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Between 15 and 71 percent of will women will experience domestic violence in their 
lives depending on where they live. While government legislation is considered important 
to combat this problem, there has been little research on when governments act and the 
actual effects of legislation. This study seeks to answer these questions by analyzing the 
circumstances under which a nation passes domestic violence legislation and the effect 
this legislation has. The results suggest that democracies, particularly wealthy 
democracies, are more likely to pass domestic violence legislation. And a case study of 
Malawi indicates that legislation – even when unimplemented – can have a positive effect 
by changing people’s attitudes on domestic violence.  
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1. Introduction: 

One day he returned home very late. I asked him “You are so late ... where did you 

go?” He answered, “I went to the red light zone. Do you have any problems with 

that?” I started shouting at him and he instantly landed a blow on my right eye. I 

screamed and he grabbed my hair and dragged me from one room to another while 

constantly kicking and punching me. He did not calm down at that ... He undid his 

belt and then hit me as much and as long as he wanted. Only those who have been 

hit with a belt know what it is like.   

   - University-educated woman married to a doctor in Bangladesh1  

  
 

Stories like the one above are far too common. Over the past twenty years more 

women have shared their experiences generating greater awareness on the widespread 

problem of domestic violence.2 The increased attention has elicited a number of 

responses from different actors seeking to decrease violence against women. Non-

governmental organizations, legal experts and international organizations have advocated 

for governments to address this widespread issue as part of a multidimensional approach 

to end domestic violence. This paper will specifically address the political, economic and 

cultural factors that motivate a government to legislate on this issue. This will ultimately 

help those who advocate government action determine if it is possible to develop targeted 

strategies to increase the probability a government passes legislation. Then a case study 

of Malawi will analyze the effects of this legislation to determine if and how government 

                                                        
1 Part of an interview from the World Health Organization 2005 published report WHO Multi-country 
Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence against Women 
2 This paper will focus on domestic violence against women, because available data pertains to women 
only, but this is not to discount that men are also survivors of domestic violence.  
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action does make a difference. The results indicate that democracies, particularly wealthy 

democracies, are more likely to take legal action. And in Malawi legislation – even 

though it is largely unimplemented – has made a difference in changing people’s 

attitudes, which is a necessary step in decreasing and eventually ending domestic 

violence. 

In 2005 the WHO conducted a multi-country survey and discovered that, 

dependent on region, between 15% and 71% of women will experience domestic 

violence. Figure 1.1 illustrates the differences between regions of those countries  

 

Figure 1.1: Women’s Experiences with Domestic Violence (WHO, 2005) 
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included in the survey (World Health Organization, 2005).3 Domestic violence is a 

universal problem, and it negatively affects women beyond the immediate harm caused 

by violence. It also limits women’s economic, social and political capacity, because their 

options are constrained indirectly or directly. Abusers often directly constrain the 

victims’ choices by using violence or the threat of violence to coerce compliance with 

their decisions. Violence can indirectly affect women’s economic capacity in terms of 

lost wages when they miss work due to the violence. Also, a study in the United States 

found that domestic violence has a “substantial impact on healthcare service use and 

costs. Women with a history of [domestic violence] had increased utilization across all 

types of health services, translating into 19% higher annual costs than women without a 

history of [domestic violence]” (Rivara et al, 2007). The increased cost of healthcare – 

ammounting to hundreds of millions of dollars annually – affects both the individual and 

society as the state often covers these costs. The combined effects of these losses, then, 

have both individual and larger economic consequences (Agarwal and Panda, 2007; 

Farmer and Tiefenthaler, 1997; Rivara et al, 2007). Domestic violence negatively impacts 

the individual and society. Decreasing domestic violence will increase the social, political 

and economic capacity of women, which will have long-term micro- and macro- level 

benefits.  

The increased attention to domestic violence has led to several theories on how 

government action can possibly decrease it and improve women’s status. However, these 

theories have thus far neglected analyzing what will motivate a government to legislate 

on it. Moreover, analysis on the effects of legislation has focused on women’s 
                                                        
3 Japan had the lowest levels of domestic violence while Ethiopia had the highest. In reality, it is difficult to 
get accurate statistics regarding the number of women who experience domestic violence, because it is an 
underreported crime.  
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experiences with domestic violence; however, there are two problems with this. First, 

incident reporting often increases after legislation, as women have a safer space to come 

forward; this can lead to a skewed understanding of its effect (Francheset, 2010). Second, 

legislation can shape or alter people’s attitudes towards domestic violence, which is a less 

tangible but equally important consideration.4  

The following analysis helps fill the current gap in literature in two ways by 

specifically examining the role of government involvement. First, it will examine the 

subset of political, economic and cultural factors that increase the probability a 

government creates domestic violence legislation. Second, a case study of Malawi will 

analyze the impact of legislation once it is has passed. 

 

1.1 Key Definitions/Concepts: 

Definitions of domestic violence and the contents of domestic violence legislation 

change across countries; therefore, it is first necessary to define these concepts 

before evaluating the current literature on these subjects.  

Domestic Violence: 

The definition of domestic violence varies fairly substantially from narrow 

definitions that only address violence within current marriages to more 

encompassing definitions, which include cohabitating or former partners. To 

include this range, all data collected pertaining to domestic violence legislation, 

will fall under the following definition:  

                                                        
4 A more detailed discussion on how to best measure the effects of legislation occurs in section 3.2 of this 
paper.  
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“A range of sexually, psychologically and physically coercive 

acts used against adult and adolescent women by a current or 

former intimate partner without her consent” (UN General 

Assembly, 2006). 

 

Domestic Violence Legislation:  

Domestic violence legislation can include a variety of different measures 

to protect women. To illustrate some common features among these laws, it is 

useful to break one down. Malawi’s Parliament passed the Protection Against 

(Prevention of) Domestic Violence Act in 2006. It criminalized domestic violence 

by making changes to the penal code and trained police and service providers to 

work with domestic violence survivors (Malawi Human Righs Resource Center, 

2006). These aspects of the legislation are comparable to most countries’ 

legislation. Yet, just as there is variation in the definition of domestic violence, 

there is variation in legislation, particularly given that 119 nations now have 

domestic violence laws (UN Women, 2011).5 Much of this variation surrounds 

the standard of evidence required and the severity of punishment. But, structural 

differences also exist. In addition to creating legal options, many nations provide 

other forms of support for survivors. For example, Chile provides free hotlines, 

shelters and medical services (Franceshet, 2010). The quantitative data used 

cannot differentiate between components of domestic violence laws across 

                                                        
5 A list of nations that have domestic violence legislation can be found in the appendix. 
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countries. Yet, it is useful to know that they exist, because these differences can 

help explain any possible varying effects of legislation between nations.  

 

2. Factors that Affect a Government’s Decision to Pass 

Legislation – 

 

2.1 Literature Review: 

Theories and research pertaining to domestic violence that informed the variables 

included the analyses to follow can broadly be aggregated into three categories: 

politics, economics and culture.   

Political Factors: 

Domestic Violence and the Law in Colonial and Post Colonial Africa 

(Burrill, Roberts and Thornberry, 2010) and Explaining Domestic Violence Policy 

Outcomes in Chile and Argentina (Franceshet, 2010) explain how political 

institutions affect a government’s response to domestic violence by examining 

case studies of African and Latin American nations respectively. Their research 

makes two major conclusions: government structure (regime type) and the role of 

women in government affect political responses to domestic violence. 

Specifically, democracies are more responsive to it, because they are more rights 

regarding than non-democracies. And, as women are better represented in 

government, legislation is more likely. This is for two reasons. First, governments 

with a significant number of women already support their rights and are more 

likely to further support them through legislative action on key issues such as 



  7 

domestic violence. Second, where women are in government, they are more likely 

to push for legislation to further empower women. This is particularly true when 

there are government offices or agencies specifically devoted to women given 

they are adequately supported. Additionally, the case studies examine when 

government action is ineffective, which will help explain the effects of Malawi’s 

legislation. They contend that legislation is ineffective among nations that lack 

either the political capacity or will. Nations without political capacity often lack 

the budget or infrastructure to implement the law, so policy changes have no 

substantive impact on rates of domestic violence. Alternatively, nations that have 

passed legislation as a reaction to pressure or coercion may lack the political will 

to implement legislation rendering it ineffective (Burrill, Roberts and Thornberry, 

2010; Franceshet, 2010). 

