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Violence against women is widespread in Latin America and the Caribbean. On average, every day, 10 
women are murdered in the region (according to data from the Economic Commission for Latin America 
and the Caribbean [ECLAC]), and of the 25 countries with the highest rates of femicide in the world, 13 
are in this region![1]. Violence against women invades women’s everyday lives and takes place in both pub-
lic and private spheres and within all socioeconomic 
groups. Most femicides are committed by their part-
ners or former partners—one out of every three wom-
en between the ages of 15 and 49 in the region have 
experienced physical and/or sexual violence at the 
hands of a partner![2], with rates ranging between 17% 
(for the Dominican Republic) and 53% (for Bolivia). 
Violence against women has a negative impact (phys-
ical and psychological) on the health of victims, and 
it also a"ects their economic decisions and oppor-
tunities for development. Additionally, it increases 
the probability that children su"er abuse, corporal 
punishment, and/or negligent/dysfunctional care as 
well as the likelihood that minors end up reproducing 
this behavior when they are adults, perpetuating the 
cycle of violence![3]. 

What policies are effective at 
eradicating violence against 
women?

POLICY BRIEF #3

https://www.iadb.org/es/gender-and-diversity/violencia-contra-la-mujer
https://www.iadb.org/es/gender-and-diversity/violencia-contra-la-mujer
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 How can this problem be addressed?

Trustworthy measurement is crucial. 
Quality statistics on the prevalence of 
intimate partner violence are crucial to 
guide targeting e"orts for violence pre-
vention and response. However, due to 
fear of repercussions, and because the 
perpetrator is an individual with an a"ec-
tional and/or economic bond to the vic-
tim, self-reporting by many women tends 
to underestimate the true prevalence of 
the phenomenon. To find alternatives 
to traditional data collection methods, 
which use surveys that ask direct ques-
tions, a study conducted in Lima looked 
at the e"ect of using indirect methods, 
such as list experiments, to give the 
respondent more privacy to self-report 
the experience of violence. Relative to 
face-to-face surveys, using list experi-

ments does not allow linking individual responses to 
individual women. Rather, the rate of intimate partner 
violence is obtained in the aggregate by comparing 
the responses of two groups—the control group, who 
receives four neutral statements, and the treatment 
group, who receives the same four along with a fifth 
describing an act of this type of violence. The survey 
respondent must indicate the number of statements 
that are true but not which ones, thus protecting the 
confidentiality of her answer. The findings indicate that, 
on average, providing more privacy does not change 
the amount of violence reported. However, the authors 

Quality statistics on the 
prevalence of intimate 
partner violence are crucial 
to guide targeting e"orts 
for violence prevention and 
response. However, due to 
fear of repercussions, self-
reporting by many women 
tends to underestimate 
the true prevalence of the 
phenomenon.
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find that indirect methods reversed the nega-
tive correlation between education and the prev-
alence of intimate partner violence captured by 
traditional surveys; with the list experiments, wom-
en with more education report higher rates of vio-
lence than their peers with less education. This 
change in the correlation between education and 
violence is explained by underreporting among 
women with more education when surveyed using 
direct methods. The study suggests that this trend 
toward underreporting likely reflects conflicts due 
to stigma. This evidence is a key reminder that the 
measurement agenda remains pending and of its 
importance for promoting cost-e"ective policies.

Men must be involved in prevention from a young 
age. The evidence shows that violence in rela-
tionships between adolescents who do not live 
together can lead to violence perpetrated by a 
partner during adulthood. However, the research 
and interventions addressing violence between 
adolescents is particularly limited in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Consequently, a large portion 
of policies and programs aimed at eradicating vio-
lence against women leave out adolescence, a time 
of life when violent behavior begins to manifest. 
To outline potential strategies for addressing this 
issue in the region, a qualitative study was carried 
out to identify the risk factors of intimate partner 
violence during adolescence in Brazil and Hondu-
ras. The outcomes indicate that although teenage 
girls are capable of recognizing physical violence, 
they often do not identify a series of violent 
behaviors by their partners, such as monitoring 
their cellular phones or their social media accounts, 
scrutinizing how they dress, or policing their free-
dom to leave the house or socialize with friends.

