other reports show that at least one in 
every three women experiences sexual violence in their 
lifetime [2, 17, 20, 21]. A review of databases from 195 

countries worldwide revealed an overall prevalence of 
sexual violence against women at 35.6% [22].

A systematic analysis of studies in sub-Saharan Africa 
shows that the overall prevalence of sexual violence 
against women is 18.7% [20]. South Africa still reports 
the highest prevalence rates of sexual violence against 
women aged 18–49 years at 37.9% [23]. In East African 
countries like Kenya and Uganda, lifetime sexual violence 
stands at 20.5% and 24.3%, respectively [24, 25]. In those 
countries, the prevalence of sexual violence has been 
demonstrated to also be high among pregnant women, at 
34.8% and 36.1%, respectively [19, 26].

Various studies done in sub-Saharan Africa show that 
sexual violence, just like other forms of violence against 
women, is influenced by multiple factors [27–31]. Some 
of the factors include individual factors like age and edu-
cation level, demographic characteristics like living in 
rural areas, social and contextual factors like secretive 
culture, inadequate religious beliefs, and gender inequali-
ties, and finally, need factors like relying on husbands for 
basic survival [27–31]. Additional factors such as wit-
nessing family sexual violence during childhood, drug 
abuse, difficulties in effective communication among 
couples, marital discord, male controlling behaviour, and 
community norms were found to be associated with sex-
ual violence [19, 32]. Current pregnancy status has also 
previously been identified as one of the associated fac-
tors of sexual violence [33]. A systematic review found 
a worldwide prevalence of sexual violence among preg-
nant women of 31% [34]. Another systematic review and 
meta-analysis of the worldwide prevalence of intimate 
partner violence (IPV) among pregnant women revealed 
that sexual violence accounted for 5.5% of IPV cases [35].

Sexual violence among women and its predictors in 
Rwanda have been barely explored, with the existing few 
studies focusing on pregnant women [36, 37] and female 
sex workers [38]. With this scanty literature, it creates 
a gap in the formulation and implementation of practi-
cal interventions in addressing this public health issue. 
Therefore, this study aimed at assessing the prevalence of 
sexual violence and its associated factors among women 
of reproductive age in Rwanda, using the recent 2020 
Rwanda Demographic and Health survey. This informa-
tion would help in guiding policy formulations and inter-
ventions aimed at addressing sexual violence.

Methods
Study sampling and participants
The 2019–20 Rwanda Demographic Survey (RDHS) data 
was used for this analysis. The RDHS employed a two-
stage sample design; with the first stage involving cluster 
selection consisting of enumeration areas (EAs) and the 
second stage involving systematic sampling of house-
holds in all the selected EAs leading to a total of 13,005 
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households [39]. The data used in this analysis were 
particularly from the household and domestic violence 
questionnaires.

The 2019–2020 RDHS data were collected between 
November 2019 and July 2020 [39]. RDHS-eligible par-
ticipants were women aged 15–49 years who were either 
permanent residents of the selected households or visi-
tors who stayed in the household the night before the 
survey. In two-thirds of the total households, one eligible 
woman per household was randomly selected to respond 
to the domestic violence module as part of the individual 
interview, and the module was not implemented if pri-
vacy could not be assured. Of the 14,675 women aged 
15–49 interviewed in the RDHS, 7,402 were selected to 
respond to the domestic violence questions. This analy-
sis, however, only included 1,700 women who had full 
responses for sexual violence items/ questions.

Variables
Dependent variables
The study outcome variable was the history of exposure 
to sexual violence among women in Rwanda, and it was a 
binary variable coded yes or no. During the survey, infor-
mation was collected about the ever-married women’s 
lifetime experiences of any form of sexual violence (by 
their current or previous partner) by asking about the 
experience of the following: anyone physically forcing 
you to have sexual intercourse with him or even when 
you do not want to; physically forcing you to perform any 
other sexual acts you do not want to; forcing you with 
threats or in any other way to perform sexual acts you do 
not want to [39].

Explanatory variables
Determinants of sexual violence were included based 
on the available literature and data [27–31, 37, 40, 41]. 
Twenty-one (21) variables were considered and of these, 
two were community-level factors that included place of 
residence (categorized into rural and urban), and region 
of residence (Kigali, South, West, East, and North). Seven 
household-level factors included household size (less 
than six and six and above), sex of household head (male 
and female), husband/partner’s educational level, hus-
band/partner’s age, husband/partner’s working status 
(yes or no), husband/partner’s frequency of being drunk 
(never, sometimes, and often), and wealth index (catego-
rized into five quintiles that ranged from the poorest to 
the richest quintile). Twelve individual-level factors were 
also considered in the analysis, including; age (15–24, 
25–34, 35–44, and 45–49 years), working status (yes or 
no), justified beating (yes or no), parity (4 and less and 
above 4) educational level (no education, primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary), health insurance (yes and no), 
religion (catholic, protestant, Adventist, Moslem and 

others), health care decision-making (yes and no), expo-
sure to radio, newspapers, and television (yes and no), 
and economic empowerment (high, medium, low, and 
no empowerment). The wealth index was calculated by 
RDHS from information on household asset ownership 
using Principal Component Analysis. In addition, the 
answer to the husband/partner’s frequency of getting 
drunk was the woman’s subjective judgment, and justi-
fied beating was determined by asking women whether 
they thought it was okay to be beaten by their partner for 
a specific reason [39].

