
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Between Support and Vulnerability: Examining Family Support
Among Women Victims of Intimate Partner Violence in Mexico

Sonia M. Frías & María Carolina Agoff

Published online: 17 March 2015
# Springer Science+Business Media New York 2015

Abstract Based on a recent survey and six focus groups, we
use a mixed methods approach to examine the help-seeking
behavior of Mexican female victims of partner violence in
law-enforcement agencies and among family members.
Support the family provides women is critically examined.
The results of the study suggest that families are not always
a source of support: 41 % of the women who turned to public
authorities did not mention it to their families, and 11 % did
not seek help because they feared their families would find
out. Formal help-seeking at law-enforcement agencies is the
only choice for many Mexican women since family support
has a dual nature, positive and negative. Families may further
victimize female victims since partner violence against wom-
en triggers the contradiction among core familistic values:
individual expectations (family obligations and support)
might go against family expectations.

Keywords Familism . Help-seeking . Violence against
women . Domestic violence . Law-enforcement

Introduction

In Mexico, violence affects a significant number of women.
According to data from the 2006 National Survey on the
Dynamics of Household Relationships (Encuesta Nacional
sobre la Dinámica de las Relaciones en los Hogares,

ENDIREH), 10.72 % of Mexican women who are currently
married, cohabiting, separated, or divorced have been subject-
ed to sexual intimate partner violence (IPV), and 23.72 %
have experienced physical violence at the hands of their cur-
rent or previous partner. While the consequences and factors
surrounding women’s experiences of IPV have been exten-
sively studied in Mexico (Castro and Casique 2008; Oláiz
et al. 2006; Rivera-Rivera et al. 2004), women’s reactions
and strategies for seeking help (or not) from public institutions
and social networks have not received the same degree of
attention (exceptions in Agoff et al. 2007; Frías 2013).

Literature from around the world shows that social support
networks and public institutions are instrumental in stopping
IPV (Bosch and Bergen 2006; Frías and Angel 2007;
Goodkind et al. 2003; Zakar et al. 2012). In Mexico, as op-
posed to other countries (Barrett and Pierre 2011; Fanslow and
Robinson 2010), there are no studies using representative
samples that make it possible to evaluate the extent of the
search for help in informal networks, and especially in the
family.

According to Parsons (1955), the family is an institution or
organization based on predictable relationships, which repre-
sents a source of security and an instrument to confront a
hostile world and difficult relationships. The security and trust
family interactions provide are what have shaped the concept
of familism (Heller 1970), a central trait of Mexican and
Mexican-American culture and families (Harris et al. 2005;
Heller 1970; Ingram 2007). Familism is the result of a set of
normative beliefs that emphasize the centrality of the family
and stress the obligations and support that nuclear family
members owe to one another (Sabogal et al. 1987).
According to Sabogal et al. (1987), familism is manifested
in three main realms: the belief that family members must
provide economic and emotional support to each other (famil-
ial obligations); the perception that family members are a de-
pendable source of help, should be united and have close
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relationships; and, the belief that a family member’s
behavior should meet family expectations (family as a
referent).

In Mexico, 57.07 % of the women who have ever experi-
enced partner violence did not seek formal help from law
enforcement agencies or discussed their problems with their
informal networks (Frías 2013). Among those who seek help,
a considerable percentage of women do not turn to their fam-
ilies when subjected to partner violence, and turn instead to
law enforcement agencies despite these institutions’ poor rep-
utations and the little confidence they inspire (Davis 2006;
Frías 2013). Therefore, the role of the family and the protec-
tive effects of familism in cases of IPV need to be
reconsidered.

Partner violence against women triggers contradiction
among core familistic values since individuals’ expectations
(family obligations to support) might stand in opposition to
the family’s expectations. Therefore, it is fitting to ask what
factors are associated with women who experience IPV
turning to their families for help. Or why do some of
them turn to law enforcement agencies instead of turn-
ing to their families? This research attempts to answer
these questions by using data from the ENDIREH and a
focus group study, run in 2008, which explores
women’s help-seeking behavior (six focus groups total-
ing 64 female victims of IPV). The combination of the-
se two approaches is known as mixed methods research
(Creswell 2003; Testa et al. 2011).

The underlying hypothesis is that in certain cases of IPV,
the Mexican family may discourage women from seeking
formal help and ultimately contribute to women’s re-
victimization and defenselessness. The social structure of gen-
der inequality that condones violence and holds women re-
sponsible for keeping the family together is manifested and
repeated within the family, which is why family may not al-
ways be a benevolent source of support.

Partner Violence, Families and Seeking Help

Partner violence is one of the most brutal expressions of gen-
der inequality. Male domination is sustained both in the pri-
vate and public spheres by forms of violence that can be clas-
sified on a continuum (Walby 1990). At one extreme, there are
the most brutal and roughest forms, such as physical and sex-
ual violence, and on the other, the more subtle forms –and
often the most effective ones for perpetuating oppression– like
symbolic violence (Bourdieu 1998). Male violence against
women is linked to structural gender inequality; various social
agents and institutions reproduce these unequal relationship
patterns and values (Dobash and Dobash 1979). Therefore,
male violence against women within a relationship is a prob-
lem that includes a complex set of relationships with the social

environment that can encourage the use of violence and be a
factor in perpetuating it. Research suggests that families can
play a fundamental role in reproducing and promoting the
traditional gender norms, expectations, and sanctions imposed
on women (Agoff et al. 2007; Clark et al. 2010; Erez et al.
2008; Marrs Fuchsel et al. 2012).

In an attempt to face the hardships of IPV and end the
violence, some women seek help. Seeking help or support is
a dimension of coping (Pearlin and Schooler 1978). Victims
go through numerous stages until they manage to secure sup-
port: recognizing and defining the problem; deciding to seek
help; and selecting a source of support (Liang et al. 2005).
Liang et al. (2005) classify sources of support as formal and
informal. Formal sources are public organizations (public au-
thorities, the police, as well as prevention and assistance agen-
cies), private organizations (medical, psychological), or non-
profit organizations like women’s shelters. Informal sources of
support consist among others of friends, family, acquain-
tances, and spiritual leaders. Sources of informal support
might also provide women access to broader formal and in-
formal networks (Bosch and Bergen 2006). The process of
selecting a support provider involves an assessment of who
the woman believes will provide the kind of support that ful-
fills her expectations. Other factors are her wish for privacy,
potential stigmatization, the severity of the violence, and the
prerequisite to end the relationship with the aggressor in order
to receive help (Fugate et al. 2005; Hickman and Simpson
2003). The availability of family support networks, informa-
tion about formal sources of support, and sufficient resources
to access them determine where a woman seeks help (Rose
et al. 2000; Zakar et al. 2012).