Educational programs targeting adolescents can 
play an important role in a prevention policy as the 
behaviors that facilitate violence tend to begin at 
this stage of life. The evaluation of “Haz tu parte,” 
a community education program for young peo-
ple between the ages of 13 and 18 in El Salvador, 
explores the e"ectiveness of interventions aimed at 
changing attitudes toward gender-based violence 
in this age group. The findings show that, among 
men, the program improved awareness around 
gender, while among women, it encouraged con-
versations and changes in attitudes in favor of gen-
der equality. 

Interrupting the inter-generational transmis-
sion of violence. The negative e"ects of violence 
against women are not limited to the lives of those 
involved. Rather, its impact can be perpetuated 
through future generations. Situations of intimate 
partner violence and violence against children 
often arise in the same home, and exposing chil-
dren to violence is the strongest and most consis-
tent predictor of its inter-generational transmission. 
Despite the key role that men play in the quali-
ty of domestic and partner relationships, e"orts 
to encourage them to participate in caring for 
their children, support maternal and infant health, 
and prevent domestic violence have been largely 
absent from public policy. The Latin American and 
Caribbean region has very few programs aimed at 
enhancing parenting skills that include men and 
focus on preventing violence against women and 
child abuse![4], and those that do exist have not 
been subjected to rigorous evaluation. 

One notable exception is the ongoing evaluation 
of “Programa P,” a socio-educational intervention 
targeting mothers and fathers aimed at reducing 

https://publications.iadb.org/en/misreporting-sensitive-health-behaviors-and-its-impact-treatment-effects-application-intimate
https://publications.iadb.org/en/misreporting-sensitive-health-behaviors-and-its-impact-treatment-effects-application-intimate
https://publications.iadb.org/es/publicacion/17475/violencia-en-las-relaciones-de-noviazgo-entre-adolescentes-en-brasil-y-honduras
https://publications.iadb.org/es/publicacion/17475/violencia-en-las-relaciones-de-noviazgo-entre-adolescentes-en-brasil-y-honduras
https://publications.iadb.org/es/el-efecto-de-la-educacion-en-las-actitudes-de-genero-evidencia-experimental-en-educacion-secundaria
https://publications.iadb.org/es/el-efecto-de-la-educacion-en-las-actitudes-de-genero-evidencia-experimental-en-educacion-secundaria
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the risk factors associated with violence against 
children and women in the communities of El Alto, 
Bolivia, where rates of intimate partner violence 
are at epidemic levels, and the corporal punish-
ment of boys and girls is very common. A survey 
conducted prior to implementation confirmed 
these trends. In families with mothers and fathers 
of children under the age of three, more than 50% 
of the women surveyed experienced psychological 
violence, and almost 30% had su"ered physical or 
sexual violence at the hands of their current part-
ner at some point during their lives. Likewise, 40% 
of mothers and 28% of fathers reported having 
used corporal punishment to discipline their chil-
dren at some point during the last six months. The 
results of the evaluation will contribute to enhanc-
ing understanding of how these types of interven-

tions can aid the adoption of more egalitarian and 
nonviolent attitudes and practices.

Access to support resources in emergency cases 
must be offered. Emergency lines for situations of 
violence against women exist all over the region. 
However, their e"ectiveness depends on how well 
the people answering the calls are trained as well as 
on the swiftness and usefulness of their response. 
An evaluation of Línea 123 in Medellin found that 
the faster the response, the greater the reduction in 
violence—when the response came in no more than 
12 hours after the call, there was a 19% decline in 
intimate partner violence and a 17% decline in vio-
lence overall, whether caused by a partner or by 
others in the social, workplace, or school environ-
ment, compared to the numbers reported when 
the response to women was delayed, or they did 
not receive a response. Improvement in psycho-
logical wellbeing was also detected for women 
who received a faster response (in 10 minutes or 
less). These results show that quickness and e#-
ciency in providing support through emergency 
lines can help empower the victims and/or deter 
attackers. However, it remains to be seen whether 
these impacts will persist in the long term, and 
more still needs to be learned about the barri-
ers that limit women’s access to these types of 
resources.