Statistical analysis
To account for the unequal probability sampling in dif-
ferent strata and ensure the representativeness of the 
study results, DHS sample weights were applied [42, 43]. 
Analysis was conducted using SPSS (version 25) soft-
ware – complex samples package, which accounted for 
the multistage sample design inherent in the RDHS data-
set by incorporating: individual sample weight, sample 
strata for sampling errors/design, and cluster number 
in the analysis plan [39, 43, 44]. Frequency distributions 
were used to describe the background characteristics 
of the respondents. Bivariable logistic regression was 
then conducted to assess the association of each predic-
tor variable with sexual violence, and crude odds ratio 
(COR), 95% confidence interval (CI) and p-values were 
presented. Independent variables found significant at 
a p-value < 0.25 were then included in the multivariable 
model. Additionally, other variables reported to have 
a significant association with sexual violence in previ-
ous studies, regardless of their significance on bivariable 
analysis, were also included. Adjusted odds ratios (AOR), 
95%CI and p-values were obtained and presented, with a 
statistical significance level set at p-value < 0.05. All pre-
dictor variables in the model were assessed for multi-col-
linearity, which was considered present if a variable had a 
variance inflation factor (VIF) greater than 10 [42]. How-
ever, none of the variables had a VIF above 3.

Results
Characteristics of participants
A total of 1,700 participants were included in this analysis 
(Table 1). The majority were 25–44 years of age (78.5%), 
attained a primary level of education (64.4%), work-
ing (77.5%) and had parity of not more than 4 children 
(77.6%). Additionally, 50.7% justified being beaten by 
their husbands, 83.1% had health insurance, 84.5% were 
rural residents, 70.9% were from households of less than 
6 members, and 85.3% were from male-headed house-
holds. Moreover, 77% were exposed to radio, while 60.5% 
and 81.8% had no exposure to television or newspapers, 
respectively, 81.2% had healthcare decision-making, and 
93.3% had working husbands with primary education 
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Characteristics Frequency (%), N = 1,700
Age
45–49 147(8.6)

35–44 589(34.7)

25–34 745(43.8)

15–24 219(12.9)

Education level
Tertiary 73(4.3)

Secondary 313(18.4)

Primary 1095(64.4)

No education 218(12.8)

Working status
Working 1317(77.5)

Not working 382(22.5)

Parity
Above 4 380(22.4)

4 and less 1319(77.6)

Justified beating
No 838(49.3)

Yes 861(50.7)

Health insurance
Yes 1412(83.1)

No 287(16.9)

Religion
Catholic 613(36.1)

Protestant 801(47.1)

Adventist 231(13.6)

Muslim 25(1.4)

Others 29(1.7)

Wealth index
Richest 305(18.0)

Richer 376(22.1)

Middle 330(19.4)

Poorer 347(20.4)

Poorest 342(20.1)

Residence
Urban 264(15.5)

Rural 1436(84.5)

Region
Kigali 226(13.3)

West 378(22.2)

East 446(26.3)

North 281(16.5)

South 368(21.6)

Household size
Less than 6 1204(70.9)

6 and above 495(29.1)

Sex of household head
Female 250(14.7)

Male 1450(85.3)

Exposure to radio
Yes 1308(77.0)

No 392(23.0)

Exposure to television

Table 1  Background characteristics of Rwandan women aged 15 to 49 years as per the 2020 Rwanda Demographic Health Survey
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(69%). Regarding the experience of sexual violence, 211 
(12.4% 95%CI: 11.0–14.1) had ever been sexually abused.

Factors associated with sexual violence among women of 
reproductive age
The results of the bivariable analysis are detailed in 
Table  2, with factors having an independent significant 
association with sexual violence highlighted. At the mul-
tivariable analysis level, the factors found significantly 
associated with sexual violence were justified beating, 
health insurance, sex of household head, healthcare 
decision-making, husband/partner’s education, and hus-
band’s frequency of getting drunk (Table 2).

