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1. Introduction 

1.1. Why This Issue 

Since the outbreak of COVID-19, all types of violence against women and girls, particularly 

domestic violence, have intensified. The Needs Assessment Working Group (NAWG) 

Bangladesh under the Humanitarian Coordination Task Team, composed of both government 

and international agencies, carried out the “COVID-19: Bangladesh - Multi-Sectoral Anticipatory 

Impact and Needs Analysis” in April 2020. The assessment identified that the humanitarian 

crisis is likely to impact the already at-risk ethnic community groups, low-income families, 

people with disabilities, returnee migrant workers, informal and low wage earners such as daily 

women-headed households, transgender and sex workers, and tea plantation workers. It 

predicted that domestic and intimate partner violence and child exploitation may increase 

during this period. This may be triggered by a loss of income, school closures, returning migrant 

workers, communities remaining under prolonged lockdowns, and the inability to access 

regular safety and support mechanisms. Women, girls, and female-headed households were at 

higher risk of severe impacts during the pandemic. LGBTIQ+ groups, especially those who lack 

adequate support, would remain at high risk during this period. The data was collected from 36 

districts through 606 community-level survey respondents and 323 key informant interviews 

(KIIs). 

The respondents to the NAWG study identified female-headed households as facing the 

greatest challenges in meeting their daily needs. Fifty per cent identified that the safety and 

security of girls was an issue during the lockdown, and 33% did not know where to seek help in 

cases of abuse (NAWG, n.d.). 

The influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on increasing cases of domestic violence calls for 

appropriate action at all levels. Civil society organizations (CSOs)/womens’ rights groups 

advocated with the government to take urgent and innovative actions. There has been a 

disruption in terms of providing both legal and welfare services to the survivors of domestic 
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violence; the number of cases filed is low, and redress is slow due to the pandemic. Qualitative 

studies show that during the pandemic, domestic violence survivors had to navigate a complex 

system, inefficient for their needs. Data regarding cases are scattered, providing an incomplete 

picture of the pandemic scenario. It is therefore important to have a more systematic review of 

the existing data to have an overall understanding of violence against women and girls during 

the pandemic and identify the scopes of future research and policy uptake. 

This scoping paper will focus on (1) domestic violence, (2) rape, (3) violence in public 

spaces/transport, (4) online gender-based violence (GBV), (5) workplace sexual harassment, (6) 

violence against women in marginalized groups (e.g., women with a disability or in ethnic 

minority groups), and (7) violence faced by adolescents. Child marriage will not be considered, 

nor will violence faced by Rohingya refugee women in order to limit the scope of the paper. It 

will review trends; intersectional impact during lockdown (class, disability, and other aspects); 

disruption in access to legal process/social services, as well as innovations by Women’s Rights 

Organizations (WROs) or justice sector actors to provide access; and accountability gaps. 

1.2. Objectives of the Scoping Paper 

The scoping paper provides an overview of the research carried out and evidence available on 

the status and trends in violence against women and girls during the 2020–2021 COVID-19 

period in Bangladesh. Another objective is to provide an analysis of the key stakeholders and 

opportunities for CLEAR to influence decision-making and practice while considering their 

interests and influence. 

1.3. Methodology 

The scoping paper focuses on areas related to domestic violence, rape, sexual harassment in 

public spaces/transport, digital spaces and workplaces; violence against women with 

disabilities; violence against ethnic groups, and violence faced by adolescents. It reviewed GBV 

trends, intersectional impact during lockdown (class, disability, and other aspects), disruption in 
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access to legal process/social services, innovations by WROs or justice sector actors to provide 

access, and accountability gaps. Child marriage was not included, nor was the violence against 

women in the Rohingya camps. 

Methodology for literature review 

The scoping paper identified secondary literature relevant to the impact and effects of COVID-

19 on violence against women (VAW). This was based on national and international project 

reports, surveys, research studies, web scans, policy briefs, and academic journal articles. The 

materials reviewed were prepared between March 2020 and December 2021. The key search 

words included violence against women, domestic violence, rape, sexual harassment, violence 

against adolescents, and violence against persons with disabilities. Findings were collated, 

summarized, gaps identified, and notes prepared 

Stakeholder engagement 

Several KIIs were conducted with resource persons involved in commissioning research in the 

area of VAW and carrying out advocacy based on this. They were also consulted on areas of 

evidence gaps and for suggestions on kinds of research that could be commissioned in the short 

and long run. They were also asked what types of policy engagements and outputs could be 

useful. These included representatives from government agencies working closely on issues of 

violence against women and girls (VAWG) (Department of Women’s Affairs [DWA], Health 

Economics Unit (HEU) of the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare [HEU], and the National 

Human Rights Commission [NHRC]), human rights and legal practitioners (Bangladesh Legal Aid 

and Services Trust [BLAST] and the Centre for Peace and Justice [CPJ]), development agency 

VAWG specialists (Rule of Law GIZ and UN Women), as well as non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) working on women’s rights and VAWG (Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF). Special 

attention was given to including representatives of disability and ethnic minority groups 

(Women with Disabilities Development Foundation and Kaping Foundation (see Annex 1 for a 

list of people interviewed). 

After carrying out the literature review and KIIs from mid-November to December, a draft 

report was prepared by January 2022. A consultation to present and get feedback from the key 
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stakeholders identified on the findings of the scoping paper and the proposed focus of each 

research theme was held on 8 February 2022. Based on this feedback, a draft final paper was 

submitted on March 10. 

1.4. Structure of the Paper 

Section 2 of the scoping paper will present the information collected and papers and journal 

articles published from March 2020 to December 2021 period. Section 3 discusses the 

limitations of the research and the gaps in the evidence. Section 4 identifies the key 

stakeholders involved in carrying out or commissioning research and in using research 

evidence. It reviews the principal users or potential users of data and evidence, their interests 

in using data/evidence, and the sort of data that they would be interested in, as well as their 

position and influence in promoting various measures based on the data received. This section 

uses an influence and interest matrix of relevant stakeholders who produced and used 

evidence. To assess the scope for research to influence decision-making and practice, Section 5 

discusses the proposed priority research agenda on VAGW for the post-COVID period, which is 

matched with the potential stakeholders (given their roles, interests, and influence discussed 

above) and upcoming influencing opportunities. 

2. Review of Research on Selected Themes 

Key messages: 

• The common perception was that VAW is likely to have increased. 

• Data collection was driven by practitioners’ need to understand developments on the 

ground, gather evidence, and raise awareness. 

• Rapid spot assessments allowed program adjustments and advocacy activities. 

• There was a lack of coordination with the government for data collection and use. 
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2.1. Domestic Violence 

Key messages: 

• Domestic violence was widely prevalent in Bangladesh even before the COVID-19 

pandemic. This was exacerbated during COVID-19, and access to services became 

constrained. 

• Increased reporting about the rise of domestic violence incidents in global media led to 

fear at the national level of increased violence. 

• Pressure from service providers resulted in the activation of some services, such as the 

District Legal Aid Committee (DLAC), hotlines, and NGO online mediation/alternative 

dispute resolution (ADR). 

• Studies do not provide comparable data to establish the changing trends. There has 

been international evidence on the rise, but not national. 

• As domestic violence is not usually reported, attention is needed to reporting to service 

providers, which can be an important entry point. 

Pre-COVID data on domestic violence have shown high rates of prevalence of domestic 

violence. According to a national survey conducted on 21,688 women by the Bangladesh 

Bureau of Statistics (BBS), 57.7% reported having experienced some form of physical, sexual, or 

emotional violence in their lifetime. The survey further reported 72.6% of ever-married women 

to have experienced violence from their husbands in their lifetime (BBS, 2016). 

In the initial stages of the pandemic, the BRAC Institute of Governance and Development (BIGD) 

conducted a media tracking exercise to understand the impact of COVID-19 on VAW from April 

to June 2020, which found international reporting of domestic violence and the raising of 

concerns but little data. It was feared that as more cities went under lockdown with stay-at-

home orders, financial and mental distress would contribute to the rise of violence at home. 

However, the warnings from the United Nations (UN) bodies and international media increased 

awareness of the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs (MoWCA), NHRC, and NGOs active on 

VAW, and their efforts to increase awareness led to greater sensitivity to the issue among the 
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media, practitioners, and policymakers. The NHRC produced and broadcast information on 

public and private television channels to raise public awareness of VAW (Mahpara, 2020). 

Awareness-building took place in the form of producing evidence by different international 

agencies. For instance, UN Women published many policy briefs and press releases about the 

probable increase of VAW during the COVID-19 lockdown (UN Women, 2020b). The UN 

Secretary-General issued an appeal for peace at home and around the world on 5 April 2020, 

urging governments to make the prevention and redress of VAW a key part of their national 

response plans for COVID-19 (United Nations, 2020). With increased international coverage, UN 

Women and the United Nations entity declared VAW during COVID-19 as the “shadow 

pandemic” (UN Women, 2020b). With rising concerns about the issue worldwide, there was a 

surge of dialogues on social media by partner organizations and members of the Citizens 

Initiative against Domestic Violence (CIDV) in forms of awareness-building on domestic violence 

in Bangladesh. 

As seen in Table 1, the data from Ain o Salish Kendra (ASK) shows an increasing trend in reports 

of domestic violence. But as clearly mentioned by ASK, the data is based on cases reported in 

the media and cannot be used to assume any trends in actual cases. 
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Table 1: Ain-o-Salish Kendra Data on Reporting of Domestic Violence, 2019–2021 

Year 

of 

the 

incid

ent 

Total 

num

ber 

of 

DV 

cases 

Total 

num

ber 

of 

cases 

filed 

No 

informa

tion on 

case 

Nature of violence 

Tortu

red 

by 

husba

nd 

Tortur

ed by 

husba

nd’s 

family 

Murde

red by 

husba

nd 

Murde

red by 

husba

nd’s 

family 

Murde

red by 

own 

family 

Tortu

red 

by 

own 

famil

y 

Suici

de 

2019 

(Jan–

Dec) 

423 200 223 29 13 218 52 41 10 60 

2020 

(Jan–

Dec) 

554 275 279 45 17 240 71  35 90 

2021 

(Jan–

Dec) 

640 283 357 62 22 224 73 75 42 142 

Source: Created by the author from ASK statistics of 2019–2021 on the website from Prothom Alo, Ittefaq, Samakal, Sangbad, 
Janakantha, Naya Diganta, The Daily Star, New Age, Dhaka Tribune (including their epapers), some online news portals, and Ain 
o Salish Kendra (ASK). https://www.askbd.org/ask/2022/01/13/violence-against-women-domestic-violence-jan-dec-2021/ 

 

Under this context, BIGD, MJF, BRAC Human Rights and Legal Aid Services (HRLS), BLAST, 

Rangpur Dinajpur Rural Service (RDRS) Bangladesh, ActionAid Bangladesh (AAB), MoWCA, and 

NHRC started research to understand the prevailing conditions. 

MJF and its partners conducted multiple telephone surveys on the impact of COVID-19 on VAW 

from April to July 2020. The telephone interviews are summarized in Table 2. The data 

produced by MJF was widely used across the national media and other studies trying to 

https://www.askbd.org/ask/2022/01/13/violence-against-women-domestic-violence-jan-dec-2021/
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understand VAW during COVID-19. While the data from MJF could not be used to understand 

whether there was any increase, as a baseline was missing, nor any trends, the monthly press 

conferences arranged by MJF during that period served to keep media, government, and NGO 

attention to the issue. 

 

Table 2: Data From MJF Telephone Surveys on VAW, April 2020–July 2020 

Survey period Sample size 

Number of women 

and children facing 

DV 

New victims of 

violence 

April 2020 17,203 individuals 
4,249 women and 

456 children 

1,672 women and 

424 children 

May 2020 
53,340 (37,437 women 

and 15,906 children) 
11,025 women 4,160 women 

June 2020 
57,704 women and 

children 

9,844 women and 

2,896 children 

1,956 women and 

1,376 children 

July 2020 63,968 individuals No figure provided 11,471 individuals 

Source: MJF (2020) 

 

A study by BRAC HRLS reported that 25,607 complaints of gender-based violence were received 

by its 410 Human Rights and Legal Aid Clinics in 61 districts across Bangladesh in the first 10 

months. Of these complaints, 15,047 were resolved through ADR; 3,239 survivors received legal 

counselling, and 1,724 complaints led to civil and criminal cases being filed (BRAC, 2020). 

A study conducted by RDRS Bangladesh and its partners in 2020 in six different districts 

reported that during COVID-19, the marital home was considered the most prone to all forms 

of violence. RDRS covered the Rangpur district with a sample size of 400 women. Of them, 96% 
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were unaware of the government's 24-hour helpline 109, 74% of those who experienced 

violence from their husbands did not inform anyone, and 56% thought taking legal action 

against their husbands was not necessary. Only 5% lodged legal complaints to the police and 

courts or went to legal aid organizations for mediation (RDRS Bangladesh, 2020). 

ActionAid Bangladesh collaborated with the National Women’s Violence and Prevention Forum, 

formed by the Stop Violence against Women Network (SVAW), in 25 districts of Bangladesh 

during COVID-19. The networks reported a tenfold increase in reports of gender-based 

violence, including domestic violence and rape. The report revealed a 345% increase in physical 

violence cases against women. The study also referred to violence at the Rohingya refugee 

camps, stating that “trapped in a pressure cage,” VAW in the camps has increased by 28% 

during the pandemic (ActionAid International, 2020). 

Mohiuddin (2020) provided a wide overview of the COVID-19 situation in Bangladesh through 

multiple themes such as healthcare, hospitals, diagnostic aids, livelihoods, and VAW. The article 

stated that women and children were more vulnerable to facing domestic violence during the 

lockdown, as lockdown restrictions resulted in financial distress within families, which resulted 

in increased violence. This, in turn, caused mental distress among violence survivors. 

The lockdown restrictions also made domestic violence survivors’ access to services difficult 

and highlighted gaps in available resources (Mahpara et al., 2021; Sultan et al., 2021). After the 

government announced a lockdown on 26 March 2020, the courts were shut and NGOs 

providing legal aid closed their offices, with the latter adopting more virtual methodologies of 

operations. Local authorities and police became involved with relief distribution, implementing 

lockdown and social distancing measures, and tracking the spread of infection within 

communities. The already limited number of shelter homes also stopped taking in new 

survivors due to a lack of testing kits and fear of the spread of the contagion (Mahpara, 2021).  

BIGD, in collaboration with RoL GIZ, carried out research to understand the experiences of 

women seeking justice against domestic violence at different levels, such as their families, 

communities, NGOs, and the formal justice system, during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

types of remedies they could obtain. The research was based on 12 in-depth case studies of 
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women experiencing domestic violence who sought assistance from either BLAST, BRAC HRLS 

program, or RDRS Bangladesh during or before COVID-19 restrictions. 