Since the presence, nature, and severity of violence in a
couple’s relationship are in constant change (Frías and Angel
2007; Vickerman and Margolin 2008), recognizing and defin-
ing the problem is complex in itself. Its complexity further
increases because in certain cultures and communities, vio-
lence is condoned and justified (Alberti Manzanares 2004;
Krahe et al. 2005; Pérez Robledo 2004). For instance, in
Mexico, almost 5 % of women perceive male violence toward
women as a male’s right or prerogative (Frías 2013).
Therefore, regardless of the type of violence women might
experience, some women will not see it as a problem since
their interpretative frameworks concur with the gender in-
equality structures (see Bourdieu 1998). Once women have
identified the problem, the next step is to decide whether or
not to ask for help. At this point, several variables of an indi-
vidual, interpersonal, and situational nature, as well as the
characteristics of the violence come into play (Fleury et al.
2000; Ingram 2007; Wolf et al. 2003). Not asking for formal
help might also be a protective strategy, since seeking help can
result in further harm to the woman. Regardless of the formal
help-seeking process, women may choose to cope with the
violence by using emotion-focused strategies, such as the
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use of religion, that allow them to manage the stressful situa-
tion (Zakar et al. 2012).

Some women may leave their abusive partners, communi-
ties, and families –which are very often not supportive- and
move to another country to escape the abuse. It has been
documented that someMexican women who feel unsupported
by both their families and public authorities move to the
United States (Erez et al. 2008; Menjívar and Salcido 2002;
Salcido and Adelman 2004). These women believe that, in a
new setting, their anonymity will protect them from partner
abuse. Some women come from countries where domestic
violence is not considered a serious crime and they believe
that IPV is not tolerated in the United States (Hirsch 2003) and
more support is offered to women. Additionally, the 2000
Violence Against Women Act offers IPV victims the possibil-
ity of seeking asylum in the United States (Ingram et al. 2010;
Menjívar and Salcido 2002).

In Mexico, there are limited data about women’s help-
seeking behavior in cases of IPV. Existing data arise, on
the one hand, from legal statistics and counts carried out
by various public institutions (formal support) and, on the
other from surveys, which measure both formal and informal
support. The latter are more reliable. A recent study, which
examines help-seeking strategies, shows that 26.1 % of
Mexican women who are married, cohabiting, divorced, or
separated have been subject to physical and/or sexual vio-
lence at the hands of their current or previous partners (Frías
2013). Of these, 22.84 % have sought help from law en-
forcement agencies at one time or another, and 11.03 %,
from government agencies that provide assistance.

Most research in Mexico on seeking informal help from
family or friends is qualitative. Lomnitz (1985) holds that
in conditions of poverty, family networks compensate for
the lack of material resources through exchanges based on
reciprocity and trust that make survival possible. Family
social networks further provide positive support to individ-
uals with health problems (Castro et al. 1997). However, in
situations in which women contravene gender role expecta-
tions or stereotypes, as in the case of pregnancy interrup-
tion (Castro and Erviti 2003; Erviti 2005) or partner vio-
lence (Agoff et al. 2007), families of both the woman and
the man (by birth or marriage) often promote situations that
harm women and render them unable to question or resist
violence (Agoff et al. 2007; Agoff et al. 2006; Alberti
Manzanares 2004; Castro 2004; Clark et al. 2010; Pérez
Robledo 2004). Family members themselves, particularly
mothers and mothers-in-law, contribute to replicating the
problem by promoting traditional gender norms (Agoff
et al. 2007; Bosch and Bergen 2006). The negative effects
of these kinds of family relationships are related to two
social processes included in social support: social control
and relational demands and conflicts among the people
involved in the process (see Castro et al. 1997).

Therefore, one should not assume that a woman’s family
is a source of unconditional support in all cases of IPV.

Methods and Data

This research uses a mixed-methods approach. The quantita-
tive data is drawn from a recent survey, the second cross-
sectional wave of the ENDIREH conducted in 2006. The
quantitative analysis is complemented with qualitative data
from six focus groups in order to obtain a deeper understanding
of the family as a source of support. Although this type of
research can be carried out with differentmethods, in this paper
we use surveys as the primary method and focus group discus-
sions as a source of follow-up data to illustrate some quantita-
tive findings (Morgan 1996). Qualitative research reveals im-
portant insights into the subjective experience of violence, as
well as enables a better understanding of the contexts and
meanings associated with it. Therefore, presenting women’s
testimonies in Btheir own words^ along with the quantitative
data implies a particularly enlightening contribution.

Qualitative Data and Methods

Six focus group discussions were conducted in Mexico City
betweenMarch andApril 2008. A recruitment agency contacted
urban women attending public health services based on current
or past experience of intimate partner violence in any of its
forms. Participants were asked to participate in a focus group
regarding their experiences of partner violence; 64 women be-
tween 20 and 65 years of age participated in the focus groups.
On average, the women were 35.9 years old, 38.6 % were mar-
ried, 21.2 % cohabiting, 28.1 % separated, 8.8 % divorced and
3.5 % single. More than half had reached high school or an
equivalent level of schooling, 36.1 % secondary, 8.2 % primary,
and only 3.3% further than high school. All women but one had
children, with an average of 2.2 per woman. They have an
average income between three and five times the minimum
wage (minimum wage stands at US $110 a month).

The characteristics of the violence experienced by partici-
pants in the focus groups are presented in Table 1. Results
suggest that 76.8 % of them experienced physical violence,
43.9 % sexual violence, and almost all women reported suf-
fering acts of emotional/psychological violence. For example,
59.6 % reported being hit or pushed; the same percentage
disclosed being beaten with hands or an object. Four of every
10 of the women were forced to have sex against their will;
two thirds felt afraid of their partners, 10 % were threatened
with a gun or weapon, 1.8 % were shot, and 38.6 % reported
that their partners forbade them to work or study.