Women who justified beating (AOR = 1.34, 95%CI: 
1.16–1.65) had higher odds of experiencing sexual vio-
lence compared to those who did not, similar to women 
with no health insurance (AOR = 1.46, 95%CI: 1.26–2.40) 

who also had higher odds of being sexually abused com-
pared to those with health insurance. Compared to 
women involved in healthcare decision-making, those 
not involved in healthcare decision-making (AOR = 1.64, 
95%CI: 1.99–2.70) had higher odds of being sexually 
abused. Similarly, women with husband/partner of no 
education (AOR = 1.84, 95%CI: 1.21–3.37) and primary 
education (AOR = 1.70, 95%CI: 5.47–6.21) had higher 
odds of experiencing sexual violence compared to those 
whose husbands had tertiary education. Moreover, 
women with husbands who often (AOR = 12.87, 95%CI: 
5.64–29.38) and sometimes (AOR = 3.37, 95%CI: 1.56–
7.30) got drunk also had higher odds of being sexually 
abused, compared with those with husbands who never 
get drunk. However, women from male-headed house-
holds (AOR = 0.52, 95%CI: 0.29–0.92) had less odds of 

Characteristics Frequency (%), N = 1,700
Age
Yes 671(39.5)

No 1029(60.5)

Exposure to newspapers
Yes 309(18.2)

No 1391(81.8)

Economic empowerment
High 426(25.1)

Medium 653(38.4)

Low 461(27.1)

No 160(9.4)

Healthcare decision-making
Yes 1380(81.2)

No 320(18.8)

Husband/partner’s age
45–49 365(21.5)

35–44 651(38.3)

25–34 606(35.7)

15–24 77(4.5)

Husband/partner’s education
Tertiary 80(4.7)

Secondary 211(12.4)

Primary 1173(69.0)

No education 236(13.9)

Husband/partner’s frequency of getting drunk *
Never 245(14.4)

Sometimes 633(37.3)

Often 150(8.9)

Husband/partner’s working status
Yes 1585(93.3)

No 114(6.7)

Sexual violence
No 1489(87.6)

Yes 211(12.4), (95%CI: 11.0–14.1)
* = 671 missing values

Table 1  (continued) 



Page 6 of 10Nuwabaine et al. Archives of Public Health          (2023) 81:112 

Characteristics Crude odds ratio, COR (95% CI) p-value* Adjusted odds ratio, AOR (95% CI) p-value**
Age 0.270 0.781

45–49 1 1

35–44 0.94(0.48–1.84) 0.76(0.36–1.61)

25–34 0.83(0.42–1.63) 0.63(0.25–1.59)

15–24 050(0.21–1.16) 0.53(0.14–1.97)

Education level 0.135 0.123

Tertiary 1 1

Secondary 3.37(0.95–12.03) 2.78(0.53–14.68)

Primary 4.01(1.24–13.04) 1.35(0.24–7.73)

No education 3.87(1.12–13.33) 1.15(0.19–7.08)

Working status 0.337 0.190

Working 1 1

Not working 0.80(0.50–1.27) 0.68(0.38–1.22)

Parity 0.270 0.390

Above 4 1 1

4 and less 0.82(0.57–1.17) 0.81(0.50–1.31)

Justified beating 0.031 0.038
No 1 1

Yes 1.46(1.04–2.05) 1.34(1.16–1.65)
Health insurance 0.005 0.043
Yes 1 1

No 1.94(1.22–3.09) 1.46(1.26–2.40)
Religion 0.552 0.309

Catholic 1 1

Protestant 1.33(0.90–1.97) 1.40(0.87–2.26)

Adventist 1.46(0.82–2.61) 1.56(0.83–2.94)

Muslim 1.64(0.57–4.72) 3.18(0.86–11.82)

Others 1.05(0.29–3.77) 1.13(0.24–5.48)

Wealth index 0.089 0.253

Richest 1 1

Richer 1.35(0.63–2.88) 0.66(0.29–1.51)

Middle 2.24(1.10–4.55) 1.41(0.57–3.53)

Poorer 2.23(1.132–4.41) 1.07(0.45–2.57)

Poorest 1.93(0.96–3.86) 0.82(0.33–2.01)

Residence 0.538 0.190

Urban 1 1

Rural 1.21(0.66–2.24) 0.68(0.38–1.21)

Region 0.825 0.801

Kigali 1 1

West 1.18(0.58–2.42) 0.94(0.45–1.94)

East 0.88(0.42–1.84) 0.82(0.39–1.71)

North 1.08(0.52–2.25) 0.87(0.34–2.21)

South 1.08(0.52–2.26) 0.66(0.30–1.45)

Household size 0.331 0.801

Less than 6 1 1

6 and above 0.82(0.55–1.22) 1.07(0.62–1.85)

Sex of household head 0.335 0.024
Female 1 1

Male 0.77(0.45–1.31) 0.52(0.29–0.92)
Exposure to radio 0.161 0.171

Yes 1 1

No 1.30(0.90–1.87) 1.38(0.87–2.17)

Exposure to television 0.375 0.814

Table 2  Factors associated with sexual violence among women in Rwanda as per the 2020 RDHS
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experiencing sexual violence compared to their counter-
parts from female-headed households.

