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INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper aims at describing the present state and 
methodology of the Small Arms Survey’s Global Violent Deaths 
database (GVD), currently the broadest database on violent 
deaths, and how it relates to the vision for a Global Registry of 
Violent Deaths (GReVD), which ultimately aims to produce a 
count of actual violent deaths, coded by location and time.  
After assessing the various data sources and considering gaps 
and limitations of current data processes, the paper highlights 
the added value of a complementary registry approach. 
 

Key findings 
 
▪ The GVD is largely based on administrative statistics on 

homicide. While this type of source is available from most 
countries and territories and years as a total number, the 
availability of data disaggregated by sex and lethal 
instrument is scarce in the majority of world regions.  

▪ The accurate recording and sharing of data at the national 
level is the most important challenge for producing global estimates. 

▪ Conflict-related deaths in the GVD are mostly estimated on the basis of the aggregations of event-
based reports or observations about individual incidents. This method represents a bridge between 
the database and the registry approaches. Capturing of information could be significantly improved, 
for example by adopting more comprehensive protocols to be applied to both human and machine 
reading. 

▪ The GReVD can help in supplementing data for areas where there is no data available, for example 
through a case-study approach. Furthermore, it may supplement additional and more detailed 
information and data disaggregated by sex, instrument, and possibly other variables, from areas 
where there is insufficient capacity to go beyond totals. 

 

ASSESSING GLOBAL VIOLENT DEATHS DATA  
 
Corresponding to the objectives set out by Agenda 2030 for Peaceful and Inclusive Societies (UNGA, 
2015; IAEG, 2016), global datasets on violence have an important role in identifying priorities, 
monitoring progress, and building support for evolving norms around violence reduction worldwide. i 
Arguably, the most comprehensive of these datasets is Small Arms Survey’s flagship Global Violent 
Deaths database (GVD). The GVD’s primary focus is to provide a reliable bird's-eye view on global 
developments in lethal violence, considering fatalities produced by armed conflict as well as violent 
deaths registered in societies that are not in conflict. The GVD is not a result of direct data collection. 
Instead, every year the GVD collects the best and most current public knowledge and collates that 
information into a single structure, enabling the assessment of global and regional trends.  
 
The Small Arms Survey’s methodology is based on a unified approach to lethal violence and the 
conviction that prevention of all forms of violence and violent deaths is necessary to achieve peaceful 
and inclusive societies. In compiling the GVD, the Survey identifies and curates national or other 
country-level data to track changes in lethal violence in global regions and worldwide. In line with the 
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approach taken by the set of indicators to measure Target 16.1 of the Sustainable Development Goals, 
the GVD focuses on interpersonal violence, excluding suicide.  
 
The GVD collects and analyses data on violent deaths from 223 countries and territories (see Table 1). 
It contains data reaching back to 1990 (publishing data series from 2004 onwards) and is updated 
annually. ‘Violent deaths’ in the GVD framework is understood as a composite indicator that combines 
data on lethal violence in both conflict and non-conflict situations. GVD aggregates violent deaths 
including: 

− homicides,ii  

− direct conflict deaths,iii  and  

− other violent deaths (unintentional homicides and killings due to legal interventionsiv) estimated 
using a global average, on top of registered intentional homicidesv.   

Violent deaths are counted in different categories (as much as sources allow):  

− in total, 

− disaggregated by sex (number of male and female victims), 

− disaggregated by lethal instrument (i.e. killed by firearm or not), and  

− disaggregated by sex of victim and lethal instrument (i.e. male and female victims killed by 
firearm or other means) 

 

   

n of countries and 
territories 

considered in GVD 

Intentional 
Homicides 

(IH) 
IH disaggregated 
by sex of victim 

IH disaggregated by 
type of instrument (i.e. 

firearm) 

IH disaggregated by 
sex and type of 

instrument 

Africa Eastern Africa 20 90% 35% 15% 10% 

Africa Middle Africa 9 67% 22% 11% 0% 

Africa Northern Africa 6 100% 50% 50% 33% 

Africa Southern Africa 5 100% 40% 60% 0% 

Africa Western Africa 16 69% 6% 6% 6% 

Americas Caribbean 24 96% 96% 79% 58% 

Americas Central America 8 100% 88% 100% 88% 

Americas Northern America 5 100% 80% 60% 60% 

Americas South America 13 100% 77% 69% 77% 

Asia Central Asia 5 100% 60% 40% 40% 

Asia Eastern Asia 8 88% 63% 63% 50% 

Asia South-Eastern Asia 11 91% 36% 27% 18% 

Asia Southern Asia 9 100% 44% 44% 22% 

Asia Western Asia 18 100% 78% 44% 50% 

Europe Eastern Europe 10 100% 100% 80% 80% 

Europe Northern Europe 13 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Europe Southern Europe 15 100% 100% 93% 87% 

