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INTRODUCTION
A MANUAL FOR DOCUMENTERS

Who is this Manual For?

This manual supports frontline documenters, human rights defenders, and community actors
who may speak with survivors or witnesses of conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV). It
provides clear, practical guidance to help document CRSV in ways that are safe, ethical, and
survivor-centred.

CRSV is widely under-reported due to fear, stigma, shame, and limited access to protection or
support. When documentation is carried out with care, it can help survivors access justice,
contribute to reparation processes, support referrals, and strengthen accountability efforts.
When documentation is carried out poorly, however, it can expose survivors to further risk,
cause emotional harm, or jeopardise future justice processes.

This manual draws on victims' rights, trauma-informed practice, and the Murad Code,
emphasising dignity, choice, confidentiality, and risk awareness. Documentation should
proceed only when it is safe, appropriate, and capable of adding value for the survivor.

The Documentation Workflow

The steps below outline the survivor-centred workflow that guides this manual. Each stage is
designed to minimise harm and support safe, meaningful documentation.

PREPARE APPROACH »

How the manual is organised

Part 3: Working Practice

Practical guidance for conducting safe,
ethical interviews, gaining informed
consent and collecting only the
information needed.

This manual follows the documentation
workflow above. Each part supports a different
stage of the process, with Part 1 providing a
foundation.

Part 1: Survivor-Centred Approach
The foundation for all documentation: rights,
trauma, protection and confidentiality.

Part 4: Follow-Up
How to ensure safe referrals, survivor
support and documenter wellbeing.

Part 2: Preparation

How to prepare yourself before approaching
survivors, including purpose, cultural
considerations and risk assessment.

Annex: Tools and Templates
Practical forms, checklists and
guestionnaires to support each stage.



WHAT DO WE MEAN BY

DOCUMENTATION?

Human rights violations or international crimes can be documented for various purposes
including research, reporting, advocacy, criminal prosecutions or submitting complaints to
human rights bodies. Documentation can involve different activities, including:

o Determining what information is needed and drafting a plan or concept, including a
risk assessment and referral pathways for survivor support.

o Establishing a safe and ethical method for acquiring information that is survivor-
centred, ensuring informed consent, and protecting victims' dignity, safety,

confidentiality, and access to justice.

o Collecting testimonies or physical evidence (photographs, videos, medical reports,
documents) in a way that preserves the chain of custody and avoids re-traumatisation.

o Verifying facts by cross-checking with other sources, noting that trauma may affect
memory, and clearly flagging any unverified information.

e Organising the data securely, anonymising survivor identities, and recording names,
dates, and details in a structured format that allows analysis and retrieval.

e Compiling and drafting reports or submissions in line with the requirements of the
receiving body, distinguishing clearly between verified facts, allegations, and analysis.

e Using the evidence responsibly, sharing with appropriate national or international
actors while assessing and mitigating risks for survivors, witnesses, and defenders.

o Storing and preserving evidence safely (eg. digital encryption, locked storage) and
documenting the chain of custody to protect credibility and allow future use.

Why is documenting CRSV important?

Accountability for atrocity crimes is
generally low, with sexual violence
crimes particularly hard to prove. There
are many obstacles to achieving
accountability, with a key obstacle
being a lack of reliable evidence
available to relevant authorities.

Documenting CRSV is essential to:

raise awareness of the scale, scope
and impact of sexual violence,
advocate for adequate policy
responses such as health and
psychosocial support for survivors
and access to education for children
born of CRSV,

support survivors to access justice
and reparation measures,

hold perpetrators to account

help prevent further violence.

Documentation provides credible
evidence that can be used by legal
systems, human rights organisations,
and protection agencies.

Evidence of the scale and scope of the
issue is crucial for prevention and policy
change.

Documentation can Support Survivors

When done with respect, confidentiality,
and care, documentation can empower
survivors by acknowledging harm and
connecting them to support services. It
can validate their experiences and
contribute to healing. However,
documentation must never cause harm
—avoiding retraumatisation and
protecting privacy are key. This manual
aims to support safety, putting survivors'
rights and well-being first.




