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1. Introduction

1. Introduction
The scientific literature on definitions of femi
cide and variables and factors for identifying
femicide is rather scarce, as is the availability
of data on femicide (Corradi and Stöckl, 2014).
The European Cooperation in Science and Tech
nology (COST) Action on femicide summarised
this issue, noting that only some countries have
databases on femicide (e.g. Italy, Serbia, Spain
and the United Kingdom) (Schröttle and Mesh
kova, 2018); thus, there remains a gap in com
parability across Europe – and globally (1). The
Global Centre of Excellence on Gender Statistics
(CEGS) of the United Nations Entity for Gender
Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN
Women) states that ‘valuable information on
femicide/feminicide is frequently lost within the
general data on homicides’ and a ‘global con
ceptualisation as well as an operationalisation’
of the concept of femicide is needed (CEGS,
2020, pp. 5, 11). Different disciplines offer differ
ent understandings of femicide and, as a result,
provide different inputs as to its nature and
extent (Dawson and Carrigan, 2020). However,
Corradi and Stöckl complain that intimate part
ner homicide is ‘mostly understood as an exten
sion of IPV [intimate partner violence], rather
than as part of the more general phenomenon
of homicide’ (2014, p. 615). Their country-com
parative research established a link between
policy provisions on gender-based violence ‘and
the availability of routine statistics on both male
and female IPH [intimate partner homicide]’.
Countries that had implemented policy provi
sions early tended to have ‘routine collection
and reporting by police and justice system in
place’, with good data availability (Corradi and
Stöckl, 2014, p. 613).
As suggested by Dawson and Carrigan (2020),
the terminology on femicide is contested and
varies between disciplines and scientific trad
itions. Even within these traditions different
emphases can be found. For example, some
criminologists refer to intimate partner homi
cide or intimate partner femicide, reducing

femicide to one specific – albeit most common –
type, while the gender-sensitive literature uses
the concept of femicide or feminicide (Corradi
and Stöckl, 2014, p. 603). Others, following
the seminal work of Kelly (1988), consider the
phenomenon of femicide more broadly, pla
cing it on the continuum of violence(s) pres
ent in women’s lives. However, it is generally
accepted that the literature on femicide starts
with Caputi and Russell, who define femicide
as the killing of women by men ‘motivated
by hatred, contempt, pleasure, or a sense of
ownership of women’ (1990, p. 34; Russell and
Harmes, 2001). This work emphasises femicide
as the misogynistic killing of women by men
(Radford and Russell, 1992), that is, the killing
of a woman because she is a woman. In this
vein, feminicide was introduced into the debate
on the killings of women in the Latin American
context to stress the complicity of Latin Ameri
can states in the killing of women through
their roles in neglecting such killings and fail
ing to take them seriously. Thus, the states
both implicitly and explicitly support such gen
der-related killing.
This literature review contributes to a compara
tive analysis of definitions of, types of, indicators
of and data collection systems on femicide in
the EU Member States and the United Kingdom,
and at international level. It is based on a com
prehensive and in-depth search for studies pub
lished in respected peer-reviewed journals and
in books. The aim is to give an overview of the
existing multidisciplinary literature on variables
and factors used to identify femicide and gen
der-related motives of female homicides. It pro
vides a structured outline of the state of play
on defining and creating typologies of femicide.
The literature review relies on a broad defin
ition of femicide as ‘structural violence’, while
acknowledging that femicide is an individual
act with a specific motivation. It also reviews
methodologies of gathering data on femicide,
together with current challenges, and identifies

(1) For a description of the COST Action monitor European Observatory on Femicide (EOF), see EIGE (2021c).
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adequate variables to identify femicide and
gender-related motives of homicide. Only some
of the literature described can contribute to
developing an indicator of femicide or statistical
measurement (2).
This literature review aims to do four things:
1.

it presents the method used to gather the
material on which it is based;

2. it offers an overview of the themes and
challenges raised in the literature;
3. it presents definitions of femicide, defines
different types of femicide and reports vari
ables used to identify femicide;
4. and, finally, it suggests administrative data
that, if collected, might be used to establish
a measurement framework for femicide.

(2) This literature review detects descriptive variables or factors in a murder case to assess the demographic characteristics of the
victim and perpetrators, the crime scene and the motivation for the killing. Unlike the term ‘variable’, the term ‘indicator’ refers to
aggregate numbers of femicides in a country, which helps to analyse changes over time or differences between regions (Walby et
al., 2017).
Defining and identifying femicide: a literature review
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2. Methodology and limitations of the study
This literature review presents an overview of
peer-reviewed articles and publications on femi
cide from 2015 to 2020 (3). Only some earlier arti
cles and books are included, often quoted within
more recent work. The systematic search was
mainly restricted to English-language publications.
The method for identifying literature on vari
ables and factors of femicide was based on
several steps (Whittemore and Knafl, 2005).
The first step was a Google and Google Scholar
search for the terms ‘femicide’, ‘feminicide’,
‘interpersonal partner homicide/femicide’ and
‘uxoricide’. The second step was a systematic
review of the most highly regarded journals in
the fields of gender-based violence, women’s
health, criminology and homicide studies, and
forensic and medical studies, using the same
search terms. An automated computer search
scanned these journals for articles that included
these search terms, as well as the phrases ‘data
collection/gathering’, ‘femicide statistics’ and
‘difference between femicide and other forms of
homicide’. The third step applied a snowball sys
tem, starting with the articles found in the first
two steps and tracing the references cited in
those articles. In a fourth step, all articles were
browsed for definitions of femicide, variables to
identify femicide and risk factors for femicide
and intimate partner homicide. This included
any discussions of availability, data gathering,
comparability and limitations of data sets and
forms of documentation of (data on) femicide,
police, forensic and medical investigations and
reporting of femicide. Attention was also paid to
general discussions of the practice of counting

femicide cases, as well as to recommendations
and suggestions on how to identify femicide.
The journal articles were also browsed for pub
lications other than journal articles considered
relevant for this review.
Publications that did not discuss any of the
aforementioned aspects were excluded, includ
ing forensic science articles that discussed
specific cases of femicide without a system
atic approach. The literature review focuses on
male perpetrators only, excluding female perpe
trators. Finally, reports on femicide by interna
tional or national organisations were excluded
(with the exception of UNODC (2018) and CEGS
(2020)), as their analyses are part of a compara
tive study by the European Institute for Gender
Equality (EIGE) of definitions, types and indica
tors of femicide and data collection systems on
femicide in EU Member States and at interna
tional level (EIGE, 2021c) (4).
Finally, several handbooks on homicide and gen
der-based violence with chapters on intimate
partner or family homicide, including some meth
odological considerations, were screened (5). The
chapters in Dawson (2017) discussing methods
of data collection, the challenges it presents and
national differences in data collection (6) were
considered. A comprehensive book by Walby et
al. (2017) examines measurements of violence
against women, including femicide, and identi
fies major variables to determine homicide as
gendered. Similarly, CEGS (2020) works towards
an operationalisation of femicide and standard
ised measurements.

(3) Although this limited time frame may mean that some important earlier work might be missed, it was necessary given the contrac
tual scope of the study. The most recent literature was assumed to be the most relevant and to build on key earlier reports (e.g.
EIGE, 2021c).
(4) This report covers a longer period of research on femicide. It also includes suggestions on data collection by international organ
isations and gives a comprehensive overview of EU Member States’ data collection systems.
(5) For example, Smith and Zahn (1999) and Liem and Pridemore (2012). The latter does not contain the keyword ‘femicide’, but con
tains ‘intimate partner violence’, ‘female homicide’, ‘intimate partner homicide–suicide’ and ‘familicide’. The article by Pritchard
(2012) in the handbook discusses ‘family violence’ and ‘child homicide’, using this review’s keywords.
(6) The chapter by Dawson et al. (2017) discusses the differences in data collection, as well as the context of femicide, in low- and
middle-income countries compared with high-income countries. Although this is an important differentiation, this literature review
is – with some exceptions – restricted to Western and European countries.
6
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The literature search found a total of 97 publica
tions (included in the references section of this
report): 79 journal articles (see Appendix 1 for
details), 9 book chapters, 6 books and 3 reports.
Following the categorisation of approaches as
feminist, sociological, criminological or decolo
nial (Corradi et al., 2016, p. 979), this literature
review includes 29 criminological, 17 foren
sic, 5 healthcare, 18 feminist, 25 sociological
and 3 decolonial journal articles (some articles
appear in more than one category; see Appen
dix 2) (7). Note that some publications included
in the literature review are not listed in Appen
dix 2 because they were still at the peer review
stage at the time of the analysis.
The review found a lively debate on femicide,
especially intimate partner homicide/femicide,
in academic journals. Although the substantial
number of publications promises a rich debate
on femicide and definitions of and variables for
identifying femicide, this literature review was
limited by the fact that research on the meas
urements of femicide has several restrictions.
Two articles discussed the (in)visibility of femi
cide in research: Weil (2016) cannot prove any
of her hypotheses on the lack of research on
femicide resulting in invisibility within sociology,
but has several suggestions for future visi
bility, while Bradbury-Jones et al. (2019) noted
that their research was hindered by the fact
that ‘Many titles and abstracts are not explicit
about the gendered nature of the research, and
researchers need to be more explicit about this
in their publications’ (p. 479). The challenge in
the usage and visibility of the term ‘femicide’
is evident in Niemi et al. (2020), whose book
International Law and Violence against Women:
Europe and the Istanbul Convention uses the
term ‘femicide’ only twice, both times to criticise
the absence of the term in the Istanbul Conven
tion, but without further discussion.
It is important to note, and of relevance to
the measurement project with which this lit