Each discussion was conducted by a professional focus group
moderator and co-moderated by one of the authors. The focus
group discussion covered the following topics: violence as a
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normal occurrence in conflict resolution; tolerance of violence
and types of violence; presence, type and quality of social net-
works; legitimation and justification of violence; women’s au-
tonomy and empowerment; and justice and reparation.

The participants were contacted by company personnel of a
company responsible for recruiting participants through their
networks of key informants. Researchers were able to ensure

that the women did not know each other. Their willingness to
participate is likely to be associated with the limited govern-
mental services addressing partner violence available for
women. Women reported that they wanted to be heard and
to share their experiences. Focus groups were conducted in a
Gesell chamber set up by the company, thus guaranteeing
participants’ security. All the participants gave their informed

Table 1 Prevalence of acts of violence experienced by women at the hands of a current or last partner

Acts of violence experienced Prevalence of violence
perpetrated by current or
last partner

Physical violence

Battered or being pushed 59.6

Tied up 0.0

Kicked 40.4

Had something thrown at her 51.8

Beaten with hands or another object 59.6

Choked 15.8

Cut with a knife 7.0

Shot at with a gun 1.8

Total physical violence 76.8

Sexual violence

Forced to have sex against her will 40.4

Forced to have any sexual activity against her will 24.6

Forced to have sex under the threat of physical violence 28.1

Total sexual violence 43.9

Emotional violence (Has she ever…)

Received the silent treatment 73.2

Been embarrassed, undermined, told she is ugly or compared to other women 71.9

Had her things were destroyed, thrown away or hidden 47.4

Been threatened with being abandoned, being hurt, having the children taken away or thrown
out of the house

57.9

Had him get upset because the housework is not finished, the meals are not cooked as wanted,
or she did not do her duties

47.4

Been locked in the house, forbidden to go out or not allowed visitors 35.1

Been left with all the housework and child care despite his having time to help in the house 66.7

Been accused of cheating on him 51.8

Been made to feel afraid 66.7

Had relatives or children turned against her 47.4

Been ignored, not taken into account or not given affection 64.9

Been threatened with a weapon (knife, rifle or gun) 10.5

Been received threats of killing her, himself or the children 33.3

Received complaints about how she spends money 50.9

Had him be miserly with the household expenses despite his having money to spare 59.6

Been threatened with or not being given money 66.7

Experienced him spending the money needed for the household 54.4

Had her money or assets (lands, things, animals, etc.) taken away from her 26.3

Been forbidden to work or study 38.6

Total emotional violence 98.2

Experienced any type of violence 98.2
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consent and were guaranteed anonymity. In addition, they were
given a small economic stimulus for their time and
transportation expenses (approximately 12 US dollars).
They were also handed a list of public authorities, shel-
ters, and agencies providing services to victims of fam-
ily violence available to them.

The analysis of qualitative data is an inductive procedure
based on the generation of meanings and theories from the
data (Miles and Huberman 1994; Strauss and Corbin 1990).
Analytical induction makes it possible to identify patterns or
recurring themes, as well as to detect categories within the
data. The analysis was centered on the issues most often re-
peated across the different groups. Then, using an open coding
strategy, we mapped out the most prominent categories related
to help-seeking and family support (Strauss and Corbin 1990).

Focus group discussions produce data resulting from a
group’s sharing experiences, conversations, and interaction
dynamics that arise out of the topics presented by the moder-
ator, as well as those that emerge spontaneously. Individual
statements or experiences are only taken into account when
they produce some kind of echo, response, or silence in the
group. This technique makes it possible to gain access to the
process of social interaction itself (Kvale 1996; Morgan
1996), as well as the phenomenon of the fluidity of violence,
that is, the different types of behavior and relationships which
are expressed with different meanings (Pösö et al. 2008).

Social representations and ways of making sense of IPVare
manifestations of the prevalent gender norms in a certain cul-
ture and social context. The group discussion technique aims
to explore these shared experiences that emerged during group
interactions in three different ways: as explicit knowledge, as
feelings or emotions, and as practical knowledge, meaning
latent and non-conscious knowledge that may evolve into
profound insights during group discussions. Each group dis-
cussion offers privileged access to manifestations of gender,
IPV, and help-seeking from the victims’ perspectives.

Quantitative Data and Methods

An analysis of the 2006 ENDIREH revealed information on
currently married or cohabiting women subjected to IPV who
sought formal and informal help. This nationally representa-
tive survey collected, among many other topics, extensive
information on different forms of violence against women in
different spheres, as well as attitudes and reactions toward the
violence experienced. The analysis is based on those married
or cohabiting women who have ever experienced either phys-
ical and/or sexual violence in their current relationship
(N = 13,459). Awoman is considered a victim of physical or
sexual violence if her current partner has perpetrated at least
one of the following acts against her. Physical violence: (1)
being pushed or having one’s hair pulled out; (2) being tied
up; (3) being kicked; (4) having something thrown at her; (5)

being slapped, punched or beaten with hands, fists, or another
object; (6) being choked; (7) having been cut with a knife;
and/or (8) being shot at with a firearm. Sexual abuse consists
of: (1) being forced to have sex against her will; (2) being
forced to have any sexual activity against her will; (3) being
forced to have sex under the threat of physical violence.

Results suggest that most married or cohabiting women
have not suffered sexual or physical violence by their current
partner (76.8 % of the weighted sample). However, 14.8 %
only experienced physical violence, 6 % violence of a sexual
nature, and 2.4 % have experienced both types of violence
(details about the individual, sociodemographic, contextual
and relational factors associated with IPV in this sample in
Castro and Casique 2008). The structure of the survey, how-
ever, does not allow one to know if the woman sought help
from her family networks after each violent act, which is a
limitation. These women were mainly the objects of situation-
al IPV (Johnson 2006).