Discussion
This study assessed the prevalence of sexual violence and 
associated factors among women of reproductive age in 
Rwanda. The results showed that about 12% of women in 
Rwanda had experienced sexual violence. This prevalence 
is lower than that reported in other East African coun-
tries like Uganda (24.3%) and Kenya (20.5%) [24, 25], and 
that reported in South Africa (24.9%) [23]. This could be 
explained by differences in socio-demographic character-
istics, cultural norms, and beliefs, as well as weak judicial 
systems that put victims at risk and higher incidences of 
sexual abuse [45]. Studies have shown that weak judicial 
systems to hold perpetrators accountable and bad social 
norms that fuel sexual violence are great players in the 
incidence of sexual violence [46, 47]. The lower observed 
prevalence may also be due to the fact that Rwanda set 
up initiatives to uplift the rights of women post-geno-
cide [48]. However, there is a need for streamlining and 

strengthening policies and laws aimed at empowering 
women, engaging men who are the likely perpetrators 
and creating gender equality to protect women from 
existing sexual injustices.

In this study, women who justified being beaten by 
their husbands were more likely to experience sexual vio-
lence than those who did not justify beating. This concurs 
with results from other studies in Nigeria and Uganda 
that reported a positive link between justified beating 
and sexual violence as well as physical and emotional vio-
lence [49, 50]. This goes in hand with social norms that 
empower husbands with the right to use violence against 
their women and women that are so protective of their 
family image rather than their health challenges [46]. 
Communities with such negative cultural beliefs usually 
do not consider sexual violence as a type of violation, and 
this kind of mindset denies women self-confidence and 
makes them vulnerable to many forms of abuse by men 
[51]. Therefore, sensitization of men, who are the likely 
perpetrators of sexual violence focusing on debunking 

Characteristics Crude odds ratio, COR (95% CI) p-value* Adjusted odds ratio, AOR (95% CI) p-value**
Yes 1 1

No 1.19(0.81–1.75) 0.94(0.58–1.54)

Exposure to newspapers 0.496 0.701

Yes 1 1

No 1.18(0.73–1.92) 0.88(0.45–1.72)

Economic empowerment 0.283 0.124

High 1 1

Medium 1.20(0.78–1.84) 1.63(0.93–2.84)

Low 0.75(0.43–1.29) 0.86(0.43–1.71)

No 1.05(0.60–1.86) 1.15(0.50–2.62)

Healthcare decision-making 0.130 0.045
Yes 1 1

No 1.34(0.92–1.95) 1.64(1.99–2.70)
Husband/partner’s age 0.812 0.696

45–49 1 1

35–44 0.99(0.63–1.58) 1.40(0.76–2.55)

25–34 0.87(0.55–1.36) 1.24(0.64–2.43)

15–24 0.70(0.25–1.98) 0.86(0.17–4.27)

Husband/partner’s education 0.114 0.026
Tertiary 1 1

Secondary 1.23(0.37–4.12) 0.69(0.18–2.66)

Primary 2.76(0.91–8.37) 1.70(1.47–6.21)
No education 2.05(0.63–6.62) 1.84(1.21–3.37)
Husband/partner’s frequency of getting drunk <0.001 <0.001
Never 1 1

Sometimes 3.18(1.51–6.68) 3.37(1.56–7.30)
Often 11.69(5.34–25.58) 12.87(5.64–29.38)
Husband/partner’s working status 0.110 0.990

Yes 1 1

No 1.58(0.90–2.77) 0.99(0.41–2.40)
Bold = significant, *= significant at 0.25, **= significant at 0.05, RDHS = Rwanda demographic health survey

Table 2  (continued) 
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such negative cultural beliefs is crucial in addressing the 
violence of all forms against women.

Not having health insurance as well as not being able to 
participate in healthcare decision-making were positively 
associated with sexual violence in this study. These find-
ings are consistent with results from other studies con-
ducted in Nigeria and the United States of America which 
showed that women with health insurance had an upper 
hand in decision-making about their health and are more 
likely to be informed about different health issues which 
is one of the fundamentals of woman empowerment [52]. 
This is supported by the fact that woman empowerment 
and sexual violence have a negative correlation accord-
ing to Shabnam et al. [52]. Women who are empowered 
are more able to identify sexual risk behaviours and take 
appropriate decisions to lower the risk of being sexually 
violated [53, 54].

Women who lived in households headed by males were 
less likely to face sexual violence than those who lived in 
female-headed households. There is a dearth of litera-
ture comparing this observation. However, belonging to 
a male-headed household may provide protection since 
perpetrators could fear the man in the house. Addition-
ally,  this observation may be because power struggles 
may arise due to cultural perceptions and expectations of 
women being subordinate and accommodative to men’s 
actions. Thus, women heading families are more likely to 
be assertive resulting in more relational challenges that 
could increase the risks of sexual violence [52, 55].

