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III Methodology used for the review
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1. Document review

2. Interviews with key informants in each country:
(Appendix 4 presents the complete list of individuals interviewed).
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3. Focus group discussions with various stakeholders:
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Organization of the report
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Limitations of the report
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IV The Central American Context
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A word about terminology

Family violence, violence against women, or gender- based violence?
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Legal reforms: necessary but not sufficient
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We want sexual offenses to be officially prosecuted and incest to receive real sanctions. In
Guatemala, incest carries a fine of 300–600 quetzales2 and the aggressor can go free right
away (CONAPREVI Network).

Mediation is neither forgiveness nor reconciliation
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…The deputy mayors in the indigenous communities often use mediation as a way to make
couples reconcile, because the focus is on sustaining the family at all cost… (Cobán promoter)
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It was such a struggle to get the police to stop using out of court agreements… Now with
judicial mediation the whole package has been transferred over to the courts, but the problem
is the same.
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…If I apply the protection measures of Law 230 [by forcing the offender to leave the home],
I am violating his constitutional right to own property … (Judge from Nicaragua)
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From words to action: National Plans for Violence Prevention
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V The Health Sector: Building an Integrated Approach

What is an integrated model for addressing family violence?
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Policies on violence in the health sector: How important are they?
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Lessons Learned:

It is not enough to develop appropriate
health sector policies on violence - It is
equally important to disseminate them
as widely as possible among health
workers, as well as the population at
large, so that the health sector can be
held accountable for their implementa-
tion.

Box 1
Central America is multi-colored,
multi-ethnic, and multi-cultural

Proposals for policies, programs and
models of care for family violence in
the health sector should be careful to
consider the diversity of languages,
ethnicity and cultures existing in the
region and in each of the countries, in
order to ensure that their implementa-
tion is not discriminatory in practice.

Box 3
Some Key Aspects of the Family Violence Model Approach

Goals of Family Violence Intervention:

• To protect victims of family violence

• To strengthen the capacity of personnel for decision-making
and problem-solving

• To contribute to healing the effects of violence

• To prevent future violence

Integrated care for family violence should include the following
aspects:

• Accessible, continuous, effective, efficient, appropriate,
trusting, confidential, secure, quality care, and guarantees the
integrity of those affected.

• Considers care for different types of violence, both within and
outside the family as well as witnesses of violence.

• Focus on changing the cycle of violence.

Develops mechanisms for systematic registration and situation
analysis of individuals and families affected by family violence.

• All of this must be accomplished within a permanent monitoring
system at a local, regional as well as national level.

Costa Rica Ministry of Health
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Where are programs for the care of family violence located?
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Lessons Learned:

The placement of program coordina-
tion for care for family violence in the
areas of women’s health and
reproductive health services facili-
tates lateral integration into other
programs and services.

Box 2
Principles that should guide care for Domestic family violence:

• Family violence is a serious problem that affects the physical, emotional and sexual health of the person
that lives with it, her/his family and can even lead to death.

• Family violence is a criminal  offense with legal repercussions: therefore, it should be addressed in a
timely and effective manner.

• Family violence is the responsibility of all society as well as public health and human rights problem.

• Family violence is the responsibility of the perpetrator.

• Violence is a learned behavior, and therefore it can be unlearned.

• Nothing justifies family violence.

• People have the right to live under conditions that allow their integrated development and respect for their
rights.

• All individuals, regardless of sex, age, religion, economic level, sexual orientation, nationality and political
beliefs, should be cared for when requested services for family violence.

• All individuals who suffer or have suffered family violence have the right to services and resources that
guarantee his or her safety and confidentiality.

• All interventions should be carried out in a manner that respects individuals’ rights and empowers them to
make their own decisions.

Ministry of Health, Costa Rica
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Table 1. Two organizational schemes for the placement of the family violence care program

Mental Health Reproductive Health

Advantages Increased institutional response in units Increased coordination w/other programs
with specialized resources

Model works without specialized resources

More linkages with services for women at
high risk

Disadvantages Few mental health resources in most of Level of response is more limited (crisis
the countries means more difficult to intervention in crisis, basic counseling and
scale up activities referrals)

More difficult to coordinate w/other
programs

Family Violence Program Committees in the Health Sector
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With norms or without them …
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Lessons Learned:

Inter-programmatic  coordination
is essential for making sure that
violence programs are integrated
laterally into key health programs,
and  to ensure the sustainability of
the violence program.