Europe Western Europe 9 100% 89% 56% 44% 

Oceania Australia and NZ 2 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Oceania Melanesia 5 80% 20% 0% 0% 

Oceania Micronesia 6 100% 33% 0% 0% 

Oceania Polynesia 6 100% 33% 0% 0% 

World   223 94% 63% 48% 43% 

Source: GVD data accessed February 2020 
 
Between 2008 and 2015, this fundamental methodology constituted the basis for the violent death 
estimates presented in the Global Burden of Armed Violence (GBAV) reports, as well as the Survey’s 
Research Notes on violent deaths.vi Since 2015, the GBAV database and knowledge were rebranded 
under the Small Arms Survey’s GVD. Updates and analysis in 2016 were published in Widmer and 
Pavesi (2016a; 2016b; 2016c). Based on the GVD, the Global Violent Deaths 2017 report made a first 
landmark attempt to develop plausible scenarios for the future of lethal violence (Mc Evoy and Hideg, 
2017, p. 33), and continued in 2018 with an update of the scenarios based on latest available data 
(Hideg and Alvazzi del Frate, 2019).vii A briefing paper looking specifically at the sources for conflict-
related deaths was published in 2017 (Pavesi, 2017), and an analysis of gender-relevant data in the 
GVD database and other international sources is the subject of a 2020 publication (Alvazzi del Frate, 
Hideg, and LeBrun, 2020). An update of the future scenarios report is also forthcoming in 2020 (Hideg 
and Alvazzi del Frate, 2020). 

TABLE 1 
 

Proportion of countries 

with data from criminal 

justice sources (at least 

partially) or public health 

sources using 

administrative case-

counts, by world 

regions. 
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In the discussion below an overview of explicit gaps and issuesviii in the available data is provided, as 
well as possible areas for improvement towards global estimates of violent deaths. 
 

Gaps in data availability  

 
The majority of countries and territories are not affected by conflict, thus the backbone of the GVD 
estimates is represented by administrative data on intentional homicide, as rates produced by national 
authorities. Any gaps in national intentional homicide data generate bias, which is multiplied when 
producing estimates at the regional and global levels. The accurate recording and sharing of data at the 
national level is thus the most fundamental as well as the most important challenge for producing global 
estimates. Furthermore, issues with the quality of the data that is accessible may mean that some data 
is not usable for the GVD database, thus generating additional gaps.  
 
Gaps in national-level homicide data  
 
By pooling together a multitude of international and national sources to map and collect various types of 
violent deaths in 223 countries and territories, the GVD mitigates, as much as possible, reporting gaps 
at the national level. The gaps, however, typically overlap. Countries or data within countries not 
available via any of the international sources are very unlikely to be covered by another, or to have 
national statistics readily available for research. In the 2019 edition of the GVD, considering the matrix 
of all countries and territories on one hand and all years between 2004 and 2018, 28 per cent of the 
data points were missing, meaning that no information on the total number of intentional homicides was 
available in a particular country for a particular year from the consulted, primarily criminal justice 
statistics-based sources.ix   
 
On the other hand, directly consulting national sources often allows access to data that do not yet 
appear in international datasets; the 2019 GVD edition identified administrative statistics for year 2018 
in 67 countries, using national sources in each. 
 
Gaps in disaggregated (mostly homicide) data 
 
The GVD database has been assessing data disaggregation by sex (i.e., the sex of victims as observed 
on theirs body and identity documents) and by lethal instrument (with a particular focus on identifying 
deaths inflicted by firearms), and the cross-section of these two variables, i.e. by sex and instrument, 
focusing on male and female victims of firearm killings. The availability of disaggregated data from 
criminal justice sources has been scarce in all of these dimensions. For example, sex-disaggregated 
criminal justice-sourced data for any of the data points between 2004 and 2018 is available for only 139 
countries and territories in the 2019 edition of the GVD database. Disaggregation by type of lethal 
instrument is only available for 107 countries, and only 96 countries had any criminal justice sourced 
data in the 2004–18 period that allowed disaggregation of violent deaths according to sex and lethal 
instrument. With the exception of Northern Europe and Oceania, these gaps are present in all regions of 
the world (see Table 1). The regions with the lowest availability of such data are Western and Middle 
Africa, where data on total intentional homicides is only available for approximately two-thirds of 
countries and territories, and any further disaggregation is rare.   
 

The traditional approach of the GVD database (and of global estimates in general) has relied as strictly 
as possible on criminal justice statistics for the total homicide count. This represents the backbone of 
the global violent deaths estimates, with some inputs from mortality estimates. Public health data 
supports the estimation of disaggregated data by sex and instrument where it is not provided by criminal 
justice statistics. In practice, the GVD typically estimates the total number of homicides in any country 
and any year based on administrative records of such deaths (overwhelmingly sourced by national 
criminal justice systems), but often estimates the percent of female victims, the percent of victims of 
firearm violence, and the percent of females within all firearm homicide victims and projects the number 
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of fatalities in these subsections based on mortality data from international public health statistics. 
These include, most prominently, the Global Health Estimates (GHE) by the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) and the Global Burden of Disease dataset by Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) 
that provide systematic estimates for disaggregation of lethal violence.  
 