erature review is concerned, that the issue
of invisibility carries consequences for the
question of counting. Not only does invisi
bility highlight the inherent limits of data
sets in themselves (Cullen et al., 2021), but
there are also cultural limits to what might
be included as countable (Shalhoub-Kervork
ian and Daher-Nashif, 2013). Moreover, some
acts of femicide are concealed and so fail to
be counted (Bitton and Dayan, 2019), some
femicides are staged as other crimes (Fer
guson, 2015), some femicides do not count
because the state treats them with impunity
(Godínez Leal, 2008; Livingstone, 2004) and,
finally, some femicides are simply ‘missing’
and fail to count because of the age of the
victim (Roberts, 2021).
While some of the literature focuses on the
invisibility of femicide in scientific research (8),
most of the reviewed work highlights the lack
of data and of adequate forms of data col
lection. Limitations of data availability and
comparability are frequently mentioned and
ascribed to the absence of common defin
itions, standards and parameters to count
and document femicide. A plethora of articles
exist on risk assessment of intimate partner
homicide, discussing the importance of cer
tain risk factors, yet the debate restricts itself
to intimate partner femicide and the articles
do not always contribute to identifying vari
ables to define and distinguish different types
of femicide. Of all of the articles reviewed for
this literature review, only 12 discuss research
and/or data collection on femicide. Four of the
other publications develop concrete variables
to identify femicide, and some others name
certain aspects that are missing within current
systems. Overall, there are very few concrete
recommendations that go beyond a broadly
framed request to intensify, standardise and
improve data collection on femicide (see Sec
tion 5 for a summary of the existing (and
agreed) variables for data collection).

( 7) The categories are not mutually exclusive, but are simply intended to give an idea of the focus of studies on femicide.
(8) Criado Perez (2019) points to the fact that data gathering is based on the needs of a ‘man’s world’.
Defining and identifying femicide: a literature review
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3. Overview of themes, problems and
challenges described in the literature
This section gives an overview of key themes and
issues discussed in the reviewed literature, with
a particular focus on the challenges of data col
lection on femicide. It presents the background
to the development of data collection systems
for femicide. The major issues are, firstly, the
problem of defining femicide and debates about
the appropriateness of the term ‘femicide’ (see
Section 3.1) and, secondly, poor data collection
systems (see Section 3.2), the invisibility of femi
cide as a result of under-reporting (Section 3.3),
biases in data gathering (see Section 3.4) and
(poor) data governance (see Section 3.5).

3.1. Challenges in identifying
femicide: the lack of common
definitions
The analysis of the existing literature on femi
cide and feminicide, including the definitions
introduced in the 1990s (9), shows that the defin
itions are contested and vary between different
disciplines and approaches.
Corradi et al. (2016) discuss the distinct approaches
to research on femicide and feminicide developed
since the term was coined in 1976. They categor
ise the various approaches as follows:
1. a feminist approach, which confronts patri
archal domination at the same time as it
investigates the killing of women;
2. a sociological approach, which focuses on
the examination of the features specific to
the killing of women that make it a phenom
enon, per se;
3. a criminological approach, which distin
guishes femicide as a unique sector in “homi
cide” studies;

4. a human rights approach, which extends
femicide beyond the lethal and into extreme
forms of violence against women; and
5. a decolonial approach, which examines
instances of femicide in the context of colo
nial domination, including so-called “honour
crimes”’ (Corradi et al., 2016, p. 979).
Not all research on femicide refers to a com
mon defining framework, and Corradi et al.
(2016) suggest that future research on femi
cide should refer to the ecological framework of
violence against women, a complex and multi
layered interdisciplinary framework that under
stands and analyses femicide as a social phe
nomenon and as a ‘violent act’ based on ‘the
micro, meso and macro levels’ (p. 988). How
ever, it is also important to note that this model
carries with its own limitations. Importantly,
the inherently functionalist view of society and
social relationships embedded within the eco
logical framework results in a fundamental in
ability to see power relationships. It cannot ‘see’
patriarchy, and patriarchal social relationships
are central to the work emanating from the
feminist movement on femicide. Sheehy (2017)
stresses the importance of the contribution of
feminist movement actors to defining femicide
in specific contexts, as well as to processes of
data collection.
Similarly, the UNODC’s Global Study on Homicide distinguishes a feminist approach, focus
ing on patriarchy and gendered aspects. The
UNODC (2018) uses the term ‘femicide’ to name
either the violent killing of women or the killing
of women in the realm of intimate partner vio
lence. A significant proportion of the articles on
femicide scanned for this review use the term to
describe the killing of women, mostly in the con
text of intimate partner violence. Fairbairn et al.

(9) In a review of two books on femicide (Bart and Moran’s Violence against Women and Radford and Russell’s Femicide: The Politics of
Woman Killing), Edwards (1994) introduced the debate about definitions of femicide into criminological science.
8
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(2017) add the problematic notion of ‘intimate’
when defining ‘intimate partner violence / femi
cide’: the official definition of ‘intimate’ might not
include the killing of sex workers or dating rela
tionships (p. 222). In examining death reviews in
low- and middle-income countries, Dawson et al.
(2017) point to the importance of the ‘cultural
appropriateness of such reviews’, that is, the
contextualisation of definitions of partner femi
cide (in this case) in social and cultural contexts
(p. 264) (10). Definitions of (partner) femicide, as
well as the creation of variables to identify (part
ner) femicide, need to take social and economic
conditions into account in order to illuminate
specific conditions of (partner) femicide when
making international comparisons.
Menjívar and Walsh (2017) use the term ‘femini
cide’, in contrast to ‘femicide’, to highlight the role
of institutional or state violence and to focus on
the complicity of the state (institutional violence,
misogynistic and discriminatory practices) in the
deaths of women (CEGS, 2020). In doing so, they
distinguish between patterns of ‘omission (in

action)’, which include indirect mechanisms such
as failure to provide ‘prevention, protection, and
prosecution’, as well as patterns of ‘commis
sion (actions)’, including direct actions of ‘sexual
violence, threats, and the targeting of women
leaders for persecution and police harassment’
(Menjívar and Walsh, 2017, p. 222). Commission
also comprises failure to act or dismissal of the
seriousness of a crime, and therefore the active
denial of a thorough investigation by the author
ities. In addition, politically and socially active
women might become victims of femicide, and
activism might be seen as an indicator of a gen
der-motivated killing (see below).
At this juncture, it is perhaps worth noting that
the targeting of women under conditions of
state-sanctioned and non-sanctioned violence
occurs not only in peacetime but also in conflict
and post-conflict situations. For example, the
killing of women as a feature of genocide is well
documented (Hagan and Rymond-Richmond,
2009; Rafter, 2016). In terms of counting femi
cide cases, this observation serves to remind
policymakers of the importance of understand

ing violence(s) against women as part of a con
tinuum in which the context of such violence(s)
varies alongside the complicity of states in
their patterns of commission and omission in
responding to such violence(s). This work serves
as a reminder not to lose sight of femicide as
a constituent element in the continuum of
women’s experiences of violence(s).

Critical discussion of the usage and/or legal
implementation of the category ‘femicide’
There have been some critical discussions of the
usage and/or legal implementation of the cat
egory ‘femicide’. Ingala Smith (2018) points to
the danger of ‘depoliticisation’ through the policy
frameworks of the EU and the UN. This argument
builds on two points: firstly, the Vienna Declar
ation on Femicide uses almost gender-neutral
language when discussing perpetrators, which
obscures the fact that the overwhelming major
ity of perpetrators are male; secondly, the fact
that the Vienna Declaration on Femicide makes
no direct mention of women killed in the course
of commercial sexual exploitation could be read
as silent complicity with the commodification of
women (Ingala Smith, 2018, p. 164). From a rad
ical feminist standpoint, Ingala Smith (2018)
speaks against the practice of mainly counting
dead women, instead focusing on the political act
of killing women in patriarchal societies (p. 168).
A more detailed discussion is offered by Howe
and Alaattinoğlu (2018) in their collection of
feminist essays reviewing and discussing the
benefits of and obstacles (depoliticisation) to
using criminal law to strategically combat femi
cide. The anthology is a committed yet criti
cal continuation of the discussion initiated by
Smart (1989) in Feminism and the Power of Law.
Howe and Alaattinoğlu (2018) offer a contro
versial examination of law reforms that femi
nists sought and fought for. They also provide
a space for questions that go beyond these
reflections on concrete struggles, by under
standing law and justice as a discursive field for
gender struggles and by exploring spaces and
possibilities for feminist interventions.

