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Estimating Battle Deaths:  
A Challenging Exercise1

 

There are currently two datasets that provide estimates of the number of worldwide battle 

deaths—i.e., combat-related deaths—that occur in state-based armed conflicts.2 (State-based 

armed conflicts are those in which at least one of the warring parties is the government of a 

state). Battle deaths include not only combatants but also civilians caught in the crossfire—

deaths that are often referred to as collateral damage. 

Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) has battle-death data for the period from 1989 to 

2010 and the dataset is updated annually. Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO), on the other 

hand, currently has data from 1946 to 2008. This dataset is updated periodically.

The trends in battle deaths described by the two datasets are quite similar as Figure 1 

shows, although the PRIO “best estimates” of worldwide battle deaths are higher than those  

of UCDP—several times higher in some years. (This can be seen more clearly in Figure 2, 

below.) As Figure 1 demonstrates, there has been a clear long-term, but highly uneven, decline 

in battle deaths since 1946.

Figure 1 Reported Battle Deaths from  

State-Based Armed Conflict, 1946–2008/09
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Data Sources: PRIO; UCDP/HSRP.3

The methods used by UCDP and PRIO are similar, but to understand why PRIO’s  

best estimates are mostly greater than those of UCDP, we need to know how each dataset  

is compiled.
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The Datasets
The PRIO dataset was originally created to determine if there were any long-term trends in 

the deadliness of armed conflict in the post-World War II era. The starting point for the coding 

of battle deaths was the list of armed conflicts from 1946 contained in the UCDP/PRIO Armed 

Conflict Dataset.4 The coding was undertaken by Bethany Lacina.

The first iteration of the dataset was released in 2005 and covered the period 1946–2002.5 

The dataset has been updated twice, in 2006 and 2009, and the latest version covers the period 

1946–2008. As of 12 March 2012, no final decision had been made on the next update.

UCDP, unlike PRIO, collects data on three types of organized violence. In 2005 data 

from all three new UCDP datasets were published for the first time in the Human Security 

Report. In addition to the battle-death data for state-based conflicts, UCDP introduced two 

new datasets—one on non-state battle deaths, and one on deaths from one-sided violence. 

Subsequently, each dataset has been updated annually—currently to 2010. Moreover, all three 

UCDP datasets have now been backdated to 1989. 

Both the PRIO and UCDP provide “low,” “high,” and “best” estimates of fatality numbers 

for each year.6 

Summary Estimates versus Incident Counting 
PRIO and UCDP both use a wide range of sources in compiling their estimates. But there is 

one major difference between their approaches—one that helps explain why PRIO’s estimates 

are generally higher than those of UCDP. 

The UCDP dataset is compiled primarily by counting the annual total of combat-related 

fatalities (national and global) from reports of fatalities in individual violent incidents (battles, 

clashes, etc.) in each state-based conflict being waged around the world. To do this, UCDP uses 

a variety of sources, including news reports and on-the-ground reports from human rights 

organizations, local NGOs (nongovernmental organizations), etc.

This approach not only provides very detailed information about particular violent events, 

but it also gives UCDP researchers considerable confidence that they have a reliable estimate 

of the minimum number of battle deaths in a conflict. But since it is highly unlikely that all 

reports of battle deaths will be recorded—particularly in conflicts where outside observers 

are banned from war zones—this methodology will almost certainly underestimate the actual 

number of battle deaths.7

By contrast, the PRIO dataset relies heavily on summary estimates—i.e., expert assessments 

of overall fatalities. There is no reason to assume that summary estimates will systematically 

undercount battle deaths as does UCDP’s incident-based estimation method.8 

In producing estimates of battle deaths for the early decades of the post-war era, PRIO 

researchers had no choice but to rely on summary reports of war deaths—which were typically 

estimates of how many people had been killed over the course of an entire conflict.9 During 

these early decades, there was nothing remotely like the Factiva database, with its 35,000-plus 
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news sources, that among other sources has enabled UCDP to undertake electronic searches 

for reports of individuals killed in battle.