All the respondents attempted to access a combination of formal and informal justice options, 

such as mediation and redress offered by family; community; NGO; and state-level institutions, 

such as police, hospitals, and courts. The study also found that most of the women were 

dissatisfied with the outcomes of the justice-seeking process (Sultan et al., 2021). 

A journal article by Mahpara (2021) discussed the adoption and the status of implementation of 

the Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act 2010 and linked it with the COVID-19 

context. Barriers such as procedural shortcomings, lack of attention to capacity development, 

slow provision of resources, and other bureaucratic resistances suggest that the government 

has not prioritized the issue of domestic violence since the law came into force. This was 

exacerbated further during the COVID-19 crisis, as no separate provisions were made for 

domestic violence survivors during this period. 

The NHRC is aiming to conduct a national inquiry into VAW based on data on rape and sexual 

violence during COVID-19. The inquiry will create evidence to formulate policy 

recommendations. It conducted many webinars with government and local government 

officials, WROs, NGOs, and journalists. The organization is also working in collaboration with 

the Centre for Policy Research and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) to 

promote campaigns on awareness of sexual harassment in public places. The inquiry aims to 

investigate the reasons, types, and challenges behind VAW, and formulate recommendations to 

counter them. It also aims to work for legal reforms, particularly concerning the rape law. UNDP 

will be working with NHRC on the planning, preparation, and implementation of the inquiry 

(National Human Rights Commission, 2021). 
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2.2. Rape 

Key messages: 

• Official data on rape cases reported to police, hospitals/health centres, or as legal cases 

are not available publicly. 

• Increased reporting of sensational rape cases in the media leads to strong pressure for 

law reform, resulting in a provision for increased punishment. 

• Since rape is generally under-reported, it is not possible to establish evidence of an 

increase or decrease in incidences of rape during the pandemic. 

• Recent research on rape is limited to using media reports of incidences with limited 

analysis of the qualitative and process aspects. 

• Several studies have focused on the need for law reform, with the most comprehensive 

being done by BLAST for the Rape Law Reform Coalition (RLRC). 

Data does not provide a complete picture of rape as there is a lack of reporting, difficulty in 

data collection, and sensitivity around the issue. During the pre-COVID-19 period, various actors 

have attempted to collect data on rape as part of broader initiatives to understand VAWG as 

opposed to a focused and systematic inquiry into rape. 

During the COVID-19 period, a lot of anecdotal evidence regarding an increase in rape was 

bolstered by greater media reporting. After several shocking cases were reported in the media, 

there was an increase in protests demanding action to prevent and provide redress. This 

resulted in the government increasing the punishment for all categories of rape to the death 

penalty or life imprisonment (Das, 2021). 

ASK data showed that there was an increase in reports of incidences of rape between January 

and August 2021 compared to the same period in 2020, as shown in Table 3. ASK also found 

that a total of 910 cases were filed concerning incidents between January and August of this 

year (The Financial Express, 2021). This figure is misleading, as newspapers generally collect 

news from the courts or police stations. Therefore, the number of cases filed will be higher than 

the average. The latest data available on the ASK website is that there were 1,321 women 
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raped between January and December 2021 (Ain o Salish Kendra, 2021). This is less than the 

total that was reported in 2020, which was 1,627 cases (Ain o Salish Kendra, 2020). While 

another human rights organization Adhikar also collects data on reported cases, the data is not 

provided separately for each year and is not comparable with ASK. 

 

Table 3: Ain-o-Shalish Data on Reporting of Rape, 2019–2021 

Year of the 

incident 

Total number of 

rape 

Forms of rape 

Rape Gang rape 

Type of rape 

not 

mentioned 

2019 (Jan–

Dec) 
1,413 1,066 327 

20 

 

2020 (Jan–

Dec) 
1,627 1,302 317 8 

2021 (Jan–

Dec) 
1,321 1,066 252 3 

Source: Created by the author from ASK statistics of 2019–2021 on the website from Prothom Alo, Ittefaq, Samakal, Sangbad, 
Janakantha, Noya Diganta, Daily Star, New Age, Dhaka Tribune (including their epapers), some online news portals, and Ain o 
Salish Kendra (ASK). https://www.askbd.org/ask/2022/01/13/violence-against-women-rape-jan-dec-2021/ 

 

The MJF telephone surveys found that 102 women were raped/faced attempts of rape, 34 

children were raped, and 130 children were subjected to attempted rape from May to July 2020 

(MJF, 2020). These figures are also not comparable as they are collected from a certain 

geographical area through the MJF partner networks. 

Other studies have mostly used MJF, ASK, and BRAC data. Choudhury (2021) aimed to provide 

an in-depth and interpreted understanding of study participants by involving their experiences, 

perspectives, and histories of the victims of VAW in the middle of the COVID-19 crisis. The 

primary data was collected from December 2020 to February 2021. A limited number of in-

depth interviews (IDIs), KIIs, and document analyses were conducted to collect data. 

https://www.askbd.org/ask/2022/01/13/violence-against-women-rape-jan-dec-2021/


22 

This study found that socio-cultural factors and prevailing gender norms played a pivotal role in 

the rise of violence against women during the pandemic, which caused extreme social, 

psychological, economic, and health harm to women. Often, families try to marry the victim off 

with her perpetrator to protect family honour, and the perpetrator offers a marriage proposal 

to the victim as a form of negotiation to avoid legal repercussions. However, many of these 

factors are prevalent even in non-COVID times, and it is not clear how the dynamics were 

different during COVID-19. 

Another study, “Marital Rape in Bangladesh: A Critical Analysis” (Akram & Pervin, 2021), 

published during the COVID-19 period, does not address the pandemic. The authors examine 

how a woman’s right to refuse sexual intercourse with her husband is unacknowledged and 

denied in Bangladesh. 

This study mostly relied on secondary data from ASK, MJF, BLAST, Naripokkho, Bangladesh 

Mohila Parishad, Jatiya Adivasi Parishad, journal articles, and various international covenants 

and treaties. The authors called for a rights-based approach to dealing with marital rape and 

referred to consent, equality, and human rights. The article proposed law reform and stronger 

implementation as solutions. A number of other articles also used ASK and Adhikar data to 

argue that the number of rapes increased during the COVID-19 period and propose stronger 

implementation of the law and law reform as solutions. 

BRAC University’s Centre for Peace and Justice and Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and 

World Affairs published a policy brief, “A Crisis of Rape in Bangladesh” (Rob & Thompson, 

2021). The brief claimed to be prepared using data from government sources such as the One-

Stop Crisis Centres, NGOs, human rights organizations, and international non-governmental 

organizations (INGOs); its use is not evident. It concluded, using Adhikar data, that there is a 

sharp rise in rape as a result of the pandemic, i.e., the number of rape cases reported in 2020 is 

almost four times higher than in 2001–2019. The authors critiqued the legal system of 

Bangladesh for bearing the legacy of its colonial past, where laws predate Bangladesh’s 

Constitution and have remained largely unchanged. In addition, the authors argued that the 

preventive role of the law is limited as it responds to violence once it has occurred. 
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In their letter to the editor, “Increments of gender‐based violence amid COVID-19 in 

Bangladesh: A threat to global public health and women’s health,” (Md. R. Islam & Hossain, 

2021) discussed the long‐term impact of sexual violence on the victim’s reproductive, mental, 

and behavioural health even after the pandemic is over. The letter seemed to propose that 

strict adherence to the rape law and punishments can protect women from rape. However, 

there is no mention of the loopholes and inconsistencies of the relevant laws and the extremely 

low conviction rate. 

In “Sexual violence against women in Bangladesh during the COVID-19 pandemic,” a pre-journal 

proof available online, (Sifat, 2020) claimed an increased rate of sexual violence against women 

during the pandemic. The author suggested that the existing laws on the protection of a 

woman’s rights should be efficiently implemented to prevent sexual violence. It explored 

various dimensions of sexual violence, such as rape, gang rape, murder after rape, suicide after 

rape, using Odhikar, MJF, and ASK data. 

In a commentary published in 2020, “Sexual violence and rapes’ increment during the COVID-19 

pandemic in Bangladesh,” (Mamun et al., 2021) discussed the rise in sexual violence and rapes 

during the pandemic. National dailies, between January and October 2020, reported 

approximately 1,093 rape cases, of which 28 resulted in death. The authors, however, question 

whether media reports represent the actual number of rape cases, pointing out the media’s 

tendency to over-represent some of the most severe cases in the country. 

BLAST is leading the Rape Law Reform Coalition (RLRC) and has produced a legal analysis 

related to the implementation of laws related to rape during the COVID-19 period. However, 

the analysis does not relate to COVID-19 only. One of its publications, entitled “No-Justice-

without-Reparation,” discussed the inadequacy of the existing provisions on compensation for 

rape. With the example of case studies, the report offered a reform proposal, drawing on 

examples from other laws relating to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) in Bangladesh 

and India, and demanded the urgent necessity of granting monetary remedies to the rape 

survivor (Huda, 2020). 
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Another publication under the RLRC titled “Between 'Virtue' and 'Immorality': Why Character 

Evidence Must Be Prohibited in Rape Cases” highlighted the impact admissibility of character 

evidence has on rape prosecutions. The report emphasised the urgent need to reform this area 

of law by providing case studies and by bringing in examples of legal amendments made in India 

and Pakistan (Huda, 2019). 

The most recent study was carried out by Oxfam, in partnership with the Development 

Research Initiative (dRi), to review the existing compensation mechanisms for the SGBV 

survivors in Bangladesh. Although the final report is not available yet, the preliminary findings 

were presented at a workshop in January 2022. The study explored the limitations and 

challenges of these mechanisms and proposed recommendations for policy advocacy based on 

the best practices around the world, identifying the scope of partners' (both private and public 

sector) engagement. The study used both quantitative and qualitative approaches and found 

political pressure (19%), officials wanting bribes (31%), the perpetrator offering money (24%), 

and lack of evidence (19%) as barriers to filing a complaint. 

2.3. Workplace Sexual Harassment 

Key messages: 

• Globally, it was anticipated that job cuts and economic uncertainties during COVID-19 

would lead to aggression from clients and customers, workplace sexual harassment, and 

sexual abuse. 

• No research was done on this during the pandemic period looking at the impact of 

COVID-19. 

• Research on women’s employment (formal and informal) has concentrated on the 

economic aspects of COVID-19, such as job and income loss. 

• Other country research showed an increase in online workplace harassment with the 

blurring of boundaries between workspace and private space. 
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• BIGD/Institute of Development Studies (IDS), with young domestic workers and firm 

workers, analyzed vulnerability to sexual harassment, prevention mechanisms, as well 

as strategies to protest and seek redress. 

Sexual harassment of women is prevalent in both the formal and informal sectors. It is one of 

the reasons that is holding back women from entering work and a major reason for them 

dropping out of work. Among the 60.8 million employed, an estimated 5.5% have experienced 

sexual abuse (for urban women, this was 7.4%), and sexual abuse was particularly prevalent in 

the industries (BBS, 2018). The Report on Violence Against Women (VAW) Survey 2015 for 

Bangladesh showed that 76.8% of physical violence took place in the husband’s house, while 

21.9% took place at the workplace. BBS data show that 45.5% of sexual violence took place in 

the husband’s house; 32.8% at the workplace; and 18.3% on vehicles, roads, or streets. Women 

in urban areas consider unmarried women the most likely victims of sexual violence (45.4%) 

(BBS, 2016). 

Data on the frequency of sexual harassment in the workplace is varied as definitions and 

perceptions vary. It is a sensitive subject that is not easily captured in a survey, and the 

situation varies greatly depending on the type of factory surveyed. A study by ActionAid (2019) 

that surveyed 200 garment factory workers in Bangladesh, including 181 women, found that 10 

per cent were being subjected to sexual harassment, molestation, and assault in the workplace. 

While Bangladesh still has to ratify the ILO Convention 190 (C190), government policies and 

laws have already recognized the importance of making sure that the workplace remains free of 

all forms of harassment and abuse, including sexual harassment. The National Action Plan for 

implementing the National Women's Development Policy and the National Action Plan for the 

Elimination of Violence Against Women (Government of People’s Republic of Bangladesh, 

Ministry of Women and Children, n.d.) recognize the importance of addressing and ending 

sexual harassment at the workplace. In 2009, a High Court Directive formulated guidelines to 

stop sexual harassment in educational institutions and workplaces. This included raising 

awareness and setting up prevention and complaints committees at all workplaces and 

educational institutions. However, implementation is weak. 
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It was assumed that workplace sexual harassment might increase during the COVID-19 

pandemic as working conditions became more vulnerable. An International Finance 

Corporation (IFC) publication on COVID-19 and gender-based violence, “Workplace Risks and 

Responses: A Guidance Note for Employers,” identified possible consequences of health 

emergencies such as COVID-19—customer and client aggression, workplace bullying creating a 

risk to health and safety, workplace sexual harassment and sexual exploitation, and abuse 

connected to the workplace (International Finance Corporation [IFC], 2020). However, data on 

what has happened during COVID-19 in terms of workplace sexual harassment is limited. There 

have been some indications that with online work and work from home, workplace harassment 

has gone online as well. “The EEOC Select Study on Workplace Harassment was prescient on 

this point, concluding that ‘isolated workplaces’ and ‘decentralized workplaces’ were 

contributing risk factors to harassment claims, particularly as bystander intervention becomes 

more challenging in a virtual context and may decrease the likelihood of reporting” (Schaefer, 

2020). 

A survey was jointly conducted by the National Girl Child Advocacy Forum, Plan Bangladesh, 

and Girls Advocacy Alliance from March to June 2020. The results were disclosed at an online 

meeting titled “Exploring Sexual Harassment Condition of Working Women in Formal Sector in 

COVID-19 Situation.” A total of 135 women working in Dhaka, Barishal, Khulna, Mymensingh, 

Rajshahi, and Rangpur divisions participated in the survey. All the respondents said they had 

faced some sort of sexual harassment at work in the course of the ongoing pandemic. The 

respondents were aged 19–50 years old. They said that they had to deal with unwanted sexual 

advances, inappropriate behaviour (in person, via text and phone calls), suggestive comments, 

and sexual abuse at the workplace, mostly from their male colleagues, supervisors, employers, 

and managers (UNICEF & Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2019). 

Ongoing research is being carried out by BIGD in collaboration with IDS on “The gendered price 

of precarity: Young women navigating workplace sexual harassment” under a British Academy 

grant. This comparative research with Uganda is studying the experiences, voice, and agency of 

women working as domestic workers and agro-processing firm workers. A draft IDS working 

paper is being prepared (to be published by May 2022). 
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The research found that there is a general awareness of workplace sexual harassment, although 

the language to articulate it is limited. The experience of harassment is prevalent, with women 

and girls taking various strategies to prevent and cope with the harassment, both at work and 

during the commute to work. While the women have most of the responsibility for prevention, 

the employers in the home (for domestic work) and supervisors in the firms also took 

responsibility for prevention. If it reaches a certain unacceptable level, the women will leave 

the job or take various informal strategies to complain or deal with the perpetrator. While this 

research was done during the COVID-19 period, no effect on harassment was found, although 

the pandemic led to job loss for domestic workers and allowed younger workers to join 

factories during school closures. 