(10) This concerns the issue of ‘honour crimes’ (Salameh et al., 2018).
Defining and identifying femicide: a literature review
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Finally, in their study of domestic homicide,
Liem and Koenraadt (2018) offer a critique and
explanation of their dismissal of the term ‘femi
cide’, criticising the difficulties in operationalis
ing the term, as well as its focus on the victi
misation of women instead of their agency. In
their own work, the authors prefer the term
‘intimate partner homicide’.
In contrast, Corradi and Stöckl (2014) criticise
this view and research on femicide as following
too broad a theoretical design and seeking to
understand the causes of femicide as an out
come of gender inequality. Situating and under
standing the causes of femicide in this way
stretches understandings of the nature, extent
and causes of femicide. For example, Walklate
et al. (2020) talk of ‘slow femicide’ as one way of
thinking about the toll on women’s lives result
ing from their wider experiences of gender in
equality and the violence(s) associated with
this. Corradi and Stöckl (2014) claim that this
emphasis on critical inquiry into societies has
diminished analytical considerations of the ‘var
ying circumstances and characteristics of violent
events’ (p. 615).
This review follows the recommendation of Cor
radi and Stöckl (2014) and aims to improve data
collection on femicide as an individual crime, an
individual practice in specific situations, and with
specific intentions and motivations. The review
acknowledges that femicide is also based in an
unequal gender structure and is thus a form of
‘structural violence’, ‘based on gender discrim
ination, sexism and misogyny, taking advan
tage of any of the relationships of trust, kinship,
authority or other unequal power relationships
with the victim’ (CEGS, 2020, p. 14). It thus draws
on the statement that the lack of ‘international
homogenisation’ of statistical data on femicide/
feminicide results in a multiplicity of defini
tions and the absence of common protocols for
recording within statistical systems (CEGS, 2020,
p. 12).

3.2. Lack of data on femicide
It is important to note at the outset, and as has
been implied in the discussion above, that what
10 European Institute for Gender Equality

is and is not defined in law as a criminal act
frames the data that is and is not collected on
such criminality. While there are different ways
in which national governments and interna
tional organisations have endeavoured to over
come the limitations of what is and is not
framed by the law (most notably by the intro
duction of criminal victimisation survey data
and using other sources of administrative data),
the presumption remains that any criminal code
defines the behaviours considered to be accept
able/unacceptable in any particular national
context. The role of the law in this regard ren
ders efforts to harmonise counting practices
difficult. For example, comparing data on homi
cide (which, in some jurisdictions, includes the
killing of women) and/or data on femicide (which
counts women more explicitly) with data on
feminicide (which incorporates what counts as
femicide differently again) is fraught with chal
lenges. Thus, Dawson and Carrigan (2020) have
stressed the importance of ‘collecting more
nuanced and appropriate information’ (p. 2).
In criminological and forensic investigations of
femicide, the absence of comparable data col
lection and documentation standards, the use
of non-obligatory reporting systems and a lack
of awareness within criminal and medical inves
tigations are frequently mentioned as limitations
for research and statistical purposes and policy
measures alike. This is especially evident in the
forensic literature. The comparative analyses at
Member State and international levels show
that different organisations across the globe
have started to gather and harmonise data on
the gender-motivated killing of women (EIGE,
2021c). The EU-funded COST Action ‘Femicide
across Europe’ was launched in 2013 to critic
ally analyse femicide in Europe. This scientific
network reflects on definitions, contexts and
perpetrators of femicide, and also criticises the
poor data situation on femicide across Europe
(Weil et al., 2018). Corradi and Stöckl (2014)
claim that there is a need to improve the com
parability of data across European countries.
They suggest studying whether policies on in
timate partner violence and women’s activism
have an impact on intimate partner femicide, in
order to assess the countries’ approaches to
preventing femicide. In order to do so, more
countries will have to conduct ‘secondary ana
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lyses on the context of IPH, including informa
tion on how many women reported previous
IPV and the socio-demographic characteristics
of the couple, to increase awareness and inform
prevention strategies’ (Corradi and Stöckl, 2014,
p. 614). In a similar vein, in its #CallItFemicide
campaign in 2019, the Canadian Femicide
Observatory for Justice and Accountability
(CFOJA) suggested variables that could be used
to identify femicide.
There are very few concrete recommendations
that go beyond a broadly framed request to
improve investigation, documentation and
reporting systems, or to train investigative and
medical professionals. An exception is pro
vided by Walby et al. (2017), who stressed that
a shared measurement framework on basics
is still lacking, and thus the development of
measurements for all forms of gender-based
violence, including femicide, is required. Col
lecting data for the measurement of femicide is
seen as very challenging, even if ‘homicide gets
close to meeting the challenge’ (Walby et al.,
2017, p. 104), meaning that statistics on ‘femi
cide (gender disaggregated homicide)’ ‘meet
or nearly meet the criteria for indicators’ and
thus for gathering sound and reliable data on
the number of femicides (p. 163). For Walby et
al. (2017), the central measurement issue is not
so much the law itself, but how the law results
in measurement categories that can render
gender more or less invisible. Thus, for them,
in collecting data on acts of killing, however
they might be defined in law, it is important to
have data on the act itself, the sex of the per
petrator and the sex of the victim. They discuss
homicide data collected by the UNODC / Inter
national Classification of Crime for Statistical
Purposes (ICCS), which is disaggregated by the
sex of the victim and the relationship between
the victim and the offender, thereby allowing
a femicide indicator to be built. However, Walby
et al. (2017) admit ‘weaknesses in comparability
between countries on counting rules and in the
completeness of nationally available data on
the relationship between perpetrator and vic
tim’ (p. 163).

3.3. Under-reporting and
invisibility of femicide through
data gathering
One of the main limitations of existing data sets
is under-reporting and rigid investigation, as well
as the invisibility of femicide that happens out
side the realm of intimate relationships (such as
honour killings, dowry-related deaths and the
killing of indigenous women and girls) (see above
and Walklate et al., 2020, pp. 33–45). Even when
the intimate partner is the perpetrator, the killing
of female partners is systematically marginalised
or made invisible in flawed data sets, making the
‘invisibility of femicide’ an issue requiring further
contemplation (p. 62). Walklate et al. therefore
emphasise the lack of scientific knowledge pro
duction and stress the risks of gathering data,
suggesting that ongoing attention and reflec
tions on methods of data gathering and know
ledge production on femicide are needed (p. 65).
Other literature points to different mechanisms
that render femicide invisible: Menjívar and
Walsh (2017) put a spotlight on the complicity
of the state, institutional violence and society
through the ongoing practices of under-report
ing and concealing femicide/feminicide. Dayan
(2018) stresses the possible under-recording of
femicide in Israel due to a lack of detailed inves
tigations regarding femicide–suicide, since both
victim and perpetrator are dead (Bosch-Fiol and
Ferrer-Perez (2020) report the same issue in
Spain).
In ‘Killed out of love’, on media coverage of inti
mate partner femicide in Hong Kong, Hernán
dez (2017) highlights the differences in aware
ness of domestic violence within society, includ
ing among groups of professionals working on
cases of potential femicide, as a contributing
factor in under-reporting. Often only ‘repeated
and extreme infliction of physical harm’ is
counted as violence, and other harms, such as
psychological harm, monetary control or any
violation of women’s rights, are not counted,
and, as a result, are not considered risk factors
for femicide (Hernández, 2017, p. 1456).
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3.4. Biases in data gathering
One of the major biases discussed in the litera
ture is ethnic and cultural bias. Only recently
has Canada highlighted the problem of miss
ing data on indigenous women and girls being
killed (CFOJA, 2019). In their analyses of femi
cide in Canadian media coverage, Shier and
Shor (2016) highlight the different treatment of
femicide as culturalised and/or pathologised,
depending on the reading of the perpetrator as
belonging to the ‘West’ or the ‘East’. The authors
note that, through these explanations, biases of
a modern, liberal, Western society and a trad
itional, patriarchal, Eastern world are repro
duced, while complex and intersecting patterns,
as well as dynamics of gender norms, patri
archy, misogyny and other forms of gender-re
lated violence, are concealed. The COST Action
network similarly stresses that it is important
to be sensitive to intersectional factors caus
ing femicide, such as cultural, social, economic
and legislative contexts. However, the network
is careful in referring to cultural contexts to
explain femicide – in order to avoid essentialis
ing certain communities by blaming their ‘cul
ture’; the network instead suggests collecting
data on social norms, gender roles and ideas of
femininity and masculinity (Grzyb et al., 2018).
Nevertheless, it remains a challenge to classify
the killing of migrants or indigenous women
without discriminating against their communi
ties. In a criminological study, Cullen et al. (2019)
observe that it is impossible to identify victims
as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander women in
current data sets, as no reliable information on
ethnicity has been collected.
Another bias, described by Walklate et al. (2020),
is the individualisation of femicide through
counting procedures. In accordance with the
critique of depoliticisation and oversimplifica
tion of counting, most data sets focus only on
sex and are unable to capture the gender-re
lated dynamics of femicide. They emphasise
a focus on ‘gender’ (i.e. the gender identity
of a person) and a ‘gender-critical’ analysis of
counting femicide cases. Walklate et al. (2020)
argue instead for a form of ‘thick counts’ that
do not individualise the crime. Counting, they
claim, should focus on the life and life strate
12 European Institute for Gender Equality