Variables

The dependent variable in this analysis is seeking help in the
face of intimate partner violence. This is a categorical variable
with four categories: a) women who ask their families and
public authorities for help; b) women who only ask their fam-
ilies for help; c) women who only turn to public authorities;
and d) women who do not turn to either of them.

We identified four individual and relationship-related sets of
characteristics associated with the experiences of IPV: socio-
economic and demographic, violence background, household
characteristics, and individual support of women’s rights as a
proxy for egalitarian gender ideology. Among the personal
history factors, the woman’s age and years of education are
continuous variables measured in years. Employment is coded
1 if the respondent worked for pay during the week preceding
the interview and 0 otherwise. Abuse background measures if
the woman experienced physical violence perpetrated by a
family member during childhood or adolescence. Marital
status has two categories that assess whether a woman
is cohabiting (coded 0) or married (coded 1).

The racial/ethnic diversity is a dichotomous variable that
measures whether the woman speaks an indigenous lan-
guage. By measuring those who speak an indigenous lan-
guage in addition to or instead of Spanish, we are creating
a proxy that allows us to identify, at least, the less accul-
turated indigenous individuals. The measure of socio-eco-
nomic status follows the classification scheme developed
by Echarri (2008), which is based on three household char-
acteristics. The first is average years of education of the
members of the household, the second refers to the occu-
pational status of the household member with the highest
potential income based on the average for that occupation,
and the third involves basic household amenities. Based on
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these three characteristics, each household is assigned to one
of four economic strata: very low, low, medium, and high.

Among the violence background and experiences, type of
violence experienced is a variable with four categories that
assesses the type and severity of the violence inflicted by the
partner: moderate physical violence, severe physical violence,
physical (any severity) and sexual violence, and only sexual
violence. More than half of the women that compose this
subsample (56.9 %) have experienced moderate violence
(were pushed, kicked, hit, or had an object thrown at them)
and 6.8 % suffered severe violence (was tied, choked, hurt
with a weapon, knife or pocketknife), 25.9 % experienced
both physical and sexual violence, and 10.4% sexual violence
exclusively. Experienced physical violence in family of origin
records the respondents’ experience of physical violence dur-
ing childhood or adolescence. Witnessed physical violence in
family of origin assesses whether the respondent observed
physical violence in her family while growing up. These two
variables are coded 1 if an affirmative response was provided
and 0 otherwise.

There are four independent situational variables. The num-
ber of residents in the household is a continuous variable that
measures the number of people sharing the household with the
interviewee. Urban is a dichotomous variable that assesses
whether the woman lives in an urban setting of more than
2500 inhabitants (coded 1), or in a rural area (coded 0). The
average age of the women’s children in the household has five
categories: no children, children under five years of age, aged
between five and 10 years, aged between 10 and 15 years, and
aged between 15 and 18 years.

Finally, women’s support of women’s rights is a dichoto-
mous variable based on women’s agreement or disagreement
with all five statements about women’s rights: 1) Bmen and
women must have the same right to make their own
decisions^; 2) Bmen and women must have equal freedom^;
3) Bmen and womenmust have the same right to defend them-
selves and press charges in the event of violence or
aggression^; 4) Bwomen must have the possibility to make
decisions about their own life^; and, 5) Bwomen must have
the right to a life free of violence.^ Women’s support of
women’s rights aims to capture some kind of subjective appro-
priation of women’s rights in a context in which legislation
has attempted to de-construct a naturalized experience of
women’s subordination (Agoff 2009).

Seeking Help After the Abuse

After the experience of IPV, more than half of the married or
cohabiting women (57.07 %) did not seek formal help from
law enforcement agencies or informal help within their family
sphere. Only 25.64 % turned exclusively to their families;
9.89 %, only to public authorities, and the remaining 8.39 %

turned to both the family and the Office of the Public
Prosecutor or the police. The bivariate analysis presented in
Table 2 shows several variables associated with the pattern of
help-seeking. Among the women who did not seek help from
law enforcement agencies or their families, we found a higher
percentage of women who do not speak an indigenous lan-
guage (56.26 %) than those who do (53.96 %), and a higher
percentage of married women (56.99 %) than those in com-
mon law marriages (53.35 %). These women tend to be older,
have lower levels of education and do not favor women’s
rights very strongly compared to those who sought some kind
of help from public authorities and/or their families.

As for women’s experiences with violence, among the var-
iables measuring previous experiences of violence, a higher
percentage of women who did not witness partner violence
between their parents tend to refrain from turning to relatives
or public authorities for help than those who did witness such
violence (56.82 % vs. 55.14 %). The percentages of women
who only suffered sexual violence or acts of moderate physi-
cal violence that do not seek help (67.69 % and 59.14 %) is
higher than that of women who experienced severe physical
violence (45.63 %) or physical violence along with violence
of a sexual nature (47.64 %).

Several household characteristics are also associated with
seeking help. A higher percentage of women without under-
age children at home tend not to seek help from either their
families or public authorities than those who do. Likewise, a
higher percentage of women who reside in rural areas tend not
to seek help from either party than those who reside in urban
areas (58.43 % vs. 55.34 %). Some women exclusively seek
formal assistance from law enforcement agencies. This was
more frequent among indigenous women than non-
indigenous ones, among cohabiting women than married
ones, amongwomen who suffer from severe physical violence
or physical and sexual violence than other kinds of violence,
among women who witnessed violence in their family of or-
igin than those who did not, among women whose children
living at home are on average over the age of 10, and among
those who reside in urban areas than those residing in rural
areas.

Other women choose to only discuss their problem with
their families. This is more frequent among women who do
not speak an indigenous language, cohabiting women, youn-
ger women, women with higher levels of education, women
who support women’s rights to a greater extent, and women
who have only suffered moderate physical or sexual violence.
It is significant that slightly more than one third of women
with children under the average age of five only tell their
families (34.28 %).