2.4. Violence in Public Space, Including Transport 

Key messages: 

• Women’s mobility and labour force participation is seen as fundamental for the 

transformation of gender relations. 

• Although acknowledged as a barrier to women’s mobility, access to services, and labour 

force participation, there is no data on violence in the public space during COVID-19. 

• Globally, it was anticipated that mobility restrictions due to COVID-19 would lead to 

increased risks of sexual harassment in public spaces and impact women’s mobility and 

access to services. 

Mobility is one of the key factors that enables or constrains women’s access to services and 

women’s participation in the labour force, contributing to their economic empowerment. There 

is an increased awareness that women and girls are users of roads and public transport and 

have their own needs and problems that should be considered. There is also an increased 

understanding that they might be harassed or threatened by different kinds of behaviour and 

actions. 
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Therefore, lack of safe transport has been identified as one of the major elements that hinder 

women’s opportunity to access resources and employment (Hunt & Samman, 2016; Sayeed & 

Ansari, 2019). Women face particular kinds of adversities and harassment in addition to the 

insecurity and hazards faced by commuters in general. 

Evidence shows that women face sexual harassment in the form of physical, emotional, and 

mental abuse in the public domain (Sayeed & Ansari, 2019). In Bangladesh, 94% of women 

reported having been sexually harassed in public transport and spaces by obscene or abusive 

language, catcalls, whistling (Andaleeb, 2017). According to a survey conducted by BBS, 9.4% of 

women’s perception was that physical violence occurs in vehicles, roads, and streets (BBS, 

2016). 

The Bangladesh Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), carried out by the BBS in 2019 in 

collaboration with UNICEF Bangladesh, revealed that 64% of women aged 15–49 feel safe 

walking alone in their neighbourhood after dark, 13.7% feel unsafe, and 11.4% never walk 

home alone after dark (UNICEF & Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2019). 

There is no data on the situation of violence in the public space in Bangladesh during COVID-19. 

UN Women’s brief on COVID -19 and sexual violence in public spaces warns that sexual 

harassment is increasing during COVID-19, and the fear and experience of violence impact 

women and girls' access to the city: freedoms of movement, access to services, and livelihoods. 

However, there is no Bangladesh-specific data in the brief (UN Women, 2021a). 

A limited number of reports and articles are available on the period preceding the pandemic. A 

2019 article (Mazumder & Pokharel, 2019) explored women’s mobility in urban areas and 

showed how sexual violence in public transportation is under-reported and represents extreme 

intimidation towards women’s mobility and dignity. The Girl Child Advocacy Forum and Plan 

International carried out a study to explore the incidents of sexual harassment in public spaces 

in rural and urban areas in Bangladesh in the period from May to October 2019. The study was 

carried out in Rangpur and Barishal. It looked at the types of harassment, the victims of 

harassment, the timing when incidences occur, and the role of bystanders (Azad, 2019). 

A systematic review paper by Mowri (unpublished) aims to: 
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1) review and summarize the available evidence that has been used to address women’s 

safety in urban public transport infrastructures in South Asian low- and middle-income 

countries (i.e., Bangladesh, India, Bhutan, Nepal, Srilanka, and Pakistan); and 

2) identify empirical and methodological gaps in the existing literature. When discussing 

safety in transport, this review looks at a whole journey experience, as required by new 

mobility paradigms, and thus includes first- and last-mile connectivity elements in its 

definition. 

The review mentioned a program in Bangladesh entitled Women’s Safety in Public Places 

(WSPP), launched in 2020, which aimed to propagate policy reforms to address harassment in 

public places through advocacy, capacity building, and sensitization. The program is a 

collaboration between UNDP, the National Human Rights Commission, and 10 youth 

organizations across Bangladesh. However, the review found no research documenting its 

results yet. 

2.5. Online Gender-Based Violence 

Key messages: 

• The rapid increase in online participation has made gender-based violence on digital 

platforms a key area of concern. 

• As an emerging area of concern, it lacks established methodologies to conduct in-depth 

studies. 

• Rapid changes in technology and digital/social media platforms make it harder to track 

trends of online violence over time. 

• The common forms of violence include sexually explicit hate comments, delegitimizing 

posts advocating for women’s rights, and threats to rape or posting sexually fabricated 

photographs. 

• Studies have identified a lack of legal protection and social stigma as reasons for women 

not taking action. 



30 

Although forms of online harassment have been examined since the early days of the internet, 

online gender-based violence is still not socially, legally, or academically well understood 

(Citron, 2014). Types of online violence mostly include pornographic videos, videos of rape, and 

digitally manipulated images with pornographic materials, which ultimately affect the victim 

and their families. Women and people of minorities, such as people of colour or members of 

the LGBTQ community, are major targets of online violence (Citron, 2014). Social media 

platforms generate unique forms of abuse and are a critical medium for gender-based online 

harassment (Citron, 2014; Vogels, 2021). 

During the COVID-19 lockdown, when education, work, and daily communication went online, 

the digital space came under the limelight. The latest statistics by Bangladesh 

Telecommunication Regulatory Commission (BTRC) showed that by the end of October 2021, 

129.18 million (almost 80% of the total population) people were using the Internet in 

Bangladesh, which was 101.18 million in April 2020 (BTRC, 2021). As the dependency on digital 

space during COVID-19 increased, social activists, media personalities, and social media content 

creators used social media platforms to talk about human rights, gender justice, and other 

issues critical for social justice. Despite activism increasing in favour of gender justice, the 

increased use of the internet also contributed to rising rates of violence against women in the 

digital space, which quickly descended into sexualized hate or threats. The greatest effect of 

this results in women censoring themselves online. It also became a public health issue and 

resulted in physical, sexual, psychological, or economic harm (UN Women, 2020a). 

A report by BRAC James P Grant School of Public Health (JPGSPH), in partnership with BLAST, 

used UN Women’s definition of cybercrime which includes “abuse in the form of hate speech, 

public shaming, spamming, hacking and identity theft, cyberstalking, surveillance tracking, 

malicious distribution of illegal material such as recordings of rape, ‘revenge porn’, 

‘morphing’(the manipulation of a person’s image often onto a different body), making threats 

or sending obscene emails or text messages, including threats to inflict physical harm, sexual 

assault or to kill, as well as efforts to instigate suicide”. It reported that 73% of women internet 

users in Bangladesh have experienced cybercrimes, and identified the limitations of the laws of 

Bangladesh in protecting women and girls from cyberspace (Zaman et al., 2017). 
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Data from Bangladesh Police Headquarters showed that it has received 17,280 allegations of 

cyber harassment from women in a year since the establishment of a wing for police cyber 

support for women in November 2020. Additional Deputy Police Commissioner (ADC) of Cyber 

Crime Investigation Division, Counter Terrorism and Transnational Crime (CTTC), Dhaka 

Metropolitan Police (DMP), reported receiving 15–20 complaints of sexual harassment each 

day, most of which take place in cyberspace (UNB, 2021). 

According to an online survey commissioned by ActionAid Bangladesh and carried out by Earki 

(an online content development and research organization), during the period of 8–18 

November 2021, one in every two women faced more violence compared to the pre-COVID 

times. Most of the women reported facing violence on Facebook (71.11%) and Messenger 

(69.63%). 

The study found a range of online violence against women. Among these, the most common 

form was sexist or misogynist comments (77.04%), sexually explicit images in inboxes, and 

proposals to have sex (50.37%). As a result of the violence, three in every four women (76.30%) 

suffered mental illness (i.e., depression, anxiety), but only one out of seven women (14.07%) 

made formal complaints (Rahman et al., 2021). 

Certain pre-existing social and physiological stereotypes and inadequate legal protections have 

led to increased gender-based cyber violence (Akter, 2018; Kabir, 2018). In many cases, women 

refrain from taking legal actions for fear of social stigma (Zafar, 2018). Society’s reaction 

towards online harassment is the same as sexual harassment, which leads to victim-blaming—

limiting women’s chances to report the violence (N. Kabir, 2018). The Digital Security Act (DSA) 

2018 has been extensively used for political campaigns and interests. However, this has not 

addressed online gender-based violence. Section 25 (a) of the DSA states that “if any person, 

through any website or any other digital medium, intentionally or knowingly transmits, 

publishes or propagates any data-information which he knows to be offensive, false or 

threatening to annoy, insult, humiliate or malign a person, then such act of the person shall be 

an offense.” Despite this provision, data from the Cyber Crimes Tribunal shows that only 1,228 
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cases were filed under the Act since its inception in October 2018. This shows that women have 

not used the law to protect themselves (Islam, 2021). 

The Gender and Social Transformation team at BIGD also has carried out research covering the 

period between August 2019 and August 2021 on online GBV, as part of the Countering 

Backlash project, to understand online gender-based violence as a form of backlash against the 

women’s rights movement in Bangladesh. Under this research, a pilot study, “Tracking gender-

based violence and backlash against gender equality in social media in Bangladesh,” was 

conducted from September to November 2021. 

The research tracked Facebook profiles of Bangladeshi female media personalities and public 

figures (who are active on social media and who discuss/campaign on issues related to GBV), 

national events that stimulated discussions around gender-based violence on social media 

platforms, and an anti-feminist Facebook group. The study found that interactions in the 

Facebook accounts and online GBV increased during the COVID-19 period. 

The common forms of violence included sexually explicit hate comments, name-calling, and 

labelling women celebrities/influencers, religious and moral policing, mocking and trivializing 

with “haha reactions,” delegitimizing posts advocating for women’s rights, and threats to rape 

or posting sexually fabricated photographs (Mahpara et al., n.d.). 

2.6. Adolescents 

Key messages:  

• During the COVID-19 lockdown, 25.58% of adolescents said that they were victims of 

some kind of violence (i.e., sexual harassment, name-calling, beating, scolding) by family 

or someone from their living area (26% boys and 22% girls) (Sultan et al., 2022). 

• There was a slight increase in abuse and violence in the home for girls during the COVID-

19 lockdown. 

• There was also a slight increase in abuse and violence in the community for boys during 

the COVID-19 lockdown. 
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• Increased feelings of uncertainty with school closures have led parents to prefer 

marriages. 

• The shift in processes of marriage decisions (adolescent choices) is a piece of important 

information for intervention design. 

Several mixed methods studies were carried out with adolescents by BIGD, the first two under 

the Gender and Adolescents: Global Evidence (GAGE) program, led by Overseas Development 

Institute (ODI) with BIGD and JPGSPH, BRAC University as national partners, and the third on 

Adolescent Girls’ Vulnerabilities and Transitions in the Context of COVID-19, in collaboration 

with the Rule of Law Program, GIZ. 

The Adolescent Vulnerabilities research was carried out in person between July and December 

2021, with a sample of 2,884 adolescents and 2,758 household heads, in three districts, namely 

Cumilla, Gaibandha, and Narail. Experiences of violence and sexual abuse, within the family and 

outside, were explored in the survey with adolescents in individual interviews, as well as in the 

focus group discussions (FGDs) with parents (Sultan et al., 2022). 

The survey results show us that younger adolescents suffer more from all types of violence 

compared to older adolescents. In the case of gender differences, male adolescents suffer from 

more violence than females. However, girls suffer from more sexual harassment than boys. 

During the COVID-19 lockdown period, 25.58% of adolescents said that they were victims of 

some kind of violence (i.e., sexual harassment, name-calling, beating, scolding) by family or 

someone from their living area. Of those who faced some kind of violence, only 7.13% or 43 of 

them took some kind of action to tackle that situation. 

Males have been relatively more subjected to physical/verbal abuse by outsiders than females. 

The parents in the various FGDs repeatedly brought out their concerns about the safety and 

security of their daughters, who were not going to school regularly as before. However, the fear 

was not only of violence or harassment of young girls being home or out and about since school 

was closed but of the young boys and girls having relationships which would lead to people 

talking about them and their families as being shameless. 
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GAGE baseline study: To address adolescent-specific obstacles, including high female dropout 

rates in secondary school, the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) is implementing a 

comprehensive Adolescent Student Program (ASP) with World Bank support and seeks to scale 

the most successful elements of the intervention to all schools in Chattogram and Sylhet 

regions in 2022. A mixed-methods baseline was done by the GAGE research program, a unique, 

longitudinal mixed-methods research and impact evaluation study that explores “what works to 

support the development of adolescent capabilities.” The report draws on quantitative data 

collected from 2,220 adolescents in February and March 2020 through face-to-face interviews 

and qualitative interviews with 100 adolescents, their parents, and key informants between 

August and September 2020 via virtual, telephone-based semi-structured interviews (Baird et 

al., 2020). 

The baseline explored various types of violence, such as sexual harassment, teacher violence, 

parental violence, sibling violence. The survey data reveals that a minority of adolescents (6%) 

report having experienced sexual harassment, and girls are more likely to report this than boys 

(10% versus 1%). Among those reporting sexual harassment, the most common forms are 

staring or winking (38% had experienced this), stalking or following (50%), insulting comments 

(33%), and vulgar gestures (15%). 

None of the respondents who reported experiencing harassment mentioned that this took the 

form of cyber or phone harassment. In the quantitative data, 50% of students (42% of girls and 

62% of boys) report having been physically beaten by teachers, and 70% (65% of girls and 76% 

of boys) have witnessed a teacher beating another student. Notably, teacher violence occurs at 

higher rates in Chattogram than in Sylhet, with 58% of adolescents reporting being physically 

beaten by a teacher in Chattogram compared to 33% in Sylhet. 

Survey data found that 19% of adolescents experience violence in the community from adults 

other than family members or teachers. Notably, boys are twice as likely to experience violence 

in the community as girls (26% compared to 13%). Moreover, adolescents living in rural areas 

are more likely to experience violence in their communities (23% compared to 16% in urban 

areas), and adolescents from poorer households are more likely to experience violence in their 
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community than those from better-off households (17% vs 22%), and adolescents living in 

Chattogram experience more violence in their communities than those living in Sylhet (21% vs 

13%). 

Dhaka urban GAGE qualitative COVID-19 study: A smaller qualitative study (Raha et al., 2021) 

was done in two rounds on an urban sample of thirty adolescents in Dhaka, which explored 

intra-household relations and violence, among other issues. It found that tension and 

arguments in the household had escalated throughout the pandemic, with monetary issues 

being the most common cause. A significant number of adolescents have acknowledged 

behavioural changes among their family members, and most of them have associated it with 

the financial crisis in the household. Some respondents reported increased domestic violence in 

their households. Not only are the mothers of the adolescents being beaten, but, in some 

cases, adolescents themselves are also the victims of physical and verbal abuse. 