In addition to domestic political factors, international actors may also 

influence a government’s decision. As women’s rights have become an 

internationally pressing issue, more human rights treaties targeting women have 

been created. That the rise in treaties addressing women’s rights has coincided 

with an increase in the number of nations with domestic violence legislation 

seemingly provides some evidence that the treaties have influenced states to adopt 

new behaviors (Goodman and Jinks, 2004; Chakwana and (Malawi), 2005). 

However, there has been significant research which contends states only make 

rhetorical commitments to international agreements. Because enforcement of 

international treaties is notoriously difficult, it is easy for states to ratify a treaty 

without implementing it. Human rights treaties are used to signal that a state 
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supports human rights, and states can benefit from this signaling in several ways.  

For example, Norway may be more inclined to give aid to a nation that has signed 

a human rights treaty than one that has not. This incentivizes a nation to sign the 

treaty, because it could improve the chances it receives aid. Yet, because it is 

difficult to enforce a treaty or monitor a state’s progress, a state does not have to 

take concrete steps to modify its behavior. Thus, states can reap the benefits of 

signaling that ratifying a treaty provides while continuing to commit human rights 

abuses and avoiding the costs of substantive change (Goldsmith and Posner, 2005; 

Hathaway, 2002). It is unlikely, then, that ratification of an international treaty 

pertaining to women’s rights has an effect on domestic political behavior or a 

government’s decision to pass legislation pertaining to domestic violence.    

 

Economic Factors: 

A UNICEF report from 2000 and the UN Women annual report for 2011-

2012 both examine the micro-economic causes of domestic violence. They 

conclude that low levels of education and limited economic opportunities for 

women are correlated with higher rates of domestic violence. Women’s capacity 

is constrained by these two factors and this sustains the cycle of domestic 

violence at an individual and societal level. Additionally, a study carried out 

which analyzes domestic violence within the United States explains how 

improving economic opportunities can decrease domestic violence. Expanding a 

woman’s economic capacity allows her to secure or improve her financial 

independence, thus, creating an option for her to leave the relationship. As women 
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are more empowered, they have more options and are less likely to endure 

domestic violence. There is a time lag between increasing women’s access to 

education and employment and decreases in violence (Farmer and Tiefenthaler, 

1997; UN Women, 2011). As this shift occurs, women’s rights movements may 

collectively push for the government to address this issue at a national level 

which, in turn, may affect its decision to pass a law. That is, as women are more 

empowered at an individual level, they can organize and collectively push for 

government action.  

The link between the macroeconomic position of a nation and domestic 

violence may have a more concrete impact on a government’s probability of 

passing legislation, because it is more directly linked. The UN reports concluded 

that the overall macroeconomic position of the country is highly correlated with 

rates of domestic violence; more economically developed countries have lower 

rates of domestic violence (UN Women, 2011; UNICEF, 2000). The study by 

Farmer and Tiefenthaler contends that this is because government’s provision of 

public goods and services to survivors of domestic violence is associated with 

decreasing levels of domestic violence. Economically developed nations are more 

likely to provide these public goods that are associated with lower levels of 

domestic violence  (Farmer and Tiefenthaler, 1997). Regulations pertaining to the 

budget and distribution of these resources are often created through legislation, 

thus, it is more likely economically developed nations would have domestic 

violence laws. The link between the macro-economic position of a nation and the 

probability of passing legislation is more direct than the link between education, 
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employment and domestic violence discussed above. But increasing access to 

employment and education may have similar effects, although the timeframe 

would most likely be longer.  

 

Cultural Factors:  

Culture also matters, because it shapes individual and societal gender 

socialization. In many cultures domestic violence is not only condoned, but an 

expected part of a marriage. Culture, though, is nearly impossible to define, 

disaggregate and quantify as there are numerous contributing components of 

culture and divisions between cultures are not always distinct. However, the 

UNICEF Report (2000) and Codou Bop (2010) consider religion be a particularly 

important cultural factor that affects both domestic violence and the effectiveness 

of legislation. UNICEF’s report does not detail which religions are correlated with 

higher rates of domestic violence; it suggests that when religion is used to oppress 

women, domestic violence rates will be higher (2000). But in a case study, Bop 

specifically finds a trend between the large Muslim population in Senegal and 

ineffective domestic violence policies (2010). He argues this is because the 

government used the historical acceptance of violence against women as 

justification for its inaction. While Bop’s study was limited, in nations where the 

largest practiced religion is a form of Islam, a government’s probability of passing 

domestic violence legislation may be lower as there is less pressure for change 

and if in place it is less likely to be implemented, as was the case in Senegal.  
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2.2 Data and Empirical Design:  

The literature above establishes links between political, economic and 

cultural factors and domestic violence (DV) laws. The hypotheses, then, consider 

that these indicators will affect the probability a government chooses to pass 

legislation. Based on the literature the following seven hypotheses will be tested:  

• H1: Democratic governments  More likely to have DV legislation   

• H2: Ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)  No impact  

• H3: High rates of women’s political representation in parliament  Increase 

probability of DV legislation  

• H4: Large GDP per capita  Increase probability of passing DV legislation 

• H5: High level of secondary education for females  Increase probability of 

passing DV legislation   

• H6: High employment rates in the formal sector for females  Increase 

probability of DV legislation 

• H7: Majority religion is Islam  Less likely to have DV legislation  

 

Controls: 

There are three main controls that are necessary for this data. First, it is 

necessary to control for the population of a country, because large population 

differences between countries may skew the data. Second, the gender ratio of 

countries must also be controlled for, because nations with highly uneven female 

to male ratios may bias data as the proportion of women in a population may not 
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be random. Nations that have a low female to male ratio may be a reflection of a 

society that does not value women. Including this ratio will help control for this 

potential bias. The transparency of a country must also be controlled for to 

account for possible explanations of missing data, since missing data is unlikely 

due to random chance. The missing data due to lack of transparency may alter 

analysis results, because nations without transparency are probably not likely to 

be rights regarding states. 

 

Data:   

The data to determine what factors affect the creation of domestic violence 

legislation have five main sources:  

• A self-constructed dataset (1960-2010) that contains the year a nation 

passed domestic legislation, if at all. The data was primarily collected 

from the UN Secretary General’s Database on Violence Against Women, 

however, a number of other sources were also required.  

• The World Bank’s World Development Indicators (1960-2010) are used to 

measure the economic data including: the percentage of female students 

enrolled in secondary school, long term female unemployment, GDP per 

capita and the proportion of seats held by women in national parliaments. 

• The Association of Religion Data Archives dataset (2008) will use data on 

the largest practiced religion in nation to measure the effects of religion. 

This data requires two key assumptions: religious demographics change 

slowly over time and that the largest practiced religion in a nation has an 
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important cultural influence and the potential to sway the government. 

While these assumptions are necessary to measure the effects of religion, 

it is important to note that the largest practiced religion of a nation might 

not always be the most influential.   

• The Polity IV Project (1960-2010) is used to categorize regime types. The 

variable Polity2 is the primary variable used from the Polity IV dataset, 

and it measures regime type from a -10 to 10 scale. This data has been 

recoded on a scale from 0 to 1 where 0 is a full autocracy and 1 is a full 

democracy. Because Polity2 considers states with a polity score of 6 to be 

a democracy, nations with a score of .8 or higher in the recoded variable 

are considered democracies (Marshall, 2012). For simplicity, all other 

nations will be referred to as non-democracies with no distinction between 

these different regime types with the recognition that distinctions between 

non-democracies may have some effect on a government’s probability of 

passing legislation and this should be a subject of further research.  

• Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index (1995-2011) 

will be used to control for missing data, since it is not random. The 

corruption perception is scaled from 0 to 10; the score increases as a 

nation’s perceived transparency increases, so 10 represents a perfectly 

transparent nation.  
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Empirical Design: 

Part I tests the seven hypotheses outlined above. Because this model seeks 

to test the probability a government will pass legislation and this can only have 

two values – exist or not exist – ordinary least squares regressions will not 

accurately determine the effect of the independent variables. Instead, a binary 

time-series cross-sectional analysis will be used to determine the probability a 

government decides to pass domestic violence legislation given the explanatory 

variables utilized in the model. Specifically, logistic regressions will test whether 

each independent variable outlined in the hypotheses above affects the likelihood 

of domestic violence bill being passed. The general equation is as follows where 

ß represents the marginal effect of the independent variable (X) on the likelihood 

of the outcome (Y) at time (t): 

Yit = B0 +B1x1it + B2x2it + …+ Bnxnit + eit   

The model used will also control for the effect of temporal dependence. Logistic 

regressions assume that the standard errors of each observation are independent of 

each other, however, it is highly likely that these errors are correlated. This is 

because the observation from one year affects the observation of the next year. For 

example, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita in the United States in 1978 

is not independent of its GDP per capita of the preceding year. Specifically 

regarding domestic violence, it is likely that a government’s decision to not pass 

domestic violence legislation in one year is not independent from its decision to not 

pass legislation the following year. If time dependence does have an effect then the 

longer a state goes without passing domestic violence legislation, the less likely it is 
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to do so. The controls included will consider that temporal dependence can be a 

linear, quadratic or cubic function accounting for the different effects time may 

have. If controls for time dependence are not in place, then the model will create 

false positives and overestimate the effects of the independent variables.  

 

2.3 Results: 

 Because the hypotheses group the factors that may affect domestic violence 

legislation broadly into three different categories – political, economic and cultural 

factors – the results first present each of these categories separately. From there, a 

more detailed analysis on the most significant variables – regime type and GDP per 

capita – will test the robustness of these results.  

 

Political Factors: 

 The political variables tested are a nation’s regime type, ratification of 

CEDAW and the number of women represented in a nation’s parliament. Each of 

these variables was tested individually and then aggregated into one equation to test 

the overall impact of political variables. Below Table 2.1 details the results. The 

regime type of the government is the most important political factor that affects a 

government’s likelihood of passing a domestic violence law. Democracy is 

statistically significant at p< .01; a 0.1 increase along the recoded Polity2 scale 

increases the likelihood of legislation by five percent. This supports the first 

hypothesis that democracies are more likely than non-democracies to pass 

legislation. Population is also statistically significant at the 1% level; increasing the 
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size of population leads to a .19% increase in the probability of having legislation. 

 

Variables Democracy CEDAW Women in 
Government 

Aggregate 

     Democracy 0.0509*** --- --- 0.122*** 
 (0.00829)   (0.0275) 
Ratified CEDAW --- -0.0113 ---  
  (0.0137)   
Women in Parliament ---  0.00143** 0.00145** 
   (0.000639) (0.000642) 
Population 0.00190* 0.000758 0.00222 0.00728* 
 (0.000997) (0.000808) (0.00388) (0.00422) 
Female Population 
(%) 

0.000857 0.00323*** 0.00943** 0.00309 

 (0.00116) (0.00097) (0.00445) (0.00457) 
Year 0.000447 0.00171 -0.189 0.124 
 (0.00575) (0.00605) (0.244) (0.25) 
Year2 0.000124 9.65E-05 -0.00398 -0.00243 
 (0.000176) (0.000179) (0.00591) (0.00607) 
Year3 -1.80E-06 -1.70E-06 -2.77E-05 1.58E-05 
 (0.00000174) (0.00000172) (0.0000475) (0.0000488) 
     
Observations6 5,944 7,706 1,365 1,205 
Standard errors in parentheses    
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1    

 

Ratification of CEDAW has a slight negative effect on the likelihood of a 

government’s decision to pass legislation, however, this result is statistically 

insignificant. This result provides supports to the second hypothesis. A 

government’s ratification of CEDAW has no impact on its decision to change its 

domestic behavior, because it is easy to benefit from ratifying a treaty without 

bearing the costs of implementing its terms. In this equation, the percentage of 

females in the population is statistically significant and increasing the proportion of 

women in a population increases the probability of passing legislation by .32%. 

                                                        
6 There are fewer observations in the equation measuring the effect of democracy relative to that on 
CEDAW, because CEDAW has no missing data as all nations have either signed or not signed and this data 
is well documented. However, there is some missing data on regime type.  

Table 2.1: Effects of Regime Type, Ratification of CEDAW and Women in Government 
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This is not a strong effect, but it indicates that there may be an underlying bias in 

nations with a low percentage of women. Lastly, women’s representation in 

parliament is statistically significant. Every additional woman in parliament 

increases the chance of legislation by .14%. This supports the third hypothesis, but 

there are not enough observations to make a general inference from these results. 

There are only 1,365 observations in the equation testing the effect of women in 

parliament, compared to the nearly 6,000 observations in the equation testing the 

effect of regime type. Thus, while women in parliament may have an effect, the 

lack of data tracking women in parliament may have skewed the results. The last 

equation in this model looks at the aggregate effect of the political variables. This 

equation has a limited number of observations and this has affected the marginal 

effect of each variable. Specifically, the aggregated equation overestimates the 

effect of democracy. It has a 12% increase in the likelihood of legislation. But this 

data excludes nearly one fifth of the observations on regime type included in the 

first equation. Nations that have and report on women in parliament are more likely 

to be democratic, so this model includes a disproportionate amount of democracies. 

Thus, this specific equation overestimates the effect of democracy, because it is 

looking primarily at democracies that have legislation and only a few non-

democracies that report this data. In none of the equations were the control 

variables for time statistically significant indicating temporal dependence is not a 

major problem. Of the political variables that affect the government’s decision to 

implement domestic violence legislation, regime type is the most important variable 

as it is statistically significant and has a strong effect.  
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Table 2.2: The Effects of GDP per capita and Female School Enrollment and Employment 
 

 

Economic Factors: 

 The second model tests the effects of GDP per capita, the enrollment of females in 

secondary school, and overall levels of female employment. The results are listed in 

Table 2.2 below. First, GDP per capita is statistically significant, but the effect is not very 

large. Increasing GDP per capita improves the likelihood of legislation by .93%. This 

lends supports to the fourth hypothesis that nations with higher GDP per capita are more 

likely to have legislation, but this increased probability is not substantial. Population (at 

p< .05) and the percentage of females in the population (at p< .01) are both statistically 

significant and positively affect the government’s probability of passing legislation by 

.24% and .39% respectively.  

Variables GDP Per Capita School 
Enrollment 

Employment Aggregate 

     
GDP Per Capita 0.00933*** --- --- 0.0149*** 
 (0.00137)   (0.0043) 
Female Enrollment, 
 Secondary School 

--- 0.000384*** --- 6.69E-06 
(0.0000852)  (0.00019) 

Female Employment --- --- -0.00011 0.000972* 
   (0.000336) (0.000578) 
Female Population (%) 0.00385*** 0.00249** 0.00582*** 0.00265 
 (0.00101) (0.00116) (0.00212) (0.00205) 
Population 0.00237** 0.00249* 0.00139 0.00537** 
 (0.00103) (0.00145) (0.00151) (0.00217) 
Year -0.000992 0.014 0.0485 0.0171 
 (0.00726) (0.0207) (0.0353) (0.0398) 
Year2 0.000211 -0.000217 -0.00106 -0.00026 
 (0.000218) (0.000574) (0.000948) (0.0011) 
Year3 -2.86E-06 1.05E-06 7.96E-06 1.49E-06 
 (0.00000213) (0.00000521) (0.00000837) (0.00000992) 
     
Observations 5,650 3,474 4,133 2,316 
Standard errors in parentheses    
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1    
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Female enrollment in secondary school also has a statistically significant result, but 

its effect is limited. A one percent increase in female enrollment in secondary 

school has less than a .05% increase in the probability a government passes a law. 