Study findings indicate that women whose husbands 
had no, or primary education were more likely to be 
sexually violated compared to those with husbands/
partners of tertiary education. This concurs with studies 
conducted in Zambia and South Asia that also reported 
a negative association between education level and sex-
ual violence [56, 57]. This may be because partners with 
higher education tend to be aware of and value women’s 
rights, and are also more likely to know different grave 
effects of sexual violence [58]. Moreover, evidence shows 
an increase in sexual knowledge and a positive change in 
attitude towards violence following education and this 
would even be more pronounced if education is focused 
towards sexual practices [59]. Therefore, it is paramount 
that there is continuous community sensitization target-
ing men with a lower level of education and re-emphasiz-
ing to the middle and highly educated ones the dangers 
of sexual violence and other forms of violence.

This study found that women with husbands/partners 
who often or sometimes got drunk were more likely to be 
sexually abused compared to their counterparts with hus-
bands who never get drunk. This is in line with studies in 
East Africa that also reported husbands’ drinking behav-
iour as a predictor of sexual abuse [25, 33]. This could be 
related to the unstable mental state and the aggressive 

behaviour that comes along with being drunk. Therefore, 
policies regulating alcohol drinking could put women 
at an advantage by reducing their risk of being sexually 
violated. Additionally, initiatives focusing on addressing 
other confounding factors to alcoholism, like personality 
traits, impulsivity, and hostility to women, that increase 
the likelihood of alcoholics committing sexual violence 
could be beneficial [60, 61].

Strengths and Limitations
This study used the DHS dataset which comes from 
standardized data collection procedures, thus ensur-
ing the internal and external validity of the results. In 
addition, we used the most recent nationally represen-
tative sample and weighted the data for analysis, and 
therefore, our results are generalized to all Rwandan 
women aged 15–49 years. However, the study had some 
limitations worth acknowledging. There is a possibil-
ity of information bias, as well as recall and interviewer 
biases since most data on the determinants were based 
on self-reporting, and respondents gave answers about 
events that occurred in the past. Moreover, the possibil-
ity of social desirability bias in answering sensitive ques-
tions about sexual violence can’t be overlooked, and this 
could have affected the true estimation of sexual violence 
prevalence. There was also a lack of data on other pos-
sible determinants of sexual violence such as drug and 
substance use, and missing data on some key outcomes 
was inevitable. Despite the above limitations, the study 
provides valuable information on the potential predictors 
of sexual violence among women in Rwanda.

Conclusions
This study revealed a substantial prevalence of sexual 
violence among women of reproductive age in Rwanda, 
which is although lower than the overall worldwide 
prevalence. It however implies that sexual violence is 
still a major health challenge in Rwanda. In addition, 
several socio-demographic factors such as justified beat-
ing, health insurance, sex of household head, healthcare 
decision-making, partner’s education, and husband’s 
frequency of getting drunk were significantly associated 
with sexual violence against women. This highlights spe-
cific different areas worth consideration when rethink-
ing policies to address sexual violence. There is a need to 
demystify negative culturally-rooted beliefs fueling not 
only sexual violence but also physical violence, as well 
as efforts to promote women’s empowerment to enable 
them to make healthier decisions. Moreover, engag-
ing men in anti-sexual violence strategies is paramount 
in addressing male-related issues that expose women to 
violence in all its forms. A supplementary file 1 consist-
ing of what is known, what the study adds and what the 
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implications are for clinical practice, public health and/or 
research has been added.

Abbreviations
HIV	� Human Immunodeficiency Syndrome
EA	� Enumeration area
IPV	� Intimate Partner Violence
AOR	� Adjusted Odds Ratio
RDHS	� Rwanda Demographic Health Survey
CI	� Confidence Interval
WHO	� World Health Organisation
DHS	� Demographic Health Survey
VIF	� Variance Inflation Factor
COR	� Crude Odds Ratio
OR	� Odds Ratio
SPSS	� Statistical Package for Social Science

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1186/s13690-023-01109-z.

Supplementary Material 1

Acknowledgements
We appreciate the DHS program for making the data available for this study.

Authors’ contributions
L.N. and J.K. Conceived the idea, drafted the manuscript, performed analysis, 
interpreted the results and drafted the subsequent versions of the manuscript. 
E.A., J.B.A., Q.S, E.D., G.G. and H.A. reviewed the first draft, helped in results 
interpretation and drafted the subsequent versions of the manuscript. All 
authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
There was no funding obtained for this study.

Data Availability
The data set used is openly available upon permission from the MEASURE DHS 
website (URL: https://www.dhsprogram.com/data/available-datasets.cfm). 
However, authors are not authorized to share this data set with the public but 
anyone interested in the data set can seek it with written permission from the 
MEASURE DHS website (URL: https://www.dhsprogram.com/data/available-
datasets.cfm).

Declarations

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
High international ethical standards are ensured during MEASURE DHS 
surveys and the study protocol is performed following the relevant guidelines. 
The RDHS 2019 survey protocol was reviewed and approved by the Rwanda 
National Ethics Committee (RNEC) and the ICF Institutional Review Board. 
Written informed consent was obtained from human participants and written 
informed consent was also obtained from legally authorized representatives 
of minor participants.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Received: 8 November 2022 / Accepted: 15 May 2023

References
1.	 Stöckl H, Quigg Z. Violence against women and girls. British Medical Journal 

Publishing Group; 2021.
2.	 World Health Organization. Violence against women 2021 [Available from: 

https://www.who.int.
3.	 Martín-Fernández M, Gracia E, Lila M. Assessing victim-blaming attitudes in 

cases of intimate partner violence against women: development and valida-
tion of the VB-IPVAW scale. Psychosocial Intervention. 2018.