2.7. Marginalized Groups (Persons With Disability, 

Transgender, and Ethnic Minorities) 

Key messages: 

• Groups and individuals at the intersection of different vulnerabilities were neglected, 

although it was feared that these groups would face greater violence due to their 

increased vulnerability during the COVID-19 period. 

• No comprehensive and substantial research has been done on the violence faced by 

marginalized groups, such as persons with disability, transgender, sex workers, and 

ethnic minorities, to show the nature and degree of violence faced by them. 

• Some literature explored the hygiene issues and other livelihood constraints (income, 

food, nourishment, etc.) faced by these groups, but very few attempted to investigate 

the violence that accompanied the unemployment and stress created by the pandemic. 
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• A focus on the grounds of discrimination/exclusion, such as citizenship, language (e.g., 

Urdu speakers in Geneva camp, etc.), caste (Dalits), disability, place of birth/location 

(coastal areas/ urban slums and settlements), is needed. 

The Bangladesh Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), carried out in 2019 by the BBS in 

collaboration with UNICEF Bangladesh, revealed that 10.5% of women aged between 15–49 felt 

discriminated against or harassed in the past 12 months, out of which 1.7% for their ethnic or 

immigration origin, 3% for sexual orientation, 1.5% for religious belief, 1.2% for disability, and 

3.7% for their gender (UNICEF & BBS, 2019). 

2.7.1. Persons With Disability 

Pre-COVID-19 data on persons with disability is scarce and scattered. According to the 

Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) carried out by the BBS in 2010, the rate of 

disability is 9.1% (BBS, 2015). According to the “Disability in Bangladesh: Prevalence and 

Pattern” report conducted by the BBS in 2015, it was observed that gender disparity exists in 

the effect of disability on marital status. For instance, 77.49% of disabled males are married 

compared to only 51.32% of disabled females, suggesting that females with disabilities seem to 

have more difficulty in becoming married than disabled males. The proportion of disabled 

females who are divorced/separated (3.96%) is also higher than the corresponding proportion 

for disabled males (1.14%).1 

During COVID-19, many studies focused mostly on the health and economic impact, i.e., 

income, livelihood, COVID-19 safety measures, etc., on persons with disability, but very little 

has been done on violence. However, it was anticipated that the possibility of marginalized 

groups experiencing violence during COVID-19 would be higher. According to “COVID-19 

Bangladesh Rapid Gender Analysis” conducted by UN Women, out of the total population in 

Bangladesh, 8.8 % are persons with disabilities, and among them, 8% are women and girls. 

Innovision consultancy did a rapid survey on 100 persons with disabilities (51 male and 49 

 

1 Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics. (2015). Disability in Bangladesh: Prevalence and pattern (pp. 33–34). Population monograph: 
Volume-5. http://203.112.218.65:8008/WebTestApplication/userfiles/Image/PopMonographs/disabilityFinal.pdf 
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female) from urban and rural areas in April 2020. They found that 79% of women with 

disabilities had completely lost their income compared to 69% of men with disabilities (UN 

Women, 2020c). 

A Bangladesh-specific ongoing research project called “Disability & COVID-19 Global Study: 

Research in Bangladesh,” conducted by BIGD in collaboration with the London School of 

Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, explored the experiences of people with disabilities in five low 

middle-income countries, including Bangladesh, during the COVID-19 pandemic and identified 

possible strategies of inclusiveness for the people with disabilities in response activities. 

The main objective of the study was to analyze the situation of persons with disabilities during 

the COVID-19 pandemic and identify the loopholes existing in the policy framework and 

practices at the individual, community/societal, institutional, and state-level concerning 

persons with disabilities in Bangladesh. This study is in its final stages. It is a qualitative study 

with a sample comprising 60 children and adults with different types of disabilities. The data 

was collected between June and December 2021. 

The study found that children, adolescents, and girls with disabilities are vulnerable to various 

kinds of violence. Interviews with the family members of the people with disability revealed 

that many of them demonstrated violent behaviour during the lockdown for the first time, and 

for some of them, their violent tendencies increased. However, it was difficult to investigate 

and extrapolate the real experiences of violence these groups faced by others due to the 

challenges in understanding these groups. 

A baseline study by BRAC JPGSPH was conducted to evaluate the current situation of women 

and girls with disabilities facing violence in selected areas of Bangladesh and the awareness of 

women and girls with disabilities about sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) 

(Hasan et al., n.d.). A multimethod research approach was used utilizing desk review, 

quantitative survey, and qualitative interviews. The study found that 47.2% of the participants 

reported experiencing at least one of the three types of abuse—emotional, physical, or 

sexual—during their childhood. Moreover, 65.1% of the participants reported experiencing 
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emotional abuse over their lifetime. Another 41.8% reported experiencing physical abuse, and 

5.3% reported experiencing sexual abuse over their lifetime. 

Often the abuse was perpetrated by their intimate partners, close family relatives, distant 

relatives, neighbours, or other community members. The study also found the SRH 

interventions and service delivery to be non-disability inclusive. The health care workers and 

professionals working in the justice system are not able to deliver disability-inclusive services. 

Despite having specific laws and policies regarding the sexual and reproductive health of 

persons with disabilities and VAWG, the implementation of these laws and policies are poor. 

However, the impact of COVID-19 does not seem to have been addressed in the research. 

A workshop organized and conducted by the Women with Disabilities Development Foundation 

(WDDF) on 30 September 2021 discussed the prevention of all forms of discrimination, 

oppression, and violence against women and girls with disability. WDDF discussed data from a 

survey of 5,000 disabled women, where almost 75% of women and girls with a disability 

experienced psychological violence, 30% experienced physical violence, and 10.3% of them 

experienced sexual violence. 

In addition, 52.5% of girls with disabilities are married off before the age of 18. Again the 

impact of COVID-19 does not seem to have been addressed in the research. The workshop 

emphasized the implementation of the Protection of the Rights of the Persons with Disabilities 

Act, 2013, which can reduce the discrimination, oppression, and violence faced by women and 

girls with disabilities to a great extent. It also drew attention to include women and girls with 

disabilities in the recent Prevention of Oppression Against Women and Children Act 2020 (Naro 

O Shishu Nirjaton Daman Ain), which does not specify the legal actions to address 

discrimination and violence against disabled women and girls (M. H. Kabir, 2020). 

Another study conducted by UN Women—Women with disabilities in a pandemic (COVID-19)—

which is not specific to Bangladesh, highlights that data on GBV against women, girls, and 

gender non-conforming persons with disabilities is short, but persons with disabilities are at 

least three times more likely to experience physical violence, sexual violence, and emotional 

violence than persons without disabilities. Women with disabilities are especially vulnerable to 
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sexual violence as they are 10 times more likely to experience such violence. The study 

discusses the root causes of GBV against gender non-conforming persons with disability and the 

preventive measures to tackle this. It also discusses access to GBV services, including justice 

mechanisms for women, girls, and gender non-conforming persons with disabilities (UN 

Women, 2021b). 

2.7.2. Ethnic Minorities 

Pre-COVID-19 data on ethnic minorities are even more scarce. Although the media sometimes 

reports on violence against ethnic minorities, especially women, there is still a huge gap in 

gender-disaggregated and ethnicity-disaggregated data. 

Indigenous Peoples Development Services (IPDS) conducted a study entitled “Written Evidence 

Concerning the Impact of COVID-19 on Indigenous Peoples in the Plain Lands of Bangladesh” in 

June 2020 with 35 ethnicities of indigenous people. It was a rapid study based on 1,205 

households surveyed, 20 KIIs, and six micro-narratives. One of the main findings regarding 

VAWG against indigenous women during COVID-19 was that Adivasi/indigenous women have 

faced sexual harassment and assault from their landlords since they were unable to pay their 

rent due to income drop during COVID-19. Beauticians who have been laid off during COVID-19 

are taking up jobs as day labourers, which makes them more vulnerable to sexual harassment 

and assault. 

2.7.3. Transgender and Sex Workers 

COVID-19 had the greatest impact on women and girls, but its impact was exacerbated on 

groups that were already marginalized. Marginalized communities were not addressed through 

a comprehensive approach in this period. This included the transgender community, which 

became even more marginalized post-COVID.2 They had to move back with families who were 

 

2 Interview with Head of Legal Empowerment and Sustainable Development of Centre for Peace and Justice, BRAC University, 
11 December 2021. 
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abusive before, which resulted in psychological abuse. However, these effects have not been 

properly documented, not even in the media. 

Therefore, for the lack of comprehensive, in-depth information, one does not have the 

complete picture.3 There needs to be more research on understanding the COVID-induced 

difficulties for the transgender community. For example, access to COVID-19 vaccines was 

affected as the National Identity (NID) card is a mandatory document for vaccination. However, 

transgender people do not have NID cards, as one’s gender identity needs either to be male or 

female to get enrolled in the NID system. Therefore, they have not been able to register for 

vaccinations. 

The studies were done by Innovision on the third gender community and people with disability; 

the rapid gender analysis (RGA) of Gender in Humanitarian Action (GiHA) has more data and 

emphasis on the economic impact of COVID-19 on these vulnerable groups than on their 

physical vulnerability and risks or experiences of GBV. According to the NAWG report, about 

3,350 Hijra community members and 8,533 street Hijra were affected by COVID-19. A small 

rapid impact assessment survey by Innovation on the third gender community found that 82% 

of the 51 persons surveyed had not earned any money in the last two weeks, and 86% did not 

have any savings (Innovision, 2020). 

Another group that has not received much attention during the COVID-19 period was sex 

workers. During the strict lockdown in 2020, the brothel areas were closed down, and sex 

workers lost their clientele. Various human rights groups that have worked with this 

community, as well as the associations of sex workers, such as the Sex Workers Network, raised 

money and provided relief materials to tide over the families worse affected by the livelihood 

crisis. 

According to the NAWG’s report, 4,500 female sex workers live in 11 brothels in eight districts ( 

NAWG, n.d.). According to the GiHA’s RGA, the government has distributed some food aid to 

 

3 FGD with BLAST, 22 December 2021. 
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brothel-based sex workers, but this was insufficient. The Sex Workers Network reported that 

20,000 sex workers in Dhaka alone became jobless and 8,000 homeless during the lockdown. 

Approximately 40,000 street sex workers across the country became more vulnerable to 

COVID-19 as well as to violence. They faced harassment and physical violence by the law 

enforcement agencies when they attempted to go out to work (GiHA Working Group, n.d.). 

3. Limitations and Evidence Gaps 

Key messages: 

• Data may not easily show change over time because of the lack of a baseline, 

comparable definitions, and methodologies. 

• Some data are very robust; much of it provides valuable rapid spot-assessments that 

add data points. 

• Not all data collected is very robust, having been quite rapidly collected. 

While several studies have been conducted on VAW during the COVID-19 periods, there remain 

critical evidence gaps in terms of understanding ground realities, progress, and constraints in 

the implementation of policies, as well as programmatic interventions. There are also many 

limitations to the research conducted, which limits validity, how far the results can be 

generalized and used. Although a number of the studies mentioned that they would prioritize 

intersectionality and a human rights-based approach, there were limitations to how far the 

studies were able to do so. And finally, some constraints relate to the COVID-19 situation itself. 

These will be reviewed in this section. 

3.1. Collecting Data on VAW is difficult  

There have been many programmatic innovations and interventions in response to the COVID-

19 situation, concerning VAWG and responses, especially in terms of access to justice by legal 

aid organizations. However, there is a lack of data available on how far these interventions 
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were effective and whether they did increase access. Organizations went through a “COVID-19 

survival mode” as well as “post-COVID-19 catching up mode.” During the survival mode, certain 

service organizations had to adopt hybrid working modes when dealing with VAW cases to 

adjust to newly formed restrictions. An example of this is the mobile ADRs conducted by BRAC 

HRLS. This was a new method of conducting mediation for domestic violence cases over the 

phone with all the parties. In 2020, CPJ did try to convene various human rights organizations 

through webinars to share experiences and encourage learning across organizations.4 However, 

there has been no research on how effective these new methods were. 

There are gaps in the evidence available on sexual violence within intimate partner 

relationships as well as on sexual violence from other family members, e.g., in-laws or even 

incest. Studies have not been able to capture this form of violence as these often do not get 

recorded due to social stigma. The recorded number of cases, therefore, does not match 

reality. Only when violence becomes life-threatening or creates grievous injuries, are cases 

reported to the police. 

Another sensitive issue is child marriage, and the debates around whether child marriage has 

increased or decreased during the COVID-19 period. The assumption has been that increased 

insecurity and poverty would lead to early marriage. There have been multiple studies and 

media reports on child marriage incidences during the COVID-19 period. Whether adolescent 

girls are being forced to marry or whether they are entering into romantic or sexual relations on 

their own and wanting to get married on their own, either by eloping or forcing their parents to 

solemnize marriages, is an issue that has been raised at various intervals. Researchers and 

development workers may have chosen to ignore it as it is uncomfortable and complicated to 

acknowledge that girls under the legal age of marriage might be getting married of their own 

volition. There is also very little information available on adolescents’ sexual behaviour, which is 

a taboo subject. Also, adolescents who wish to exercise their right in personal law to marry a 

partner of their choice, below the minimum age of marriage under the Child Marriage Restraint 

 

4 Interview with Head of Legal Empowerment and Sustainable Development of Centre for Peace and Justice, BRAC University, 
11 December 2021. 
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Act (CMRA), and against parental will are liable to face prosecution and punishment (FIRE 

Consortium, 2020). This area has not been researched as of yet.5 

3.2. Lack of Data From Service Providers 

Data on the services related to VAW that the government could provide during COVID-19 has 

not been publicly available, apart from a few exceptions. Service providers like the health 

services and law enforcement agencies have responded to women seeking services, and cases 

have been filed under various laws such as the Nari O Shishu Nirjaton Domon Ain. Judicial 

records should be able to provide information on types of violence and trends before and after 

COVID-19. If the data from the various services agencies were collected, collated, and analyzed, 

it would be more acceptable to the government and also more holistic/representative than that 

collected through partial studies.6 A government agency that does collect quality and timely 

data on the number of applicants that do apply for legal aid and for which reasons is the 

National Legal Aid Services Organisation (NLASO).7 This serves as an example of what can be 

done with the right kind of systems in place. 

During the pandemic, access to services related to VAWG was affected. While the BIGD/GIZ 

Access to Justice study by BIGD provided insights on the barriers experienced by the women 

subjected to violence, there is no national-level or agency-wide data on the constraints of 

access to services. Evidence was generated by alternative sources, such as rapid assessment 

and surveys from NGOs like BRAC or media houses like Prothom Alo. The data collected were, 

therefore, scattered and project-based. Also, there were multiple sources producing data, 

making it hard for the government to consider which source and data to be trusted. 