Lessons Learned:

In general, having officially approved
norms and protocols facilitates
ensuring the quality of care, as well
as scaling up of the pilot experiences.

Implemented norms and protocols
guarantee the quality of care for
family violence in health services.
Furthermore, they enable the evalua-
tion of services.
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Training Health Personnel
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…Awareness activities are what lead our staff to the point at which they ask, “what can we do?”
Once we reach this point we can begin training to learn how to actually care for women
suffering from family violence.

�����
��)����� �����������
������
�������������!��
�����������
�!������
������������������������������ ������
�������� �!���	��	�
�������������������
��!�������������
���	����)���
�&

'������������
������������
�����������������������

�����)�����
�� �	������
������������
������	������
�
����)
��&�������
�� �	����������
�����������)�����!����
�����������'�=�3��
���������(���
��)�
����
������������������������������
����������������
���������������� )����!)��&

2���
��
����!���!��������������	�����
��������� ���
������������������ ��
��������������3�����
������

�����������!�����
����������
����
�����������������)��������
�	���	��A��(8��&

Lessons Learned:

It is important to train health person-
nel on the identification of and basic
care for violence.  This creates a
favorable environment so that
women can be identified and referred
for care by any program of the unit.

Training should stem from a reflec-
tion of participant experiences and
beliefs and not just from the techni-
cal aspects of care.
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Lessons Learned:

Hands-on experiential teaching on
family violence is key. Training should
be targeted to various social actors
and consist of various levels including
awareness and basic and specialized
training.

Internships and exchange programs
are an excellent strategy to promote
the exchange of experiences and
training for personnel.

Box 4
Certificate of commitment with
teachers in Bluefields, Nicaragua

In each school center trained by
personnel in the health sector and the
Multi-sectoral Commission on Violence
Prevention, teachers sign a certificate
of commitment to complete their
training, where they draft their
proposals for contributing to reducing
child abuse and to eradicate family
violence.
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V The Model of Care for Women and Children
Suffering from Violence

Following the Critical Pathways
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Why is family violence invisible in health services?
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Women do not speak for fear that [the husband] will be put in jail and then no money will come
into the household. Also, because they are afraid of him. They think, “if I talk he will kill me, he
will choke me… (woman from San Cristóbal, Guatemala)
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People think that our [indigenous] clothes make us dumb…[In the health center] we have to
wait longer. They call the ladinas first and tell us to please step aside. We do it because of the
language and our fear of not being able to express ourselves well in front of the health person-
nel. The ladina nurses are not interested in us… (woman from San Cristóbal)
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There isn’t any type of screening carried out here. There’s simply no time to talk or perform
special exams for women reporting violence. The treatment for a victim of violence is not even
close to that given to a woman with cancer (Critical Route report in Nicaragua).
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I wanted to get things off my chest but I felt rejected by the other health workers … they
thought less of me and made me feel guilty…

I would have liked for them to have explained that there are laws and support centers for
women; to make me feel safe, to tell me that I wasn’t alone…I wish they had said to me, “How
do you feel? This is not your fault…. I care about what happens to you…”
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The health sector institutions have an uneven respone with regard to this problem and the
positive results obtained by some respondents depended more on the good will and actions of
individuals providers than on institutional policy (Sagot, 2000).
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How are women living with violence identified?
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Lessons Learned

Waiting for women to disclose violence
on their own is not an adequate
strategy for reaching women living with
violence. Experience has shown that
women are willing to talk but it is
necessary for health personnel to ask
about violence.

It is possible to identify women
affected by violence in any area of
health services. The minimal require-
ments are privacy, trained personnel
and the opportunity to listen and offer
a minimal intervention.
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The screening study
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Box 5
Questions used in the screening
exercise

Did your partner ever throw objects,
slam doors, destroyed furniture or run
you out of the house after any conflicts
or arguments?

In the last 3 months (if pregnant, ask
during this pregnancy) have you ever
been pushed or hit by your partner,
boyfriend, or ex-boyfriend?

Are you currently afraid of being
attacked, abused or hit by your
partner, boyfriend?

Box 6
When should health personnel
suspect violence?