Among the 8.39 % of the women who turned to both for-
mal help at law enforcement agencies and their families, there
are more women who speak an indigenous language (9.44 %),
who are unemployed (9.44 %), who endorse women’s rights
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Table 2 Sociodemographic characteristics of married and cohabiting mexican women who experienced partner violence arranged by help-seeking
behavior with family and/or law-enforcement agencies (frequencies and means)

Did not seek
help

Family Law-enforcement Family and Law
enforcement

% Column

Sociodemographics

Age ***

47.06 44.97 45.20 44.82

(14.67) (14.96) (12.30) (14.20)

Years of schooling **

6.51 6.74 6.72 6.49

(4.94) (4.84) (4.46) (4.49)

Speaks an indigenous language **

No 56.26 25.79 9.66 8.30 91.80

Yes 53.96 24.05 12.56 9.44 8.20

Employed **

No 55.95 26.08 8.53 9.44 18.88

Yes 56.09 25.54 10.21 8.15 81.12

Marital status ***

Cohabiting 53.35 26.58 11.00 9.06 25.37

Married 56.99 25.33 9.52 8.17 74.63

Supports women’s rights ***

No 60.26 24.09 8.84 6.81 22.78

Yes 54.83 26.10 10.20 8.86 77.22

Experience(s) of violence

Type of violence experienced ***

Moderate 59.14 27.51 7.59 5.76 56.48

Severe 45.63 1959 20.02 14.76 7.00

Physical & sexual 47.64 21.64 15.33 15.38 25.57

Only sexual 67.69 29.71 1.83 0.77 10.51

Physical violence in family of origin n/s

No 55.57 26.36 9.80 8.07 42.29

Yes 56.29 25.12 9.96 8.63 57.71

Witnessed physical violence in family of origin *

No 56.82 25.64 9.53 8.01 55.35

Yes 55.14 25.65 10.34 8.87 44.65

Household characteristics

Average ages of children in the household ***

No children or no children under 18 59.43 23.10 10.58 6.89 26.92

Under 5 52.72 34.28 6.68 6.33 15.71

Between 5 and 10 53.75 28.08 8.98 9.19 21.63

Between 10 and 15 56.41 22.20 10.49 10.91 25.10

Between 15 and 18 56.41 22.53 13.35 7.71 10.63

SES ***

Very low 56.68 25.67 8.60 9.05 26.71

Low 55.29 25.04 10.88 8.79 47.92

Medium 56.56 27.33 8.69 7.41 16.35

High 57.52 25.69 10.68 6.11 9.02

Residency ***

Rural 58.43 25.71 7.59 8.27 25.53

Urban 55.34 25.62 10.60 8.43 76.47
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(10.20 %), who have suffered severe physical violence or
sexual and physical violence (20.02 % and 15.33 %), come
from lower socioeconomic levels, and whose childrens’ ages
average between 15 and 18 years (13.35 %).

Due to the complexity of social reality, it is necessary to
examine this issue taking into account all the variables in the
model at the same time. Two logistic regression models are
presented in Table 3 in order to address the research ques-
tions concerning the correlates of seeking help from the
family. The first model compares women who asked for help
from law enforcement agencies and/or the family with those
who did neither (reference category). It is plausible that not
seeking help might be the result of a resistance strategy.
These women are likely to be afraid of their partners, feel
threatened, or they may even believe that the violence was
somewhat insignificant. The second model compares the
women who only turn to law enforcement agencies with
those who turn to their families (regardless of whether they
also turned to law enforcement agencies). This model pro-
files those women whose families theoretically do not offer
positive support.

Model 1 reveals that there are several negative factors as-
sociated with asking for formal help from law enforcement
agencies and/or or informal help from family. As a woman
grows older and the number of residents in the household
diminishes, the probability of a woman turning to any of these
sources of support decreases. Likewise, employed and mar-
ried women are also less likely to ask for some kind of help
than unemployed or cohabiting women (the relative risk is
respectively 15 and 9 % lower). Women who suffered physi-
cal violence while growing up are also less likely to ask for
any kind of help (6 % lower, p < .10). When women suffer
severe physical violence or a combination of physical and
sexual violence, compared to women who experienced mod-
erate violence, the relative risk of seeking some kind of help
increases respectively by 76 and 67 %. Conversely, it is less
likely that a woman will seek help when she has been a victim
of sexual violence. The testimonies from the focus groups
show how an increase in the severity of aggression can trigger

seeking help. When violence increases in frequency and se-
verity, it is no longer considered natural, leading women to
undertake actions such as pressing charges against their assail-
ants or calling public authorities:

I was used to [the fact] that he had to hit me. If I an-
swered back, it was another blow. Then what happened
is that he didn’t keep his strength in check. He didn’t
weigh the consequences, and he lashed me against a
piece of furniture we had and it cut openmy head.When
I saw the blood, it was really a shock… I acted. I didn’t
call the patrol car again because the patrol car had come
many times and they didn’t pay any attention to me. I
called the judicial police [State Attorney General’s
Office].

The likelihood of seeking some kind of help is also
higher among women who speak an indigenous language,
who live in urban areas, who have children under the aver-
age age of 10, as well as among those who fully endorse
women’s rights.

The second model in Table 3 compares women who only
turned to law enforcement agencies with those who told their
family and/or sought help from law enforcement agencies
(reference category). Turning to these agencies despite the
commonly known problems regarding their service (Frías
2009, 2010) without seeking help from family members sug-
gests that families may not always be a source of support. In
the focus groups, many women shared personal accounts of
seeking help from the justice system given their families’ lack
of support and tendency to hold them accountable for the
abuse they endured. It is likely that these experiences contrib-
uted to the women’s re-victimization:

When I went to file charges, the Ministerio Público [of-
ficer from the State Attorney’s Office] told me, BYour
mom can render a statement. Your mom can attest!^
And I told him, BOh, no! Not my mom. Mymom thinks
I’m the worst person [in the world].^ And he says, BBut

Table 2 (continued)

Did not seek
help

Family Law-enforcement Family and Law
enforcement

% Column

Number of people in the household

5.35 5.25 5.22 5.03

(2.70) (2.53) (2.25) (23.31)

% Row 56.07 25.64 9.89 8.39

Notes: ENDIREH 2006. N = 13,459 cases.

Row percentages to 100 %. Statistical tests of group differences. Chi-square for categorical variables and T-test for continuous variables (age, years of
education, number of household residents, supports women’s rights). Standard deviations in parentheses.