Using these additional resources enables a global estimate, for example, on female victims of 
intentional homicides. On the other hand, the computation of these numbers unfortunately does not 
reflect any national or even regional reality; according to the metadata document provided by the WHO 
GHE, proportions are simply computed based on the global average of countries in which the particular 
disaggregation is available (WHO, 2014, pp. 62–66). Work for the preparation of the 2019 Global Study 
on Homicide (UNODC, 2019a) brought important improvements in this regard, enabling a more fact-
based disaggregation of homicides up until 2017. This development will be reflected in the 2019 edition 
of GVD – in the previous editions, reliance on public health international datasets was even more 
pronounced.  
 
Time-lag 
 
One important gap in data provision, including the sex-disaggregated data, is the significant time lag of 
data being made accessible to the public. As shown later with the example of the Global Study on 
Homicide, it often takes years until official statistics are generated, verified, and disseminated. The 
absence of reasonably recent factual data results in a proportionately higher number of estimated data 
points for the years preceding the analysis, rendering data from the most informative––and in that 
regard, most important––years the least reliable; often subject of major revisions in subsequent years 
as updates in national or international statistics become available and those estimates get replaced with 
factual data. In fact, the first publication of the Small Arms Survey based on the (predecessor of) the 
GVD analysed the calendar year four years prior to the publication date, to maximise data availability 
(Geneva Declaration Secretariat, 2008).x Due to production timelines, GVD publications include fact or 
estimated data up until two calendar years prior to publication year, which is in line with the general 
availability of data from other international sources. 
 
 

Homicide statistics 

 
Homicide statistics sourced by criminal justice systems are based on administrative records collected by 
state or municipal authorities about the reported and recorded crimes. These statistics are generated in 
each country and territory of the world, except for those where government structures have fatally 
broken down, usually related to heavy armed conflict.   
This does not mean, however, that this data is being disseminated in a timely manner, and especially in 
a disaggregated format. The gap in homicides is therefore typically not in collection; sometimes it is in 
(national) aggregation, but more frequently it is in dissemination. This applies even more to 
disaggregated information on homicides. 
 
National sources 
The ability to carry out constant monitoring and proactive research of national homicide statistics, for 
example via systematic direct requests for missing statistics, is clearly limited (by funding and language 
constraints). The Small Arms Survey annually monitors homicide statistics published by national 
governments, through their statistical services, ministries, or other relevant government agencies such 
as the police. These statistics are typically provided by the national criminal justice systems. In some 
cases, national statistics are driven from mortality statistics, provided by public health authorities. This 
monitoring and the updating of the GVD occurs in September–October each year, with a hope that by 
then most countries would have published their annual statistics for the previous calendar year. The 
data collection exercise at the Survey involves hiring a small team of students from the Graduate 
Institute of International and Development Studies (IHEID),xi with a varied linguistic background, who 
harvest the latest editions of the relevant international statistical publications, look up internet-based 
resources for national statistics earlier identified,xii and at the same time attempt to expand the list of 
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national sources for countries not already covered, or that have a resource that is not being updated. 
This may happen, for example, searching references to annual homicide statistics of a particular 
country in the national or international media, which can potentially be traced back to an official source.  
 
Despite the challenges in reaching out to national data producers, using national resources in data 
collection helps the GVD to––at least to some extent––mitigate the delays with which these data are 
introduced in other international data sources and to identify data for years where international provision 
is weaker (for example in the years when no Global Study on Homicide is prepared by UNODC). This 
practice also makes the GVD genuinely independent from any other international data collection 
exercise. 
  
However, national sources often do not provide the types of disaggregation the GVD is seeking for, 
such as disaggregation by sex of the victims or by lethal instrument. For example, less than half of 
these national sources, only 54 of the 132 sources consulted, provide sex-disaggregated data for 
intentional homicide victims. 
 
International sources 
The international sources of homicide statistics are of two kinds: those based on mortality records or––
typically––estimates (for example by IHME) and those that aggregate national reports of crime statistics 
regionally or globally. Finally, some data aggregators take some of these estimates and publish them in 
their own data systems (like the World Bank, using UNODC data), while some sources are mixing the 
two approaches (such as the WHO).  
 