Also in Medellin, a process was implemented for 
training the o#cials who work at Family Precincts 
with the objective of improving the services pro-
vided to the victims of gender-based violence. 
The training consisted of raising awareness on 
the phenomenon and on the role played by gen-
der norms in incidents of violence against wom-
en. O#cials also received training on the qual-

https://publications.iadb.org/en/evaluacion-de-impacto-del-programa-p-bolivia-padres-y-madres-por-una-crianza-positiva-compartida-y
https://publications.iadb.org/en/evaluacion-de-impacto-del-programa-p-bolivia-padres-y-madres-por-una-crianza-positiva-compartida-y
https://publications.iadb.org/en/evaluacion-de-impacto-del-programa-p-bolivia-padres-y-madres-por-una-crianza-positiva-compartida-y
https://publications.iadb.org/es/como-marcar-tres-digitos-reduce-la-violencia-intima-de-pareja-en-medellin-colombia
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ity of care that victims should receive. These types 
of interventions are key for preventing women from 
being re-victimized by the type of assistance they 
receive. The training led to increases of 7% and 8%, 
respectively, in the rates of reports of cases of violence 
against women and intimate partner violence. Victims 
also increasingly felt that the assistance had respected 
their confidentiality. The higher reporting rate indicates 
that the training strengthens the role the o#cials play 
as counselors to women who take action to report their 
attackers. 

Changing gender bias through education. Educational programs can impact social norms, changing how 
women perceive their role in society. Along these lines, one study conducted an experimental evaluation of 
the role of training on human rights, gender, and violence against women in rural parts of Peru. The study 
focused on the clients of a micro-finance institution—that is, on women who were already at least partially 
empowered in economic terms. It found that the educational program had no e"ect on intimate partner 
violence in the long term (one or two years following the intervention). However, the training increased 
the likelihood that women would be aware of the support resources available (such as help lines) and 
recognize a partner’s controlling behavior. This suggests that initiatives to change social norms that are 
aimed only at women, without including their 
male partners, have a limited capacity to reduce 
gender-based violence. 

Violence against women also must be pre-
vented in public spaces. Violence against 
women transcends private or domestic spaces, 
emerging in public spaces as well. For example, 
almost half of the women who use public trans-
portation in Mexico City report dealing with 
unsafe situations and sexual violence, and 
almost eight in 10 do not know how to report 
it if they are harassed on public transportation. 
To reduce the rate of such situations, Mexico 
City implemented a system of segregated male 
and female metro cars. An evaluation of this 

The negative e"ects of 
violence against women 
are not limited to the lives 
of those involved. Rather, its 
impact can be perpetuated 
through future generations.

https://publications.iadb.org/en/capacitacion-de-funcionarias-de-comisarias-de-familia-en-medellin-colombia-sobre-servicios
https://publications.iadb.org/en/sumaq-warmi-reducing-violence-against-women-microfinance
https://publications.iadb.org/es/analisis-de-la-movilidad-accesibilidad-y-seguridad-de-las-mujeres-en-tres-centros-de-transferencia
https://publications.iadb.org/es/analisis-de-la-movilidad-accesibilidad-y-seguridad-de-las-mujeres-en-tres-centros-de-transferencia
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program found a reduction of around 11 percent-
age points in the rate of acts of sexual violence 
against women on public transportation although 
it also found an unintended increase in situations 
of physical violence—for both women and men—
of more than 30 percentage points. 