* p < .10. ** p < .05. *** p < .0001.
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why?^ And I say, BBecause I’m all alone and I don’t
want to be with the person who abuses me.^ And he
says, BWhat’s wrong with that?^

Results of this study suggest that women who experience
severe physical violence or both physical and sexual violence
are more likely to only seek help from law enforcement agen-
cies (the relative risk increases by 152 and 73 %, re-
spectively). However, when violence has exclusively
been of a sexual nature, the likelihood of women seek-
ing help of law enforcement without turning to their
families invariably drops.

As women grow older, they appear to be less likely to seek
help from law enforcement without informing their families.
It is also less likely for married women to seek this kind of
help compared to those cohabiting (16 % lower risk).
However, women who speak an indigenous language and
those who are employed are more likely to turn exclusively
to public authorities than unemployed women or those do not
speak an indigenous language. Living in an urban environ-
ment also increases the likelihood of a woman only making
use of official agencies without telling her family. Having
children under the age of 15 at home is also negatively linked
to the likelihood of women turning to law enforcement

Table 3 Logistic regression model of the predictors of help-seeking behavior among mexican women who experienced physical or sexual partner
violence

Model 1 Model 2
Seeking help in family and/or law
enforcement agencies vs. not seeking help

Seeking help only in law/enforcement
agencies vs. family and family & law
enforcement agencies

Odds Ratio (eβ) Odds Ratio (eβ)

Sociodemographics

Age 0.99*** 0.99**

Years of schooling 0.99 1.01

Speaks an indigenous language 1.62** 1.39**

Employed 0.85*** 1.23**

Married (cohabiting) 0.91** 0.84**

Supports women’s rights 1.21*** 1.01

Experience(s) of violence

Type of violence experienced (moderate)

Severe 1.73** 2.52***

Physical & sexual 1.67*** 1.73***

Only sexual 0.72** 0.27***

Experienced physical violence in family of origin 0.94* 0.99

Witnessed physical violence in family of origin 1.04 1.02

Household characteristics

Average age of children in the household (no children or no children under 18)

Under 5 1.67* 0.39***

Between 5 and 10 1.20** 0.55***

Between 10 and 15 1.07 0.74**

Between 15 and 18 1.08 1.09

SES (very low)

Low 1.01 1.15

Medium 1.01 0.87

High 1.01 1.12

Urban (rural) 1.23** 1.41***

Number of people in the household 0.97*** 1.02

Intercept - 0.16*** −1.33***
−2Log likelihood 20,352.963 6706.15

Notes: Reference categories are in parentheses. *** p < .001 ** p < .05 * p <.10
aN= 13,459women (43.95% of the weighted sample sought help from law-enforcement agencies and/or family members; 56.04% did not). b N= 5953
women (22.50% of the weighted sample sought help from law-enforcement agencies; 77.49 % told their family or both told their family and sought help
in law-enforcement agencies).
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agencies. However, in the focus groups, greater awareness of
the potential harm to children emerges as a motivation for
women to want to end the violent relationship.

You too, you can put up with it, because of preconcep-
tions, for love, because you have someone beside you,
for all that, for everything it represents, and it blinds you.
It makes you close up. But when they touch your chil-
dren, that’s when it gets to you and you become aware of
the power you don’t have.

Family, Norms and Partner Violence Against Women

Violence against women occurs within a patriarchal social
context (Dobash and Dobash 1979). In Mexico, the family,
as a primary socializing agent, is likely to play a central role in
preserving the patriarchal social system. The belief that family
members should be united, have close relationships, and meet
family expectations (Sabogal et al. 1987), are key factors in
understanding negative family support in situations of IPV.
Qualitative analyses of the focus groups suggest that social
values and norms, which determine the expectations of
women’s behavior and are reproduced and transmitted in the
family environment, impress upon women the obligation to
submit to violence. This might prevent them from seeking
help from either formal or informal sources. In this study,
women’s submission is expressed in three different non-
exclusive ways: a) women’s responsibility to keep the family
together, b) the justification of violence as punishment de-
served for not fulfilling the prescribed gender roles, and/or
c) tolerance toward abuse as part of every woman’s fate.

Numerous testimonies illustrate the mandate of submitting
to violence that families impose to protect women’s reputa-
tions and the integrity of the family. Women are compelled to
see their families of origin as a reference. Many women re-
count how their mothers were victims of physical violence
arguing that as their own mothers endured violence, they are
expected to as well. The traditional gender structure does not
conceive of a woman separating from her partner. The family
and the woman’s social respectability must be preserved, even
in the event of violence. The experience described by a wom-
an participating in a focus group shows how the family im-
poses constraints on its members when the reputation of the
woman and her family is at stake.

G: I’ve been with my husband for 18 years because my
mom tells me, BHe is your husband. I only had one man
and you should only have one man…^ [Murmurs of
agreement]. In other words, you can’t have several
[men] because your mother brought you up that way.
My mom says, BI have lived with your father all my life

and you have to live with that man all your life.^ Those
are restrictions that your own family places on you. My
mom also says, BBetter the devil you know than the
devil you don’t,^ which is also a mistake.

The next testimonies illustrate how family members, espe-
cially mothers, see women and their own daughters without a
male partner as sexually available and incapable of taking
care of themselves:

E: Regarding the [process of] separation [from my hus-
band], it was hard because sure enough mothers don’t
want you to separate and they force you to… well, they
try to force you to go back to the husband, telling you to
return, asking what you are going to do without a hus-
band… I think older women think that without a man,
there’s no respect. I always told my mom, BRespect is
something you give yourself; you can accept it or not…^
M: And that’s what my mom told me, BYou’re just not
going to be able to do anything…^ and I went back to my
mother’s house and finished vocational school as a con-
struction technician and they offered me a job as a drafter
and as an architectural calculation technician, but I couldn’t
take it because neither my mother nor my siblings wanted
to help me out by watching my children for a while. It
wasn’t even the whole day. They didn’t want to help me
so that I would go back with the man. So it is hard, isn’t it?
Because in your own home, in your own family, they want
to suppress you, telling you with actions to go back to the
man. For me it was hard to go back to him because he
wanted to abuse my kids… sexually… that’s why I sepa-
rated… [Everyone murmurs.]