Government agencies were not willing to consider these sources as “official sources.”8 

 

5 Interview with Advocacy Lead, Gender Justice and Diversity, BRAC, 22 December 2021. 

6 Interview with National Consultant, Bangladesh Human Rights Commission, 12 December 2021. 

7 Visit http://www.nlaso.gov.bd/ 

8 Interview with National Consultant, Bangladesh Human Rights Commission, 12 December 2021. 

http://www.nlaso.gov.bd/
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3.3. Lack of Data on Courts and Virtual Courts 

Courts and other government institutions have data on VAW cases. This data, however, is not 

regularly updated and is not accessible to all/the public. The Justice Audit by the Rule of Law 

Program of GIZ9 was very comprehensive and was prepared in collaboration with government 

agencies such as BBS. However, this data is becoming dated, and more up-to-date data is 

required. It is crucial to develop the capacity of government agencies to collect such data.10 

Virtual courts were important in ensuring justice during the COVID-19 period. The widely held 

presumption was that virtual courts did not entertain family matters, and only focused on 

bailable cases. Virtual court proceedings dealt with bailable cases, and bails were granted. 

There is evidence of these bails in the form of case records, but even this data was not readily 

available. This could be extracted through oral interviews or in-person interviews or through 

looking at registers for case records.11 There was also a perception that there was an elite bias 

with courts being more open to dealing with cases related to company matters than cases 

related to poor people.12 

3.4. Discrepancies Between Official and Other 

Sources of Data 

Despite multiple sources producing evidence on VAWG during COVID-19, the government has 

the most "confidence" in a limited number of sources. All the evidence that is being produced 

by private think tanks and NGOs is not accepted publicly or officially as their data does not 

match with government data. There are dissemination events of the findings, and oftentimes 

government officers are invited as chief guests. While they might attend these, this does not 

 

9 https://bangladesh.justiceaudit.org/ 

10 FGD with BLAST, 22 December 2021. 

11 Interview with Advocacy Lead, Gender Justice and Diversity, BRAC, 22 December 2021. 

12 Interview with Sara Hossain, Honorary Executive Director, BLAST. 
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necessarily signify endorsement of the data or the research. The government prefers research 

that works with or through government agencies, in which case the findings or data are more 

acceptable to the government. Data produced by BBS is seen to have greater authenticity and 

reliability.13 However, national survey processes are slower, more expensive, and can only be 

done at longer intervals. Because of the sensitivity of the government to different sources of 

data, international agencies like the UN try to use official sources of data as much as possible. 

3.5. Media Bias 

There were some “biases observed in what was considered the evidence produced and how 

this was accepted by the mass public. There was a media bias, something that has always 

existed, even pre-COVID-19, with people tending to believe media reports. Such evidence is 

generally trusted and is cited in different reports, generally without any cross-checking.”14 A 

constraint was the assumption among multiple sources that VAW has increased during the 

COVID-19 period, without thorough evidence to back the claim. For example, in the case of 

domestic violence, the multiple reports, policy briefs, press releases, newspaper opinions, and 

blogs published on the issue during the pandemic worked with the assumption that domestic 

violence had increased during the pandemic. Therefore, most of these materials sought to 

increase general awareness. 

 

13 Interview with National Consultant, Bangladesh Human Rights Commission, 12 December 2021. 

14 Interview with National Consultant, Bangladesh Human Rights Commission, 12 December 2021. 
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3.6. Lack of Attention to Intersectionality: 

Information Gaps Concerning Specific Groups Being 

Left Out (Transgender, Sex Workers, Ethnic 

Minorities) 

COVID-19 had the greatest impact on women and girls, but its impact was exacerbated on 

groups that were already marginalized. Marginalized communities were not addressed through 

a comprehensive approach during this period. While the need to do so was recognized, it did 

not translate into the research being done. As mentioned in Section 2.7, research on these 

groups was absent or at the most dealt with the economic repercussions of COVID-19. The 

other studies that did deal with VAWG during COVID-19 were not able to bring in intersectional 

issues. No research has been conducted with a focus on the intersection of GBV and the people 

with disability, transgender, and ethnic minorities during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

3.7. Methodological Weaknesses 

Several methodological limitations were observed while reviewing the research done on VAW 

during the COVID-19 period. Information on various studies and initiatives is scattered and not 

available online, resulting in incomplete information. There were also limitations in the 

approaches used in the studies, as well as the quality of data used. Data collected during the 

COVID-19 period was constrained by limited access, it was mainly urban-centric, and there 

were travel restrictions.15 

 

15 FGD with BLAST, 22 December 2021. 
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3.7.1. Lack of Ethical Review of Proposals and Ethical 

Safeguards to Research VAWGs 

The ethical considerations of whether to try and collect data on such sensitive an area as 

VAWG, how and when to do so do not seem to get sufficient attention. None of the reports 

except GAGE and BIGD mentioned that they had gone through an ethical review process. The 

fact that conducting research with women, girls, or any individual who might have faced 

violence or the threat of violence could put them at further risk of continued violence or mental 

distress or trauma by recalling the incidences was not sufficiently addressed. Some 

international organizations like UN Women and United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) chose 

not to collect any data on VAW during COVID-19 due to ethical concerns. They did develop 

some briefs and summaries and were apprehensive about data collection contributing to a 

possible increase in violence.16 

3.7.2. Lack of Baseline With Which to Compare Results and 

Claim Increases or Decreases 

If one takes the VAW Survey of 2015 as a baseline, there is no post-COVID survey on VAW that 

can be referred to for the increased rates. This is a methodological challenge.17 The best that 

HRLS BRAC did was to compare the program data to similar data in the pre-COVID period. 

However, not all studies had such data. Other studies referred to MJF, ASK, and Adhikar data 

and claimed that domestic violence had increased, without providing any other evidence to 

support their claims. 

 

16 Interview with Programme Specialist, Ending Violence against Women, UN Women, 12 December 2021. 

17 Interview with Advocacy Lead, Gender Justice and Diversity, BRAC, 22 December 2021. 
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3.7.3. Lack of Comparable Definitions and Methodologies 

Across Studies 

There are different definitions and measures of various terms and concepts, including violence, 

abuse, sexual harassment, and mental health. There seemed to be a tendency of using such 

terms without strict definitions and measurements. 

3.7.4. Limitations of Phone Interviews for Research on 

VAWG 

The data from telephonic surveys with a large sample reporting about growing cases of VAW is 

not without its problems. VAW is an issue that respondents often feel uncomfortable reporting, 

even during physical interviews. They might not have their phones or the time or space to 

ensure privacy while answering. There are ethical considerations ensuring privacy and proper 

protection from the consequences of reporting. 

This was also the case for the research on people with disabilities, as all the interviews were 

conducted over the phone, and in most cases, the respondents were surrounded by other 

people, which made them self-conscious about opening up about violence. There was also a 

communication gap, as the research team had to interview persons with disability who could 

not communicate directly through their caregivers, which created additional biases. 

Due to the social distancing protocols, other qualitative techniques requiring face-to-face 

interaction (such as FGD) were also not feasible. 

3.7.5. Smaller Samples Limited to Certain Geographical 

Areas 

The selection of samples is another concern. For instance, in the case of studies on sexual 

harassment, the sampling for the surveys, the approach towards sexual harassment, and the 

definitions used result in varying rates. Larger surveys that include sexual harassment as one of 

the issues being explored result in much lower rates being found than small, focused studies by 
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agencies such as ActionAid and the Girls Advocacy Forum. These differences could be due to 

methodology. Also, some agencies are using very small samples to make extrapolations, and 

readers and the media do not differentiate between such studies and the ones with much 

larger samples and conducted more rigorously. 

This is similar to the study on online GBV. The recent study commissioned by ActionAid 

Bangladesh was an online survey, and only the people who had sufficient access to the internet 

could participate, and out of the 611 online users, only 399 gave complete responses, which 

were analyzed. The organization that had conducted this survey is primarily known as a satire 

Facebook-based platform that creates content such as Facebook memes on current affairs and 

local news. This, therefore, is not a reputable academic source to be providing such evidence. 

The study only analyzed Facebook data, but other social networking sites like TikTok, YouTube, 

LinkedIn, Skype, Viber were not examined. 

In terms of data on adolescents, the GAGE qualitative interviews were done online, and the 

data is limited to three urban low-income areas. However, there were two rounds of data 

collection, which allowed comparing between two stages of COVID-19 restrictions. Both GAGE 

and BIGD/GIZ data were from selected districts. The GAGE data is limited to two divisions, and 

the main purpose was to capture adolescents in secondary education. Although there is a small 

number of out-of-school, married, and working adolescents, the sample is not nationally 

representative. 

3.7.6. Use of Media Reporting of Cases as Secondary Data to 

Signify Trends in Incidences 

The studies on rape used secondary sources for the statistics, mainly ASK and Adhikar, which 

are based on newspaper reports and are not exhaustive (all cases do not get published). Media 

reporting is also incomplete, which makes rape statistics unreliable. 
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3.7.7. Lack of “Thick Data” on Causes and Effects, Dynamics 

Involved 

The MJF surveys on domestic violence did not try to understand causes or processes. The 

studies on online VAW have all defined online violence/online harassment/cybercrime but did 

not conduct in-depth analysis or bring in case studies to unveil the cause behind online gender-

based violence, and the actors perpetrating this form of violence. These also did not tell us 

about the age groups most affected by this form of violence. More depth case studies on 

whether and how COVID-19 exacerbated VAW was needed. There is also a lack of pre-COVID-19 

data on issues such as the relationship between mental distress and VAW, which suggests that 

there should be a better and more systematic collection of good data on these issues 

longitudinally. 

4. Actors Commissioning and Using Research 

on VAWG During COVID-19 

Several women’s rights, legal aid, humanitarian, and research organizations researched VAWG 

and COVID-19 to understand the latter’s impact on the former. This section will review the 

principal users or potential users of data and evidence, their interests in using data/evidence, 

and the sort of data that they would be interested in, as well as their position and influence in 

promoting various measures based on the data received. This section uses an influence and 

interest matrix of relevant stakeholders who produced and used evidence. The matrix gives an 

understanding of the stakeholders’ interests in ending violence against women, and their 

influence over policies and programs that can contribute to combating VAW, which is 

summarized in Table 4. 

  



51 

Table 4: Stakeholder Roles, Influence, and Interests 

Key stakeholders Roles 
Influence 

(power) 

Interest 

(level of 

engagemen

t) 

MoWCA Focal ministry for women and children + 
++ 

 

National Human Rights 

Commission 

National autonomous institution for 

advocacy for the promotion and 

protection of human rights 

0 
++ 

 

Ministry and 

Department of Health 

and Family Welfare 

Policy formulation and provision of 

services for women and children 

affected by GBV 

++ 
+ 

 

Ministry of Home and 

law enforcement 

agencies 

Protection and law enforcement 

regarding GBV 
++ 

+ 

 

Ministry of Law Justice 

and Parliamentary 

Affairs/Judiciary 

Law formulation and dispensation of 

justice on GBV 
++ 

+ 

 

Ministry of 

Labour/Department of 

Factories and 

Enterprises (DIFE) 

Policymaking and enforcement of 

labour rights, including safety and 

security in the workplace  

++ 
0 

 

Parliamentary 

Standing Committees 

on Labour, Women, 

Law 

Formed exclusively of Members of the 

Parliament to evaluate legislative 

proposals and to scrutinize activities of 

the executive government 

0 
+ 
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NGO coalitions on 

specific issues, e.g., 

CiDV, RLRC 

Protecting the human rights of GBV 

victims, carrying out advocacy for law 

and program reform 

+ 
+++ 

 

Legal aid 

organizations: ASK, 

BLAST, HRLS 

Legal service provision to GBV victims 0 
+++ 

 

NGOs 
Support service provision to GBV 

victims 
0 

+++ 

 

Research organizations 
Carrying out research and 

dissemination activities 
0 

++  

 

Development partners Supporting GoB development agenda 0 
+++ 

 

Note: The policy influence is measured using a seven-point scale: very high (+++), high (++), moderately high (+), neutral (0), 
moderately low (-), low (--), and very low (---). 

Interest in ending violence against women is measured using a seven-point scale: very high (+++), high (++), moderately high (+), 
neutral (0), moderately low (-), low (--), and very low (---). 

 

The table presented above can be divided into four different quadrants of a matrix to explain 

the stakeholders’ level of interest in eliminating VAW and their power to influence policies on 

these issues. We will discuss them by quadrant. The ranking is based on BIGD's previous 

experience with these institutions, the views of the key informants interviewed, and some 

secondary material. It also refers to a gender political analysis done under the Sustaining Power 

for Women’s Rights (SuPWR) research project being carried out in partnership with IDS Sussex. 

4.1. 1st Quadrant: Stakeholders With High Influence 

and High Interest in Ending VAW 

Many stakeholders are interested in promoting women’s rights issues according to their 

mandate or interest. These institutions have had high levels of engagement in working for 

ending VAW, and oftentimes their work has resulted in promoting policies that promote 
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women’s well-being. This is particularly so because they have had high influence over relevant 

decision-makers who could further their agendas. This quadrant holds a mix of stakeholders, 

some being government bodies, while others being women’s rights and legal aid organizations. 

While working on issues such as VAW, this mix of actors has often worked collaboratively as 

allies (Mahpara, 2021; Sultan & Mahpara, 2020). The government institutions include the 

Ministry of Women and Children Affairs (MoWCA), the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare 

and Health Economics Unit (HEU), the Ministry of Law and Parliamentary Affairs, Members of 

Parliament, and Parliamentary Standing Committees. 

4.1.1. Ministry of Women and Children Affairs (MoWCA) 

The mandate of MoWCA is to further women's development and advancement. It has a cell to 

monitor VAW, which is understaffed and ineffective.18 It also is responsible for the formulation, 

implementation, and monitoring of the national policy for women’s development, the national 

action plan for women’s development, and the national action plan to end VAWG. The ministry 

also implements the Multisectoral Project on VAW (MSPVAW), a long-running project which 

has been influential in supporting policies, laws, interventions such as the One-stop Crisis 

Centres in medical colleges, and other critical interventions in the area of VAWG. 

The District and Upazila Women Affairs Officers of the Department of Women’s Affairs, under 

the MoWCA, have been appointed as Enforcement Officers (EOs) to perform the duties under 

the Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) (DVPP) Act. The responsibilities of the EOs, 

in regard to domestic violence survivors, include recording information about domestic violence 

incidents, informing survivors of their rights and remedies under the DVPP Act, assisting the 

court in discharging functions under this Act, and submitting reports of domestic violence to 

the court. The DWA officers at the district and upazila levels play an important role in 

facilitating the flow of information from various committees and government bodies dealing 

with VAWG. Though MoWCA is comparatively a weaker ministry compared to others, it has 

 

18 Interview with Consultant, NHRC. 
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played key roles in the adoption of acts like the DVPP Act 2010 (Sultan & Mahpara, 2020). It is 

the key government ministry that specializes in issues such as VAW. However, compared to 

larger and better-resourced ministries such as Home, Health and Law Justice and Parliamentary 

Affairs, it has much less influence. The subject of gender equality, although espoused by many, 

is still considered to be less important than these other ministries. 

