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S umma r y  

 

The Research and Documentation Centre of the Dutch Ministry of Justice (WODC) has 

commissioned Beke Consultancy and Research Group to take a close look at the 

honour killings issue. The purpose of the study was to develop a clear, practicable 

definition of the phenomenon: a working definition. It focused on a description of the 

honour killings issue with respect to forms of expression, immediate causes and risk 

indicators. The working definition should provide clues with respect to detection, 

furthering of expertise, and registration for occupational groups that (may) have to 

deal with the issue in actual practice such as teachers, social workers, the police and 

the judiciary. 

This study alternated desk research with so-called intervision meetings with 

academics, policy makers and workers in the field. This was done because we tried to 

develop a working definition that could count on broad support with various 

occupational groups. On the basis of the intervision meetings and interviews it has 

been established that this broad support indeed exists and that there is an urgent 

need for such a working definition. 

 

The working definition 

Our study shows that it is sensible to dispose of the Dutch term ‘eerwraak’ (in a literal 

sense the equivalent of the English term ‘avenging honour’) and to use the broader 

term ‘eergerelateerd geweld’ (‘honour related violence’) instead. An important 

argument in favour is that the term ‘eerwraak’ has a too limited meaning. The actual 

use of the term refers to murdering someone – most of the time a girl or a woman – 

because of (a threat of) violation of sexual honour. ‘Eerwraak’ is thus virtually 

synonymous with murder to restore family honour, or honour killings, which results in 

too little attention for other, milder forms of honour related violence such as abuse and 

forced marriages. These other forms are not only quite serious in themselves, but may 

also be the prelude to even more serious types of violence including murder in the 

worst case. Moreover, the term honour related violence provides room for including 

violation of the family honour because of the sexual (primarily female) honour at issue 

and / or the non-sexual honour (male pride); it applies not only to female victims but 

to male victims as well. Thus, the broader term honour related violence provides us 

with more opportunities for (early) detection and prevention. 

 



The working definition has been phrased by us as follows: 

 

‘Honour related violence is any type of psychological or physical violence 

committed from a collective mentality as a reaction to a (threat of) violation 

of the honour of a man or a woman, and thus of his or her family, of which 

the outside world is aware or may become aware.’ 

 

The elements family honour, collective mentality and public awareness, which are 

central to our working definition, frame honour related violence and distinguish it from 

other types of (relational) violence. Thus, incidents of violence in which national or 

religious honour play a role, and relational violence such as domestic violence and 

crime passionnel are not included in this working definition. 

 

Forms of expression and immediate causes 

Relevant characteristics and factors that are linked to the working definition are the 

immediate cause(s) for the conflict of honour, forms of expression of honour related 

violence and risk indicators. The forms of expression are the actions undertaken by the 

family to restore honour. These actions can be categorized according to the 

seriousness of the act: honour killings (sexual honour / primarily female) and pride 

killings (non-sexual honour / primarily male) are the most extreme forms, only 

preceded by murder threats. In addition, there are forms of expression which are 

partly criminal and partly non-criminal from a legal perspective. Just like the forms of 

expression, the immediate causes for certain types of honour related violence are also 

very diverse; from a Western viewpoint, these immediate causes are not always 

recognized as reasons to recur to violence. From the viewpoint of the furthering of 

expertise it is necessary for parties that (may) have to deal with honour related 

violence to learn how to recognize the immediate causes and the forms of expression 

at an early stage. 

When tackling the problem, forms of expression and immediate causes should always 

be assessed from the context in which they occur, because one and the same form of 

expression can be the result of a different immediate cause and vice versa. 

Furthermore, honour related issues should be detected at an early stage, because 

there is always a risk that violence will escalate. 

 

Risk indicators  

Professional workers in the field have an urgent need of any knowledge about 

indications that point to an increased risk of the most extreme form of honour related 

violence: murder. In our study we have listed a number of risk indicators that could be 

the first step towards the development of a risk assessment tool. These indicators 

point to the (potential) victim’s future prospects, the extent to which the (alleged) 

violation of honour will be public knowledge, the cultural background of the (potential) 



victim, the situational factors surrounding the conflict of honour, the extent to which a 

(potential) perpetrator of the crime can be designated, and the (potential) victim’s 

behaviour. However, these indicators should be used with great caution because of the 

danger of stigmatization, generalization and discrimination. 

 

Furthering of expertise, detection, and registration 

Our study showed that great importance is attached to a working definition that is 

widely acknowledged. The working definition presented here complies with this 

requirement; we recommend to set up trajectories that are grounded on a common 

basis from different occupational groups to further the expertise of professionals. A 

major part of this furthering of expertise should be aimed at early detection and thus 

at prevention of serious violent crimes committed in the name of honour related 

issues. In conducting this risk assessment, prudence is in order. Through 

benchmarking concerning other phenomena (such as indecency offences, juvenile 

delinquency and domestic violence), it should be possible to develop models which do 

justice to the matter in hand and offer possibilities for early detection and a 

customized approach. 

Registering honour related violence with various institutions in society is a complex 

affair. When recording information with respect to honour related violence, apart from 

information about the concrete acts themselves, one should also pay attention to and 

spend time on recording background information and contextual information. 

We recommend the occupational groups involved to cooperate with respect to the 

development of a tool, the furthering of expertise and the registration of honour 

related violence. The dynamics of the phenomenon under study ask for a critical 

review of the working definition and the model as to practicability, (degree of) 

implementation, and comprehensiveness a year from now. 