These testimonies illustrates how the family not only rep-
resents a void in the support system, but it openly places
obstacles along the way for a woman empower herself and
get ahead. Keeping family unity intact is a supreme value to be
protected, above the integrity of the woman and her children.
Moreover, the belief that violence is an expression of love
towards the woman still persists; although as time passes, this
is becoming more and more obsolete.

Parents and grandparents always tell us, BIf he scolds
you or hits you, whatever he does to you, accept it. If he
humiliates you, accept it, Why? Because he does it be-
cause he loves you^ [Laughter, talking at the same time]
Nonsense!

In other cases, the mandate of submitting to violence im-
posed by the family is centered on the idea that violence is the
natural, common, inherent fate of women. The mandate of
submission to male violence is justified as a punishment be-
cause she chose him to be her partner, sometimes against her
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family’s will, or because she does not comply with traditional
gender norms and roles. The following testimonies illustrate
this and underscore that some families attribute responsibility
to women for their own abuse.

P: Mymom would tell me it was my cross…and since it
was my responsibility, it was my cross to bear
C: They would tell me, BYou chose him… you chose
him… now you put up with it…^
E: That’s why [experiencing partner violence] is so
embarrassing… because you chose him. One says
BWhy was I so dumb and stupid?^

Another way of imposing submission to violence is
through the meanings attributed to marriage and the impor-
tance of its preservation as a family tradition. Quantitative data
show that compared tomarried women, cohabitingwomen are
more likely to seek help and especially to turn to public au-
thorities. In Mexico, the responsibility of keeping the family
together falls on the woman. When faced with the possibility
of losing her family’s respectability, the stigma of being a
divorced woman, and defying religious norms that forbid di-
vorce, she is likely to sacrifice herself and put up with the
abuse rather than facing stigma and being ostracized.

X: I was brought up Bthe old-fashioned way .̂ I had a
church wedding and a civil ceremony, like my grand-
parents, and like my mother. My mother died at the age
of 32 and she put up with a lot from my father. I try to
cope with the situation because that’s my motto: BUntil
death do us part…^ I don’t know, it’s the so-called old-
fashioned way. Society marks you out when you’re di-
vorced. For example, in my family everyone was mar-
ried by the church and in his family too, and there is no
divorce or anything like that. His relatives also have
fights and even worse than ours. In his family, there
are cases of beatings, and they draw up official reports
and everything, but they’re still together…
P: My mom would tell me BGo back, go back^ and I
stood my ground, BNo and no… and no and no…^ It’s
hard work because you are fighting against, well,
against those people around you aswell as your feelings,
and your doubts because [in your family] you’ve never
seen anyone divorced. In my family everyone is mar-
ried; all my siblings. I’m the only one who is divorced
and they look at you like, BWhoa, you’re weird.^ In fact,
they don’t hang around much with me and it’s hard in
that respect, in terms of society, in terms of family...

According to the women participating in the focus groups,
in the event of serious partner violence resulting in severe
harm to the woman, birth families and families by marriage
differ in the support they provide to women in terms of seek-
ing help in public agencies or pressing charges against her

abuser. In such cases, birth families, as opposed to families
by marriage, tend to provide positive support. The following
testimony gives a glimpse into how little solidarity there is
among females, because a family’s interest in defending its
members, even when they are guilty of severe violence, comes
first:

M: I took [legal] action, because I had second degree
injuries. They [police] went to my house where the
whole thing took place to take pictures and there they
toldmewhat I was going to do…Hewas assigned to the
[Federal District] Preventive Southern Prison, and he
was sent to that prison… At the last minute, you get
these feelings of guilt. At that moment you feel guilty.
His parents told me how bad I was, and I quarreled with
all his family. My dad was furious. I think that if he had
seen him outside, he would have almost killed him…
My dad said, BLook, he almost took out your eye!^ My
brother too. I remember my mother being super upset,
and the girl was too. I remember it was something really,
really serious, horrible! His mother… I think that as
women, we should back each other up. His mother, in-
stead of backing me up, told me I was crazy, that I had
hit myself, that her son wasn’t capable of that. Then…
of course! I felt really bad, and I went to see him. It’s
really awful… [Her voice cracks] but the proceedings
continued.

The survey data shows that some women do not turn to
public authorities because of reasons linked to their families:
11.4 % of the women victims of physical and/or sexual inti-
mate partner violence do not go to public authorities so that
Btheir family doesn’t find out^, which suggests that a consid-
erable percentage of women endure IPV in silence. Likewise,
2 % claimed that they did not turn to law enforcement agen-
cies because Btheir family convinced her not to do it^. These
figures resonate in the accounts of the women in the focus
groups:

G: For me, it was really hard to get out. I think that from
the beginning of the marriage, he started lowering my
self-esteem and he would tell me [that] BYou are a no-
body, you’re good for nothing.^And, unfortunately, you
believe it because who can you tell? You go and tell
your mother-in-law, and your mother-in-law tells you
Bdon’t tell anyone^.

It should be noted that in some cases, Bfamily persuasion^
for not seeking help can be well-intentioned. Due to reported
corruption in law enforcement agencies and the widespread
knowledge that women are treated badly, it is likely that in
some cases, families provide support by discouraging
women from seeking help from the authorities due to the
perceived risk of re-victimization. The testimonies presented
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above illustrate how, in cases of IPV, an individual’s familistic
expectations tend to collide with societal and family gender
expectations and demonstrate how the family is not always a
source of support for women seeking help. It is likely that in
these types of families, women prefer turning to law enforce-
ment agencies or simply decide not to seek help.

Discussion

This research highlights the fact that the family may not al-
ways act as a source of support for womenwho suffer physical
and/or sexual IPV. In fact, only slightly more than one third of
women disclosed their experiences of abuse to their families.
Most women sought formal help from neither law enforce-
ment agencies nor their families (56.1 %), and 9.9 % turned
exclusively to public authorities. In other words, almost two
out of every three women (64.6 %) take a different course of
action than disclosing to their families. In addition, as demon-
strated in focus group discussions, even when they turn to
their families, the family is not always a positive source of
support. This study illustrates the tensions associated with
the familistic obligation of helping family members, the man-
date of being united and having close relationships and, the
belief that family members’ behaviors should meet family
expectations.