This lends some support to the fifth hypothesis that enrollment matters; it improves 

the odds of having legislation, but very minimally. Female employment, 

surprisingly, has a negative effect on a government’s probability of passing 

domestic violence legislation; but an increase in employment has a -.01% impact on 

a government’s decision and that effect is not statistically significant. So female 

employment does not seem to affect a government’s decision to pass legislation 

contrary to the prediction of the sixth hypothesis.  

 Lastly, in the aggregated model, which includes all the economic variables 

considered, GDP per capita and female employment are statistically significant at 

p< .01 and p< .05 respectively. Increasing GDP per capita increases the probability 

of legislation by 1.5%. The discrepancy of the effect of GDP per capita on the 

government’s probability of passing legislation between the first equation – only 

GDP per capita – and the last equation – all economic variables – can be attributed 

to the difference in number of observations. There are less than half the 

observations in the last equation than the first, so the results are most likely skewed 

towards overestimating the effect of GDP per capita. Data on female employment 

and school enrollment has only been collected in approximately the last thirty years 

while the data on GDP per capita includes data over the past fifty years, thus, the 

data in the last equation only reflects GDP per capita over the last thirty years. 

Additionally, that female secondary school enrollment is no longer statistically 
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significant indicates that GDP per capita may affect it. Nations with a higher GDP 

per capita are also more likely to have higher rates of school enrollment and 

employment.7 And again, in none of the economic equations are the variables 

controlling for temporal dependence significant. Ultimately, the results point to 

growth in GDP per capita as the only economic indicator that has some effect on a 

government’s decision to pass a domestic violence law. 

 

Cultural Factors: 

 The effect of culture is measured by the largest religion of a nation. Three 

religions have a statistically significant effect on a government’s decision to pass 

legislation: Christianity, Islam and Judaism.8 Four other religions – Buddhism, 

Hinduism, Shintoism and Atheism– are not statistically significant and their impact 

is minimal. Three nations – Togo, Cameroon and Guinea-Bissau – are Animist 

nations; none of these nations have domestic violence laws, therefore, the model 

predicts that there is a zero percent chance that an Animist nation will pass 

legislation. Because there are only three Animist nations, it is not possible to 

conclude that Animism guarantees no legislation. There might be other common 

features between these states that have prevented domestic violence bills. While 

religion may play a role, it cannot be said with certainty that states with a large 

Animist population will never have a law without significant comparative research 

between these three nations. Additionally, Judaism is statistically significant and it 

                                                        
7 A graph that demonstrates the correlation between School Enrollment and GDP Per Capita is Figure 1 in 
the appendix 
8 Christianity and Islam are both aggregated categories of different sects. Christianity includes Catholics, 
Protestants, Anglicans, Orthodox and other Christians. Islam includes Sunnis, Shias and other Muslims.  
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increases the probability of having legislation by 4%. Yet, Israel is the only Jewish 

nation. Because there is only one Jewish nation, generalizations about the effect of 

Judaism cannot be made. Like with Animist countries, there may be characteristics 

of Israel apart from its religious make up that have affected its probability of having 

domestic violence legislation. Indeed, the effect of Judaism is over-exaggerated in 

this model, because only religion – and not regime type or GDP per capita – is 

included.9 

 Thus, the most important results pertain to the effects of Islam and 

Christianity on a government’s decision to create a domestic violence law. These 

results are depicted in Table 2.3.10  

 

Variables Christianity Islam 

   Christianity 0.0127*** --- 

 
(0.0033) 

 Islam --- -0.0168*** 

  
(0.00425) 

Population 0.00156* 0.00107 

 
(0.000827) (0.000772) 

Female Population (%) 0.00189** 0.00188** 

 
(0.000927) (0.000954) 

Year 0.00124 0.00165 

 
(0.00581) (0.00601) 

Year2 0.000109 9.41E-05 

 
(0.000172) (0.000178) 

Year3 -1.78E-06 -1.62E-06 

 
(0.00000167) (0.00000172) 

   Observations 7,706 7,706 
Standard errors in parentheses 

 *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
  

                                                        
9 A logistic regression including GDP per capita and democracy indicate that Judaism is no longer 
statistically significant. Results can be found in the appendix under Table 2. 
10 The results of the effects of the other religions can be found under Table 1 in the appendix.  

Table 2.3: The Effects of Christianity and Islam 
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Nations with a large Christian population have a 1.27% greater chance of 

legislation while nations with a large Muslim population have a 1.68% lesser 

chance of legislation. This result supports hypothesis seven that nations with a large 

proportion of practicing Muslims are less likely to have domestic violence 

legislation. In both of these models the percentage of females in the population is 

also significant and has approximately the same effect; a one percent increase in 

females increases the probability of legislation by .19%. While Christianity and 

Islam are statistically significant, it is important to remember that the measurement 

for religion may affect the results. The data assumes that religion does not change 

over time and that the largest religion in the nation influences government policy, 

which may be misleading.  

 

Further Analysis: 

 The above analyses of political, economic and cultural variables conclude that 

regime type, GDP per capita and religion all affect a government’s probability of 

passing legislation. To further understand the effect of these variables a fourth 

model includes regime type, GDP per capita, Islam and Christianity. The results are 

in Table 2.4 below. Democracy and GDP per capita continue to have an important 

effect on a government’s decision, while religion no longer has a significant effect. 

The effect of Christianity is still positive and Islam still negative. A majority 

Christian nation increases the likelihood of legislation by .36% and a majority 

Islamic nation decreases the probability by .73%, however, neither of these results 

is statistically significant.  
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Variables Christianity Islam 
   
Christianity 0.00366 --- 
 (0.00466)  
Islam --- -0.00733 
  (0.00622) 
Democracy 0.0415*** 0.0396*** 
 (0.00932) (0.0094) 
GDP per capita 0.00627*** 0.00627*** 
 (0.00142) (0.00142) 
Population 0.00274** 0.00258** 
 (0.00125) (0.00119) 
Female Population 
(%) 

0.000874 0.000762 

 (0.00107) (0.00106) 
Year -0.0014 -0.00115 
 (0.00718) (0.00729) 
Year2 0.000206 0.000197 
 (0.000217) (0.00022) 
Year3 -2.61E-06 -2.50E-06 
 (0.00000214) (0.00000216) 

   
Observations 4,920 4,920 
Standard errors in parentheses  
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1  

 

 

That the effect disappears when regime type and GDP per capita are included 

suggests that the differences between Christian and Islamic practicing nations are 

driven by differences in these two variables. Although religion may play a small 

role, democracy and GDP per capita have the most substantive effect on domestic 

violence legislation. Thus, political and economic considerations are ultimately 

more important than cultural ones in motivating a government to pass legislation. 

 But these effects may be over exaggerated if missing data on GDP per capita 

and regime type is not random. Less transparent nations are less likely to report 

data, so Table 2.5 depicts the effects of regime type and GDP per capita with a 

Table 2.4: The Effects of Democracy, GDP Per Capita, Christianity and Islam 
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control for transparency of a nation included. If the transparency of a nation affects 

a government’s decision to pass a law, it may indicate that the results on GDP per 

capita and regime type are skewed towards overestimating the effect of these two 

variables. Transparency data has only been collected from 1995 onwards, so the 

number of observations is less than 1,000. Because of the lack of observations, the 

true effect of transparency on regime type and GDP per capita is difficult to 

determine. But it is still important to see if it has some effect. Improving the 

transparency of a nation by one point increases the probability of legislation by 

.92%. However, this is not statistically significant, whereas, democracy continues 

to remain statistically significant and improving democracy has an 8% increase in 

the likelihood of legislation.  

 

Variables Transparency 
  
Democracy 0.0809** 
 (0.0388) 
GDP per capita 0.0139 
 (0.00981) 
Transparency 0.0092 
 (0.00758) 
Female 
Population (%) 

0.0136** 
(-0.00671) 

Population 0.0181** 
 (0.0071) 
Year -1.015 
 (0.695) 
Year2 0.0243 
 (0.0164) 
Year3 -0.00019 
 (0.000128) 
  
Observations 788 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
Table 2.5: The Effects of Democracy, GDP Per Capita Controlling for Transparency 
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Including a control for transparency does affect GDP per capita as it is no longer 

statistically significant indicating that GDP per capita and transparency are highly 

correlated.11 The level of transparency may skew the effect GDP per capita has although 

it is difficult to determine the extent given that this equation only includes variables from 

1995 on. More data and further research are necessary to accurately ascertain the effect of 

transparency.  