Public health and criminal justice system statistics are often mismatched. Public health sources utilise 
model-based estimates in all countries where they can’t access national mortality statistics. These 
models may or may not predict actual homicide rates accurately. While it is a reasonable argument that 
these estimates could better describe the homicide situation than potentially incomplete or unreliable 
national criminal justice data, the verification of the model's accuracy for countries where no 
(trustworthy) data is available is impossible due to lack of independent measure. But even if a point 
estimate using these models could be better than an imperfect administrative count, these model-based 
estimates are considered sub-optimal when it comes to monitoring trends in homicide rates. The model 
design and the input variables (their selection and their levels) are fairly stable over time,xiii therefore 
these models produce very similar estimates year after year, for any country. Criminal justice-based 
statistics, on the other hand, aggregate actual counts, derived from national official administrative 
records (overwhelmingly from police records, in rare cases from prosecutors, forensic services, or 
similar agencies and authorities), to describe the number and characteristics of various crimes, 
including that of intentional homicides. While the trustworthiness of the national statistics may be 
debatable in certain countries, this approach is––at least technically––better suited to monitor annual 
changes in the data.  
 
For the above reasons the approach the GVD adopted is to rely as much as possible on resources that 
aggregate national criminal justice statistics. A primary resource for those wishing to compile criminal 
justice-based international homicide statistics is the UNODC Homicide Dataset of the Global Study on 
Homicide (GSH) (UNODC, 2019b).xiv The GSH dataset is updated annually based on the UN Surveys 
on Crime Trends and the Operations of Criminal Justice Systems (UN-CTS), through which states 
exchange information based on their official (mostly administrative) data. The UN-CTS typically collect 
police-recorded data on intentional homicides. This data collection process attempts to record the total 
number of homicide victims, as well as the relevant disaggregation of homicide victims by sex and age, 
by killing mechanism (firearms, sharp objects, and others), and by perpetrator/context of the crime 
(family/intimate partner, organized crime, gang, robbery, other, unknown context).  
An investigation of this dataset highlights some of the gaps that still exist in our global awareness of the 
nature and extent of homicides, both in aggregate and by sex of the victims (see Figure 1).  
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Note: * Among countries that provide homicide data. 
Source: Author elaboration based on UNODC (2019b) 
 
 
The GSH dataset has at least one homicide data point in each year from 1990 to 2017 for 205 of the 
240 countries and territories it covers.xv This represents 85 per cent of the world’s countries/territories 
and more than 95 per cent of the global population. But the closer a year is to the present, the fewer 
data points are available due to a significant statistical time lag in homicide data. In the period 2015–17 
the number of countries where data is available drops to 142 (or 60 per cent of the countries/territories 
covered), but in 2017 it was 100 countries (42 per cent). The most complete year for the GSH dataset is 
2007, while 2008 is the most complete year for sex-disaggregated data on intentional homicides.  
 
Sex disaggregation has been made increasingly available in national data provided to the UN-CTS over 
the years. Throughout the 1990s some 30–40 per cent of countries that provided homicide statistics to 
the UN also disseminated sex-disaggregated data. By 2019 this proportion reached and even 
surpassed 70 per cent of the countries submitting UN-CTS data in any given year. Despite the fact that 
77 per cent of the countries that provided data for 2017 included sex-disaggregated data, globally such 
data is only available from a minority of countries (77, or 32 per cent of all countries) for a reference 
year that is already two years prior to the publication date of the database. Nevertheless, this example 
shows that efforts by the international community have indeed boosted the availability of crucial sex-
disaggregated data at the national level, which allows a better (although still incomplete) understanding 
of the gendered nature of intentional homicide. 
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GAPS IN CONFLICT DEATHS 

 
Unlike in the case of intentional homicides, the issue with conflict deaths is not so much the availability 
of data on fatalities, but the often inconsistent information received from even reputable and/or 
methodologically advanced and rigorous data sources.  
 
 

Source: GVD data accessed February 2020 
 
Armed conflicts’ intensity is most commonly expressed by its lethality and the number of persons 
displaced as a result. Both numbers are methodologically very challenging to establish––especially 
when events are still unfolding––and both numbers are usually heavily politicised. As Table 2 illustrates, 
in Syria, the most lethal conflict of the decade and the one which captured the attention of the 
international community for the past eight years, various sources report strikingly different direct conflict 
death (DCD) counts. Even focussing on data providers who claim to be covering both civilian and 
combatant deaths, the more than three-fold difference between the total of the annual lowest estimates 
for each of the eight years (127,600) and the total of the annual highest estimates (405,600) is 
staggering. 
 
