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Ethiopians condemn violence against women 

but consider domestic violence a private matter 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 861 | Anne Okello and Mulu Teka 

 

Summary  

Since the adoption of its 1995 Constitution, Ethiopia has passed various laws to prevent and 

penalise gender-based violence (GBV). The criminal law penalises rape and domestic 

violence with a maximum of 20 and 15 years of imprisonment, respectively. Proclamation No. 

909/2015 imposes strict penalties for trafficking and coercion of sexual servitude, including 15-

25 years in prison and hefty fines (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2005, 2015).  

Despite these laws, violence against women and girls continues to be a public health and 

human rights concern in the country. According to the 2016 Ethiopian Demographic and 

Health Survey, 23% of women aged 15-49 have experienced physical violence, and 10% 

have suffered sexual violence, including 7% who reported that they had experienced sexual 

violence during the preceding year (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2017).  

The Tigray war (2020-2022) exacerbated the problem. Numerous reports document extensive 

physical and sexual violence, including rape, gang rape, sexual slavery, mutilation, and 

torture, inflicted on women by Ethiopian soldiers, the Amhara Special Forces, allied Fano 

militias, and Eritrean troops that were fighting alongside the military (Amnesty International, 

2021; Human Rights Watch, 2021). These atrocities left survivors, including teenagers and their 

families, enduring profound physical and psychological trauma (Gebremichael, et al., 2023).  

Similar acts of violence against women and girls by the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) 

were also widely reported in Amhara and Afar regions as the conflict expanded in mid-2021 

(Amnesty International, 2021b; Ethiopia Human Rights Commission, 2021; Ministry of Justice, 

2021). Testimony from perpetrators suggests that the violence was part of a deliberate ethnic 

persecution strategy (Insecurity Insights, 2022).  

This dispatch reports on a special survey module included in the Afrobarometer Round 9 

(2021/2023) questionnaire to explore Africans’ perceptions of gender-based violence. 

Ethiopian citizens say that gender-based violence is the most important women’s-rights issue 

that the government and the country must address. Although most citizens oppose the use 

of physical force against women, a majority consider domestic violence a private matter 

that should be resolved within the family rather than a criminal matter requiring law 

enforcement involvement. 

Afrobarometer surveys 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, nonpartisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Nine survey rounds in up to 42 countries since 1999. Round 10 surveys were launched in 

January 2024. Afrobarometer conducts face-to-face interviews in the language of the 

respondent’s choice.  

The Afrobarometer team in Ethiopia, led by ABCON – Research and Consulting, interviewed 

a nationally representative sample of 2,400 adult Ethiopians in May-June 2023. A sample of 
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this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-2 percentage points at a 95% 

confidence level. Previous surveys were conducted in Ethiopia in 2013 and 2020. 

Key findings  

▪ Gender-based violence (GBV) tops the list of the most important women’s-rights 

issues that Ethiopians think their government and society must address.  

▪ Six in 10 citizens (60%) say violence against women and girls is “not very common” or 

“not at all common” in their community, but 40% disagree with that assessment.   

▪ Most Ethiopians (70%) say it is “never” justified for a man to use physical force to 

discipline his wife.  

▪ Half (50%) of respondents consider it “somewhat likely” (34%) or “very likely” (16%) 

that a woman will be criticised, harassed, or shamed by others in the community if 

she reports GBV to the authorities. 

o But most citizens (86%) believe that the police are “very likely” (55%) or 

“somewhat likely” (31%) to take cases of GBV seriously. 

▪ A majority (63%) of Ethiopians say domestic violence should be treated as a private 

matter to be resolved within the family rather than a criminal matter that should 

involve law enforcement agencies. 

Is gender-based violence (GBV) an important problem in Ethiopia? 

In Ethiopia, gender-based violence (cited by 25% of respondents) tops the list of important 

women’s-rights issues that citizens say the government and society must address. GBV is 

followed by unequal opportunities or pay in the workplace (20%), too few women in 

influential positions in government (17%), unequal rights of property ownership and 

inheritance (17%), and unequal access to education (15%) (Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Most important women’s-rights issue | Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: In your opinion, which of the following issues related to women’s rights and 

equality do you think is the most important for our government and society to address? 
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How common is GBV? 

A majority (60%) of respondents say gender-based violence is an infrequent occurrence in 

their community, but four in 10 describe it as “somewhat common” (34%) or “very common 

(6%) (Figure 2). 1 

Women are more likely than men to say that violence against women is a common 

occurrence (44% vs. 37%) (Figure 3). This perception is also more widespread among the most 

educated (46%) than among those with no formal schooling (37%) and among the youngest 

citizens (41%) than among those over age 55 (37%). 