gies of women and perpetrators, as well as on
their responsibilities (for others) and challenges.
They argue that the assessment of risk factors
of femicide should be situated within the ‘struc
ture, culture, time and space’ of unequal gender
relations (Walklate et al., 2020, p. 101). They also
emphasise the danger or risk of forgetting ‘the
killing of women already marginalised’ (p. 71).
This risk already corrupts the data sets cur
rently available (e.g. in the exposure of the ways
in which administrative data can hide indige
nous women’s ex
periences, illustrated in the
report of the National Inquiry into Missing and
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls ema
nating from Canada (Government of Canada,
2019). There are other features of femicide that
could be hidden too; for example, the deaths of
older women could be wrongly categorised as
accidental, and failure to capture data on sexu
ality could mean that misogyny is not identified
as a factor contributing to the killing of lesbian,
gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people.

3.5. Data governance
The views described in this section are derived
from the scientific literature review. Further
considerations on the work of the responsible
institutions are available in EIGE’s Measuring
Femicide in the EU and Internationally: An assessment (2021c) and Femicide: A classification system
(2021e).
Walby et al. (2017) note the fragmentation of
public data presentation and the insufficient
accessibility of data. The authors suggest bet
ter coordination of data gathering and public
data presentation, concluding that coordination
should include ‘providing the context in which
agreement on indicators and benchmarks is
agreed’, ‘providing guidance on the application
of agreed definitions’ of data collection and
analysis, ‘providing guidance on the method
ology to be used to collect administrative data’,
and funding of research, as well as including
stakeholders such as civil society organisations
(Walby et al., 2017, p. 146). Walby et al. argue
for a ‘greater alignment’ of different ‘measure
ment practices’ within and between countries
(p. 160).
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In an international comparison of domestic/
family violence death reviews, Bugeja et al.
(2015) conclude that the governance of domes
tic violence and femicide needs an ‘appropriate
surveillance body’ that needs to ‘recognise the
ecological framework adopted by WHO [World
Health Organization] in understanding violence
and its prevention’ (p. 186). Most of the death
reviews examined worked on this basis. The UN
Women report by Kendall (2020) offers some

useful guidance on appropriate protocols for
ensuring good governance of data on violence
against women, including guidance on informa
tion sharing. However, good governance also
implies procedures for ensuring that good prac
tices are followed, and this implies accountabil
ity. Walklate et al. (2020, p. 101) suggest that, in
such processes, accountability for women’s lives
and their untimely deaths needs to be made
central.
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4. Significant debates on factors and
variables used to identify (types of)
femicide
This section presents the types of femicide and
the variables used to identify those types of
femicide described in the literature. It presents
the types of femicide discussed in the literature
(see Section 4.1), followed by categories used to
identify femicide (see Section 4.2). The literature
on risk assessment of intimate partner violence
is discussed in Section 4.3, and the forensic per
spective on identifying femicide is addressed in
Section 4.4. The section closes by summarising
the descriptive variables available for identify
ing femicide for statistical purposes (see Sec
tion 4.5).

4.1. Types of femicide discussed
in the research
The comparative analysis at Member State and
international levels includes typologies of femi
cide used by national and international organ
isations, as well as those of the EU Member
States.
Femicide definitions ‘differ according to discip
line, researcher, or geographical location’, and
these ‘varying definitions demonstrate diffi
culties in defining, measuring, and comparing
femicide and its subtypes’ (Dawson and Carri
gan, 2020, p. 6). This section briefly discusses
different types of femicide. There is evidently
overlap among the different types, but distinc
tion is nevertheless helpful. The work of Dobash
and Dobash (2015) represents an abundant
resource on three distinct types of femicide:
intimate partner femicide, sexual murder and
femicide of women older than 65. Femicide–
suicide and femicide of young women/girls are
also considered, as these are discussed in the
literature as specific types of femicide.
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Intimate partner femicide
Dobash and Dobash (2015) focus on male per
petrators, excluding dating relationships / part
nerships and family members with whom there
is no marital or similar partnership. They thus
restrict their study to one specific form of inti
mate partner femicide, which in Western coun
tries ‘accounts for a substantial share of all
homicides’ (Liem and Koenraadt, 2018, p. 59).
Similarly, the UNODC (2018) includes ‘female
victims of homicide perpetrated by intimate
partners’, as this form of femicide ‘covers most
gender-related killings of women’. The restric
tion is legitimised by the fact that data on inti
mate partner femicide ‘is comparable and can
be aggregated at global level’ (UNODC, 2018,
p. 8). The UNODC includes family members in
its definition of intimate partner when consid
ering intimate partner homicide, but the inclu
sion/exclusion of this group varies between
the research articles reviewed here. In a typ
ology of intimate homicide, Elisha et al. (2010)
(in a qualitative study in Israel) identified three
types of perpetrators based on risk factors and
gendered motives for femicide: the ‘betrayed
husband’ (jealousy), the ‘abandoned obsessive
lover’ (separation) and ‘the tyrant’ (control). They
conclude that personal characteristics need to
be included in an interpersonal and environ
mental–familial context (pp. 505–512).

Sexual murder / femicide
Sexual homicide is a gendered crime (Van Pat
ten and Delhauer, 2007). Dobash and Dobash
(2015) define sexual murders as distinct from
intimate partner killings, noting that the lack
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of a standardised categorisation means that
definitions vary from ‘the very narrow that
only include rape’ (11) to a ‘broad definition
of acts contained within a murder that might
be defined as sexual in nature’ (p. 119). These
acts include ‘the removal of clothing, position
ing of clothing, sexual posing of the body, and
“substitute sexual activity” such as masturba
tion over or near the body’ (p. 108). In addi
tion, ‘police officers and other criminal justice
professionals may not be trained to search for
indicators of a sexual component within the
context of a murder’ (p. 119). The victim–per
petrator relationship is important for assessing
sexual murder. Research shows that, in cases
of sexual murder, previous disputes or violence
between the victim and the offender are rare
(Dobash and Dobash, 2015). Myers et al. (2006)
discuss – from a forensic perspective – the dif
ferent motivations behind sexual homicide and
prioritise the sexual motivation theory, while
acknowledging that anger, power and control
can be the motivation for sexual femicide (12).
Dobash and Dobash (2015) also analysed per
petrators of sexual femicide and identified the
following general characteristics:
y the men were younger than their victims,
and were unemployed, single or separated/
divorced, and living on their own;
y the men had a history of sexual violence and/
or physical violence against women;
y the men blamed women and claimed to have
punished them for their resistance.

Femicide of women aged 65+
The killing of elderly women has received some
attention in recent years (Academic Council on
the United Nations System, 2017; CFOJA, 2019;
Long et al., 2017). It is a prevalent form of femi
cide as a result of the specific vulnerability of
this group. Women over 65 can become victims
of their intimate partner, but also of men out

side a partnership. Dobash and Dobash (2015)
found that those killed outside an intimate
relationship ‘appear to have been selected
because of their “extra” vulnerability of being
both older and a woman’ (p. 250). Most of the
murders they analysed were committed by
men from the same neighbourhood, with the
perpetrators often unemployed and chron
ically intoxicated (p. 220). The study found
that ‘over three-quarters of the homicide–sui
cides among the elderly involved the killing of
a woman by a male partner’. In many of these
cases, ‘jealousy, possessiveness, and separa
tion’ were apparent (p. 196).