PURPOSES FOR DOCUMENTING

Documentation should be guided by a clear and specific purpose. In practice, there is often
an urge to document and interview victims in the aftermath of mass violations. However,
clarity about the use(s) of the information being collected will help ensure that the process is
safe, ethical and fit for the intended use. Different purposes require different approaches, and
not all situations require detailed interviews with victims.

Documentation should only proceed when the purpose and steps are clear, when it can add
value for the survivor and where harm to victims is minimised.

The following is a guide to work through the purposes and type of information needed:

Publicity level

1. Monitoring &
Reporting for

advocacy and PUBLIC
awareness raising

2. Submissions to

Human Rights

Bodies, Inquiries PUBLIC or

or CONFIDENTIAL

UN Special
Procedures

3. Accountability
and Justice
(Criminal
Proceedings)

CONFIDENTIAL

4. Compensation
or Reparation
claims

CONFIDENTIAL

5. Referrals for
Support and
Services

CONFIDENTIAL

Purpose

To understand and
communicate the scale,
scope, severity and
patterns of violations,
identify targeted
groups and call for
action.

To build a human rights
record, strengthen UN
or other official findings
about the facts, and
influence measures
that need to be taken.

For potential use by
prosecutors or
transitional justice
mechanisms.

To support individual or
collective reparation
processes.

To facilitate access to
health, psychosocial,
legal or protection
services.

What information?

Contextual framing that situates
violations.

Type and scale of violations.
Profiles of victims: age, gender,
ethnicity.

Wider pattern of conduct.
Perpetrator information (if safe).
Geographic patterns: villages,
neighbourhoods, displacement
routes.

Contextual framing of the
violations.

Dates, locations, type and number
of violations.

Profiles of victims: age, gender
and ethnicity.

Wider pattern of conduct.
Perpetrator information (if safe).

Survivor accounts with full
consent.

Sequence of events.
Perpetrator information (if safe
and known).

Related evidence (e.g., medical
records, but only with consent).

Physical, psychological, economic,
and social impacts.

Losses and ongoing needs.

Harm to family or livelihood.

Only essential information: urgent
needs.

Contact information and
preferences.

Check with service providers as to
what information is required.

How to collect it

Use anonymised accounts and
pseudonyms or codes to protect
identities.

Use information from multiple
sources.

Interview witnesses who are not
direct victims where possible.

Use survivor testimonies sparingly
and only with informed consent;
avoid graphic details.

Use semi-structured interviews
only when safe.

Do not seek forensic detail; focus
on patterns and contextual
information.

Avoid repeated questioning.

Check the requirements for the
relevant jurisdiction with a lawyer.
Use semi-structured interviews
only when safe.

Do not seek forensic detail; focus
on patterns and contextual
information.

Avoid repeated questioning.

Focus on consequences rather
than assault details.

Use structured impact questions.
Collect only what is relevant for
assessing harm.

Brief, supportive conversations.
Do not record unnecessary detail.
Always get permission before
sharing information with service
providers.



WHAT IS CONFLICT-RELATED SEXUAL
VIOLENCE?

The term “conflict-related sexual violence” refers to any act of sexual violence, with direct or
indirect link to conflict, perpetrated against women, men, girls or boys. It can include rape,
sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced pregnancy, forced abortion, enforced sterilisation,
forced marriage and any other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity. It can also be an
act that targets a person’s sexual function or organs.

Link to Conflict:

¢ Profile of the perpetrator: the perpetrator could be a member of the

armed forces, an armed group, militia, intelligence agency or other law

enforcement entity,

&

* Geographic link: closeness in physical proximity to armed conflict,
¢ Time link: closeness in time between the act and the conflict,

e Causal link: connection to the conflict in terms of cause and effect.

Is there a need to show a use of force or lack of consent?

e No, under international law conflict-related sexual violence does not need
to involve physical force or violence. The coercive or threatening
environment makes consent irrelevant. If the perpetrator carried a gun,
this would create a threatening context and consent becomes irrelevant.