Figure 2: Frequency of GBV | Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: In this area, how common do you think it is for men to use violence against 

women and girls in the home or the community? 

Figure 3: GBV is somewhat/very common | by demographic group | Ethiopia | 2023 

 
Respondents were asked: In this area, how common do you think it is for men to use violence against 

women and girls in the home or the community? (% who say “somewhat common” or “very common”) 

 
1 Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of 
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 22% “not at all common” and 37% “not very common” sum to 60%). 
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Physical discipline of a spouse 

Seven in 10 Ethiopians (70%) say it is “never justified” for a man to use physical force to 

discipline his wife, while three in 10 consider it “sometimes” (25%) or “always” (5%) justified 

(Figure 4). Remarkably, men are more likely than women to rule out physical discipline as 

“never justified” (72% vs. 67%). 

The view that men are never justified in physically disciplining their wives is more widespread 

among urban residents than their rural counterparts (80% vs. 65%) (Figure 5). It gathers 

strength as respondents’ education level rises, ranging from 63% of those with no formal 

schooling to 80% of those with post-secondary qualifications.  

Figure 4: Is it justified for men to physically discipline their wives? | by gender                          

| Ethiopia | 2023  

 
Respondents were asked: For each of the following actions, please tell me whether you think it can 

always be justified, sometimes be justified, or never be justified: For a man to use physical discipline on 

his wife if she has done something he doesn’t like or thinks is wrong? 

Figure 5: Never justified for men to physically discipline their wives                                       

| by demographic group | Ethiopia | 2023 

  

Respondents were asked: For each of the following actions, please tell me whether you think it can 

always be justified, sometimes be justified, or never be justified: For a man to use physical discipline on 

his wife if she has done something he doesn’t like or thinks is wrong? (% who say “never justified”) 
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Response to GBV 

Police and scholars agree that the true extent of GBV is unknown because many attacks on 

girls and women are never reported. Reasons include fear of the attacker, fear of a negative 

response by others, or the belief that the authorities won’t take the case seriously (Palermo, 

Bleck, & Peterman, 2014).   

When asked whether they think a woman who reports being a victim of rape, domestic 

violence, or other GBV will be criticised, harassed, or shamed by others in the community, 

Ethiopians are evenly divided: Half (50%) say this is “very likely” (16%) or “somewhat likely” 

(34%), while an equal proportion consider it unlikely, including 33% who say it is “very unlikely” 

(Figure 6). Women and men hold very similar views on this question. 

Figure 6: Will a woman be criticised, harassed, or shamed for reporting GBV?                  

| by gender | Ethiopia| 2023 

  
Respondents were asked: If a woman in your community goes to the police to report being a victim of 

gender-based violence, for example, to report a rape or report being physically abused by her 

husband, how likely or unlikely is it that the following things might occur: She will be criticised, harassed, 

or shamed by others in the community? 

 

In contrast to their mixed expectations regarding the community response, most Ethiopians 

believe that the police will take reported cases of GBV seriously: 86% see this as likely, 

including 55% who say it is “very likely” (Figure 7). 

Figure 7: Do the police take GBV cases seriously? | Ethiopia | 2023 
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Rural residents (87%) and those with primary education or no formal schooling (86%-87%) 

express greater confidence in the police response than urbanites (82%) and those with 

secondary or post-secondary education (83%-84%) (Figure 8). 

Figure 8: Police somewhat/very likely to take GBV cases seriously | by demographic 

group | Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: If a woman in your community goes to the police to report being a victim of 

gender-based violence, for example, to report a rape or report being physically abused by her 

husband, how likely or unlikely is it that the following things might occur: Her case will be taken seriously 

by the police? (% who say “somewhat likely” or “very likely”)     

Is domestic violence a criminal or family matter? 
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2 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how 
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cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Patel 
(2022). 
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dwellers (56%) and the economically advantaged (56%). A 19-percentage-point gap 

separates those with no formal schooling (70%) from those with post-secondary qualifications 

(51%). 

Figure 9: Is domestic violence a criminal or private matter? | by demographic group 

| Ethiopia | 2023 

  

Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?  

Statement 1: Domestic violence is a private matter that needs to be handled and resolved within the 
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Statement 2: Domestic violence is a criminal matter whose full resolution requires the involvement of law 

enforcement agencies. 
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reluctance to view domestic violence as a criminal matter underscores the challenges in 

addressing GBV. 

However, most Ethiopians believe that law enforcement would take GBV cases seriously, 

suggesting an opening to strengthen legal initiatives and public awareness campaigns to 

enhance trust and encourage reporting. 

  

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data – on any question, 
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at 

www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis. 
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