Femicide–suicide
Femicide–suicide is a specific form of femicide in
which the male perpetrator kills a woman (often
his spouse) and then himself. In some cases,
children are also victims (familicide) (Liem and
Oberwittler, 2012). Intimate femicide–suicide is
most often associated with jealousy and pos
sessiveness, following a history of intimate part
ner violence. Risk factors include estrangement
and gun ownership (Mathews et al., 2008). Bal
ica (2016) assessed the characteristics of cases
of homicide–suicide in Romania between 2002
and 2013, such as environment (urban/rural),
the migratory status of victims and perpetra
tors, and the relationship and characteristics of
victims and perpetrators. She also suggested
taking into consideration time, motivation and
modus operandi.

Teenage femicide
Garcia et al. (2007) found that one subgroup of
intimate partner homicide is the killing of teen
agers who began their relationship with the
perpetrator during their teens, with the result
that they neither received education on inti
mate partner violence nor developed an ‘emo
tional support system’ and, thus, did not seek
help. A study on teenage femicide in Romania
showed that ‘jealousy associated with the sus

(11) For ‘rape homicide’, see Abrahams et al. (2008).
(12) A literature review is available in Karakasi (2017).
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picion of infidelity’ was the motive for this form
of intimate partner violence (Balica, 2018). How
ever, this type of femicide also includes ‘hon
our killings’, in most cases committed by family
members to allegedly save the honour of the
family.

Other types of femicide
Femicide perpetrated outside the family
sphere, such as ‘killings of female sex work
ers or gender-related killings of women and
girls in conflict situations’, are mentioned in
Dobash and Dobash (2015), but not exten
sively discussed. Some of the forensic lit
erature considers the killing of women in
prostitution a specific type of femicide and
suggests that solving cases presents a par
ticular challenge (Chan and Beauregard,
2019). One of the research focuses of the
COST Action network is to distinguish dif
ferent forms of femicide and to establish
a broad typology of femicide, such as ‘rac
ist femicide’, ‘homophobic femicide’ or ‘les
bicide’, ‘marital femicide’, ‘serial femicide’,
‘mass femicide’, ‘women death as a result
of misogynous attitudes or social practices’,
‘female infanticide’ and ‘unnecessary lethal
surgery (hysterectomies, clitoridectomies)’
(Baldry and Magalhaes, 2018, pp. 80–81).
CEGS similarly defines several situations of
femicide: intimate partner killings, the tor
ture and misogynist slaying of women, hon
our killings and other harmful-practice-re
lated killings, female genital mutilation, the
targeted killing of women and girls in the
context of armed conflict, and cases of femi
cide connected with gangs, organised crime,
drug dealers, and trafficking in women and
girls, as well as hate crimes against lesbians
and transgender people (CEGS, 2020, p. 15).

4.2. Variables used to identify
femicide
To identify femicide, it is necessary to follow
a ‘procedure allowing and helping to identify
and obtain the different elements’ of a killing
and to assess the ‘contexts, circumstances and
individual behaviour’ (Lorente, 2019, p. 8). This
section introduces the main sources of vari
ables for statistical purposes and data sets. The
findings and analyses of these publications sup
port each other, although their focuses differ in
respect of spatial and institutional locations.
Walklate et al. (2020), among others, make the
distinction between ‘thin’ counts of femicide
and ‘thick’ counts. For them, ‘thin’ counts are
found largely in administrative data, where the
focus is on a killing, its causes and its categor
isation within the criminal law. ‘Thick’ counts
delve further into the nature and extent of
untimely deaths whose cause can be attributed
to the consequences of the stresses and strains
of living with violence(s): slow femicide. Both
‘thin’ and ‘thick’ counts lend themselves to dif
ferent forms of analysis, which, in turn, can be
either thin or thick. Forms of ‘thick’ analyses (13)
of femicide within the reviewed works include
the research of Dobash and Dobash (2015) in
the United Kingdom, and the work of Toprak
and Ersoy (2017) in Turkey. Both publications
engage in cross-examination of an abundance
of data sets, with analyses and discussion that
open up paths to deeper insights into the social
and individual dynamics that enable femicide.
Vives-Cases et al. (2016) provide an in-depth
analysis of how to improve the counting and
reporting systems for femicide at European
level. The authors recommend institutionalising
and standardising national data sets (criminal,
legal, social, medical) across Europe and train
ing professionals to use those data sets. They

(13) The rationale behind ‘thick analysis’ is that data is never fully isolated or neutral. Taking into account a wider range of elements,
context and interpretations, ‘thick data’ enhances the depth and breadth of data analysis by creatively combining several analysis
methods, allowing for a more comprehensive analysis. Therefore, thick analysis offers a more qualitative and context-oriented
dimension.
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suggest gathering at least the following infor
mation: sex of victim and perpetrator, type of
relationship between victim and perpetrator,
prior history of domestic violence and previous
institutional interventions.
The UNODC’s Global Study on Homicide (2018)
offers a detailed analysis and discussion of the
available and comparable global data sets on
gender-related killing of women and girls (14).
The COST Action ‘Femicide across Europe’ pre
sents a detailed overview of research, data
collection, policies and actions to analyse and
combat femicide in Europe (Weil et al., 2018).
Towards a Global Femicide Index: Counting the
costs, connected to the Monash Gender and
Family Violence Prevention Centre at Monash
University (Australia), has no recommenda
tions on the concrete elements, factors or
variables that could be used to identify and
count femicide (Walklate et al., 2020). Rather,
it is a resource that abounds with ways to deal
with the ethical and political ambiguities con
nected to practices of reporting and counting
femicide cases from an engaged, accountable
and reflective scientific standpoint. It concen
trates on data collection and provides a com
plex and elaborate critique of the practices
of counting and data collecting, while arguing
for their importance from an intersectional
perspective. Walby et al. (2017) suggest var
iables that could be used to create indicators
to measure the prevalence of gender-based
violence and femicide. Finally, CEGS (2020)
discusses the criteria for identifying femicide,
including developing variables and criteria to
measure femicide for statistical purposes (see
Section 5 for more detail on these variables).

Intentional/unintentional killing of women
and gendered motivations
Major debates about femicide revolve around
the issues of intentionality, gender-specific situ
ations and/or gender-specific motivations for
the killing of women. The presence or absence
of an appreciation of intentionality is framed

by the criminal law in any specific jurisdiction.
Nevertheless, the ICCS considers femicide as
a specific category of intentional homicide
(Bisogno et al., 2015). Some authors discuss
whether intentionality should be an element
of defining or identifying femicide, while oth
ers argue that the killing of a woman can be
an intentional or unintentional act. Killings with
or without intention can be classified as femi
cide, depending on other variables, such as
the power context of an intimate partnership
or the gendered structure of the context of
the killing (e.g. women in prostitution or other
insecure fields of work). Intention alone is not
a sufficient description of femicide. Dawson
and Carrigan (2020) stress that ‘under Russell’s
definition, intent is not required; the death of
a female by her male partner is femicide even if
he did not mean to kill her, referred to as “cov
ert femicide”’ (p. 4). Lorente (2019) claims that
intentionality develops from the interaction at
cultural, social, relational and individual levels.
This interaction has a gendered background or
is ‘gendered’. ‘Gender motivation’ might build
the intentionality of the femicide at the personal
level of the perpetrator (p. 5) and, as intimated
above, its recognition; as a result, the ability to
count intentionality will be dependent upon the
ways in which it is taken account of within the
criminal law system.
Intentionality may be based on the idea of con
trol and domination of women or on the idea
that a woman’s behaviour is an attack on the
male position. Wanting to use and/or hating
women may also lead to the intention to kill
a woman (e.g. the killing of a woman in prosti
tution or of a women’s rights activist, or killing
a woman because of non-conforming sexual
behaviour or gender identity) (Lorente, 2019).
Therefore, femicide can happen in a traffic
argument or in a bank robbery, for example if
a woman is killed by a male robber who sees
his plans disturbed by a woman and is there
fore angry and hates the woman (p. 7). Thus,
femicide, whether intentional or unintentional,
must be seen as a process and not as an single
incident.

