
Population Council Population Council 

Knowledge Commons Knowledge Commons 

2009 

Sexual violence: Setting the research agenda for Kenya Sexual violence: Setting the research agenda for Kenya 

Catherine Maternowska 

Jill Keesbury 
Population Council 

Nduku Kilonzo 

Follow this and additional works at: https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-rh 

 Part of the Demography, Population, and Ecology Commons, Domestic and Intimate Partner Violence 

Commons, Family, Life Course, and Society Commons, Gender and Sexuality Commons, International 

Public Health Commons, Medicine and Health Commons, and the Women's Health Commons 

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Maternowska, Catherine, Jill Keesbury, and Nduku Kilonzo. 2009. "Sexual violence: Setting the research 
agenda for Kenya." San Francisco: Bixby Center for Global Reproductive Health. 

This Report is brought to you for free and open access by the Population Council. 

https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/
https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-rh?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/418?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1309?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1309?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/419?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/420?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/746?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/746?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/422?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1241?utm_source=knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org%2Fdepartments_sbsr-rh%2F1167&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://pcouncil.wufoo.com/forms/open-access-to-population-council-research/


1Sexual Violence: Setting the Research Agenda for Kenya

Sexual Violence: 

Setting the Research

Agenda for Kenya

November 2009





Sexual Violence: 

Setting the Research

Agenda for Kenya

January 2009

Catherine Maternowska, PhD, MPH1

Jill Keesbury, PhD2

Nduku Kilonzo, PhD3

1Gender Based Violence and Recovery Centre, Coast General 
Hospital, Bixby Centre for Global  Reproductive  Health, 

University of Carlifornia, San Francisco 

2Population Council

3Liverpool VCT, Care & Treatment



4 Sexual Violence: Setting the Research Agenda for Kenya

Sexual Violence in Kenya

The true extent of sexual violence in accordance to the WHO 
definition is unknown, though varied studies highlight its 
pervasiveness.  The WHO multi-country study1 on women’s 

health and domestic violence against women, provides the first 
comparative data across the world and included three African 
countries: Namibia (the capital), Tanzania (a rural and urban 
setting) and Ethiopia (a rural setting).  According to the WHO 
multi-country study, between 16% and 59% women from Africa 
had ever experienced sexual violence from intimate partners.  
Younger women (<15years) were more likely to report force at 
first sex (between 18% and 43%).  Other studies shows high 
levels of sexual violence in-country but data is scant.  Data from 

demographic health surveys are 
limited by a general tendency to 
under-report.

No nationally representative data 
on sexual violence existed un-
til the 2003 Kenya Demographic 
and Health Survey2.  In this survey 
29% women reported experienc-
ing sexual violence in the year pre-
ceding the survey, and the highest 
proportion is among women aged 
20–29 years.  Published literature 
reporting gender based, and par-
ticularly sexual violence in Kenya 
is limited.  A survey of domestic 
violence in Kenya by the Federa-

Sexual violence: ‘any 
physical, psychological 
or sexual act,  attempt 
to obtain a sexual 
act, unwanted 
sexual comments or 
advances against a 
person’s sexuality using 
coercion by any person 
regardless of their 
relationship with the 
victim, in any setting, 
including but not 
limited to home and 
work’
(Krug et al, 2002).  
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tion of Kenya Women Lawyers3 showed that 51% of women visit-
ing four antenatal clinics in Nairobi reported having been victims 
of violence at some point in their lives, 65% from their husbands 
and 22% from strangers.  In a study of 324 HIV positive women 
in Kenya, 19% had experienced violence from their partner4.  Evi-
dence suggests that adolescent sexual activity is not consensual 
as is often assumed.  A study of 10,000 female secondary school 
pupils in 1993 found that 24% of the sexually active girls reported 
experiencing forced sex on their first encounter5.  There is “grow-
ing evidence that a large share of new cases of HIV infection is 
due to gender-based violence in homes, schools, the workplace 
and other social spheres.  Not all young people have sex because 
they want to.  In a nationwide study of women 12 – 24 years old, 
25% said they lost their virginity because they had been forced6. 
In a study on contraceptive use among high school students, 9% 
reported not using a method at last intercourse because they had 
been forced to have sex7.  A countrywide study showed that pres-
sure starts at an early age, with 29 per cent of girls and 20 per cent 
of boys aged 13 years and below reporting one or more episodes 
of sexual harassment8.  

Kenya’s Policy and Legislative 
Response

The Government has cited sexual violence as an issue of 
concern in various policy and strategic documents in 
Kenya: the National Population Advocacy and IEC strategy 

for Sustainable Development 1996 – 20109, the Mainstreaming 
Gender into the Kenya National HIV/AIDS strategic plan 
2000 – 200510, The Kenya National HIV/AIDS Strategic Plan II 
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(KNASPII) 2005 – 201011.  Kenya’s committment to addressing 
sexual violence is gaining regional and international recognition.  
Prevention of sexual violence through legislation, awareness 
raising and advocacy as well as provision of post sexual violence 
services in health care, legal representation and rehabilitation has 
become  key.  

Policy and legislative framework: The Sexual Offences Act 
2006 provided legislation for sexual violence crimes in Kenya.  
A Sexual Offences Act Implementation Taskforce was set up to 
provide guidance on multi-disciplinary collaboration in the 
implementation of the Act and provide a regulatory framework to 
guide the legislative context.   In 2007 the Division of Reproductive 
Health (DRH) in the Ministry of Health (MoH) constituted and 
mandated a national post rape care committee.  The Reproductive 
Health policy makes explicit reference to sexual violence.  

National standards and protocols: Kenya has National Guidelines 
on the Medical Management of Sexual violence that sets standards 
for care.  A post-rape care committee is mandated to develop a 
regulatory framework to scale-up plan quality services including 
a national monitoring and evaluation system.

Multi-disciplinary collaboration: In addition to the Government 
convened taskforce, framework, civil society partnerships on 
issues of sexual violence operate under the ‘Komesha Unajisi’ 
(Kiswahili words for stop rape) Network formed in March 2003.  
The network advocates for social, legislative and policy changes 
with regard to sexual violence. 
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