• Anxiety
• Allergies
• Gastritis
• Colitis
• Migraines
• Bumps/bruises
• Malnutrition
• High blood pressure
• Learning problems in children
• Physical problems
• Sexually Transmitted Infections
• Termination of  medical visits

Health personnel and clients in El
Salvador
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The textbooks tell me how to treat depression, but now we have begun to change our
diagnoses. We see that a patient may suffer from depression; however, it is secondary to
the domestic violence problem. With this insight we can find a better approach.
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We try to help women plan, but our problem is that we can’t provide monthly injections, which
is the only method that can be concealed. If a woman uses an IUD her husband might feel it,
and the pills are dangerous because he might find them. If she uses the 3-month injection
method she won’t get her period and her husband might become suspicious. Sometimes we
tell them to have their friends keep their pills so that the husband won’t notice.
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I challenged myself to find cases and I realized that it was
possible.

Women are waiting for someone to knock on their door,
some of them have been waiting for many years…They are
grateful for the opportunity to unload their burden.

Sometimes we have to ask the question on a couple of
visits. Maybe the first time it comes as a shock, but the
second time she begins to trust us.

A woman’s reaction depends on the level of trust that we
provide. When you first start this process, it feels horrible,
but not anymore. The most important thing is to listen to
her, and not write at the same time, but rather give her full
attention so that you don’t lose her.
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Lessons Learned

Carrying out an exercise of universal
screening is an excellent tool for
motivating health personnel to ask
about violence and could be imple-
mented in all sites that undertake work
related to violence.  The screening
instrument should include questions
on physical, emotional and sexual
violence.

After completing the exercise it is
important to implement a permanent
screening strategy to maintain the
accomplishments achieved in the initial
exercise.
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What if she says yes?

Sometimes I ask a woman about violence and right there she begins to cry; she becomes a
sea of tears. She closes up and I have to wait. When someone isn’t sensitized he can get
annoyed and think, “why did I even ask?” and “now how am I going to get rid of her?”
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Box 7
When is a good time to ask about violence?

In family planning clinics

We ask if her husband agrees with family planning.  If she says no then we knows that there are problems.

In the exam I ask her how she feels about family planning and what would happen if he were aware.  I let
her know that her body belongs to her, even if her husband  doesn’t want to practice family planning.

You might become aware of [violence] because of a husband’s jealousy and control.  For example,
sometimes they will say that they don’t practice family planning “because he doesn’t want anyone to see
her”.

In cancer prevention programs

Sometimes taking a pap smear, I’ll see older women with injuries, dryness and bruises from forced sex.

When I see bruises I ask, “What happened here?” The women start to cry and say that they do not go for
their routine exams because their husbands keep them locked in the house.

In Physical Therapy

I used to treat women with muscle spasms and I never asked questions.  Then I started to realize that
many of these cases were due to violence.

In General examinations

I treated a woman that came for a headache.  When I asked her, it turned out that her husband had spent
the last 3 days sharpening his machete saying that he was going to kill her.  The whole time she wondered
where he would hit her first.  We had to develop a safety plan with her right then because she said she
would not be able to return.

In well-child clinic

You shouldn’t ask directly [about violence] because they might become afraid.  I say, “Are there problems
in the house?” “How does the father get along with the children? How do the children get along with each
other?”  Sometimes there is nothing wrong with the child but I use it as a ploy to talk with the mother.

In Dermatology

After several visits for chronic allergy problems in my hands, the doctor asked me if I was having problems
at home and that’s when I started to cry.

Health Workers in El Salvador
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I tell her, “What is happening to you has a name: it is called
family violence.” Then I give her a brochure and ask her to
come back when she is convinced that she needs help.

Sometimes we visit her home but cover it up with other activities such as vaccination.

I can’t let her leave while she is still crying, as this will scare off the other patients; I want her
to leave smiling; I tell her how brave she is.

Now, I let her get out the last tear because I know this helps her. I refer her for help after-
wards, but already she feels relieved.

I tell her, if she wants to cry, she should cry; if she wants to talk, she should talk… When she
calms down, we help her to think about what she will do and what options she has.