 Further analysis of GDP per capita and regime type explains the relationship 

between the two variables and their effect on domestic violence legislation. Figure 2.1, 

below, illustrates this effect.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
11 Figure 2 in the appendix illustrates this positive correlation. 

Figure 2.1: The Effect of Democracy and GDP Per Capita on the Probability of Legislation 
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While growth in GDP per capita, does not significantly alter a non-democracy’s 

probability of passing a law, growth in GDP per capita does increase the probability of 

passing domestic violence legislation among democracies. Increases in GDP per capita 

only affect the probability of passing legislation among democracies12. 

 

2.4 Interpretation: 

 The results of the above analyses – that democratization and high GDP per 

capita are the most important factors in increasing a government’s probability of 

passing domestic violence legislation – have some important implications for future 

policy making. The overall political and economic stability of a nation is more 

important than individual indicators on women’s empowerment, ratification of a 

treaty or religion. Politically, only regime type is significant. If domestic violence 

legislation advocates target increasing women in government as a strategy to 

increase the probability of government it action, it may slightly improve the 

outcome, but that is uncertain. Further, ratification of an international treaty – as 

measured by ratification of CEDAW – is unlikely to have any effect. Nations 

known to be hostile to women’s rights such as Saudi Arabia have ratified CEDAW 

while rights regarding nations like the United States have not (United Nations 

Treaty Collection). Thus, pushing for ratification as a strategy to force domestic 

action will likely be ineffective. Rather, domestic violence legislation advocates 

should target democracies, because democracies are far more likely than non-

democracies to create legislation. Political institutions need to be created to 

                                                        
12 Regressions results on the effect of GDP per capita in democracies versus non-democracies are in Table 
3 of the appendix. 
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promote or consolidate democracy. Because democratization is an unstable and 

often long-term process, the data suggests that advocates for policy change on 

domestic violence should focus on ways to improve the probability of passing 

legislation in already consolidated democracies and should focus on other avenues 

to decrease domestic violence among non-democratic nations. 

 Among democracies, the evidence above indicates that increasing GDP per 

capita will have the most significant effect on increasing the probability of passing 

domestic violence legislation. This conclusion extends Farmer and Tiefenthaler’s 

argument that economically developed nations are more likely to provide public 

goods for domestic violence survivors. A democracy is more likely to provide 

public goods provisions in order to stay in power, because it has a wide support 

base to maintain. A poor democracy may have political will, but lack the capacity 

(i.e. infrastructure or money) to create and implement domestic violence legislation. 

Growth in GDP per capita increases the probability of passing legislation by 

improving the political capacity of a state. Non-democracies are unlikely to provide 

public good services in any capacity, so economic growth would not have any 

effect on its decision to pass legislation. (Decaon, 2009; Farmer and Tiefenthaler, 

1997). If advocates of government action want to increase the probability a 

government adopts legislation, it should focus on strategies to inrease GDP per 

capita.  

 The effects of pursuing this strategy by empowering women through 

education and employment are unclear. The literature argues empowering women 

will decrease incidents of domestic violence by expanding their capacity. Once 
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individually empowered, women could organize and push for government action 

against domestic violence. But the evidence suggests that this causal pathway is 

unlikely to be effective. Individual improvements in women’s status may not lead 

to a grassroots women’s rights movement that is specifically targeted at decreasing 

or ending domestic violence. But if increased access to education and employment 

leads to economic growth, then this would be an effective strategy to pursue. 

Women’s empowerment indicators and GDP per capita are highly correlated, but 

the causality is difficult to decipher. Many development experts believe that 

improving women’s economic status is essential to increasing GDP per capita (UN 

Women, 2011). But this is a fairly recent development, so more time and research 

are necessary to see the effects of this potential pathway to increasing GDP per 

capita as a way to ultimately increase the probability of domestic violence 

legislation.  

 The religious component of culture is unlikely to have any effect on a 

government’s probability to pass domestic violence legislation. These results 

though may be somewhat misleading. As discussed above, the largest religion in a 

nation may not be the one that influences the government. If this is true among 

some nations, then the analysis above would not capture the effect of religion. 

Moreover, other factors other than religion contribute to culture and may influence 

the government. Thus, while Islam is not correlated with a lower probability of 

passing legislation as hypothesis seven originally contended, other components of 

culture may affect a government. More research must be done to determine if and 

how culture affects government action on domestic violence. 
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 The most important factor that affects a government’s probability of passing 

domestic violence legislation is regime type; each step towards democracy 

increases the probability of legislation by four percent. And among democracies, 

growth in GDP per capita will increase this probability even more. Domestic 

violence advocates seeking government action should first target policy change 

among democracies and develop strategies to improve GDP per capita, which may 

include empowering women.  

 

3. The Effects of Legislation – A Case Study of Malawi:  

 The above analysis indicates under what circumstances a government will pass 

legislation and how policy change advocates can use this information to increase the 

efficacy of their strategies. However, this does not consider what effect legislation may 

have once it is passed. If legislation is ineffective at decreasing domestic violence, then 

entirely new approaches to ending domestic violence need to be developed. The 

following case study of Malawi looks at the effects of the law on people’s attitudes 

towards domestic violence, and it suggest that legislation can decrease its acceptability.   

 

3.1 Background on Malawi: 

 Malawi has traditionally condoned domestic violence. This acceptance has 

been widespread and cuts across different economic, political and cultural 

cleavages. Its historically been considered a private or family matter that the 

government should not intervene in. The issue has been largely stigmatized 

discouraging women from discussing their experience with others or getting help 
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(Chakwana, 2005; White and Kachika, 2009). As outlined earlier, in 2006 the 

government did intervene and legislate on domestic violence breaking from this 

tradition. Its legislation criminalized domestic violence and provided training to 

sensitize police and service providers. Independent reviews of this legislation over 

the past five years have been largely negative. Courts are ill equipped to handle 

domestic violence court cases and the police are still not responsive enough to 

survivors’ needs. A sufficient budget was never created to effectively implement 

the legislation. Thus, while legislation exists, it has not been implemented in any 

meaningful way (Centre for Human Rights and Rehabilitation, 2011; White and 

Kachika, 2009).  

 

3.2 Data and Empirical Design: 

Given the studies of Malawi’s legislation, it seems unlikely that the 

existence of legislation has had an impact on domestic violence in Malawi. But 

determining the effectiveness of domestic violence legislation in reducing levels 

actual levels of domestic violence requires accurate data on the rates of domestic 

violence. There are two reasons why data analyses using changes in incident 

reports on domestic violence before and after legislation are problematic for many 

nations, including Malawi. First, official government collected data is both 

difficult to collect and often inaccurate. Many nations do not consistently collect 

domestic violence data until after legislation was passed, so there is no data to 

make a comparison of the rates of change before and after the law. Second, even 

where data is collected before and after legislation incident reporting often 
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increases after legislation is passed. More survivors come forward after 

legislation, because they have legal recourse and often access to other resources 

whereas they did not before. Legislation can also de-stigmatize the issue creating 

a more safe space for domestic violence survivors to share their experience. The 

combination of these factors often leads to increased reports of domestic violence 

after legislation passes, although it is unlikely that domestic violence legislation 

caused more violence (Franceshet, 2010). An alternative way to measure the 

effectiveness of legislation is to determine if people’s attitudes towards domestic 

violence changed after it has passed. Societal shifts away from condoning 

domestic violence are a necessary part of ending it, hence, if legislation can 

contribute to an attitudinal shift it has some positive effect (Erez and Laster, 

2000).  