This lack of clarity about the actual DCD counts is the most significant gap in direct conflict deaths 
statistics. The divergent statistics are related to several factors:  
 

Source Inclusion 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

                    

Uppsala Conflict Data Project (UCDP) - 

MEDIUM ESTIMATE 
Military and Civilians in Battle 4,262 39,816 70,577 62,156 51,072 47,448 31,830 18,933 

Uppsala Conflict Data Project (UCDP) -  

HIGH ESTIMATE  
Military and Civilians in Battle 4,887 39,855 71,090 72,152 52,443 47,616 34,856 20,012 

Institute for Strategic Studies, Armed 

Conflict Survey (IISS ACS) 
Military and Civilians 7,500 60,000 49,000 70,000 55,000 50,000 40,000  

Armed Conflict Location & Event Data 

Project (ACLED) 
Military and Civilians       52,989 30,069 

Syria Shuhada Military and Civilians 6,054 41,835 44,242 30,131 22,735 6,891   

The Violation Documentation Center in 

Syria 
Military and Civilians 4,846 38,505 40,319 26,798 18,115 17,514 11,228 7,510 

Syrian Observatory for Human Rights Military and Civilians 7,841 49,294 73,447 76,021 55,219 49,742 33,425  

Syrian Center for Statistics and 

Research  
Civilians and Military 4,610 33,626 37,111 26,799 19,661 19,868 12,316 7,787 

World Health Organisation Global Burden 

of Diseases (WHO GBD) 
Violence-related Mortality  59,026       

World Bank Battle-related Deaths 964 38,500 69,086 57,529 46,647 43,936 24,950  

PIFT  1,971 23,416 44,937 30,195 22,437 11,813 6,789  

Project Ploughshares Civilians 7,000 3,500 35,000 76,021 55,219 49,742   

Syrian Network for Human Rights Civilians 6,035 36,332 40,139 30,659 21,179 16,913 10,204 6,964 

Explosive Violence Monitoring Project 

(AOAV) 

Civilians and Armed Actors/Security 

Personnel Killed 
722 4,345 4,004 4,142 4,497 7,630 10,587 7,555 

High Casualty Terrorism Bombings Civilians (bombs) 44 313 375 378 44 419 329 61 

Global Terrorism Database Index (GTD)  Fatalities of Terrorist Attacks   366 1,698 2,761 2,102 1,096  

                    

Civilian and military fatalities of the war GVD Estimate 5,852 43,846 52,449 48,651 36,967 31,911 30,298 16,075 

 High Estimate 7,841 60,000 73,447 76,021 55,219 50,000 52,989 30,069 

                    

DCD rate per 100,000 inhabitants  GVD estimate 27.8 214.5 267.9 260.0 205.4 182.7 177.2 94.9 

 High Estimate 37.2 293.6 375.1 406.3 306.8 286.3 310.0 177.4 

TABLE 2 
 

Reported fatalities of the 

Syrian civil war, 2011–

18. 
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⎯ Differences in coverage – some data sources focus on civilians only, some only on certain 
types of attacks. 

⎯ Differences in methods – sources may have a differential access to information on the ground, 
sources may have different units of analysis (person/victim vs. incident), sources may use different 
verification mechanisms to decide that an incident belongs to the count, and may use different methods 
to derive the casualty numbers from the same incidents. The more sources there are for a particular 
conflict/country, the more likely that such differences will occur, which often remains latent and not 
explicitly publicised.  

⎯ Difference in availability – sources may come in later or drop out during the conflict period due 
to lack of funding or other issues. These affect any estimation, such as the GVD’s, which uses a central 
tendency approach based on multiple sources’ data.  

⎯ The "Fog of War" – several studies suggest that the counting-based methods miss a lot of 
potential victims of conflicts who are “missing” from the population rosters after the conflict and their 
social network reports them dead due the conflict (see, for example, Checchi, et al, 2018); but they are 
not observed as victims by any of the organisations that monitor the conflict. This may result in a severe 
undercount of conflict deaths and definitely results in heavy retrospective revisions of conflict-related 
deaths as new information (e.g. information on atrocities, mass graves discovered) emerge only years 
later. 
 
In any case, best quality data on direct conflict deaths are generated based on reports of fatalities – 
either in the mainstream local, national, or international media (as it is typical for international data 
collectors) or within social networks (physical or virtual, also including first-person accounts of events) in 
the case of national NGOs that track conflict casualties. The method of producing event-based statistics 
is therefore reliant on the reports or observations that can be identified and collected about each 
incident or victim. These reports and observations are typically not standardized, especially the media 
reports. This approach generally allows for a large number of individual incidents (“events” or victims) to 
be identified and fatality/casualty counts attributed. Several reputed organizations use this approach to 
develop estimates of global conflict-related deaths, either in total––such as the Uppsala Conflict Data 
Program (UCDP, n.d.)xvi or the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED)xvii––or for 
specific types of violence, such as the Global Terrorism Database (GTD, tracking terrorism-attributed 
deaths)xviii or Action on Armed Violence (AOAV, keeping account of deaths caused by explosives),xix 
while all Syrian NGOs listed in Table 1 monitored deaths related to hostilities, typically operating citizen 
reporting schemes.   
 