4.	 Dartnall E, Jewkes R. Sexual violence against women: the scope of the prob-
lem. Best Pract Res Clin Obstet Gynecol. 2013;27(1):3–13.

5.	 USA AI, America USo. Maze of Injustice: The Failure to Protect Indigenous 
Women from Sexual Violence in the USA. 2006.

6.	 World Health Organization. Guidelines for medico-legal care of victims of 
sexual violence. 2003.

7.	 Román-Gálvez RM, Martín-Peláez S, Fernández-Félix BM, Zamora J, Khan 
KS, Bueno-Cavanillas A. Worldwide prevalence of intimate partner violence 
in pregnancy. A systematic review and meta-analysis. Front public health. 
2021:1278.

8.	 Halim N, Beard J, Mesic A, Patel A, Henderson D, Hibberd P. Intimate partner 
violence during pregnancy and perinatal mental disorders in low and lower 
middle income countries: a systematic review of literature, 1990–2017. Clini-
cal psychology review. 2018;66:117–35.

9.	 Masho SW, Rozario SS, Ferrance JL. Intimate partner violence around the 
time of pregnancy and utilization of WIC services. Matern Child Health J. 
2019;23(12):1648–57.

10.	 Martin-de-Las-Heras S, Velasco C, Luna-del-Castillo JdD, Khan KS. Maternal 
outcomes associated to psychological and physical intimate partner violence 
during pregnancy: a cohort study and multivariate analysis. PLoS ONE. 
2019;14(6):e0218255.

11.	 Bacchus LJ, Ranganathan M, Watts C, Devries K. Recent intimate partner 
violence against women and health: a systematic review and meta-analysis 
of cohort studies. BMJ open. 2018;8(7):e019995.

12.	 Organization WH. Violence against women prevalence estimates, 2018: 
global, regional and national prevalence estimates for intimate partner 
violence against women and global and regional prevalence estimates for 
non-partner sexual violence against women. 2021.

13.	 Yakubovich AR, Stöckl H, Murray J, Melendez-Torres G, Steinert JI, Glavin CE, 
et al. Risk and protective factors for intimate partner violence against women: 
systematic review and meta-analyses of prospective–longitudinal studies. 
Am J Public Health. 2018;108(7):e1–e11.

14.	 Lukasse M, Henriksen L, Vangen S, Schei B. Sexual violence and pregnancy-
related physical symptoms. BMC Pregnancy Childbirth. 2012;12(1):1–10.

15.	 Halpern-Meekin S, Costanzo M, Ehrenthal D, Rhoades G. Intimate partner 
violence screening in the prenatal period: variation by state, insurance, and 
patient characteristics. Matern Child Health J. 2019;23(6):756–67.

16.	 Murugan V, Holzer KJ, Termos M, Vaughn M. Intimate partner violence among 
pregnant women reporting to the emergency department: findings from a 
nationwide sample. BMJ Sex Reproductive Health. 2021;47(3):e7–e.

17.	 Sardinha L, Maheu-Giroux M, Stöckl H, Meyer SR, García-Moreno C. 
Global, regional, and national prevalence estimates of physical or sexual, 
or both, intimate partner violence against women in 2018. The Lancet. 
2022;399(10327):803–13.

18.	 Young CR, Arnos DM, Matthews LT. A scoping review of interventions to 
address intimate partner violence in sub-saharan african healthcare. Glob 
Public Health. 2019;14(9):1335–46.

19.	 Stiller M, Bärnighausen T, Wilson ML. Intimate partner violence among preg-
nant women in Kenya: forms, perpetrators and associations. BMC Womens 
Health. 2022;22(1):1–25.

20.	 Muluneh MD, Stulz V, Francis L, Agho K. Gender based violence against 
women in sub-saharan Africa: a systematic review and meta-analysis of cross-
sectional studies. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2020;17(3):903.

21.	 Butchart A, Mikton C, Dahlberg LL, Krug EG. Global status report on violence 
prevention 2014. BMJ Publishing Group Ltd; 2015.

22.	 Borumandnia N, Khadembashi N, Tabatabaei M, Alavi Majd H. The prevalence 
rate of sexual violence worldwide: a trend analysis. BMC Public Health. 
2020;20(1):1–7.

23.	 Ajayi AI, Mudefi E, Owolabi EO. Prevalence and correlates of sexual violence 
among adolescent girls and young women: findings from a cross-sectional 
study in a south african university. BMC Womens Health. 2021;21(1):1–9.