(14) For more detail, see EIGE (2021c).
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Lorente (2019) distinguishes between three lay
ers of gender motivation and intentionality of
femicide.
y Firstly, gender-motivated behaviour is
grounded in (gendered) culture, that is, in the
general inequality of women and men, and
in roles that patriarchy has dedicated to men
and women. Men and women follow these
cultural references; women are constructed
in patriarchy as being the property of men,
and men are allowed to exercise power and
control over women (p. 3).
y Secondly, gender-motivated killings might be
located in society, that is, in contexts where
gendered behaviour is practised, and in the
situation in which the killing took place, for
example the gendered structure of intimate
partnership, abortion or female genital muti
lation (FGM).
y Thirdly, gender-motivated killing occurs at
the relational level between persons (p. 2).
Similarly, CEGS (2020) frames femicide as struc
tural gendered violence, ‘based on gender dis
crimination, sexism and misogyny, taking advan
tage of any of the relationships of trust, kinship,
authority or other unequal power relationships
with the victim’ (p. 14). Cunha and Goncalves
(2019) stress that contextual factors such as
‘patriarchy, sexism, and gender roles’ should be
included in analyses of femicide (p. 2591).
Located at these three levels, gender motivation
for, and/or the genderedness of, the murder of
women can be associated with ‘men’s attempts
to control and punish women for actions they
deem inappropriate’ (Dobash and Dobash, 2015,
p. 27). The authors point out that qualitative and
quantitative studies have confirmed ‘the impor
tance of possessiveness and separation in the
thinking of men who murder’, as well as involve
ment of the notion of ‘male privilege and author
ity’ on issues such as ‘money, domestic work, and
the care and custody of children’ (p. 27). Gender
motivations for femicide might be defined as
men wanting to control women, to ‘use’ them,
to punish them for allegedly misbehaving and/
or to re-establish the value of the man (Lorente,
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2019). An interesting finding is that intimate mur
ders do not come ‘out of the blue’; rather, they
are as premeditated as a ‘decision to annihilate
her’ (Dobash and Dobash, 2015, pp. 29, 253) and
accompanied by a rationalisation that justifies
the killing as an act that is the victim’s fault. Sim
ilarly, Cunha and Goncalves’ (2019) results chal
lenge the assumption of murder ‘as an inexpli
cable and sudden event’ (p. 2577). Rather, they
claim that these offences are explicable (p. 2587).
Another study confirming these dynamics is that
of Johnson et al. (2017). Building their analysis on
interviews with perpetrators of intimate partner
femicide from the Australian Homicide Project,
the authors posit that intimate partner femicide
is a distinct form of gendered violence that can
be the end result of relationships marked by the
processes of ‘coercive control’.
Pasini (2016) supports this aspect of masculin
ity with regard to intimate partner femicide and
develops several aspects of gendered motives
for femicide: ‘(1) badly managed male aggres
siveness; (2) slavery in human relationships;
(3) various forms of jealousy; (4) emotional
dependency’ (p. 7). Abrunhosa et al. (2020) add
‘controlling behaviours’ to that list (p. 4). Jealousy
has been identified as a motive, triggered by
separation or estrangement (Vatnar et al., 2019).
Men frequently apply the notion ‘If I can’t have
you, no one can’, and thus the decision to kill an
intimate partner is often taken when a woman
leaves such a man (Dobash and Dobash, 2015;
Weizmann-Henelius et al., 2012). In these
cases, men often see themselves as victims of
women’s behaviour and think that their violence
was appropriate and that the woman deserved
to be killed (Dobash and Dobash, 2015).
Some research has focused attention on
the nature of the cohabiting relationship (i.e.
whether or not the cohabitees are married) as
a possible variable relating to the presence/
absence of violence. It is suggested that men
in cohabiting relationships might feel ‘less con
trol over their partners’ and ‘more threatened
by intersexual competition’ (Shackelford and
Mouzos, 2015, p. 1322). This view suggests that
these men are more likely (than married men)
to be violent towards their partner or kill her,
‘because these relationships are more prone
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to dissolution and to infiltration by competitive
males’ (Cunha and Goncalves, 2019, p. 2587).
Other work has also pointed to the age dis
parity between partners as a factor contrib
uting to femicide, with men who are older than
their female partners often wanting to exercise
power and control over women (Dobash and
Dobash, 2015; Sebire, 2017).

4.3. Risk factors and risk
assessment
The major purposes of quantitative scientific
work on gender-based homicide are to study
the prevalence of this crime, the risk factors for
domestic violence or intimate partner violence
and the relationship that such factors might
have with femicide. Both require sound and solid
data. Secondary analyses of existing data try to
identify risk factors for gender-based violence
and femicide, with a focus on intimate partner
homicide. These studies aim to establish femi
cide and intimate partner homicide (as the most
common form of femicide) as crimes in their
own right, rather than as a subcategory of hom
icide in general. In their review of the literature
on homicide and intimate partner violence, Gar
cia et al. (2007) identified important dimensions
of an assessment of intimate partner violence
that might lead to femicide: gender, marital sta
tus, age, ethnicity and race, pregnancy, circum
stances (e.g. separation), weapons and alcohol
use (Campbell et al., 2003; Garcia et al., 2007;
Karbeyaz et al., 2018 (for Turkey); Nicolaidis et
al., 2003; Zara et al., 2019 (for Italy)) (15). Frye et
al. (2008) scrutinised the role of neighbourhood
environment and found that ‘social disorganisa
tion’ of neighbourhoods in New York City (pov
erty, lack of relationships between neighbours)
was not a significant risk factor. In Wiscon
sin, by contrast, Beyer et al. (2015) found that
neighbourhood (social and cultural structure)
plays a role in understanding intimate partner
femicide as different from other forms of femi
cide (16). These findings point to the difficulties
in identifying one all-em
bracing explanatory

framework. Nevertheless, work of this kind has
contributed to the growth and development of
risk assessment instruments.
For example, Campbell et al. (2009) focused on
the development and validation of one such
instrument, the Danger Assessment (DA) tool:
‘an instrument designed to assess risk factors
for IPH’ (p. 654) (17). In the light of the devel
opment of these kinds of tools, Messing et al.
(2013) stress the importance of migration and
demand a ‘culturally competent intimate part
ner violence risk assessment’ (p. 265), pointing
to the fact that immigrant women experience
specific vulnerabilities, such as dependence on
their husband’s immigrant status.
Many of these studies assume a continuum of
intimate partner violence and intimate partner
homicide and/or that intimate partner violence
escalates into intimate partner homicide. How
ever, the assumption of escalation has rarely
been subjected to thorough investigation (Box
all and Lawler, 2021). Boxall and Lawler excavate
the concept of escalation and point out that it
can mean different things (e.g. escalation of the
nature of the violence or its frequency). This work
also points out that not all violence in relation
ships escalates. The key issue is knowing in which
relationships escalation is most likely to hap
pen. To date, research has found that ‘previous
domestic violence is a major risk factor for IPH in
males’ (Weizmann-Henelius et al., 2012, p. 1520).
‘Across studies of risk factors for IPH, prior IPV is
clearly the most common risk factor’ (Campbell
et al., 2009, p. 656). Dobash and Dobash (2015)
found that ‘ongoing disputes, and previous vio
lence to the victim’ are indicators for intimate
partner homicide (p. 248). Similarly, Stöckl and
Devries’ (2013) in-depth study concludes that
‘the reduction of intimate partner violence could
lower homicide rates worldwide’ (p. 1625). The
aim of a number of studies is to assess ‘lethality
in violent intimate relationships’ (Campbell et al.,
2007, p. 260; Zara and Gino, 2018). At the same
time, however, Sebire’s study showed that ‘not all
relationship abuse results in lethal violence’ (2017,

(15) Zara et al. (2019) stress the importance of the link between abusive relations and intimate partner femicide.
(16) See Beyer et al. (2013) for differences between urban and rural settings.
(17) For an evaluation of risk assessment tools, see Graham et al. (2019).
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p. 1494); in a similar vein, Abrunhosa et al. (2020)
claim that, based on their research, ‘violence per
petration (i.e. frequency of marital violence and
prior history of violence) are not predictors’ of
intimate partner homicide (p. 15).
Overall, the research agrees on the following risk
factors: the abuser being older than the woman
(with a large age gap), cohabitating (rather than
married), estrangement of partners, a child in
the home who is not the biological child of the
abuser, mental illness, alcohol and drug use, prior
criminal involvement of the perpetrator and the
presence of firearms in the home (Campbell et
al., 2009; Carabellese et al., 2014 (for Italy)) (18).
Following these findings, Campbell et al. (2009)
added five new items to the original 15-item DA:
abuser unemployment, a child who is not the off
spring of the abuser, stalking behaviour by the
abuser, the victim leaving the abuser after living
together and the abuser being violent outside
the home. A meta-analysis of risk factors for male
perpetrators and female victimisation by Spencer
and Stith (2020) points to the importance of ‘ex
posure reduction’ of intimate partner violence.
The exposure reduction hypothesis views femicide
as the end result of an escalating continuum and
suggests that the likelihood that it will occur can
be decreased by reducing the duration of contact
with a violent partner (i.e. exposure) (Dugan et al.,
2003; Reckdenwald and Parker, 2012).

y abuser unemployment (20),
y mental illness (of victim and/or perpetrator),
y alcohol and/or drug abuse (of victim and/or
perpetrator),
y form of relationship (higher risk if couple is
cohabiting rather than married),
y pregnancy of woman,
y estrangement of couple,
y victim leaving the abuser after living together,
y coercive and controlling behaviour of perpet
rator,
y violent and/or stalking behaviour by abuser
(physical, psychological and/or sexualised
violence) (former police measures against
offender might lower the risk of ongoing
domestic violence and intimate partner femi
cide),
y aggression against children,
y previous death threats to victim,
y abuser being violent outside the home,