The Small Arms Survey currently assesses the Syrian DCD count for the GVD on the basis of the 
sources which appear in bold typeface in Table 1. For each year, the GVD estimates that the average of 
these figures is the number of DCDs in Syria. Admittedly, this is very conservative approach, but such 
conservativism is in the tradition of the GVD, stemming from the intention to disregard or at least 
mitigate estimates widely considered sensationalist and politically charged by the professional 
community.  
 
Still, one may argue that if there is a reputable source with a transparent methodology that provides a 
fatality count higher than other sources in a particular year, that count should be taken into account as 
the annual number of documented deaths.   
 
Should the GVD take this approach, Table 2 shows (a) how country level DCD totals would shift over 
the 2004–18 period, for the years when the listed countries were in conflict and (b) the difference 
between the annual global DCD counts with the maximum versus more conservative approach. The 
bottom line is that the maximum approach adds over half a million direct conflict deaths over fifteen 
years to the GVD estimate, boosting the global DCDs count by 43 per cent, including all countries and 
all years.  
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(a)  (b) 

Country 

Total 

DCD, all 

years, 

GVD 

estimate 

Total DCD, all 

years, annual 

maximum 

Boosting 

effect of 

the 

maximum 

estimate 
 

Year 

Total DCD, 

all countries 

in conflict, 

GVD 

estimate 

Total DCD, all 

countries in 

conflict, annual 

maximum 

Boosting effect of 

the maximum 

estimate 

        
 

  
   

Afghanistan 152,390 183,408 120% 
 

2004 57,654 96,646 168% 

Algeria 4,064 5,820 143% 
 

2005 38,593 49,163 127% 

Burundi 3,487 4,731 136% 
 

2006 58,826 73,348 125% 

CAR 12,494 19,292 154% 
 

2007 61,471 84,527 138% 

Chad 5,510 9,297 169% 
 

2008 55,074 78,794 143% 

Colombia 24,546 57,406 234% 
 

2009 66,079 77,119 117% 

Cote d’Ivoire 2,851 2,851 100% 
 

2010 43,239 53,292 123% 

DRC 27,672 43,568 157% 
 

2011 48,406 68,775 142% 

Egypt 12,994 13,034 100% 
 

2012 88,234 121,173 137% 

Ethiopia 12,085 22,230 184% 
 

2013 106,551 150,727 141% 

Georgia 730 1,112 152% 
 

2014 142,992 201,326 141% 

India 25,732 31,100 121% 
 

2015 126,005 174,195 138% 

Indonesia 3,392 3,661 108% 
 

2016 116,437 220,513 189% 

Iran 1,237 1,916 155% 
 

2017 123,657 185,166 150% 

Iraq 216,539 283,146 131% 
 

2018 93,491 119,564 128% 

Israel/OPT 8,433 10,235 121% 
 

  
   

Kenya 7,350 9,986 136% 
 

2004–18 period in 

total 1,226,707 1,754,326 143% 

Lebanon 2,990 4,343 145% 
     

Libya 13,512 18,510 137% 
 

Mali 5,626 8,480 151% 
 

Myanmar 12,209 20,001 164% 
 

Nepal 5,077 6,308 124% 
 

Nigeria 56,328 101,431 180% 
 

Pakistan 63,528 79,309 125% 
 

Philippines 12,311 18,639 151% 
 

Russia 7,606 12,309 162% 
 

Rwanda 1,320 2,505 190% 
 

Saudi Arabia 10,917 10,917 100% 
 

Somalia 43,804 55,168 126% 
 

South Sudan 36,270 64,783 179% 
 

Sri Lanka 35,774 35,774 100% 
 

Sudan 50,411 93,248 185% 
 

Syria 255,188 380,731 149% 
 

Thailand 5,299 6,860 129% 
 

Turkey 12,837 17,274 135% 
 

Uganda 5,308 11,271 212% 
 

Ukraine 9,199 9,199 100% 
 

Yemen 59,439 94,218 159% 
 

Zimbabwe 256 256 100% 
 

        
 

All 39 countries 1,226,707 1,754,326 143% 
 

Source: GVD data accessed February 2020 
 
The difference between the GVD estimate and the maximum estimate varies remarkably across years 
and countries. Especially for countries with limited coverage the differences are rather small, or even 
non-existent (see Zimbabwe), while in other conflicts the maximum approach results more than twice 
the DCD count compared to the GVD estimate (Colombia, Uganda). It is also noteworthy that the 43 per 

TABLE 3 
 

Gap between GVD 

direct conflict death 

estimates and the sum 

of annual maximum 

reputable estimates 
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cent difference is not stable over time – in some years the GVD estimate gets much closer to the 
maximum estimate (2005–06, or 2018) while in other years it lags severely behind (2016). These 
findings all indicate that there are remarkable gaps in conflict deaths statistics, where improved 
methods should normally bring the minimum and maximum estimate closer to one another.   
 

