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According to recent research, Papua New Guinea is one of the three countries in
the world with the highest prevalence of lifetime intimate partner violence against
women.

This blog examines four common perceptions about spousal violence in PNG using
the last PNG Demographic and Health Survey (DHS, 2016-18). Note that the data
below is based on answers in relation to the 12 months prior to the survey, and that
| follow the DHS in referring to intimate partner violence as spousal violence, since
in PNG the great majority of intimate partners are spouses. The violence is either
physical or sexual.

The first common perception is that education protects women against spousal
violence. Studies, in Bangladesh and Peru for example, have shown that attaining
an additional level of education increases women’s household status and reduces
their exposure to spousal violence. However, in PNG the opposite is true. Figure 1
shows that the prevalence of spousal violence (average 48%) increases with
education level. The prevalence of spousal violence is 18 percentage points higher
for women with higher education than women without formal education. Possibly, a
wife’s additional education poses a threat to traditional male dominance, provoking
men to subjugate women through violence.
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Figure 1: Percentage of women survey respondents who experienced
spousal violence, by education level of the woman
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Source: PNG 2016-18 Demographic and Health Survey « Created with Datawrapper

Second, poorer women are commonly perceived to be more vulnerable to spousal
violence (for example in Myanmar). However, this is not the case in PNG. Figure 2
shows that the prevalence of spousal violence increases with household wealth:
55% of women in the highest wealth quintile experienced spousal violence
compared to 44% in the lowest wealth quintile.
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Figure 2: Percentage of women survey respondents who experienced
spousal violence, by wealth quintile
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Third, women in rural areas are perceived to have higher exposure to spousal
violence because rural areas are strongholds of polygyny and bride price practices.
And indeed 72% of men in rural areas in PNG agree that wife beating is justifiable
compared to 66% in urban centres.

However, the prevalence of spousal violence is in fact nine percentage points higher
in urban centres (56%) compared to rural areas (47%). This is consistent with the
fact that urban women are more likely to be more educated. The typical urban
woman has 8.2 years of education versus 5.3 for the typical rural woman. Urban
households are also much wealthier: 71% of urban households are among the
nation’s 20% richest, versus only 14% of rural households. Furthermore, there are
particular kinds of dynamics and pressures faced in PNG’s urban context that fuel
spousal violence.

Finally, the massive difference between men’s and women'’s experiences of spousal
violence as victims (mostly women) and as perpetrators (mostly men) means that
advocacy and policy responses mainly target women. However, the DHS data
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shows that a considerable number of women in PNG are also perpetrators of
spousal violence. On average, 17% of women had perpetrated spousal physical
violence in the 12 months of the study, while 44% had been victims.

The DHS reports on the background characteristics of husbands or intimate
partners who are victims of spousal violence. Husbands who often drink alcohol or
display excessive marital control behaviour are more likely to suffer spousal
violence from women. Provinces where women are more likely to be victims are
also those in which they are more likely to be perpetrators (Figure 3). This is
because most women who commit violence (85%) have also been at the receiving
end of it. Only 6% of women who had never experienced physical violence
themselves had perpetrated it in the 12 months of the study.

Figure 3: Women as victims vs perpetrators of spousal violence by
province (% of survey respondents)
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Source: PNG 2016-18 Demographic and Health Survey - Created with Datawrapper

To summarise, spousal violence is endemic across the country. Educated women in
richer, urban households are more at risk. Most violence is perpetrated by men.
While violence by women is also fairly common, it is nearly entirely by those who
are themselves at the receiving end of violence.
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There are many implications from this analysis. Above all, spousal violence must be
understood within a broader social context. It is important but not enough to say that
violence against women must end. Broader issues, such as unemployment and
excessive drinking, also need to be addressed to reduce spousal violence in PNG.

Note: Except where otherwise mentioned, the blog uses results from the PNG 2016-18 Demographic and Health Survey.
The survey interviewed 3,701 ever-married women aged 15 to 49. The data on violence against women is the share of
women who experienced spousal sexual or physical violence committed by their current or most recent partner in the
preceding 12 months. The data on violence against men is the share of men who experienced spousal physical violence
from their current partner or wife in the preceding 12 months.
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