24.	 Bhattacharjee P, Ma H, Musyoki H, Cheuk E, Isac S, Njiraini M, et al. Prevalence 
and patterns of gender-based violence across adolescent girls and young 
women in Mombasa, Kenya. BMC Womens Health. 2020;20(1):1–11.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s13690-023-01109-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s13690-023-01109-z
https://www.dhsprogram.com/data/available-datasets.cfm
https://www.dhsprogram.com/data/available-datasets.cfm
https://www.dhsprogram.com/data/available-datasets.cfm
https://www.who.int


Page 10 of 10Nuwabaine et al. Archives of Public Health          (2023) 81:112 

25.	 Kawuki J, Sserwanja Q, Mukunya D, Sepenu AS, Musaba MW. Prevalence and 
factors associated with sexual violence among women aged 15–49 years in 
rural Uganda: evidence from the Uganda Demographic and Health Survey 
2016. Public Health. 2021;196:35–42.

26.	 Katushabe E, Chinweuba A, Omieibi A, Asiimwe JB. Prevalence and determi-
nants of Intimate-Partner violence among pregnant women attending a City 
Health Centre IV, South western Uganda, during the COVID-19 pandemic: a 
cross-sectional study. Student’s J Health Res Afr. 2022;3(3):17.

27.	 Liyew AM, Alem AZ, Ayalew HG. Magnitude and factors associated with 
intimate partner violence against pregnant women in Ethiopia: a multilevel 
analysis of 2016 ethiopian demographic and health survey. BMC Public 
Health. 2022;22(1):1–10.

28.	 Jabbi A, Ndow B, Senghore T, Sanyang E, Kargbo JC, Bass P. Prevalence and 
factors associated with intimate partner violence against women in the 
Gambia: a population-based analysis. Women Health. 2020;60(8):912–28.

29.	 Ogum Alangea D, Addo-Lartey AA, Sikweyiya Y, Chirwa ED, Coker-Appiah 
D, Jewkes R, et al. Prevalence and risk factors of intimate partner vio-
lence among women in four districts of the central region of Ghana: 
baseline findings from a cluster randomised controlled trial. PLoS ONE. 
2018;13(7):e0200874.

30.	 Azene ZN, Yeshita HY, Mekonnen FA. Intimate partner violence and associ-
ated factors among pregnant women attending antenatal care service 
in Debre Markos town health facilities, Northwest Ethiopia. PLoS ONE. 
2019;14(7):e0218722.

31.	 Ahinkorah BO, Dickson KS, Seidu A-A. Women decision-making capacity and 
intimate partner violence among women in sub-saharan Africa. Archives of 
Public Health. 2018;76(1):1–10.

32.	 World Health Organization. Violence against women prevalence estimates., 
2018: global, regional and national prevalence estimates for intimate partner 
violence against women and global and regional prevalence estimates for 
non-partner sexual violence against women. 2021.

33.	 Kebede SA, Weldesenbet AB, Tusa BS. Magnitude and determinants of 
intimate partner violence against women in East Africa: multilevel analysis of 
recent demographic and health survey. BMC Womens Health. 2022;22(1):1–8.

34.	 Shen X, Dong H, Jiang H, Cao H, Dowling R, Feng J, et al. The global preva-
lence of sexual violence against pregnant women: a systematic review and 
meta-analysis. Women Health. 2022;62(1):37–45.

35.	 Román-Gálvez RM, Martín-Peláez S, Martínez-Galiano JM, Khan KS, Bueno-
Cavanillas A. Prevalence of intimate partner violence in pregnancy: an 
umbrella review. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2021;18(2):707.

36.	 Ntaganira J, Muula AS, Masaisa F, Dusabeyezu F, Siziya S, Rudatsikira E. Inti-
mate partner violence among pregnant women in Rwanda. BMC Womens 
Health. 2008;8(1):1–7.

37.	 Rurangirwa AA, Mogren I, Ntaganira J, Krantz G. Intimate partner violence 
among pregnant women in Rwanda, its associated risk factors and relation-
ship to ANC services attendance: a population-based study. BMJ open. 
2017;7(2):e013155.

38.	 Mutagoma M, Nyirazinyoye L, Sebuhoro D, Riedel DJ, Ntaganira J. Sexual 
and physical violence and associated factors among female sex workers in 
Rwanda: a cross-sectional survey. Int J STD AIDS. 2019;30(3):241–8.

39.	 National Institute of Statistics of. Rwanda - NISR MoH-M, ICF. Rwanda demo-
graphic and health survey 2019-20. 2021.

40.	 Iman’ishimwe Mukamana J, Machakanja P, Adjei NK. Trends in prevalence 
and correlates of intimate partner violence against women in Zimbabwe, 
2005–2015. BMC Int health Hum rights. 2020;20(1):1–11.

41.	 Kawuki J, Kamara K, Sserwanja Q. Prevalence of risk factors for human 
immunodeficiency virus among women of reproductive age in Sierra Leone: 
a 2019 nationwide survey. BMC Infect Dis. 2022;22(1):1–9.