SEXUAL VIOLENCE CRIMES IN THE ICC ROME STATUTE

Rape: Where a perpetrator invades a person’s
body, resulting in penetration, however slight,
of any part of the victim’s body or the
perpetrator’s body with a sexual organ, object
or body part. The act takes place by force,
threat of force, coercion, exploiting a coercive
environment, or against a person incapable of
giving genuine consent (such as a child).

Sexual slavery: Whereby a perpetrator
exercises powers of ownership over one or
more persons and causes them to engage in
acts of a sexual nature, including treating them
as property and compelling sexual acts, often
in the context of enslavement.

Forced prostitution: Whereby a perpetrator
causes a person to engage in sexual acts by
force or coercion and knowingly gains or
expects to gain some form of benefit from
those acts or from allowing others to engage in
them.

Forced pregnancy: When someone is made to
stay pregnant or is forced to become pregnant,
often through rape.

OTHER FORMS OF SEXUAL
VIOLENCE OF COMPARABLE
GRAVITY INCLUDE

Forced marriage: When someone is
made to marry another person
without choosing freely or giving
their full agreement.

Forced nudity: When someone is
forced to take off their clothes in
front of others to shame or humiliate
them.

Sexual torture: When sexual acts are
used to hurt, punish, or scare
someone—like rape, abuse, or
threats during beatings or
interrogations.

Sexual humiliation: When someone
is shamed or embarrassed in a
sexual way—through words, actions,
or being exposed in front of others.



WHAT ARE THE IMPACTS OF CRSV?

PHYSICAL IMPACTS

Survivors may suffer severe injuries,
including fistula, disability, or chronic
pain. Sexual violence can lead to
unwanted pregnancy, sterility, sexual
dysfunction or complications in
childbirth. Survivors are at risk of sexually
transmitted infections, including HIV/
AIDS, which carry lasting consequences.

SOCIAL IMPACTS

STIGMA, SILENCE, AND SHAME

Sexual violence attracts deep stigma.
Survivors may be blamed, rejected by
their families, or punished. Because
honour is often linked to a woman'’s
perceived purity, survivors are often
pressured into silence or abandoned by
husbands or family.

RELATIONAL IMPACTS

PARTNER

Survivors may face abandonment, blame, or
violence from their partners. In some cases,

survivors are forced into silence to preserve

family “honour”, leaving them isolated from

emotional or practical support.

IMMEDIATE FAMILY

Families struggle with shame, fear, or stigma.
Some provide care and protection, while others
may distance themselves, reject, or expel the
survivor. Relatives may also fear retaliation or
social exclusion if they stand by the survivor.

CHILDREN

Pregnancy as a result of CRSV has significant and
long-lasting consequences for mothers and
children. Mothers may already struggle with
trauma and family rejection, directly impacting
shelter, livelihood, protection and the ability to
pay for the schooling of their child. Support is
critical to help mothers accept their child.

ECONOMIC IMPACT

CRSV can strip survivors of economic
security. Some are abandoned by their
families or partners, leaving them
homeless or without financial support.
Others lose jobs, income, or access to
education due to stigma, trauma or
poor health as a result of CRSV.
Exclusion from economic life further
deepens survivors' vulnerability and
dependence.

PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACTS

The trauma of sexual violence can leave
deep psychological scars. Survivors often
experience anxiety, flashbacks,
nightmares, depression and
hopelessness. Feelings of guilt and
shame are common, and some struggle
with insomnia or suicidal thoughts.

FEARS OF RETALIATION

Survivors and their families may fear
backlash from armed groups,
community members, or even their
own families if they speak out. In
conflict areas, there is often little
protection from such threats, which
makes reporting dangerous.

LACK OF SAFE WAYS TO
REPORT

There are few safe, trusted places for
survivors to report what happened.
Many fear being disbelieved, judged, or
further harmed. Reporting mechanisms
are often limited, poorly resourced, or
not survivor-centred.








































