 

Data:  

To measure shifts in opinion towards domestic violence after legislation, 

the Demographic and Household Surveys (DHS) will be used. DHS conducts 

surveys on attitudes towards domestic violence measured through wife beating as 

well as pertinent socio-economic data. The DHS questionnaire asks if wife 

beating is justifiable under each of the following five circumstances: the woman 

goes out without telling the man, argues with him, refuses to have sex with him, 

burns the food or neglects the children. A dummy variable, which aggregates 

these five categories, will be used in the analyses. If respondents answered yes to 

any of the questions it will be coded as 1 otherwise as 0. The DHS data also 



  32 

contains important socio-economic and demographic information on region, 

religion, education, wealth, age, employment, ethnicity, etc. that will be used.13  

 

Empirical Design:   

 To measure the effect of legislation, two different statistical models will be 

used. First, logistic regression will again be used to measure the independent 

marginal effect the passage of legislation and relevant socio-economic variables 

have on people’s attitudes towards domestic violence. This analysis looks at the 

aggregate effect of socio-economic indicators and the passage of law. A more 

accurate understanding of the law requires looking at how a specific individual’s 

opinions changed between 2004 and 2010. Because the DHS surveys used do not 

interview the same men and women before and after the law, comparing opinions 

of the same individual before and after the law is not possible. However, individual 

matching allows this causal comparison to be made. It evaluates how an untreated 

person would have been affected had they been treated (or vice versa) by 

comparing the effect of an untreated person to a treated person. In this model a 

person is either treated (T=1) or untreated (T=0). Person j can be untreated – Yj(0) 

– or treated – Yj(1). If person j initially untreated is then treated, the causal effect of 

treatment is measured by the difference –Yj(1) - Yj(0) (Morgan and Winship, 

2007). To isolate the effect of treatment it is necessary “to compare treated and 

control groups that are as similar as possible” (Stuart, 2010: 3). To do this, 

                                                        
13 Large-scale analysis is not possible with current data. DHS data is collected primarily in developing 
nations every few years; domestic violence data has only been collected recently and not for all nations 
surveyed. There are few countries in which domestic violence legislation has passed and surveys exist both 
before and after legislation has passed among men and women.  
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individals of similar backgrounds are matched; indicators other than treatment that 

could also affect change are included in the model to isolate the effect of treatment.  

 Individual matching can more accurately measure the effects of Malawi’s 

domestic violence laws. In this equation, the treatment is the passage of domestic 

violence legislation. And the dependent variable is a person’s attitude towards 

domestic violence, because the model measures the change in a person’s view 

before and after the law. Socio-economic indicators are utilized to ensure the 

control and treatment groups are as similar as possible. The models used matched a 

person before the law to someone after the law – determined from literature 

analyzed earlier – based on the following characteristics:  region, religion, 

education, wealth, age, employment, ethnicity, and urban or rural location.14 

 

3.3 Results: 

In Malawi, domestic violence legislation has had an important effect on societal 

attitudes indicating that legislation may decrease domestic violence even when 

unimplemented. Table 3.1 below demonstrates the change in opinion among men 

and women in Malawi between 2004 and 2010. The change in opinion was much 

more substantial among women, although men and women have roughly the same 

opinion towards domestic violence – as measured by acceptability of wife beating 

– in 2010. There was a 14.9% decrease in the number of women who consider 

                                                        
14 The individual matching tests are run separately for men and women, because DHS coded these 
surveys in separate datasets. This is why gender is not listed as a relevant socio‐economic indicator 
that is used specifically in the model, although gender is an important indicator.  
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wife beating acceptable under any circumstances between 2004 and 2010 and a 

3.65% decrease in the number of men who deem it acceptable.15  

 

Wife beating 
is justified (for 

any reason) 
Domestic Violence 
Legislation (2006) 

2004 2010 
Women 24.84% 10.65% 
Men 16.81% 13.16% 

 

 

 

The effects of domestic violence legislation have had more profound effects on 

some areas of society. For example, Table 3.2 below demonstrates among a 

drastic change in opinion among uneducated women, while women with a higher 

than secondary level education have almost no change in opinion. In fact, 

educated women found wife beating slightly more acceptable after the legislation, 

although this is likely a result of differences between those highly educated 

interviewed in 2004 and 2010.  

 

Wife beating is 
justified (for any 

reason) 

Domestic Violence legislation 
Before (2004) After (2010) 

Uneducated Women 28.05% 11.21% 
Women with Higher 

than Secondary 
Education 

4.41% 4.67% 

 

                                                        
15 In 2004 11,698 women and 3,261 men were surveyed. In 2010, 34,718 women and 7,175 men were 
surveyed. 

Table 3.2: Shifts in Opinion Between Uneducated and Educated Women in 2004 and 
2010 

Table 3.1: Shifts in Men and Women’s Opinions of Domestic Violence Before and 
After Legislation 
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These initial results indicate that passing the law does affect people’s opinions 

and that this effect differs depending on demographics. To get a more accurate 

understanding of these effects, logistic regressions tested the effect of both 

legislation and the socio-economic indicators discussed in the methodology 

section. The results, in Table 3.3, demonstrate changes in opinion towards 

domestic violence due to the law, region, education, wealth and location (urban 

vs. rural). All of these factors are statistically significant and affect a woman’s 

views on domestic violence. Specifically, women from rural locations or those 

living in the Northern or Central region are more likely to view domestic violence 

as acceptable. Rural women are 2.94% more likely to think it is justifiable to beat 

your wife compared to urban women and women in the Northern Region and 

Central Region are 18.7% and 10.5% more likely to accept domestic violence 

compared to women of the Southern Region. The rest of the variables have 

statistically significant and negative effects on the acceptability of domestic 

violence. The existence of legislation led to a 16.7% decrease in the acceptability 

of domestic violence while increasing the wealth and education of a woman had 

similar, but less substantial effects. Increasing the wealth of a woman by one class 

decreases acceptability of domestic violence by 1.13%. Relative to an uneducated 

woman a woman with incomplete secondary, complete secondary and higher than 

secondary education are respectively 2.03%, 8.55% and 14% less likely to view 

wife beating as justifiable. Logistic regressions on these same variables among 
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men reveal similar results.  But the effect of each variable is less, because men are 

generally less inclined to view domestic violence as acceptable. 

 

Variables Part 1  Variables 
Part 1 
(continued) 

Legislation -0.167*** 
Incomplete 
Primary 0.0208*** 

 
(0.00388) 

 
(0.00556) 

Northern 
Region 0.187*** 

Complete 
Primary 0.0119 

 
(0.00535) 

 
(0.00814) 

Central Region 0.105*** 
Incomplete 
Secondary -0.0203** 

 
(0.00455) 

 
(0.0086) 

Urban 0.0294*** 
Complete 
Secondary -0.0855*** 

 
(0.00714) 

 
(0.0131) 

Wealth  -0.0113*** 
Higher than 
Secondary  -0.140*** 

 
(0.00167) 

 
(0.0346) 

Observations 34,718 
  Standard errors in parentheses 
  *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * 

p<0.1   
 

 

 

Thus, the statistical analysis support that socio-economic and cultural 

factors including gender, wealth, urban vs. rural location, ethnicity, education, 

employment and marital status affect a respondent’s views on domestic 

violence.16 

While the logistic analysis provides important evidence to the aggregate 

effect and importance of the aforementioned socio-economic variables, it does not 

                                                        
16 These variables were deemed to affect views on domestic violence legislation based on the literature 
previously discussed and logistic regressions that measured the statistical effects. The results of these 
regressions for both men and women can be found in tables 4.1-5.3 in the appendix.   

Table 3.3: Logistic Regression Results on Socio-Economic Indicators that Affect 
Opinions Towards Domestic Violence 
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necessarily provide an accurate picture of the effect of the law. Analyzing shifts in 

opinion among individual men and women before and after the law through 

individual matching help isolate the effect of the law. The results suggest that 

legislation in Malawi did have a significant effect. The passage of the law led to a 

decrease in the acceptability of domestic violence among both women and men17. 

The average effect of the law was dramatic among women – on average a woman 

was 30.77% likely to believe that wife beating was justifiable for any reason after 

legislation passed. For men, the average effect of the law was less substantial, but 

it still had an effect; on average a man was 6.7% less likely to support domestic 

violence.18 The results of the simple tabulations of aggregate change in opinion, 

logistic regressions and individual matching all point to legislation in Malawi as 

having an effect on people’s attitudes towards domestic violence, particularly 

among women.  