In brief, the largely quantitative research yields
the following – albeit contested – list of risk fac
tors for intimate partner homicide (19):

y a child who is not the offspring of the abuser,

y age of victim and perpetrator (woman signif
icantly younger than man),

y immigrant status of victim and perpetra
tor (21).

y presence of firearms in the home,

(18) For a comparison across 15 nations on the intersection of firearms and intimate partner homicide, see Zeoli et al. (2020).
(19) The assessment of risk factors varies according to the region and time of the study, the availability of data and the epistemological
and political position of the researchers. For example, Aldrige and Browne (2003), CFOJA (2019) and Corradi et al. (2016) reviewed
a broad range of literature and data on risk factors, while Yilmaz et al. (2015) assessed risk factors in Turkey, Pereira et al. (2013)
assessed risk factors in Portugal’ and Abrahams et al. (2013) assessed risk factors in South Africa. Meel (2018), also in South Africa,
stresses that poverty and human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) infection are risk factors, while Mathews et al. (2011) point to cul
tures of masculinity in South Africa.
(20) Torrubiano-Dominguez et al. (2015) found that unemployment during the financial crisis had no effect on intimate partner femicide
in Spain.
(21) For risk and DA, see WHO (2012), Understanding and Addressing Violence against Women: Femicide (https://apps.who.int/iris/bit
stream/handle/10665/77421/WHO_RHR_12.38_eng.pdf?sequence=1); UN Women, Latin American model protocol for the investigation of gender-related killings of women (femicide/feminicide, p. 78 (https://lac.unwomen.org/en/digiteca/publicaciones/2014/10/
modelo-de-protocolo).
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4.4. Forensic perspective on
identifying femicide
Forensic sciences focus on collecting and ana
lysing scientific evidence during the criminal
investigation for solving cases and prosecuting
offenders, and provide a scientific basis for con
victions. Both aims need specific and well-de
fined processes and variables. The literature
reviewed here prioritises the victim’s demo
graphic characteristics and relationships, the
location of the killing, the place where the victim
was found, the modus operandi of the killing
and the positioning of the victim’s body (crime
scene characteristics (Stein et al., 2010)). These
factors and variables must be included in the
documentation and investigation of the killing,
as they allow conclusions to be drawn regard
ing the motivation for the murder, and thus the
identity of the perpetrator (Fong et al., 2016 (for
Taiwan)). Moreschi et al. (2016) reviewed cases
of female homicide in an Italian region, with the
aim of detecting the importance of document
ing ‘socio-demographic characteristics of vic
tims and perpetrators, and the circumstances
and risk factors surrounding the crimes’ (p. 65).
Analysis of the crime scene is important when
investigating a sexual homicide. In establish
ing the sexual motivation, the literature refers
to the following factors: ‘Adjustment or removal
of the victim’s clothing, seminal fluid on or near
the body, sexual injury / sexual mutilation, sexu
alised positioning of the body, foreign object
insertion and overkill type of injuries’ (Häkkä
nen-Nyholm et al., 2009, p. 125; Myers et al.,
2017, p. 940). In order to improve ‘offender pro
filing’, Chan et al. (2010) suggested including
data on race and age in forensic investigations.
Cases of ‘staged murder’ or ‘concealed femicide’
are discussed in the literature and are particu
larly instructive for highlighting data collection
issues (Bitton and Dayan, 2019). Here, the exact
documentation of the crime scene can help
to determine if a woman has been murdered,
rather than having committed suicide, thereby
leading to the establishment of the motivation
for the killing and identifying a case of femicide.
Bitton and Dayan (2019) suggest redefining
‘suspicion’ in cases of women’s death to include
‘concealed femicide’ (often staged as suicide).
Suspicious death, by definition, occurs not ‘out

of place’, but in a woman’s home. Bitton and
Dayan also suggest several circumstances that,
if present, should lead a death to be described
as suspicious, for example a woman’s alleged
suicide, the wish of one partner to end a rela
tionship, prior domestic violence and the death
of a woman in her own home. Rules and agreed
procedures are needed for post-mortem exam
inations of women who have died in potentially
suspicious circumstances, as are dedicated
‘fatality review boards’ (Bitton and Dayan, 2019,
pp. 1069–1071).

4.5. Descriptive variables to
identify femicide for statistical
purposes
This section first summarises the descriptive
variables used for identifying femicide that are
discussed in the reviewed literature. To deter
mine femicide, the gender motive and the ‘gen
der-saturatedness’ of killing women (Walby et
al., 2017, p. 59), the literature refers to character
istics of the victim and the perpetrator, the rela
tionship of the victim and the perpetrator, the
situation of the murder, and cultural and social
contexts. Similarly, Vives-Cases et al. (2016) sug
gest the following minimum variables: sex of
the victim and the perpetrator, type of relation
ship between them, prior history of domestic
violence and previous institutional interven
tions. Walby et al. (2017) suggest differentiating
between three units of measurement – victim,
perpetrator and event or incident – and col
lecting disaggregated data for the three units.
Further information on records of previous vio
lence, convictions and sanctions might help to
assess the gendered structure of femicide.

Perpetrator and victim characteristics
Liem and Koenraadt (2018) stress that intimate
partners should include not only spouses but
also ex-spouses and persons in current or form
er de facto relationships, such as boyfriends,
girlfriends or partners in same-sex relation
ships. Dobash et al. (2004) highlight the ‘con
ventional guy’ appearance of men who kill
women in comparison with those who kill men,
with their later book confirming that men who
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kill women in intimate relations tend to be more
‘conventional’ or ‘less disadvantaged’ than other
types of homicide perpetrators (Dobash and
Dobash, 2015, p. 97). Follow-up studies showed
that perpetrators of intimate partner homicide
are a distinct group of homicide perpetrators
whose sociodemographic histories do not stand
out when compared with those of the general
population. Caman et al. (2016) found that inti
mate partner homicide perpetrators in Sweden
are less socially disadvantaged than non-inti
mate partner homicide perpetrators, with the
former less likely to have a prior conviction. This
argument is supported by a study on femicide
in Turkey, which found that femicide perpetra
tors were much less likely than perpetrators of
other types of homicide to have mental health
issues or criminal records (Toprak and Ersoy,
2017). In addition to the ‘conventional’ murder
type, men who kill women were found to have
shown misogynistic thinking and violent behav
iours during their lifespan. ‘In short, men who
murder women tend to “specialise” in perpetrat
ing violence against women’ (Dobash and
Dobash, 2015, p. 249).
In an in-depth study of 11 intimate partner sex
offenders, Weldon (2015) presents five implicit
theories held by men about women (22). These
are consistent with the findings of Dobash and
Dobash (2015): normalisation of violence, desire
to remain in control, implication of the act as
a consequence of the actions of the partner
and thereby blaming the victim, diminishing
personal responsibility by blaming the incident
on intoxication or being out of control, and per
ception of self as not a criminal or offender (also
described as a dynamic of denial). (See also
Gilchrist (2009) for an alternative taxonomy of
implicit theories on intimate partner violence.)
Studies on risk factors for femicide suggest some
important variables that help to identify these
risks, including perpetrators’ substance abuse
(Abrunhosa et al., 2020; Weizmann-Henelius
et al., 2012), unemployment (while high school
education is seen as a protective factor for inti

mate partner violence and femicide) or ‘emo
tional states’ resulting from separation from the
victim (Abrunhosa et al., 2020, p. 15).
Studies on the characteristics of victims of inti
mate partner homicide and non-intimate part
ner homicide are conflicting in some respects,
but it is generally agreed that age is an import
ant factor in intimate partner homicide. An
example is found in the United States, with
‘cohabiting women who are middle aged incur
ring the highest uxoricide risk’ (Shackelford and
Mouzos, 2015, pp. 1319–1321). An Australian
study showed that women ‘in cohabiting rela
tionships’ have a much higher uxoricide risk
than women in marital relationships, especially
younger women. The pattern is different in the
United States, with ‘cohabiting women who are
middle aged incurring the highest uxoricide risk’
(Shackelford and Mouzos, 2015, pp. 1319–1321).
Some variables in the studies stand out for their
rarity or omission: pregnancy; the involvement
of children (as witnesses, collateral victims or
bereaved through the murder); occupation/pro
fession of the victim; the involvement of women
in prostitution; protective strategies used by the
victim; the involvement of political activists; the
involvement of gender and lesbian, gay, bisex
ual, transgender, intersex, queer and other
(LGBTIQ+) people; health status; and able-bod
iedness. Interestingly, some research shows
that previous arrest of the abuser for domestic
violence decreases the risk of intimate partner
homicide (Weizmann-Henelius, 2012), although
it is also evident that the risks of further violence
increase post arrest, particularly for women
belonging to ethnic minority groups (Sherman
et al., 1991).
Overall, the literature suggests that solid data on
intimate partner homicide must include the char
acteristics of the perpetrator and the victim, and
should include the characteristics of the incident
(Caman et al., 2016). Factors usually taken into con
sideration are criminal records, substance abuse,
intoxication at the time of the offence and child

(22) The broader term ‘implicit theories’ refers to those sets of a priori basic beliefs that people use to understand their world and to
guide their behaviour. In the specific case, Weldon (2015) refers to those gendered myths and shared beliefs on gender-based
violence and intimate partner violence.
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hood victimisation, but the motivational aspect of
the offences is, however, missing. Chantler et al.
(2019) identify as factors to be taken into consid
eration the gender, age and ethnicity of the per
petrator and victim (‘victim and perpetrator pro
files’) (p. 486) and ‘risk indicators’ such as mental
health difficulties, alcohol and housing problems,
previous violent behaviour of the perpetrator, his
tory of previous domestic violence, movement
across borders or within the country and victims’
language problems.