4.1.2. Ministry of Health and Family Welfare and Health Economics 

Unit (HEU) 

The Ministry of Health and its line agencies, including the Directorate General of Health 

Services (DGHS), are key players in addressing VAWG. Dealing with the physical and mental 

health consequences of violence falls within its remit. Both the ministry and DGHS have 

regularly engaged with NGOs, human rights groups, development agencies, and research 

organizations in a sustained manner over the years. Also, several NGOs working on women’s 

health and violence issues have been able to build partnerships with the relevant departments 

to feed in new insights, evidence, and research. Similarly, the Health Economics Unit (HEU) is a 

government regulatory body producing research, conducting capacity-building, and developing 

policy advice on health economics and the health financing of the country. The HEU focuses on 

five different pillars, and one of these is gender. The HEU also houses the Gender, NGO & 

Stakeholder Participation (GNSP) Unit, which was formed to mainstream gender in the health, 

population, and nutrition sector and establish effective coordination among NGOs working on 

gender issues in the health sector. 

The HEU has also placed VAWG as a priority area, and in 2021, in partnership with Eminence 

Associates for Social Development, they have conducted a study on VAW with a sample size of 

415 individuals to understand how much COVID-19 has affected VAW, whether the violence 

was exacerbated by the pandemic and its effect on service-seeking behaviour. The report is 

awaiting publication. Eminence took interviews of government officials, One-stop Crisis Centres 

(OCCs), the Department of Women Affairs (DWA), doctors, clinical psychologists, and other 
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relevant service providers and stakeholders.19 The ministry has, therefore, moderately involved 

itself in addressing VAW issues and holds high power in influencing policies that promote the 

elimination of VAW. 

4.1.3. Ministry of Home and Law Enforcement Agencies 

This ministry is also very influential concerning other ministries and also because it controls the 

agencies dealing with law and order. Law enforcement agencies are composed of the police; 

the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB), which is a paralegal force; the industrial police with a 

mandate to maintain law and order in industrial areas; the Detective Branch; and the 

Directorate General of Forces Intelligence (the secret services of the armed forces). Beyond 

their normal duties, these agencies are used by the party in power to retain and ensure control 

and are used to intimidate the opposition. This has been observed in the case of various social 

movements, such as the recent students’ movement for road safety, and also in individual cases 

of women seeking justice, where the perpetrators of violence against women will seek the 

support of political leaders to influence the police to take their side (Human rights report on 

VAW, 2020). The practices of corruption within the police also constrain women from accessing 

them and receiving justice (Sultan et al., 2021). The lack of gender sensitivity within the law 

enforcement agencies has been documented by the various agencies and projects that have 

worked with them (e.g., Department for International Development (DFID)/UNDP Police 

Reform Project, GIZ police reform project, human rights groups working with the police). 

However, various measures have been taken, such as providing gender training, setting up 

women’s desks, and establishing model police stations. In recent times, there are positive 

forces for change within these groups, such as the retired police officers’ association (which can 

take a more independent stand after retirement) which is involved in various social 

development project initiatives by the UN agencies and the women police officers’ association 

who have been champions for various progressive reforms. UN Women has prepared a 

handbook on gender-responsive police services for women. They have a good partnership with 

 

19 Interview with HEU Director General. 
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the women’s police network, which is passionate and committed. However, UN Women has 

found that passing through the Inspector General of Police (IGP) for approval is long and 

difficult. This has been the experience of other human rights and women’s rights groups as well. 

The ministry and the law enforcement agencies have a high influence on ending VAW at the 

field level. 

4.1.4. Ministry of Law and Parliamentary Affairs/Judiciary 

The judiciary is made up of the Supreme Court and High Court, the Appellate Division, and the 

Ministry of Law, Justice, and Parliamentary Affairs, which oversees the lower judiciary and 

courts and the Law Commission. This is a key ministry to oversee the judiciary and also the 

process of law reform and formulation. It can exercise power accorded to it under the law. 

While the higher judiciary has been able to proactively respond to establishing greater equality 

and removing discrimination against women in the law and various policies and procedures 

through various public interest litigation judgments, high court directives, and judgments in 

different cases (case law), the lower courts have often shown biases in their dealing with 

women and poor people. 

The Law Commission has been open to law reform on issues of VAWG and has proposed drafts 

of the law on sexual harassment, the Evidence Act, and earlier issues of domestic violence. It 

has undertaken legal research on laws in other countries. The Ministry of Law, Justice, and 

Parliamentary Affairs has also been open to discussions and feedback on the suffering of people 

when the courts closed during the first COVID-19 lockdown and responded rapidly by 

formulating a law allowing virtual courts and also asking for training for lawyers and judges on 

how to conduct online proceedings.20 While understanding of gender issues is uneven within 

the judiciary, programs such as the Rule of Law and human rights organizations have found 

strategies to deal with the system and champions within the institutions to work with. Public 

 

20 Interview with GIZ. 
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Interest Litigations (PILs) are also means of providing evidence, case studies, and 

argumentation before the courts. 

Under the Legal Aid Services Act, 2000, the government has established the National Legal Aid 

Services Organisation (NLASO), responsible for implementing government legal aid across the 

country. The Act was enacted to help to facilitate access to justice for financially incapable and 

poor people. As a part of the initiative, NLASO set up District Legal Aid (DLA) offices in each 

district’s judge’s court. There are 64 District Legal Aid Committees (DLACs) through which 

NLASO implements the government legal aid program at the district level. To digitalize the 

government legal aid services, NLASO has launched a website (www.nlaso.gov.bd) containing 

necessary laws, data, statistics, and application forms. 

Organizations such as BLAST, MJF, and RoL have found it to be responsive to feedback, 

research, and evidence, based on which it has modified and expanded its services. It is in its 

mandate to respond to VAWG and interests to increase its outreach and services to women 

experiencing violence, both through mediation and court cases. The ministry and judiciary’s 

engagement with the VAW issue has remained significant over the years. 

4.1.5. NGOs, Women’s Rights Groups, and Coalitions 

Although much less influential than the government ministries, RLRC and CiDV are two active 

NGO coalitions working in the areas of rape law reform and domestic violence, respectively. At 

the moment, both coalitions are led by BLAST as the Secretariat. These are strong platforms 

that not only commission research but also bring together the experience. Working together for 

the same cause makes coalitions have a comparatively higher power in pushing for their 

agendas on VAW to relevant gatekeepers. These are strong platforms that not only commission 

research but also bring together experience and expertise in the sector.21 

 

21 BIGD is carrying out research with both coalitions through two separate projects, Sustaining Power for Women’s Rights and 
Countering Backlash. 

http://www.nlaso.gov.bd/
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4.2. 2nd Quadrant: Stakeholders With High Influence 

but Low Interest in Ending VAW 

Several stakeholders that work on issues on VAW have high relative power in influencing 

policies. However, despite their relatively high power, their level of engagement and interest in 

the issue remains low. This is particularly true for government institutions like the Ministry of 

Labour and Employment (MoLE). Although their mandate requires them to address the rights of 

women in employment, including safety and security (including workplace sexual harassment), 

this is of little interest. 

4.2.1. Ministry of Labour and Employment (MoLE)/Department for 

Inspection for Factories and Employment (DIFE) 

The Ministry of Labour and Employment (MoLE) has high power in policymaking. It maintains a 

clientelist relationship with employers. The Department of Inspection for Factories and 

Establishment (DIFE) has a wide range of responsibilities but limited authorities. Despite its low 

relative power, it has access to institutions and resources. The department works for workers' 

well-being and is one of the major incentives to maintain a “pro-labour” image of the 

government to the international community. DIFE has included GBV and SRHR in their 

inspection checklists and has compliance mechanisms. However, it has remained sensitive to 

media and other reporting of labour rights status and abuses, which raises questions about its 

effectiveness in ensuring safe workplaces for women and combating VAW. Despite MoLE and 

DIFE’s immense influence in protecting the rights of workers, the reality has been quite 

different in practice. 
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4.3. 3rd Quadrant: Stakeholders With Low Influence but 

High Interest 

The third quadrant consists of stakeholders working in the areas related to VAW, which have a 

high interest in this sector, but have low influence when it comes to policy formulation and 

implementation. They have a high level of engagement in activities that are designed to stop 

and prevent violence against women. Despite their relatively high interest, their level of 

influence on the issue remains low. Although they are also engaged in carrying out or 

commissioning research and also using research evidence to carry out advocacy, they have less 

influence over state mechanisms, allocation of government resources, and formulation of laws 

and policies. 

4.3.1. National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) 

The NHRC is an autonomous public body. First set up in 2007, it was reestablished by the 

National Human Rights Commission Act, 2009 after the original ordinance lapsed. As mentioned 

on its website, it is a national advocacy institution for human rights promotion and protection. 

While it does not have any enforcement mechanisms, it has a promotional role. It has taken on 

a national inquiry to prevent VAWC and rape. As reported in the media and observed by the 

authors, it has taken on the task of coordinating and compiling various drafts of the proposed 

law on sexual harassment. However, the NHRC has no mandate for the implementation and 

monitoring of these laws. Their level of influence is low despite their high interest and 

involvement in activities for advancing human rights. The National Human Rights Commission is 

also in the process of carrying out an inquiry on DV and rape (see Section 2.1 above). 

4.3.2. Legal Aid Organizations 

Legal aid organizations and NGOs are very active in providing support to survivors of violence 

through their services and projects. Their level of engagement and interest in the field level 

have made them crucial actors. Besides service provision, these organizations have actively 

gathered evidence to understand the effect of COVID-19 on VAW. These include organizations 
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like the BRAC Human Rights and Legal Aid Services (HRLS), Bangladesh Legal Aid Services and 

Trust (BLAST), Ain o Salish Kendra (ASK), and RDRS, who have particularly worked in VAW 

during the COVID-19 pandemic (as discussed in Section 2.1 above). Their influence on national 

policies and programs regarding VAW is variable, and often their contributions are ignored at 

the national level.22 Therefore, these organizations fall into the third quadrant with a very high 

level of interest but a low/neutral level of influence. 

Some NGOs are working in partnership with other organizations/NGOs, such as MJF and AAB. 

Both have VAWG as a priority area of work and work in partnership with smaller national and 

international NGOs. They were able to commission research or mobilize their partners to collect 

data, use the evidence gathered for advocacy purposes and also organize partners for follow-up 

of the results (see Sections 2.1 and 2.5). These NGOs working in collaboration with other 

organizations/NGOs have a high level of interest and engagement in the issues surrounding 

VAW, but, although they are given a seat at the table, they have relatively low power in policy 

influencing. 

4.3.3. Research Programs and Institutes 

Research programs and institutes have shown relatively high interest in the VAW sector. Over 

several years, they have generated evidence on VAW, yet their influence is neutral/low in terms 

of influencing the policies. 

The evidence could be further fed to think tanks, which they can use to make better sense of 

their analysis and trends. However, the think tanks must look at women’s empowerment from 

a qualitative perspective. Otherwise, surveys and numbers would never answer the question of 

“so what?”23 BIGD, BRAC University is one such organization, and the research done on access 

to justice, domestic violence, adolescents, and workplace sexual harassment has been 

discussed in Section 2 of the report. 

 

22 Several KIIs for the CLEAR scoping. 

23 Interview with Head of Legal Empowerment and Sustainable Development of Centre for Peace and Justice, BRAC University, 
11 December 2021. 



61 

The Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence (GAGE) program led by ODI with Foreign, 

Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) support, with BIGD, JPGSPH, and IPA as local 

partners, is a nine-year-multicountry, -multi-method program focussed on adolescents. During 

the COVID-19 period, it adjusted the ongoing research to take into account the COVID-19 

pandemic, its effects on adolescents, and how they were coping with it. 

Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence (GAGE, ODI) conducted multiple studies in 

partnership with BIGD and JPGSPH to understand the effects of COVID-19 and subsequent 

economic and educational disruptions on adolescent well-being in Bangladesh. The Centre for 

Peace and Justice (CPJ) conducted webinars on the impacts of COVID-19 on gender, livelihoods, 

and education in the Rohingya camps. 

4.3.4. Development Partners 

Development partners and the programs supported by them have demonstrated, through their 

work, a relatively high interest in engaging with activities related to VAW, but they, too, have 

low power when it comes to influencing policy. External development assistance has had a 

major influence in promoting women’s development and rights. The most influential donors in 

the earlier years had strong poverty and gender equality agendas which were imposed on the 

various governments. 

While the poverty agenda matched the governments’ and the elites' priorities (Hossain, 2017), 

the gender equality agenda was seen as an external imposition. The prevalence of the 

“women’s development” discourse is related to the massive development efforts in the country 

since liberation in 1971, with the emphasis on rehabilitation, reconstruction, and finally, 

development. Women’s development became an integral part of national development early 

on, with the contents and articulation evolving (Nazneen et al., 2011). During the COVID-19 and 

post-COVID period, the development partners have been commissioning and researching out 

for research and evidence on what the status and trends are with regards to VAWG. Despite 

their strong agendas regarding gender equality and poverty, they have low/neutral influence in 

turning their agendas into a reality. 
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The Gender in Humanitarian Action Working Group in Bangladesh carried out a rapid gender 

analysis (RGA) in 2020 to feed into national preparedness and response. The analysis used desk 

reviews to contrast pre-COVID gender-related information and demographic data against new 

gender information from various sources. The RGA makes use of recent survey data from the 

UN Women regional office, NAWC, and key informants from existing partners and CSOs from 

the Gender Monitoring Network with access to information from the community level. The 

anticipatory analysis aimed to provide a rapid overview of the impact of the ongoing COVID-19 

health emergency, and its possible impacts on other sectors. 

The Needs Assessment Working Group in Bangladesh, comprising both government and non-

government humanitarian agencies, undertook a rapid analysis from March to April 2020 to 

assess the humanitarian impact that could be anticipated in the current context. The primary 

goal was to identify persisting and anticipatory needs through composite primary and 

secondary information-based analysis (NAWG, 2020). 