 

3.4 Interpretation: 

The results above support an optimistic view on legislation. They suggest 

that domestic violence legislation has a significant effect on altering people’s 

attitudes towards domestic violence in Malawi, especially among women. To 

decrease the occurrence of domestic violence a societal shift in attitudes towards 

it is necessary (Erez and Laster, 2000). Malawi has not effectively implemented 

legislation, but that it has coincided with a shift in opinion against the 
                                                        
17 The equation and results of the nearest neighbor-matching model can be located under Tables 5.1 and 
5.2 in the appendix.  
18 Nearest neighbor matching (the model used) determines the difference in opinion between each matched 
untreated and a treated person. It then calculates the average of these individual changes in opinions to 
determine the average treatment effect. The average change and opinion reported above, thus, refers to this.   
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acceptability of domestic violence, indicates that even unimplemented legislation 

has some benefits. But these results need to be interpreted cautiously and further 

research is necessary before getting too optimistic about the potential of 

legislation.   

First, the individual matching analysis controls for socio-economic 

characteristics of the individual. However, if something other than legislation 

affected everyone in the treated group, but nobody in the control group the results 

would over-estimate the effects of legislation. Unfortunately, it is almost 

impossible to control for or quantify these effects. For example, grassroots, 

regional and international organizations have been operating in Malawi 

specifically surrounding women’s empowerment and violence against women. 

The drastic shift away from condoning domestic violence may be a result of these 

awareness campaigns and other actions taken by these organizations. 

Additionally, the simple element of time – without any other intervening factors – 

may have been sufficient to alter people’s opinions towards domestic violence. It 

is likely that all of these factors, including legislation, contributed towards 

shifting opinions in domestic violence. The large-scale change, then, should not 

be solely attributed towards the government’s decision to pass domestic violence 

legislation. Additionally, Malawi is not unique in its historical beliefs about 

domestic violence and the contents of its legislation, but a multi-country analysis 

of the effects of domestic violence needs to be done to determine whether the 

mere existence of domestic violence legislation consistently affects society’s 

attitudes towards it before accepting that legislation can indeed have the effect it 
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seemingly did in Malawi. While the effects of the law on people’s opinion may be 

exaggerated in Malawi, it is an important analysis and starting point to assess the 

effects of domestic violence legislation. The current lack of information on how 

legislation affects people – including attitude changes – beyond direct changes in 

domestic violence incidents is problematic, because it ignores the multiple ways 

legislation may lead to change. This analysis on Malawi has started to fill the 

current gap in research and literature on this issue by examining one of these 

mechanisms.  

 

4. Conclusion: 

The above models looked at both the factors that affect a government’s decision 

to pass legislation and the effects of that legislation specifically in Malawi. Regime type 

and GDP per capita are the most important variables that affect a government’s decision. 

Democracies are more likely than non-democracies to pass domestic violence legislation. 

GDP per capita increases the probability a democracy has a law, but increasing GDP per 

capita has no effect on a non-democracy’s decision. And while other aspects of culture 

may influence a government, religion has no effect on a government’s decision contrary 

to anecdotal evidence.  The case study of Malawi suggests that the existence of 

legislation, even if unimplemented, can shift attitudes away from support of domestic 

violence. This provides some optimism that government action can make a difference. 

Yet, the inability to control for large-scale changes that may have skewed the results 

means more analysis is necessary before accepting this conclusion in Malawi. Further, a 

comparative study will be required to determine if these results occur consistently in 
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other nations. But this case study fills an important gap in literature in two ways: it 

examined legislative effects on attitudes rather than direct experiences and it quantified 

that effect. More data collection on domestic violence is necessary before a large-scale 

analysis can be carried out, but these initial results suggest that it is possible to 

understand the effect of government action on domestic violence.  

For domestic violence policy advocates seeking government action these results 

suggest they should first target policy change among democracies and develop strategies 

to improve GDP per capita. The recent focus on empowering women to promote 

development may be a channel to improve GDP per capita, but increasing access to 

employment and education does not directly affect a government’s decision to pass 

legislation. And in non-democracies, new strategies aimed at non-government actors may 

be more successful than those targeting the governments, as non-democracies are less 

likely to pass legislation. Finally, there is some evidence that targeting government action 

as a way to end domestic violence is a worthwhile strategy. Although more research is 

necessary, legislation can yield benefits by shifting societal attitudes and decreasing the 

acceptability of domestic violence  
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Appendix: 
 
Nations with Domestic Violence Legislation: 
  
United States      1994  
Canada       1982  
Bahamas, The      1991  
Dominican Republic   1997  
Jamaica       1994  
Trinidad and Tobago  1999  
Barbados       1993  
Dominica       1996  
Grenada       2001  
St. Lucia       1995  
St. Vincent and  
the Grenadines      1984  
Antigua and Barbuda  1999  
St. Kitts and Nevis     2005  
Mexico  1996  
Belize       2000  
Guatemala      1996  
Honduras      1997  
El Salvador      1996  
Nicaragua       1996  
Costa Rica       1996  
Panama       1995  
Colombia       1996  
Venezuela, RB     1998  
Guyana       2008  
Suriname       1998  
Ecuador      1995  
Peru       1993  
Brazil       2006  
Bolivia       1995  
Paraguay      1997  
Chile       1994  
Argentina       1994  
Uruguay       1995  
United Kingdom  1996  
Ireland       1996  
Netherlands    1992  
Belgium       1997  
Luxembourg     2003  
France       1994  
Liechtenstein     2001  

Switzerland      1991  
Spain      2003  
Andorra       2005  
Portugal       1991  
Monaco       2011  
Germany       1997  
Poland       1997  
Austria       1989  
Hungary       1997  
Czech Republic      2004  
Slovak Republic      2005  
Italy       2001  
San Marino       2008  
Malta       2006  
Albania       2006  
Macedonia, FYR      2004  
Croatia       2003  
Bosnia and  
Herzegovina      2003  
Slovenia       1995  
Greece       2006  
Cyprus       1994  
Bulgaria       2005  
Moldova       2003  
Romania       2000  
Estonia       2006  
Latvia       2010  
Ukraine       2001  
Belarus       2009  
Georgia      2006  
Azerbaijan       2010  
Finland       2005  
Sweden       1988  
Norway       2002  
Denmark       2002  
Cape Verde       2004  
Sao Tome and  
Principe       2008  
Senegal       1999  
Sierra Leone      2007  
Ghana       2007  



  46 

Central African  
Republic   2006  
Chad       2002  
Uganda       2009  
Rwanda       2008  
Angola       2011  
Mozambique      2009  
Zimbabwe       2007  
Malawi       2006  
South Africa    1998  
Namibia      2003  
Botswana       2007  
Madagascar      2000  
Mauritius       1997  
Seychelles       2000  
Tunisia       1993  
Turkey       1998  
Egypt, Arab Rep.      1998  
Jordan       2008  
Israel       1991  
Kyrgyz Republic      2003  

Kazakhstan       2008  
China       2001  
Mongolia       2005  
Korea, Rep.      1997  
Japan       2001  
India       2006  
Bangladesh       2000  
Sri Lanka       2005  
Nepal       2009  
Thailand       2007  
Cambodia       2005  
Lao PDR       2004  
Malaysia       1994  
Singapore       1999  
Philippines       2004  
Indonesia       2004  
Australia       1975  
New Zealand      1995  
Vanuatu       2008  
Fiji        2003  
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VARIABLES  Atheist  Jewish  Hindu  Buddhist  Shinto 

           

Atheist  0.0122  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐ 

  (0.0104)         
Jewish  ‐‐‐  0.0408***  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐ 

    (0.0152)       

Hindu  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  0.00699  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐ 

      (0.00726)     

Buddhist1  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  ‐0.00203  ‐‐‐ 

        (0.00592)   

Buddhist2  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  0.0133  ‐‐‐ 

        (0.0102)   

Shinto  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  ‐‐‐  8.19E‐03 

          (0.0145) 

Population  0.000719  0.000764  0.000688  0.000778  0.000682 

  (0.000814)  (0.000816)  (0.000819)  (0.000828)  (0.000819) 