Prior history of domestic violence and
former protective sanctions
Vives-Cases et al. (2016) claim that prior his
tory of domestic violence and previous institu
tional interventions should be acknowledged
as important elements in recording femicide.
Similarly, Koppa and Messing (2019) suggest
recording previous (including failed) efforts
to seek help and protective actions/strategies
used by victims prior to their murder. This, they
argue, helps to better understand the dynamics
of the murder of women and to develop pre
ventive policies and actions. Their suggestion
is supported by an Italian study that points
out that histories of domestic and intimate vio
lence are very likely to be under-reported within
healthcare data systems (Mamo et al., 2015).
Of course, this work takes as given involve
ment in the criminal justice system, since the
data on which it is based is frequently rooted
in that source of data. It is equally important to
remember that many women are killed by their
partners/ex-partners who have had no engage
ment with the criminal justice system or any
other professional agency (see, for example,
Thornton, 2017). This serves as a reminder of
the importance of contextualising what is and
what is not known about the nature and extent
of femicide within the broader context of gen
der inequalities.

Situation, incident and event of murder
Motivations for the killing of women should be
viewed not only individually, but as grounded
in patriarchal social structures, such as gender

roles within partnerships, prohibitive abortion
laws, trafficking of women, FGM and ‘honour
crimes’ (Grzyb et al., 2018). ‘Individuals engaged
in prostitution are at particular risk of becoming
victims of homicide’ (Skott et al., 2021).
The findings of Dobash and Dobash (2015) on
the murder event reflect the common findings
of research on intimate partner homicide, with
the murder typically occurring in or near the
home of the couple or the woman, and involv
ing one or more of beating, kicking, hitting,
choking, stabbing and strangling. For exam
ple Dobash and Dobash (2015, p. 64) reported
‘A few of the murders involved more than 100
injuries’. On the method of killing, some findings
differentiate the killing of women from that of
men, including ‘the use of a ligature and stran
gulation’ and show that ‘older women were
often suffocated’ (Dobash and Dobash, 2015,
p. 248). One possible finding in a forensic inves
tigation is ‘overkilling’, which might be an indi
cator for killing motivated by rage against the
woman, and/or revenge (Aldridge and Browne,
2003). Somewhat more unusual is the finding of
‘collateral murders’, that is, the killing of ‘those
close to the victim’ with the goal of punishing or
hurting the victim even further, without neces
sarily killing them (Aldridge and Browne, 2003).

Summary of the literature review
This section closes with a brief summary of the
factors identified in our review of the literature
and/or suggested in the CEGS (2020) as iden
tifying the killing of a woman as femicide:
y the aggressor has had a relationship with
the victim or tried to establish/re-establish
a relationship;
y the aggressor has exercised previous acts of
violence (in the public or private sphere);
y the act occurs within a family relationship;
y reasons of honour, family reputation or reli
gious beliefs are alleged as justification;
y pregnancy of the woman is a motive;
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y hate crime against lesbians and transgender
persons;

y killing in armed conflict, where women are
considered an enemy;

y hate crime against women’s rights and polit
ical activists or journalists;

y the act occurs within the constellation of sex
ual violence

y murder as interfering with the political rights
of the victim;

y overkilling;

y other circumstances of subordination of the
victim as a result of gender power relations;
y murder as part of the activities of a criminal
group or gang ritual;
y situation of sex exploitation or sex trafficking;
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y the woman was held incommunicado (in any
situation);
y situations of harmful practices such as FGM.
The factors that identify the killing of a woman
as femicide are summarised in the following
section.

5. Towards descriptive variables for identifying femicide for statistical purposes

5. Towards descriptive variables for
identifying femicide for statistical purposes
Several practical suggestions for investigative
practices were found in the UN Women’s Latin
American model protocol for the investigation of
gender-related killings of women. These were sum
marised by Dawson and Carrigan (2020) and
Fitz-Gibbon et al. (2018), and mentioned in the
UNODC’s Global Study on Homicide (2018) and
Weil et al. (2018). The latest document by CEGS
aims to operationalise femicide for statistical pur
poses, including through ‘criteria and variables’
for identifying femicide/feminicide, as well as ‘the
criterion algorithms to meet each one’, that is, to
create an indicator of the prevalence of femicide/
feminicide (CEGS, 2020, p. 6).

y Non-conforming sexual behaviour or gender
identity.

The following descriptive variables for identify
ing femicide combine elements from the litera
ture reviewed. They should first help to develop
protocols to allow killings to be identified as
femicide, and then facilitate the extraction of
cases of femicide from administrative data
records for further statistical purposes.

y Sex and gender.

These variables and their value are revisited in
EIGE’s proposed classification system on femi
cide (EIGE, 2021e).

5.1. Minimum data
Characteristics of victim and perpetrator
1. Victim
y Sex and gender.
y Sociodemographic data (age / date of
birth, marital status, education, occupation,
employment status, income, ethnicity, migra
tion status, country of birth, citizenship/
nationality, birth country of parents, country
of residence, children, disability).
y Intoxication status.

y Victim of sexual(ised) abuse/violence.
y Woman in prostitution or victim of sexual
exploitation.
y Pregnancy.
y Presence of a child who is not the offspring
of the perpetrator.
2. Perpetrator

y Sociodemographic data (age/date of birth,
marital status, education, occupation,
employment status, income, ethnicity, migra
tion status, country of birth, citizenship/
nationality, birth country of parents, country
of residence, children, disability).
y Prior history of violence against women.
y Intoxication status.
y Prior violence record (in public and/or private).
3. Relationship of victim and perpetrator
y Intimate relationship and family members:
 intimate or sexual partners (cohabiting
or not cohabiting, cohabiting in the past,
curent partner or past partner),
 family members or relatives (cohabiting or
not cohabiting, cohabiting in the past).
y Other acquaintance:
 perpetrator is an authority figure or has a
care relationship;
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 perpetrator is a supervisor, employer or
teacher;
 pepetrator is a friend or acquaintance of
the family of the victim;
 perpetrator is a friend or acquaintance of
the victim;
 care relationship.
y Non-intimate relationship:
 members of paramilitary or armed groups;

y Overkilling.
6. Gender motives
y Background / risk factors, such as gender
in
equality and dependency, economic situ
ation / deprivation, prior domestic violence.
y Victim’s intention to break up the relationship.
y Pregnancy of the victim.
y Custody conflict.

 members of armed governmental forces;

y Child who is not the offspring of the perpet
rator.

 unknown.

y Economic problems.

4. Circumstances surrounding the killing

y Jealousy.

y Crime scene and location of the murder.

y Possessiveness.

y Prior domestic violence, protection orders,
services used (by victim).

y Controlling behaviour.

y Prostitution, sexual exploitation.
y Sexual(ised) abuse/violence.
y Degrading injuries to victim’s body.

y Prior history of violence against women.
y Hate motivated (lesbian or transgender vic
tim, as well as women’s rights activists, jour
nalists and politicians).

y Mutilation of victim’s body.

y Alleged reasons of honour, family reputation,
religious belief.

y Harmful practices (FGM, illegal abortion).

y Other criminal activity involved.

y Part of activities of organised criminal group.

y Impeding the exercise of the victim’s rights.

y Victim in line of fire when aggressor wanted
to kill another woman.

Additional data

5. Modus operandi / characteristics of killing
situation / incident

The COST Action network suggests including
additional background data on the following:

y Availability/use of weapons.

y general estimates of the prevalence of femicide,

y Ligature, strangulation.

y development over time,

y Position of the victim’s body.

y convictions for / state reactions to / laws on
gender-based violence (Schröttle and Meshk
ova, 2018; Walby et al., 2017).

y Sexual abuse.
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Annex 2. Categorisation of references selected
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