Often times they feel guilty. I tell them that nothing justifies this treatment… I try to show them
that violence is not normal, that they have rights…

2���)
�����)��������������
�����������!��
��������
��
�������)�������)�����
������������A����������&�?�
���
��	������
������)�����������������������
��� ���
���������������������	�>����
��������������&"�����
	���!���������
�����
������������ �����@)�����������	������� ��������
�����������
���������
>�����&

����������@)�������	���
��������������������� �C�

���F�)
����������'������
������������	���������������
��
������&���������������������������
��������������������
�@)�
����������������
���������
�����
���
�
��
��)���
�������������)��������
�������
�������)��������������
�������)���������������������
��������
����������)����
�������	���)
���&�������
���������������������	�����������)���
���
�)��&�����������

����!�������
������	)�����
�������)�������)���
�������	����������
������)������������)�������������1
������
�������)���
���
�)�����
��)
����
�&

Listening doesn’t cost a thing
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Lessons Learned

It is not necessary to have special-
ized personnel in mental health to
provide quality care for victims of
violence.

What is essential is to motivate and
train staff and to organize services so
that women that need support with
human quality and in a timely manner.
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The activities and interventions that helped affected women in all of the sectors the most
included emotional support, precise information on their rights and on procedures, legal
guidance and the support for their decision-making.
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Just listening to them lifts a huge weight lifted off of their chests. That in itself is a lot.

I like to make women laugh, because sometimes it is important to see the positive side of
things. I am not satisfied unless she leaves laughing.

Sometimes women come to us, not expecting us to solve their problems, but rather to be
listened to…what they hope for is some advice.
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Support Groups
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In rural communities everyone knows one another and they don’t want to expose their personal
lives to others, because of embarrassment or fear or retaliation by their husbands.

We have no specialized personnel to facilitate the groups.

We tried to create a group but the women did not want to attend; they are not interested.
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It took a lot of work to create this group. After receiving individual care, each woman is invited
to join. We started with 12 women, then the number decreased. We now have 6 women that
meet every 15 days. I have had to fight with my boss to have the time to care for them. I have
taught them craft-making, which they have enjoyed.
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The solidarity of the women is admirable. They give each
other ideas for moving forward. Group sessions produce
better results. After a few sessions they start telling each
other, “have you tried such and such? Personally, the group
helped me to understand them and to see how the others
talk to them with great wisdom…

The important thing is
that the groups are
anonymous; not
everyone knows one
another. You don’t
have to be Superman
to facilitate a group,
instead begin with
patience and don’t
scold them…The main
ground rule of the
group is that “we are
not here to gossip, but
to work on our prob-
lems.
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I used to think that death was the only way out. I wanted to
die but I couldn’t kill myself because of my children… I
thought it was my fault that he hit me. Here, I learned that
it’s no so… my self-esteem was very low, here they teach
us to love ourselves… (Colonia Kennedy, Honduras)

I used to be very shy. I was enslaved in the house… Now,
thanks to the group I feel liberated. (Comayagua, Hondu-
ras)

What helped me was to realize that I wasn’t alone. There are many of us who feel trapped and
silenced inside ourselves. Learning about laws and communicating among ourselves were very
important. (Colonia Kennedy, Honduras)

Lessons Learned

Support groups can be an a useful
technique for helping violence survi-
vors.  Nevertheless, health personnel
need more training and support to
become effective facilitators

Box 8
What we learned in support groups:

• To be independent
• To value ourselves
• To be more responsible with our

children
• To make responsible decisions for

one self
• To recognize our qualities
• Not to be violent
• To esteem ourselves
• To put our abilities into practice
• To say, “I am competent, I can do it”
• To empower ourselves
• To have our rights respected and

not be abused
• To love ourselves
• To forgive
• To liberate ourselves
• To respect
• To love
• To have solidarity within the group

Support group, Barrio Lourdes, El
Salvador

Box 9
What advice would you give
abused women?

• Go to the health center to be
listened to

• Love your children
• You need to want a change.
• That she matters and is important
• To be independent
• Know your rights

Support group women, El Salvador
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Sometimes I break down with them…

Reactions of health personnel towards violence
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I felt unsafe; I thought when is this man going to look for me?
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Once you get involved in this, you know you are on your own, as there is no protection for us. I’ve
learned that it’s better just to relax, because if you become afraid, you won’t be able to go on.
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This health unit works very well. It is like wiping away the dirt to see yourself in the mirror.

The awareness helped us get to know one another better and to have more consideration for
each other.