Second, as noted earlier, UCDP data coders disaggregate deaths from organized violence 

into several categories. This means, for example, that UCDP will not count fatalities from 

intentional one-sided violence against civilians in its battle-death category, since these 

fatalities are collected in a separate dataset. However, the summary estimates of war deaths on 

which PRIO relies may well include the intentional killing of civilians along with battle deaths, 

because their sources do not always distinguish between the two types of violence.10 Where 

PRIO battle-death tolls include civilian deaths that UCDP counts separately, the effect will 

again be to increase the PRIO toll relative to that of UCDP.11 

Third, UCDP’s stringent coding rules mean that violent deaths will not be recorded as 

battle deaths unless the identity of the perpetrators is known. But sometimes it is not possible 

to identify the perpetrators, and where this is the case, the fatalities are not recorded. This helps 

explain why UCDP’s battle-death counts in Iraq are lower than those of other sources, and is 

yet another reason why PRIO’s best-estimate death tolls are higher on average than UCDP’s.12 

Fourth, another difference between the two datasets arises from the fact that UCDP 

updates its data annually. UCDP researchers may well find, and include, important new sources 

of data for early conflict periods that were not available at the time to PRIO researchers. The 

PRIO dataset cannot include these data until its next periodic update.

These four differences account for most of the variation between PRIO and UCDP battle-

death estimates.13 

Conclusion
Although the differences in battle-death counts between the two datasets are often con-

siderable, the overall trends track each other reasonably closely as Figure 2 (next page)  

indicates. Both datasets show a clear, though very uneven, decline in battle deaths over the 

past two decades, the period in which the two datasets overlap. If different data collection 

methodologies generate data that follow similar trends, then we can be reasonably confident 

that the trends are real. 

This is important because the most prominent—and most contested14—finding that has 

emerged from more than six decades of PRIO battle-death data is that there has been a long-

term, but uneven, secular decline in deadliness of warfare around the world.15

Notwithstanding their differences—and in part because of them—the two datasets are 

clearly complementary. Only the PRIO dataset has trend data in battle deaths for the first 

four decades of the post-World War II era, but only UCDP provides updates and revisions 

every year. This means that UCDP’s data are usually more up to date than PRIO’s and thus of 

particular interest to policy-makers. Plus, UCDP provides separate, but compatible, datasets 

on violent deaths from one-sided violence and non-state conflicts. Because of their incident-

based method of data collection, UCDP is not only able to differentiate between distinct types 
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of organized violence but the data can also provide more detailed information on where and 

when the deaths occurred.

As pointed out below, a primary objective of the PRIO dataset is to provide data on long-term 

historical trends in the number of battle deaths, while the UCDP dataset focuses on recent time 

periods and allows for more detailed and disaggregated analysis of violent events. Users must 

take this into account when choosing the appropriate dataset for a specific research question.

Figure 2 Reported Battle Deaths from  

State-Based Armed Conflict, 1989–2008
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Data Sources: PRIO; UCDP/HSRP.

Policy-makers and other researchers can be confident that UCDP’s data accurately reflect 

the minimum number of battle deaths that occur in each conflict each year, but its overall 

estimates are likely to undercount the true extent of the death toll for reasons spelled out 

above—and by UCDP itself.

PRIO’s data, on the other hand, not only cover six-plus decades of conflict but will tend to 

provide higher, and often more realistic, estimates of overall death tolls than UCDP’s battle-

death counts, precisely because PRIO’s methodology is not affected by the factors that tend to 

reduce battle-death estimates in the UCDP dataset. But it is also possible that PRIO’s estimates, 

which are based in large part on judgments about the accuracy of sources, rather than on 

counting reports of deaths in individual incidents, will overestimate the extent of battle deaths 

in some cases. It is highly improbable that this would happen with the UCDP estimates.

We should also be clear that these datasets are neither intended—nor suitable—for the sort 

of painstaking in-depth investigations of human rights violations and deaths from organized 

violence that Benetech’s Human Rights Data Analysis Group (HRDAG) undertakes—often for 

truth and reconciliation commissions in post-conflict settings.16

However, HRDAG’s intensive investigations often take multiple years to complete. They 

are essentially one-off exercises and are only carried out in a minority of war-affected countries 
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in each year. As such, they cannot be used for mapping global trends in organized violence on 

an ongoing basis.

For researchers and policy-makers interested in understanding trends in death tolls from 

organized violence and what drives them, and in determining the impact of violence-reduction 

strategies, there are no substitutes for the trend data revealed by the PRIO and UCDP battle-

death datasets. The datasets serve different but complementary purposes.
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