Disaggregation of fatalities from conflict data sources  
 
International direct conflict death datasets do not generally provide opportunities for disaggregation 
either by sex (or age, or any other personal characteristics), or by lethal instrument. Of course, when 
the purpose of some data collections is limited to certain types of deaths (for example, AOAV focuses 
on explosives) it provides an implicit subset of the recorded data, but in general, incident-based 
reporting systems inherently struggle to annotate their data with anything that relates to the person of 
the deceased (while they can record a number of attributes for the incident itself). Other than AOAV 
event-based fatality monitoring, institutions do not even attempt to systematically record, for example, 
the number of male/female victims, even if it is available in the news clipping they base their incident 
statistics on.  The fundamental problem is that gender, age, religion, or any other personal information 
is not included in most incident reports systematically for each casualty, and it is unclear whether it is 
missing because all fatalities were young male (as it is often the case in battle deaths), or because the 
age or gender dimension was not considered––or not even known––by the reporter.  
 
Another frequent issue is the numeric ambiguity of the reports in terms of personal attributes of the 
victims. When an incident report describes an attack with 20 civilian casualties “including women and 
children,” xx although the report provides clues on the demographic composition of the group concerned, 
it is still impossible to quantify the age and sex composition of the victims.  
 

POSSIBLE ADVANTAGES OF A REGISTRY APPROACH 
 
As discussed above, different data collection exercises and related data outputs are bound by 
underlying definitions, which may be functional and necessary for their existence, funding, and policy 
use. This means that each data collection initiative is most probably discarding data that does not fit its 
own definitions. A registry is likely to include a broad set of metadata, thus ‘widening the net’ in data 
collection. The GReVD, in particular, does not need to be bound by a narrow definition of violent deaths 
and can use a much broader reference system than the GVD for checking data and generating 
numbers and estimates. This could also help in advancing knowledge on violent deaths in geographic 
areas currently without any data (blank areas) in the GVD. 
 
A registry approach is also likely to include a wide range of methodologies, both quantitative and 
qualitative, and to produce quite a large amount of information, to be classified according to its possible 
use. Only part of this information may be immediately usable in a database format. For example, it may 
include personal data which cannot be included in a database prior to being anonymized. Yet, personal 
data may provide crucial insights for advancing knowledge of circumstances surroundings violent 
deaths, better understanding of specific typologies of violence, and taking tailored action to address 
them. A key element of the GVD is disaggregation of data by sex and instrument. Data disaggregation 
is necessary to ensure full knowledge of who is affected by lethal violence, and is also a prerequisite for 
monitoring progress on the SDGs 'to ensure that no one is left behind' (UNGA, 2015, para. 48). A 
registry approach may provide an initial push in the direction of collecting disaggregated data by a 
number of additional variables, including those suggested by SDG Target 17.18, that is 'by income, 
gender, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, disability, geographic location and other characteristics 
relevant in national contexts' (UNGA, 2015, p. 27). 
 
Among the methods proposed by GReVD, artificial intelligence and machine reading can be applied for 
the purpose of digesting a large quantity of information, especially administrative records, media reports 
or other recorded observations about conflict-related deaths, homicides, and other types of killing (for 
example, police killings) which are currently compiled and collected but poorly analysed because of lack 
of resources. Developing accurate procedures (protocols, templates) for capturing this information is an 
important step, which requires early identification of definitions and of the desired categories and 
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parameters for analysis. The resulting reservoir of information will significantly enrich the separate 
database and qualitative approaches. As a result, with a combination of the GVD database and the 
registry approach, the GReVD is likely to provide more detailed data. While this combination may not 
change the magnitude of the global estimates, it offers more granularity to the knowledge of the global 
phenomenon of lethal violence, its typologies and modalities, and who is involved, where, and why.  
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
GReVD considers the GVD as generating the lower bound (conservative) estimate of global violent 
deaths. This may indeed be the case, even though the GVD operates on the basis of very broad 
definitions of violent deaths, as a necessary selection of sources may restrict the number of cases to 
those adopted by the selected sources. A registry approach may enrich the base of data and metadata, 
thus allowing for more flexibility in the identification of sources and capturing more incidents as a result. 
There is also the possibility for GReVD to find relevant information for areas where there is no data 
available, for example through a case-study approach. At least some of this data may be used to 
supplement the GVD estimates. An important contribution of the registry approach is the enhanced data 
disaggregation and more detailed information with regard to key demographics of those involved, 
instruments used, and possibly other variables.  This may be essential especially in areas where there 
is currently little or no sufficient capacity to go beyond totals. The complementary database–registry 
approach will ultimately provide crucial inputs for the policy use of global estimates on violent deaths. 
 
ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 

 

ACLED   Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project 

AOAV   Action on Armed Violence 

DCD   direct conflict deaths 

GBAV   Global Burden of Armed Violence 

GHE    Global Health Estimates (WHO) 

GReVD   Global Registry of Violent Deaths 

GTD   Global Terrorism Database 

GSH    Global Study on Homicide 

GVD   Global Violent Deaths database 

IHEID   Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies  

IHME   Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation 

UCDP   Uppsala Conflict Data Program 

UN-CTS United Nations Surveys on Crime Trends and the Operations of Criminal 

Justice Systems 

UNGA   UN General Assembly 

UNODC   UN Office on Drugs and Crime 

WHO   World Health Organisation  
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NOTES 

i  This paper reflects the analysis presented in Alvazzi del Frate, Hideg, and LeBrun (2020) and generated 
with support from Global Affairs Canada––Weapons of Mass Destruction Threat Reduction Program to the 
Small Arms Survey's Gender Lens for Arms Control Support and Sustainability project.  

ii  Unless otherwise noted, the term ‘homicide’ refers to intentional homicide. Intentional homicide is ‘unlawful 
death inflicted upon a person with the intent to cause death or serious injury’ (UNODC, 2015, p. 17). 

iii  Direct conflict deaths are deaths caused by armed conflict-related injuries or attacks. 
iv  Legal intervention killings are defined as the ‘killing of civilians by law enforcement officials, or killings of 

law enforcement officials on duty’ (Carapic and De Martino, 2015, p. 1). Monitoring and reporting of deaths 
due to legal interventions is very uneven, and available figures are probably underestimates. Trends in 
unintentional homicides depend largely on legal definitions and codification of relevant indicators, which 
vary widely across states (Widmer and Pavesi, 2016a, p. 8). 

v  See McEvoy and Hideg (2017, p. 32) 
vi  See Geneva Declaration Secretariat (2008; 2011; 2012; 2014a; 2014b; 2014c; 2014d; 2015); Carapic and 

De Martino (2015); Alvazzi del Frate and De Martino (2015); Gilgen (2012); Gilgen, Krause, and Muggah 
(2010); Nowak (2012). 

vii  The 2019 update of the GVD datasets has been completed by the time of writing of this report; the findings 
discussed in this paper reflect the reality that is unfolding with the 2019 data collection effort. 

viii  This paper does not aim at a systematic critical review of data quality of the various national and 
international resources, although quality issues with those data may introduce gaps and other types of 
biases which are hard to assess and quantify. In this paper, the authors focus on some of the broad issues 
that guide the prioritization of certain categories of sources in the GVD. 

ix  For reliability considerations, the GVD database focuses as much as possible on criminal justice-sourced 
statistics for intentional homicides. It has gradually moved away from data provided by international 
mortality statistics providers (e.g. WHO, Pan American Health Organization, IHME), as these sources 
usually provide model-based estimates of homicide deaths for countries where criminal justice statistics 
are not readily available. Out of the 2,434 data points in the 2019 edition of the GVD, 2,203 are from 
criminal justice sources (91 per cent), the rest come from public health sources (4 per cent) or a 
combination of criminal justice and public health sources (5 per cent). The latter approach was used in 
countries where public health and criminal justice statistics seemed to have the same source, but offered 
different, complementary coverage in terms of years. Note that if public health sources were used more 
extensively in the GVD, coverage of data points may appear better, but data would be more frequently 
based on estimates rather than on actual statistical records of deaths with identified violent cause.  

x  See, in particular, Geneva Declaration Secretariat (2009, p. 13). 
xi  The Small Arms Survey is an associated programme of IHEID.  
xii  Over the course of its existence since 2007, GVD has identified national resources for homicide statistics 

in 132 of the 223 countries monitored. The GVD decides on a case-by-case basis if those national 
resources are used or international resources with clearer and more compatible definitions – or the mix of 
the two. 

xiii  These estimates are based on national level macro-characteristics such as certain demographic factors 
including urbanisation level and age composition, GNI, Gini-index, deprivation, corruption index, religious 
fractionalization and even HIV prevalence. A detailed description of the process and the covariates can be 
reviewed in WHO (2014), p. 62ff. It suggests that the methodology has not been updated since 2014 and 
the source data for training the models are now nearly a decade old (2010–12) 

xiv  This section reproduces the analysis in Box 1 of Alvazzi del Frate, Hideg, and LeBrun (2020, p. 5). 
xv  All GSH dataset references are based on the dataset retrieved on 30 September 2019. 
xvi  Available at <https://ucdp.uu.se/>. 
xvii  Available at <https://www.acleddata.com/>. 
xviii  Available at <https://www.start.umd.edu/data-tools/global-terrorism-database-gtd>. 
xix  Available at <http://www.explosiveviolencedata.com>. 
xx  The usage of the term 'children' points to another problem: the general practice of treating children as 

genderless in such reports, rarely separating boys and girls.  

 

https://ucdp.uu.se/
https://www.acleddata.com/
https://www.start.umd.edu/data-tools/global-terrorism-database-gtd
http://www.explosiveviolencedata.com/
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