Box 10
How do providers feel when they encounter
violence?

In the beginning, I used to cry along with them…

I wanted to apply my own judgments.

I feel as though asking them questions is like
revictimizing them.

Sometimes I feel angry with the both of them; I
wish I could make her understand.

Sometimes I feel powerless and I don’t know how
to help her.

Sometimes we are overwhelmed with our patients’
problems.  We want to help them to wake up and
react.  We would like to see them move out of the
situation because the way out is clear to us.

Sometime I wish I could make the  decision for
her, or tell her to leave him.  But you can’t tell
someone what to do.

The day before my vacation my last patient arrived
with bruises and her daughter had strangulation
marks on her neck.  I got a lump in my throat and
forgot everything I had been taught.  I went home
praying to God that he wouldn’t kill her while I was
on vacation.

Three or four months after coming here and
before I received training I had a case of a woman
who had been beaten by her husband and raped
by her older brother when she was 7 years-old.
Her situation really got to me and I wasn’t able to
sleep for several days.

Health workers,  El Salvador
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What about the men?
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Lessons Learned

Self-care activities for health person-
nel are an essential part of the model
of care for violence.  They should be
included in norms and implemented
at the local level.

Box 11
You never expect your wife to do this to you…
Honduran Men’s Group

We interviewed 30 men in a group for offenders run by the
Family Counseling Center of Colonia Kennedy, Tegucigalpa.
These men attend a weekly 2-hour session for 8 weeks.
All of them were ordered by the court to attend. They
acknowledged that they would not have participated in the
group if they had not been forced to. Most felt they had been
victimized by the justice system. Only one man admitted to
having ever hit his wife.  Another man told
us that he had reported his wife by employing the family
violence law, “because she harassed me too much” and
the judge required him to attend the groups.

The judge here is biased against us. Even if the
wife wants to find a solution the judge does not
help settle things. She treats men badly, then if
the wife is listening it gives her ideas.

When I was in front of the judge, my wife became
bold and tough.

In terms of the negative attention by the judge toward male
aggressors, the men suggested that having a male judge for
the men would be most fair, “as they understand one another
better”, and a female judge for the women.

A few men acknowledged some benefits from attending the
groups, despite the unpleasantness of being obligated to
attend.

You never think that your wife would do this to
you; even so, I have learned something here and
my behavior will be different in the future. You
realize that not everything you do is right, for
example, thinking that a wife is her husband’s
property.

The first time you attend, it’s hard to talk. Here,
everyone can tell their own version of things. You
feel relieved when you tell the truth. That helps,
it’s one less burden and you stop believing that
you know everything and you’re a good person.

I felt some hatred towards women before this
(due to previous abuse by his mother). Then,
thank God, my wife turned me in and now my life
is different; I’ve left that burden behind.
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Men as allies
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It does not matter whether it is a man or a woman who does the screening. In Guazapa, there
is a male doctor who refers more cases than anyone else…It really depends on how sensitive
you are …
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Health workers – doctors, nurses, health inspectors – are men first before they are health
workers. As a result, they cannot escape from the machista socialization that all men receive
from their environment (Montoya 2001).
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These testimonies show the importance, not only of giving technical training to health provid-
ers on violence, but also of providing them with the opportunity to reflect on their own life
experiences related to violence…

�������)����)������������	��
�������� ��
�����������
�)���������
�
�����������	����	���������
��	�
��	���� ������
����������)��)
���!�

��
�&�'�	�����
������!)���������������������������������
�	����������
��
>�
�������!���������������������
�����)��
������������
���)���
�&�?����������������������������
����
�!)����������������)���������������� ���������������
��
�	��������)���!������)
����&

Perceptions of providers of the quality of care offered to women affected
by violence
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People tell us that this center is different, it is warmer… they come here because we listen
to them…
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Nurses have become aware of this issue. They understand that their job is more than taking
someone’s blood pressure or drawing blood. Breaking out of the traditional mold in every area
was a big development.

We had to sensitize ourselves to avoid being aggressors ouselves in relation to the women.
This was a major stumbling block to understand and overcome.
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We are closer to the community now. People go to the health centers more often. Our users
have become our best promoters.