Female 
Population (%) 

0.00318***  0.00327***  0.00325***  0.00327***  0.00322*** 

  (0.000968)  (0.000973)  (0.000968)  (0.000974)  (0.000967) 

Year  0.00131  0.00106  0.00134  0.00125  0.00127 

  (0.0058)  (0.00581)  (0.00591)  (0.00576)  (0.00577) 

Year2  0.000107  0.000119  0.000109  0.000109  0.000109 

  (0.000173)  (0.000173)  (0.000176)  (0.000171)  (0.000172) 

Year3  ‐1.78E‐06  ‐1.93E‐06  ‐1.81E‐06  ‐1.80E‐06  ‐1.80E‐06 

  (0.00000167)  (0.00000168)  (0.00000171)  (0.00000166)  (0.00000167) 

           
Observations  7,608  7,608  7,455  7,608  7,608 

Standard errors in parentheses       

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1       

 
 
 
 

Table 1: The Effects of All Other Religions on a Government’s Decision to Pass 
Legislation 
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Variables  Jewish 

   Jewish  0.0316 

 
‐0.0194 

Democracy  0.0422*** 

 
‐0.00918 

GDP Per Capita  0.00625*** 

 
‐0.00143 

Population  0.00253** 

 
‐0.00122 

Female Population (%)  0.00114 
  ‐0.00107 
Year  ‐0.0015 
  ‐0.00706 
Year2  0.000212 
  ‐0.000214 
Year3  ‐2.68E‐06 

 
‐2.11E‐06 

   Observations  4,873 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2: The Effects of Democracy and GDP Per Capita on Judaism 
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Figure 1: The Correlation Between GDP Per Capita and Secondary School 
Enrollment Rates for Girls 
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Variables  Democracies 
Non 
Democracies 

GDP per capita  0.0144***  0.00486*** 

 
(0.00485)  (0.00174) 

Democracy  ‐0.0603  0.0117* 

 
(0.0968)  (0.00679) 

Population  0.00193  0.00273** 

 
(0.00281)  (0.00122) 

Female Population 
(%)  ‐0.00618  0.00223** 

 
(0.00432)  (0.00104) 

Year  ‐0.00852  0.0364 

 
(0.013)  (0.0405) 

Year2  0.00064  ‐0.000848 

 
(0.000425)  (0.00101) 

Year3  ‐7.79e‐06*  6.68E‐06 

 
(0.00000445)  (0.00000825) 

     
Observations  1,683  3,237 

Standard errors in parentheses 
 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

Table 3: The Change in the Effect of GDP Per Capita Based on Regime 
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Figure 2: The Correlation Between GDP Per Capita and a Transparency  
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Variables  Religion 

   Legislation  ‐0.168*** 

 
(0.00387) 

Northern Region  0.184*** 

 
(0.00549) 

Southern Region  0.102*** 

 
(0.0047) 

C Cap (Christians)  ‐0.0104 

 
(0.0065) 

Anglicans  ‐0.00574 

 
(0.0128) 

Seventh Day Advent  ‐0.0296*** 

 
(0.00961) 

Other Christian  ‐0.00566 

 
(0.00541) 

Muslim  ‐0.0248*** 

 
(0.00768) 

No Religion  ‐0.00684 

 
(0.0245) 

Urban  ‐0.0437*** 

 
(0.00704) 

Wealth  ‐0.0152*** 

 
(0.00162) 

   
   Observations  34,601 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 4.1: The Effect of Religion on Domestic Violence Opinion (Women) 
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Variables  Ethnicity 
Legislation  ‐0.165*** 

 
(0.00395) 

North Region  0.174*** 

 
(0.0089) 

Central Region  0.0965*** 

 
(0.00642) 

   Tumbuka  0.0201* 

 
(0.0108) 

Lowme  ‐0.00692 

 
(0.011) 

Tonga  ‐0.0998*** 

 
(0.0156) 

Yao  ‐0.0263** 

 
(0.0114) 

Sena  0.0337** 

 
(0.0139) 

Nkhonde  ‐0.0158 

 
(0.0181) 

Ngoni  ‐0.0414*** 

 
(0.0114) 

Mang'anja  0.0252 

 
(0.0206) 

Lambya  0.00487 

 
(0.0275) 

Ndali  ‐0.0297 

 
(0.0278) 

Nyanja  ‐0.0293 

 
(0.0312) 

Chewa  0.0182* 

 
(0.0105) 

   Observations  34,718 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Table 4.2: The Effect of Ethnicity on Domestic Violence Opinion (Women) 
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Variables  Religion 

   Legislation  ‐0.0419*** 

 
(0.00705) 

Northern Region  0.0769*** 

 
(0.00947) 

Central Region  0.0364*** 

 
(0.00785) 

Urban  0.0333*** 

 
(0.0117) 

Wealth  ‐0.0128*** 

 
(0.00272) 

C Cap (Christians)  ‐0.0195 

 
(‐0.0204) 

Anglicans  ‐0.0328 

 
(0.0209) 

Seventh Day Advent  ‐0.00955 

 
(0.0268) 

Other Christian  ‐0.0637*** 

 
(0.0247) 

Muslim  ‐0.0370* 

 
(0.0199) 

No Religion  ‐0.0102 

 
(0.0216) 

   Observations  10,346 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 5.1: The Effect of Religion on Domestic Violence Opinion (Men) 
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Variables  Ethnicity 

   Legislation  ‐0.0413*** 

 
(0.00717) 

Northern Region  0.0535*** 

 
(‐0.015) 

Central Region  0.0478*** 

 
(0.0106) 

Chewa  ‐0.0297* 

 
(0.0179) 

Tumbuka  0.00472 

 
(0.0185) 

Lowme  ‐0.0263 

 
(0.0183) 

Tonga  0.00428 

 
(0.0238) 

Yao  ‐0.0126 

 
(0.0189) 

Sena  0.026 

 
(0.0219) 

Nkhonde  0.0538** 

 
(0.0271) 

Ngoni  ‐0.0245 

 
(0.0188) 

Mang'anja  ‐0.0466 

 
0 

Lambya  ‐0.00605 

 
(0.0465) 

Ndali  0.00573 

 
(0.0447) 

Nyanja  ‐0.0217 

 
(0.045) 

Urban  0.0388*** 

 
(0.0118) 

Wealth  ‐0.0134*** 

 
(0.00271) 

Observations  10,435 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Table 5.2: The Effect of Ethnicity on Domestic Violence Opinion (Men) 
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Variables  Education 

   Legislation  ‐0.0366*** 

 
(0.00714) 

Northern 
Region  0.0755*** 

 
(0.00921) 

Central Region  0.0385*** 

 
(0.0076) 

   Urban  0.0228* 

 
(0.0118) 

Wealth  ‐0.00799*** 

 
(0.00282) 

Higher than 
Secondary   ‐0.150*** 

 
(0.0427) 

Complete 
Secondary  ‐0.0757*** 

 
(0.0225) 

Incomplete 
Secondary  ‐0.0195 

 
(0.0152) 

Complete 
Primary  0.0307* 

 
(0.0159) 

Incomplete 
Primary  0.0163 

 
(0.0129) 

   
Observations  10,436 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Table 5.3: The Effect of Education on Domestic Violence Opinion (Men) 
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Wife Beting 
Justified  Coefficient 

Standard 
Error  Z    P>|z|  Confidence Interval (95%) 

Average 
Treatment Effect  ‐0.0671222  0.0195702  ‐3.43  0.001  ‐105479  ‐0.0287654 

Observations  10346  Number of Matches = 1       
 

 

 

 

 

Wife Beting 
Justified  Coefficient 

Standard 
Error  Z    P>|z|  Confidence Interval (95%) 

Average 
Treatment Effect 

‐0.3077931  0.0152807  ‐20.14  0.000  ‐0.3377428  ‐0.2778434 

Observations  34601  Number of Matches = 1        

Table 6.1: Individual Matching Results for Women in Malawi 
 

Table 6.2: Individual Matching Results for Men in Malawi 
 