The Rule of Law program of GIZ (RoL GIZ) felt that it was within its mandate to commission the 

research on domestic violence cases and access to justice during COVID-19 as well as the study 

on “Adolescent Girls’ Vulnerabilities and Transitions in the time of COVID 19,” using both FCDO 

and the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) support. GIZ 

argued that it was important to shed light and elicit lessons on women’s access to justice in 

Bangladesh through an analysis of adolescent life transitions (especially girls) in the context of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

UN Women and UNFPA are working on a socio-economic COVID-19 recovery plan—assessing 

responses of police, justice, and health. This is using COVID-19 as an entry point. The first draft 

of the police report has been prepared by a consultant. The first draft of the judiciary report is 

being prepared by another consultant. Another study will look at the essential services package. 
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UN Women will also be assisting MJF in its follow-up study on child marriage by providing a 

technical consultant.24 

4.4. 4th Quadrant: Stakeholders With Low Influence and 

Low Interest 

4.4.1. Parliamentary Standing Committees: On Women, Law 

Reform, and Labour 

Many of the key stakeholders carrying out advocacy related to VAWG have engaged with 

various parliamentary standing committees. With regards to women’s issues, the Parliamentary 

Standing Committee on Women has been known to make reactionary statements on women’s 

rights issues. On issues of labour rights and sexual harassment in the workplace, the 

Parliamentary Standing Committee on Labour has been approached. The Rape Law Reform 

Coalition (RLRC) has worked closely with the Parliamentary Standing Committee on law reform. 

The experience with the various standing committees is that there are individual members who 

can become allies and will welcome evidence, and research can be provided to them by outside 

activists, organizations, and researchers to further the agendas they are interested in.25 These 

committees have remained easily accessible, but the committees themselves have shown low 

interest and have low influence in addressing issues related to VAW. They are hardly seen or 

heard in their roles of holding the ministries to account or having a role in the vetting of laws 

before they are presented to parliament. 

 

24 Interview with Technical Coordinator EVAG programme, UN Women. 

25 Interviews with BLAST and Advocacy Coordinator, GJD/BRAC. 
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5. Priority Areas for Further Research 

The above review leads us to the conclusion that there is a need for better, more coordinated, 

and open data sharing, and common definitions and measurements for monitoring will be very 

important. This should be led by a coalition of the willing. In addition, a few specific priority 

areas of research that have emerged are discussed below. These are also related to various 

programmatic interventions, interest by potential actors, and their motivation along with 

emerging opportunities.
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Table 5: Research Priorities, Stakeholders, Interest, and Opportunities 

 Research priorities and questions  

Potential actors interested 

in evidence and willing to 

use it for policy/program 

improvement 

Reasons for interest and emerging opportunities 

 Issue-specific priorities   

1.  

Impact on marginalized groups 

How has intersectionality (intersecting disadvantages) affected the incidence 

and nature of violence faced by women and girls from disadvantaged groups 

and their access to services? 

How is this aggravated in times of crisis (such as COVID-19), and what are the 

barriers and processes at play? What are the implications of the post-COVID 

period? 

Line ministries and 

agencies, legal aid 

organizations, NGOs 

providing services related 

to GBV, women’s rights, 

and marginalized rights 

groups 

Studies showed how these groups were 

disproportionately affected by COVID-19 

2.  

Online GBV 

What is the scope, nature, and consequence of online GBV? 

How has this been affected by COVID-19, and what is the possible scenario in 

the post-COVID context? What are the actors and processes involved? What are 

the strategies taken to counter the violence and protect freedom of expression 

and personal security? How adequate are they? What is the role of state 

mechanisms/policies/legislation, and what are their limitations? 

Law enforcement agencies, 

legal aid organizations, 

Access to Information (a2i), 

Ministry of Information, 

women’s rights groups, 

MoWCA 

Awareness of the importance of this increased 

during COVID-19 

Digitalization is a national priority, and these 

groups provided the necessary resources 

3.  Public space harassment (including public transport) 
Law enforcement agencies, 

legal aid organizations, 
Increasingly recognized as a priority; 
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 Research priorities and questions  

Potential actors interested 

in evidence and willing to 

use it for policy/program 

improvement 

Reasons for interest and emerging opportunities 

What are the spatial and temporal gender patterns of mobility, and what are 

the constraints to women’s free and safe access, including harassment and 

insecurity in public spaces and public transport? 

What are the rural/urban needs of different age groups and occupational 

groups? Which are the actors that can have a role in changing the situation? 

What are the strategies that work? 

local government bodies, 

women’s rights groups 

 

Enabling increased safe mobility will have a 

Transformative effect on women’s participation in 

work and access to services 

4.  

Workplace harassment 

What is the situation concerning workplace sexual harassment in different 

sectors, formal and informal, for different job categories and age groups? 

How are prevention and redress mechanisms working (or not)? What are the 

factors that enable women to voice their complaints or protest? What are the 

factors that constrain them from doing so? What are the consequences for the 

individuals and the sectors of workplace sexual harassment? 

MoL, DIFE, trade 

associations, employers, 

trade unions, legal aid 

organizations, women’s 

rights groups, buyers 

ILO Convention 190 is awaiting ratification; 

Draft law on sexual harassment is under 

consideration, with opportunities to contribute to 

its design and drafting; 

Employers and employers’ associations are 

interested in portraying an image of responsible 

corporate practices 

5.  

Understanding non-IPV DV and the long-term consequences of DV 

What are the forms and extent of DV outside intimate partner (against 

children, elderly, those with disabilities or diverse gender orientation or sexual 

identity) as well as its long-term effect on the family (economic, social, and 

psychological)? 

NGOs providing services 

related to GBV, women’s 

rights groups, development 

partners, health services 

Various studies have highlighted the long-term 

effects of DV on individuals and families; 

Various stakeholders have highlighted the need for 

a broader research agenda to understand other 

victims and perpetrators; 

Realization of the long-term effects of DV is 

increasing 
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 Research priorities and questions  

Potential actors interested 

in evidence and willing to 

use it for policy/program 

improvement 

Reasons for interest and emerging opportunities 

 Related to overall VAWG   

6.  

Mental health impacts 

What are the mental health consequences of VAWG (DV, rape, online GBV), 

and how is this affected by situations such as COVID-19? 

How adequate and accessible are existing services and support systems? 

NGOs providing services 

related to GBV, women’s 

rights groups, development 

partners, health services 

Awareness of the importance of mental health 

increased during COVID-19; 

Adolescent Health Policy and National Health 

Policy provide priority to mental health 

7.  

Use of technology: Hotlines and online services 

During the COVID-19 period, how far has digital technology been able to 

increase access to services for persons experiencing violence (virtual courts, 

online mediation, online counselling, use of hotlines)? 

What are the implications for the post-COVID-19 period: 

• What are the opportunities/barriers for access and use for users? 

• What are the advantages/disadvantages for services providers? 

Law enforcement agencies, 

legal aid organizations, a2i, 

Ministry of Information, 

women’s rights groups, 

MoWCA 

GoB stresses digitalization and the introduction of 

virtual courts; 

The use of technology has the potential for 

reducing costs and making access easier 

8.  

Evidence on prevention 

What are the institutional, social, and community-level mechanisms and 

practices that are effective in preventing VAWG in the everyday context as 

well as in times of crisis?  

For example, what can increase bystander involvement? How effective are 

interventions with adolescents in bringing about changes in norms around GBV? 

NGOs providing services 

related to GBV, women’s 

rights groups, development 

partners, MoWCA 

Increasingly recognized as a priority; 

Interventions focusing on prevention should lead 

to more sustainable change at the individual and 

community level 
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 Research priorities and questions  

Potential actors interested 

in evidence and willing to 

use it for policy/program 

improvement 

Reasons for interest and emerging opportunities 

9.  

Access to services 

What are the gaps and challenges in providing women and girls facing various 

kinds of violence access to the services required on an emergency basis? 

What are the institutional capacity issues and implementation challenges? 

Where are the coordination gaps between different agencies? What are the 

strategies that work best to increase access? 

Line ministries and 

agencies, legal aid 

organizations, NGOs 

providing services related 

to GBV, women’s rights 

groups 

COVID-19 time research showed how access was 

negatively affected; 

The COVID-19 experience has provided evidence of 

difficulties in providing access and also has allowed 

organizations to innovate with new strategies for 

providing access 

10.  

Access to justice 

Ongoing research on whether and how women and girls experiencing violence 

can access justice through formal and informal mechanisms 

What are the opportunities and challenges on the side of the women and on the 

side of those in formal institutions and informal mechanisms in responding to 

the needs and priorities of women and girls? 

MLJPA, NGOs providing 

services related to GBV, 

women’s rights groups, 

development partners, 

legal aid organizations, 

women’s groups, 

development partners, 

MoWCA, NLASO 

Evidence Act being reformed; 

Witness Protection Act being formulated; 

CrPC being reformed; 

Increasing realization of the importance of gender 

responsiveness among law enforcement and 

judiciary 

 Cross-cutting areas   

11.  
Strengthening government sources of data gathering, processing, and 

dissemination 

All government and non-

government agencies, 

development partners 

This would allow various stakeholders to have a 

uniform and national-level data that could be used 

for monitoring and decision-making; 
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 Research priorities and questions  

Potential actors interested 

in evidence and willing to 

use it for policy/program 

improvement 

Reasons for interest and emerging opportunities 

The government would have data produced 

through the mechanisms that it could treat as 

credible and non-controversial 

12.  
Sharing and coordination of data and research findings between government 

and non-government agencies 

All government and non-

government agencies, 

development partners, 

research organizations 

To maximize the benefits of the resources being 

invested and the research being done 

13.  Ensuring ethical considerations are adhered to while researching VAWG 

All government and non-

government agencies, 

development partners, 

research organizations 

There is uneven awareness of this issue; it is, 

however, a priority to ensure that no harm is being 

done to victims and survivors of all kinds of 

violence while undertaking research with them or 

involving them in any interventions 
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5.1. Issue-Specific Research Priorities 

5.1.1. Sharing and Coordination of Data and Research Findings 

Between Government and Non-Government Agencies 

The research and experience around access to services for VAWG during COVID-19 have 

brought out the need for greater and better outreach and dissemination of information about 

emergency and legal services by government agencies during emergencies like the COVID-19 

pandemic. This also requires collaboration between the formal and the informal institutions. 

Community-based platforms which allow dialogues with local government agencies proved 

effective for BLAST (and MJF partners). The local police, health authorities (VSC, OCC) were 

eager to work collaboratively with the NGOs in those areas. Police and NLASO have given 

proposals on this to BLAST to work closely with them. This form of collaboration could be useful 

in ensuring redress for violence survivors. 

5.1.2. Impact on Marginalized Groups 

How has intersectionality (intersecting disadvantages) affected the incidence and nature of 

violence faced by women and girls from disadvantaged groups and their access to services? 

While there is an increased understanding that COVID-19 and other such disasters affect groups 

that are socially or economically marginalized more than other majority groups, there has been 

little research on this, and the consequences for them have not been brought into the 

mainstream discussions. One of the major consequences was increased vulnerability and 

exposure to violence—in the home, in public spaces while carrying out livelihood activities or 

while trying to move from one place to another and also while attempting to access services 

(e.g., access to law enforcement agencies to file complaints in the police station). This was 

particularly applicable for women, children, and people with disabilities, the transgender 

community, sex workers, and women from ethnic minorities. 
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Interviews with organizations working for the rights of ethnic minorities and people with 

disability have mentioned that the language barrier is a major issue when reporting violence 

incidents to the police.26 This often leads to miscommunication and is a barrier to getting 

redress. Women with disabilities, such as speech or cognitive, are not able to communicate 

their needs. There is also a lack of knowledge amongst service providers about the needs of 

women with a disability and how best to deal with women with disabilities who are survivors of 

violence. There are constraints to the proper implementation of the Protection of the Rights of 

the Persons with Disabilities Act 2013, speedy tribunals, and an arrangement of sign language 

for disabled women to register complaints. These need to be better understood, documented, 

and the information provided to policymakers, program designers, and implementers. 

Similarly, persons from the transgender community face significant barriers when availing 

services from hospitals, or when reporting violence to the police station. When it comes to 

reporting violent incidents, law enforcement agencies do not want to entertain complaints 

from them. The situation is in some respects similar for sex workers who were at greater risk 

during COVID-19, in terms of health and employment, because of their social ostracism. There 

is a need for a better understanding of the needs of these groups and how to deal with them. 

Reporting and protection should be according to their needs, and the service providers should 

be trained and sensitized to communicate more easily with them. 

5.1.3. Exploring Online GBV 

What is the scope, nature, and consequence of online GBV? 

While COVID-19 has contributed to increased use of the internet and social media and research 

has started on issues of online GBV, its forms, consequences, actors, and remedies, it is at a 

very initial stage. The AAB ULAB study shows that only 14% sought legal advice and are not 

willing to go to the police or GoB offices but would like online remedies. It is important to know 

more about the people who are complaining or are being harassed/abused and what sort of 

 

26 Interview with Kaping Foundation. 
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response they are getting. Given the increasing importance of social media and online violence, 

this is a priority area for research. 

During the lockdown of the COVID-19 pandemic when education, work, and daily 

communication all went online, the digital space came under the limelight. With this increased 

use, the digital space also became an easier medium for harassment and violence in forms of 

cybercrime. However, knowledge of remedies for online harassment is missing. In the 

Bangladeshi context, social media platforms like Facebook cannot detect harassment as the 

language is not recognized. The police have a page on cybercrimes, but they do not find 

remedies and are unsure about how to deal with this form of violence. The special unit on 

responding to cyber crimes usually solves problems without the casework by going beyond 

their terms of reference (TOR) to help out. However, they are not sure about how to use the 

law on cyber abuse. This is a major gap that requires thorough training of service providers as 

well as creating awareness on what constitutes online gender-based violence. 

5.1.4. Public Space Harassment 

What are the spatial and temporal gender patterns of mobility, and what are the constraints 

to women’s free and safe access, including harassment and insecurity in public spaces and 

public transport?  

There is only anecdotal or partial evidence on how public space harassment is affecting 

women’s decisions to pursue education or outside work. This needs stronger evidence-based 

multi-method research. As recommended in the Mowri draft systemic literature review, there is 

an absence of controlled trials and longitudinal studies, making it difficult to assess whether an 

intervention succeeded because of a particular component or the combination of multiple 

components or other exogenous factors. Mowri also made the point that “it is important to 

have definitive terminologies on what constitutes sexual harassment in transport 

infrastructures grounded in rights-based semantics, instead of being clouded in the language of 

protectionism.” A final suggestion is that the availability of spatial and temporal data from 

mobile devices and crowdsourcing has the potential to contribute to long-term data collection 
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methods and streamline the reporting process on the use of transportation by various genders 

(Mowri, unpublished). 

5.1.5. Workplace Harassment in Non-Export and Informal Sectors 

What is the situation concerning workplace sexual harassment in different sectors, formal 

and informal, for different job categories and age groups? 

While there is increased knowledge about workplace sexual harassment in the ready-made 

garments (RMG) sector as the largest formal sector, we know much less about other formal 

sectors, the public sector, and the least about informal sectors where the majority of women 

work. The BIGD/IDS research has brought out the dimensions of social norms, voice, and agency 

related to the naming and protesting of such behaviour. However, there is a need to expand 

the deepen the research on this topic to understand the variations, opportunities, and 

constraints for reducing such behaviour and setting into place complaints mechanisms, and 

ensuring that women do avail of opportunities to complain and seek justice. 