Will the COVID-19 crisis have an impact on rates 
of violence against women? During times of crisis 

such as the one caused by the spread of COVID-19, 
the frequency and intensity of domestic violence 
may increase, endangering the lives and wellbe-
ing of millions of women in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. The confinement and social distancing 
measures ordered by the region’s governments 
contribute to increasing the risk of intimate partner 
violence for a series of reasons, including anxiety 
and mental health problems, the dismantling of 
community social networks, the interruption of 
services that provide care and protection to victims 
of violence, economic vulnerability, and women’s 
inability to temporarily escape abusive partners![5]. 
An analysis of the trend in calls to emergency lines 
for cases of violence against women in the city 
of Buenos Aires found a 28% increase since the 
implementation of measures to restrict mobility. 
Also in Buenos Aires, the rate of reports of intimate 
partner violence according to a survey of victims 
indicates this type of violence is closely associated 
with confinement. Reports of violence are higher 
among women whose partners are forced to 
comply with the confinement order compared to 
women whose partners are exempt from restric-
tions on movement. The public policy implications 
are clear: restrictions on mobility must include spe-
cific services to address cases of violence against 
women.

https://publications.iadb.org/es/evaluacion-de-impacto-del-programa-viajemos-seguras-en-el-transporte-publico-en-la-ciudad-de-mexico
https://publications.iadb.org/es/evaluacion-de-impacto-del-programa-viajemos-seguras-en-el-transporte-publico-en-la-ciudad-de-mexico
https://publications.iadb.org/en/covid-19-lockdowns-and-domestic-violence-evidence-from-two-studies-in-argentina
https://publications.iadb.org/en/covid-19-lockdowns-and-domestic-violence-evidence-from-two-studies-in-argentina
https://publications.iadb.org/en/covid-19-lockdowns-and-domestic-violence-evidence-from-two-studies-in-argentina
https://publications.iadb.org/en/covid-19-lockdowns-and-domestic-violence-evidence-from-two-studies-in-argentina
https://publications.iadb.org/en/covid-19-lockdowns-and-domestic-violence-evidence-from-two-studies-in-argentina
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 How can we move forward? 

In recent years, the Latin America and Caribbean region has made progress in implementing policies to 
prevent and eradicate violence against women. GDLab’s research has helped identify some policy actions 
aimed at reducing violence against women that may be e"ective. However, we still have a long way to go. 

If we can’t measure it, it doesn’t exist. An important task that remains pending on the agenda to eradi-
cate and prevent violence against women is to make progress on measuring it. The traditional methods of 
collecting self-reported information may hide biases and represent underreporting for certain population 
groups. Additionally, rigorous evidence must be gathered in order to produce tools that are e"ective at 
eradicating gender-based violence in the region. In this regard, more evidence must be produced on pro-
grams that are e"ective during adolescence, the stage at which violent behavior begins to develop. Rig-
orous evidence is also needed on programs that include men and are oriented toward changing unequal 
social norms. Likewise, there is still little evidence on the e"ectiveness of programs that influence the 
behavior of mothers and fathers to reduce violence against children and improve the home environment, 
with the goal of breaking the cycle of inter-generational violence. 

It is also essential to understand how the inclusion of digital and/or behavioral economics tools can help 
improve programs to prevent violence and provide care to victims. The pandemic triggered by COVID-19 
has underscored the urgent need to work together on this agenda. Likewise, the availability of services 
such as education and emergency lines may not be su#cient if there are barriers that limit their use by 
victims or a"ect the behavior of service providers. In some cases, these barriers may be related to 
behavioral biases, both in the victim and in the service provider, which could be addressed by using the 
tools of behavioral science. 

https://publications.iadb.org/en/applying-behavioral-insights-intimate-partner-violence-improving-services-survivors-latin-america
https://publications.iadb.org/en/applying-behavioral-insights-intimate-partner-violence-improving-services-survivors-latin-america
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