42.	 Johnston R, Jones K, Manley D. Confounding and collinearity in regression 
analysis: a cautionary tale and an alternative procedure, illustrated by studies 
of british voting behaviour. Qual Quant. 2018;52(4):1957–76.

43.	 Zou D, Lloyd JE, Baumbusch JL. Using SPSS to analyze complex survey data: a 
primer. J Mod Appl Stat Methods. 2020;18(1):16.

44.	 Croft T, Marshall A, Allen C. Guide to DHS statistics. Rockville: ICF; 2018. 2018.
45.	 Ward CL, Artz L, Leoschut L, Kassanjee R, Burton P. Sexual violence against 

children in South Africa: a nationally representative cross-sectional study of 
prevalence and correlates. The Lancet Global Health. 2018;6(4):e460–e8.

46.	 Perrin N, Marsh M, Clough A, Desgroppes A, Yope Phanuel C, Abdi A, et al. 
Social norms and beliefs about gender based violence scale: a measure for 
use with gender based violence prevention programs in low-resource and 
humanitarian settings. Confl health. 2019;13(1):1–12.

47.	 Walker T, Foster A, Majeed-Ariss R, Horvath M. The justice system is still failing 
victims and survivors of sexual violence. The Psychologist. 2020;34:42–5.

48.	 Madsen DH, editor. Editor ‘Localising the Global’–Resolution 1325 as a tool for 
promoting women’s rights and gender equality in Rwanda. Women’s Studies 
International Forum; 2018.

49.	 Kadengye DT, Izudi J, Kemigisha E, Kiwuwa-Muyingo S. Effect of justification 
of wife-beating on experiences of intimate-partner violence among men and 
women in Uganda: a propensity matched scores approach. medRxiv. 2022.

50.	 Sunmola AM, Mayungbo OA, Ashefor GA, Morakinyo LA. Does relation 
between women’s justification of wife beating and intimate partner violence 
differ in context of husband’s controlling attitudes in Nigeria? J Fam Issues. 
2020;41(1):85–108.

51.	 Larsen LW, Aye WT, Bjertness E. Prevalence of intimate partner violence and 
association with wealth in Myanmar. J Family Violence. 2021;36(4):417–28.

52.	 Shabnam S. Sexual Violence and Women Empowerment in India: Findings 
from a Nationally Representative Sample Survey. 2021.

53.	 Naila K. Gender equality and women’s empowerment: a critical analysis of 
the third millennium development goal 1. Gend Dev. 2005;13(1):13–24.

54.	 Kågesten AE, Oware PM, Ntinyari W, Langat N, Mboya B, Ekström AM. Young 
people’s experiences with an empowerment-based behavior change 
intervention to prevent sexual violence in Nairobi informal settlements: a 
qualitative study. Global Health: Science and Practice. 2021;9(3):508–22.

55.	 Koester D. Gender and power: six links and one big opportunity. Retrieved 
from The Developmental Leadership Program: https://www.dlprog2015.

56.	 Ali NS, Ali FN, Khuwaja AK, Nanji K. Factors associated with intimate partner 
violence against women in a mega city of South-Asia: multi-centre cross-
sectional study. Hong Kong Medical journal = Xianggang yi xue za zhi. 
2014;20(4):297.

57.	 Masaiti G, Mapoma CC, Sikwibele M, Kasonde M. The relationship between 
spousal violence and levels of education. Int J Afr High Educ. 2022;9(1):1–20.

58.	 Rashada AS, Sharaf MF. Income inequality and intimate partner violence 
against women: evidence from India. Frankfurt school-working paper series; 
2016.

59.	 Lee YH, Hwang WJ. Effects of sexual abuse Prevention Education Program on 
sexual knowledge and attitude among Elementary School Students. J Korean 
Acad Community Health Nurs. 2016;27(2):132–43.

60.	 Malamuth NM, Linz D, Heavey CL, Barnes G, Acker M. Using the confluence 
model of sexual aggression to predict men’s conflict with women: a 10-year 
follow-up study. J Personal Soc Psychol. 1995;69(2):353.

61.	 Abbey A, Zawacki T, Buck PO, Clinton AM, McAuslan P. Sexual assault and 
alcohol consumption: what do we know about their relationship and 
what types of research are still needed? Aggression and violent behavior. 
2004;9(3):271–303.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in 
published maps and institutional affiliations. 

https://www.dlprog

	﻿Sexual violence and associated factors among women of reproductive age in Rwanda: a 2020 nationwide cross-sectional survey
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Background
	﻿Methods
	﻿Study sampling and participants

	﻿Variables
	﻿Dependent variables
	﻿Explanatory variables
	﻿Statistical analysis

	﻿Results
	﻿Characteristics of participants
	﻿Factors associated with sexual violence among women of reproductive age

	﻿Discussion
	﻿Strengths and Limitations
	﻿Conclusions
	﻿References