5.1.6. Understanding Long-Term Consequences of DV and Non-

Intimate Partner DV 

What are the forms and extent of DV outside intimate partner (against children, elderly, 

those with disabilities or diverse gender orientation or sexual identity) as well as its long-

term effect on the family (economic, social, and psychological)? 

There is a need for further research to understand the long-term implications of the pandemic 

for women survivors of DV, children, and their families, which will lead to a better 

understanding of the impact of economic changes faced by families on creating further 

vulnerabilities to violence for women and girls. There is a need to understand how best to 

provide emergency responses for survivors through the legal process and strengthen frontline 

multi-sectoral response and community response. We have seen that certain women can speak 

out and take action under certain conditions. 
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It is also important to research the resilience women have shown during a time of crisis and the 

strategies they have come up with to tackle the backlash they were facing, besides focusing 

extensively on the difficulty. 

We need to deepen the understanding of the factors that constrain or enable women to 

protest, speak out against, and challenge the violence they face. Research is showing that it is 

not only the wives who are facing domestic violence but also vulnerable members of the family, 

such as the elderly, children, young girls, and those with disabilities or of diverse gender 

identities or sexual orientations; it also shows women who are widowed, single, or unmarried 

facing violence from their parents, siblings, and other family members. 

5.2. Overall VAWG 

5.2.1. Mental Health Consequences of COVID-19 and Post-COVID 

What are the mental health consequences of VAWG (DV, rape, online GBV), and how is this 

affected by situations such as COVID-19? 

An important aspect of understanding VAW during COVID-19 was the mental distress caused 

both by COVID-19, the threat of COVID-19, the restrictions caused by it, as well as the violence 

experienced. Research is increasingly showing that any kind of violence, whether it be physical, 

sexual, online, or economic, is accompanied by and results in mental distress and has 

consequences for mental health. While various surveys have tried to measure the mental 

health effects of COVID-19 (e.g., among adolescents), there is a feeling that much more in-

depth study is needed. Besides survivors, family members play crucial roles in providing 

support. These family members and the children also are affected psychologically by the 

violence they face and witness. The psychological effect needs to be better understood so that 

the right kind of mental health support, including psycho-social counselling, can be made 

available to women and girls and other family members. This could also include research into 

the mental health of the perpetrators. 
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5.2.2. Use of Technology: Hotlines and Online Services 

During the COVID-19 period, how far has digital technology been able to increase access to 

services for persons experiencing violence (virtual courts, online mediation, online 

counselling, use of hotlines)? 

During the first phase of the COVID-19 lockdown, violence survivors’ access to justice through 

formal channels was hampered as the courts were closed. Justice is an essential need, and, 

therefore, courts should remain open to accepting family matters and DV-related cases. 

Women's rights and legal aid organizations mobilized and urged state authorities to take 

emergency measures, including the introduction of virtual courts during the nationwide 

shutdown. The introduction of virtual courts brought about a new approach to ensuring justice 

for people (Sultan et al., 2021). However, there is a need to know how virtual courts were/are 

being used for family matters, issues of DV, child-related cases. Is it easier or more difficult to 

deal with such cases? Are complainants able to access and use the virtual system for online 

general diaries (GDs), final reports (FRs), case filing, etc.? What are the barriers for women and 

the poor? Have virtual courts made access easier and allowed more protection for 

complainants and witnesses?  

One of the most popular responses mechanisms to VAW during the COVID-19 period was the 

hotlines. There were government hotlines (from MoWCA and NLASO) as well as NGO/legal aid 

organizations' hotlines. Information on these was widely circulated in the media, radio stations, 

and leaflets (Sultan et al., 2021). Online access to information and services was encouraged by 

government agencies and NGOs, and measures were taken to provide this. However, it became 

apparent during the COVID-19 period that there is a need to monitor and track the calls being 

made—by gathering information on when calls were made, by whom, for what purpose, and 

what follow-up was given. However, we do not know who accessed this and what remedies 

they got. This is important not only for pandemic situations but also because online services are 

seen as a means of increasing or enabling access for various groups, reducing costs, corruption, 

and increasing confidentiality. 
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5.2.3. Evidence on Prevention 

What are the institutional, social, and community-level mechanisms and practices that are 

effective in preventing VAWG in the everyday context as well as in times of crisis? 

An important aspect of the institutional and programmatic interventions related to VAWG is to 

understand what works best to prevent it. There has been some evidence that community 

norms condemning violence, norms valuing women and their contribution (e.g., valuing of 

women’s work such as unpaid care work leading to greater respect for women, increased 

position in family and society), interventions that create opportunities for girls and boys to mix 

more naturally and with fewer constraints, such as through co-ed education or sports in school, 

could have the effect of making violence less likely. 

There are also questions around community involvement—when and why do neighbours and 

community members react and protest acts of violence/harassment in public spaces, and when 

and why they do not? How can bystander involvement in preventing and protesting be 

encouraged? These questions also merit further study. 

5.2.4. Access to Services 

What are the gaps and challenges in providing women and girls facing various kinds of 

violence access to the services required on an emergency basis? 

The pandemic made it evident that domestic violence was not considered an emergency 

requiring immediate action, whereas it should be treated as an emergency, even during crises 

like the COVID-19 pandemic. Primary support services should be comprehensive and be treated 

as essential and uninterrupted. Other relevant services, such as medical, shelter, referral, 

financial, counselling, as well as an accompaniment to these services, should also be open to 

citizens (Sultan et al., 2021). To do so, it is important to understand what are the institutional 

capacity issues and implementation challenges? Where are the coordination gaps between 

different agencies? What are the strategies that work best to increase access? 
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For example, UN Women also highlighted that shelter was a big constraint for women facing 

VAW during COVID-19. At present, UN Women is supporting Tarango, which is piloting a model 

in the Mirpur slums, which involves rapport and partnership building with the community and 

informal referrals. BRAC HRLS also had piloted a community model of shelters under the TARA 

project. There is a need to develop effective coordination mechanisms for referral to various 

shelters, both government as well as NGO ones. There is also a need to investigate how the 

different innovative approaches to providing shelter worked so that we can draw lessons from 

them. 

For better dissemination of information and provision of services such as legal aid, the relevant 

organizations need to understand how people are getting information on where to go, who to 

go to. The Access to Justice for DV Survivors study has demonstrated the importance of 

community-level paralegals. Service agencies need information on which of their strategies are 

the most effective at enabling access and providing the assistance required. This includes legal 

aid provision. 

5.2.5. Access to Justice 

Ongoing research on whether and how women and girls experiencing violence can access 

justice through formal and informal mechanisms 

As discussed above, there is a need to update the justice audit carried out previously by the 

MoLJPA in collaboration with RoL/GIZ, using government research institutions. The BIGD 

research on DV survivors during COVID-19 brought out the importance of following and 

understanding the processes of seeking justice and following up with the same respondents as 

they proceed through their justice journeys. Similarly, ongoing BIGD/IDS research on workplace 

sexual harassment is bringing out the importance of understanding the cultural and linguistic 

aspects while differentiating the experiences of women/girls and men/boys. Presently this is 

being done on a small scale with domestic workers and agro-processing factory workers, but 

this should be studied on a larger scale. The anti-poverty bias of the formal justice system 

should be further studied as well. During COVID-19, the poor were not able to access courts. 

However, we do not have enough information on the better-off clients. This would enable us to 
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see whether the structures/institutions or the processes and their functioning would need to be 

addressed. 

We should be paying more attention to women’s perspectives, their stories, their struggle of 

accessing justice, and, more importantly, what they think about justice. What does it mean to 

them? Because these women’s vulnerabilities are intense, realities are complex, which directly 

or indirectly influences their mindset and the journey of seeking justice. Observing those 

transitions over the period, turning points, etc., might help design future interventions. We 

cannot ignore the direct (monetary) and indirect costs (social) involved in the process of 

accessing justice. 

There is also the need for more information on why women and girls are not reporting. What 

are the barriers? What services are available for them? Are those easy to access for the victims? 

What more needs to be done for future research in this area? 

5.3. Cross-Cutting 

5.3.1. Strengthening Government Sources of Data Gathering, 

Processing, and Dissemination 

Government data on VAW must be made available to the public and to other organizations 

working for promoting redress to violence survivors. These would minimize the discrepancies 

between official data (that is in the records of the government) and data that is being produced 

by other sources (NGOs, research institutes, media, etc.). This requires present systems of data 

collection, recording, submission, and compilation to be reviewed, streamlined, digitised, and 

incentivized so that data collected is passed on and compiled within the shortest period. 

Data has to be demanded and used so that these systems can be made functional. There is a 

precedence of data relating to rape and acid violence being collected and compiled by a central 

cell in police headquarters which used to be regularly reviewed with Naripokkho, a women’s 

rights group working on acid violence. For example, it would be extremely useful to have 
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publicly available data on the NHRC complaints about the instance. Also, data from the cyber 

tribunals is another important source. 

There are also institutional capacity issues at the national level. For example, there is a central 

cell for monitoring VAWG, which is being operated by only four people without adequate 

capacity to collect data, analyze it, and disseminate it. Also, there is a lack of priority. For 

instance, there is a budget, but no one is using that budget. 

5.3.2. Ensuring Adherence to Ethical Considerations for Research on 

VAWG 

There is uneven awareness of this issue among researchers, practitioners, and policymakers. It 

is, however, a priority to ensure that no harm is being done to victims and survivors of all kinds 

of violence while undertaking research with them or involving them in any interventions. On 

ethical considerations, there is a UN Women/UNFPA decision tree on GBV data collection 

during COVID-19.27 

6. Conclusion 

The objective of this scoping paper was to provide an overview of the research carried out and 

evidence available on the status and trends of VAWG during the 2020–2021 COVID-19 period in 

Bangladesh. 

Another objective of the scoping paper was to provide an analysis of the key stakeholders and 

opportunities for CLEAR to influence decision-making and practice while considering their 

interests and influence. This was a challenging task, as the scope and range of VAWG are so 

 

27 https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/07/decision-tree-data-collection-on-violence-against-
women-and-COVID-19 
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large, so many different stakeholders are involved, and there is a lack of communication 

between the different agencies and actors working on the issue. 

There are institutional barriers as well as disciplinary barriers with VAWG being seen from 

various aspects, such as legal, health, psychological, social, cultural, and so on. Therefore, the 

amount of information that the scoping paper had to deal with was quite extensive. Another 

limitation is that research takes time to be done, analyzed, written up, and published. In the 

same research, we found that the preliminary findings were shared publicly, but the final 

reports or publications were delayed, making the data difficult to use or refer to. 

Collecting information or researching violence against women or gender-based violence is 

extremely difficult as it is generally not reported; it is seen as a matter of shame and not always 

understood or identified by victims, families, communities, or government services. These 

difficulties are compounded by a pandemic situation such as during COVID-19. This scoping 

exercise has revealed that attempts to measure VAW have been scattered, undertaken by 

multiple actors using multiple methodologies and definitions. Although there is increasing 

consensus around a uniform definition for domestic violence which is provided in the DVPP Act, 

this was not referred to in all studies. For workplace sexual harassment, the High Court 

judgment provides a good definition that is comprehensive and well-articulated. However, this, 

too, is not referred to in all studies. The terminologies such as gender-based violence and 

violence against women and girls are often used interchangeably. Attempts to measure VAW 

have been mainly focused on women and girls—boys, men, and the third gender have been left 

out. 

The scoping exercise also highlighted the role of the media in publicising certain studies and 

findings. Media reporting on VAWG is often sensational, non-critical, and mainly reproduces the 

statements provided by the various NGOs presenting their studies and findings. The media 

generally does not differentiate between different forms of violence and does not critique the 

findings presented. It also confuses the discussions but does not understand the terms and 

differences made by different groups. For example, the media uses the term disability in a non-

differentiated manner, labelling persons with other kinds of trauma as persons with disability. 
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Also, it generally uses the term “disabled person” instead of “persons with disability,” i.e., 

qualifying the person as “disabled” instead of recognizing them as a human being with a certain 

form of the condition (disability). 

Another overall finding of the scoping is the differences between various organizations 

regarding research, research methodology, and research ethics. Certain agencies exhibit an 

“activist bias,” i.e., generating evidence to support their advocacy agenda, where research 

methodology or rigour is secondary. There is a lack of forums or opportunities to be able to 

debate or critique different definitions and approaches to come to a common understanding 

and ensure that the research is done to the best possible standards. 

We need better data and measurements, and be able to monitor trends over time for better 

policies and interventions and course-correcting them. We need to make a strong case for 

better and more data, more accessible data, and better-coordinated data. This will include 

working with government agencies to improvise data collection, compilation, analysis, and use. 

This also implies greater sharing of data between organizations and research projects. 

The various stakeholder interviewed emphasized the need to improve coordination between 

government and civil society as well as within government agencies and among civil society 

organizations. Finding the suitable mechanisms and forums to do so is the challenge. The UN 

Strategic Framework has been recently launched with an objective on VAW. The strategic 

framework has been endorsed by the government—this framework will facilitate joint 

programming and is a possible framework for coordination. District- or upazila-based platforms 

that allow dialogues with local government agencies proved effective for BLAST and MJF 

partners. The local police, health authorities do work collaboratively with the NGOs in those 

areas. This could provide the platform for the exchange of information and experiences. 

The review of the research done and the discussions with stakeholders emphasized the variety 

of forms that evidence can take, be it national surveys, telephonic surveys, baseline/endline 

surveys, randomized controlled trials (RCTs), case studies, legal cases/judgments, legal analysis, 

etc. Who is producing what form of evidence is also crucial. This is because different agencies 

use different kinds of evidence and different lines of communication. This depends on the 
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confidence placed on the sources that are producing the evidence. For instance, the 

government will be more likely to publicly accept data that is being produced by its institutions 

and sources. Case studies are often useful forms of evidence for VAW issues. This is because 

they capture a range of perspectives on societal norms, culture, and constraints, and answer 

the “whys” and “hows,” giving a greater insight into the field. For example, BLAST used several 

case studies to establish the difficulties faced by survivors of rape in receiving justice, to 

demand the reform of the Evidence Act. The legal analysis done by BLAST or FIRE provides 

another kind of evidence that is appropriate for legal reform. 

The strategies used for dissemination could also play a role in policy adoption/law reform. This 

is what is being done by the Citizens Initiative against Domestic Violence (CIDV) at the moment. 

Starting from 2020, since the initial phase of the lockdown, CIDV repeatedly highlighted the 

experiences of legal aid organizations in assisting VAW victims access government services, 

through various public events to put pressure on online courts, online GD filing, access to 

shelters, and increasing the number of hotlines for response and counselling.  
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