People are familiar with the laws and know that they are protected. Nowadays women are no
longer afraid to report violence.
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Beyond the clinic: Community networks for violence prevention
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Box 12
Care for victims of family violence

Strengths and constraints most often mentioned by health workers

Strengths

Within the health services

• Violence is recognized as a health problem that is
related to other causes of disease

• Greater credibility and respect among health
personnel

• Overall improvements in the quality of care
• Changes in the providers’ attitudes
• Having physical spaces to care for victims in the

health center
• More integrated services for family violence
• To have basic tools for addressing violence
• Financial support from PAHO

In relation to the community

• We are closer to the community now
• Better coordination with the police and district

attorney’s offices
• Increased client demand for services
• The population is more aware about violence

At a personal level

• Satisfaction for being able to help others
• Staff have acquired new skills and knowledge

Constraints

With the health services

• Lack of approval and dissemination of norms and
protocols

• High staff turnover
• Work overload
• Not having enough time to attend to clients’ needs

adequately
• Lack of paper supplies
• Limitation in the registry/epidemiological surveillance

systems
• Not all staff are interested in the subject
• Lack of a permanent plan for communication and

information
• Lack of self-care activities
• Lack of adequate spaces for guaranteeing privacy
• Lack of financial resources for training and follow-up

of cases
• Lack of support from some clinic directors
• Staff don’t train others after they have received

training (this may be a problem in the selection of
trainees)

• Lack of trained mental health resources Lack of
training materials.

• Lack of informational/promotiona. Materials (posters,
pamphlets, etc.)

At a community level

• The attitudes of some clients (not accepting that they
live with violence, unwilling to accept help)

• Problems in coordination and referrals
• Problems with the justice systems (laws are not

enforced)
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They brought us this program and we accepted it. Afterwards we had disagreements with the
health center and we lost our locale and our furniture…Now we are full of fear and contradic-
tions; the group is divided (violence promoter, Guatemala)
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Lesson Learned

Community health leaders have a
crucial role to play in violence
prevention, both by promoting non-
violent relationships, by informing the
community and women in particular
about their legal and social rights, and
by providing  information and appro-
priate referrals to abused women.

It is crucial to develop clear definitions
of the roles and responsibilities of all
actors, as well as regular meetings
and feedback to ensure that communi-
ty volunteers are receiving necessary
support.
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VII Violence Information and Surveillance Systems

What doesn’t get registered doesn’t exist
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Challenges of the violence information systems

Why do we need information?
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With our services and the reports of the Comisaria we can demonstrate that insecurity
is greater at home than on the streets. (Police Chinandega, Nicaragua)
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Implementing an information and surveillance system

���������������
���� �����
�����
�����������	���������	������'������
�����C��������	����
���������������
�	�����!�������������
���������
	�����������	����������
������������
�	������������	������ �������
�
	����&�2���
	������������������������
���� �����	���������
�@)�
�����
	�������
����������
�������
����
��	����������������������	����	�&�2�����������������������)�����
�����!�
���������	����
�
���
��������
�������������������������������!)��!���)����
�����
����
�������
�����������������������	���� ����������
��
�)���������������� ������������
����������&�'��)��������)������������
�����)�������)���
1�
��)������
!���)����������������������	�
��������������������������������	��
������
�!��	���
�����������������	&

In order to put into practice the surveillance system we realized we needed to have protocols
specific for caring for violence. Otherwise, there would be no information to register. Ministry
of Health, Belize,

The Unified Form
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Lesson Learned

The forms for a health surveillance
system should be as simple as
possible: they should be flexible,
acceptable, timely and with enough
sensitivity to detect the problem
under study.
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Mandatory Reporting
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The fear of victims and survivors that providers will report the case to the authorities against
their will.

Providers are reluctant to ask of document violence, for fear of the legal consequences of the
report, such as becoming involved in court battles. or witness, or being placed at risk their
lives by threat of the offender.

Even though we have received training in how to fill out the form in the emergency room,
health workers do not want to fill it out, for fear of the legal repercussions.

Lesson learned:

The information and surveillance
systems are an essential part of the
model of care for family violence,
and should not be developed in
isolation from the development of
services. For the system to work, it
is important to develop norms and
protocols for the care of victims,
before implementing the reporting
system.

The information systems are only
valid if the data are used to improve
services.  There is an ethical
contradiction in collecting informa-
tion or active screening with the sole
purpose of  information, and not
offering services in return.
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