This research challenges the concept of familism, articulat-
ed around the security and trust of family member interactions
(Heller 1970) and presents the negative side of families by
examining the phenomenon of IPVagainst women. The testi-
monies of women participating in several focus groups high-
light how some families impose upon their members –includ-
ing women- certain cultural norms that reflect and reproduce
the patriarchal social structure. These norms aim to keep the
family together, protect women’s honor, condone violence as
an expression of love and affection or as punishment for
transgressing traditional gender roles, and conceptualize part-
ner violence as a shared women’s experience.

Quantitative data reveal several individual characteristics
associated with seeking help. Younger women are more likely
to seek both formal and informal sources of support and are
more likely to exclusively seek help from public authorities
rather than turning to their families. This finding might reflect
younger women’s resistance to family mandates of
subordination.

Another relevant finding is the relationship between
women’s help-seeking behavior and their support of women’s
rights. When women concur that males and females have the
same rights, it is more likely that they will seek help. The act
of asking for help, as specified in the model established by
Liang et al. (2005), implies that women have already recog-
nized and defined the problem, which is significant since

greater support for women’s rights is likely to promote greater
recognition of IPV as a problem.

This study further demonstrates how a woman’s marital
status may influence how she deals with IPV. Married women
are less likely to seek help, and when they decide to do so,
they are more likely to turn to families. The fact that a smaller
proportion of married women seek help suggests two expla-
nations. The first refers to the institution of marriage and the
social value given to it, and the second is linked to women’s
emotional investment in the relationship. In Mexico, as in
other societies, marriage is considered a sacred institution by
both family and friends; therefore, a married womanmay have
greater responsibility in trying to make the relationship work
than a woman in a common-law marriage (Goodkind et al.
2003).

Furthermore, women who speak an indigenous language
are more likely to ask for help and turn only to the authorities
instead of the family than women who do not speak an indig-
enous language. It is likely that the normalization or accep-
tance of violence among members of some indigenous com-
munities can lead women to seek help from sources other than
their own families. Women may also be affected by
patrilocality typically found in unions and marriages among
indigenous groups.

The authorities to whom some indigenous women turn for
help are probably indigenous community authorities who im-
part a type of justice controlled by the community and based
on tradition. The community authorities’ framework of action
centers principally on the conciliation of the parties (see
Alberti Manzanares 2004). It has been documented that some
of the indigenous women who disobey gender norms and take
decisions autonomously do not dare ask their families for help
since putting up with partner violence is considered punish-
ment for acting independently and making decisions of their
own (Vallejo Real 2004).

The nature of the violence women suffer is another impor-
tant variable that explains help-seeking behavior. Moderate
violence appears to be tolerated up to a certain point.
However, when women suffer severe physical violence or
both physical and sexual violence, it is more likely that they
will seek help. In the event of both physical and sexual vio-
lence, it is more likely that women turn to law enforcement
agencies rather than to their families.

This study also shows that women who only suffer sexual
violence are less likely to ask for any kind of help. In the focus
groups, there was no mention of situations of sexual violence.
In Mexico, marital rape was not jurisprudentially recognized
by the Supreme Court until late 2005 (see Frías 2008). It
should be noted that a considerable percentage of Mexican
women (11 % according to 2003 ENDIREH data) still believe
it is their duty to have sexual relations with their husbands,
even if it is against their will. Therefore, some women may
have difficulty labeling some acts as sexual abuse. In addition,
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it has been reported that when women turn to law enforcement
authorities, they are often advised to resolve the conflicts and
violence using sex and seduction (Frías 2010). In this context,
it is unlikely that, in cases of partner sexual violence, women
will turn to public authorities for help or tell their families.

Another important finding in this study refers to the pres-
ence and age of children in the home of the women subjected
to physical and/or sexual violence. It is more likely that wom-
en ask for help if they have children under the average age of
10. Nevertheless, as the average age of children decreases, the
probability of abused women turning to family support rather
than to public authorities increases. Regardless of their socio-
economic level, women show the same likelihood of seeking
help and of turning solely to the authorities. Lastly, proximity
to public authorities for women who live in urban areas makes
it easier to turn to said authorities, or even prefer them as a
source of support over their families.

Focus group discussions explored other sources of support
such as in-laws, friends, and social acquaintances. The partic-
ipants revealed differences in support from birth families and
families by marriage. They agreed that their husbands’ fami-
lies are less supportive of them. In addition, they reported
feeling positively supported by other individuals, such as
friends or neighbors, who contest and challenge violence. In
these relationships, exchanges of solidarity and mutual ac-
knowledgement are made possible due to the absence of the
conflicts of interest, power imbalances, and expectations
found in interfamily relations.

Limitations

This study has been restricted to examining help seeking from a
formal source (public prosecutor agencies) and an informal one
(the family). This does not mean that women who did not turn to
either of these two sources did not seek help of any kind since
they could have sought help from friends, assistance agencies,
churches, neighbors, or healthcare professionals, among others.

The results of this study present some limitations stemming
from the use of secondary data. First of all, due to social
desirability, the percentage of women who have suffered
physical and/or sexual violence is probably higher than that
reported here; hence, it has been impossible to study these
women’s patterns of help-seeking. Secondly, in the case of a
woman seeking help from formal sources at law enforcement
agencies and informal sources in the family, the family’s re-
action in terms of rendering assistance or not is unknown.
However, theoretically, the choice of support provider is based
on women’s expectations (Liang et al. 2005). A third limita-
tion refers to the fact that we do not have information about the
event that led to the decision of seeking formal or informal
help, since women may have experienced violence on several
occasions. Nor do we know when the violence took place or

whether they have always turned to the same sources of sup-
port or to different ones. In order take into account these sig-
nificant factors, further survey research into women’s experi-
ences seeking help, the response they receive upon doing so,
and women’s reaction to said help (if help is conceded) is
needed. Further information on support structures and family
characteristics is also necessary. Finally, as only urban women
participated in the focus groups, it is likely that their experi-
ences are not entirely shared by women residing in rural
settings.

Conclusion

This study has examined how socio-demographic, family, and
situational factors, as well as characteristics of abuse, are
linked to help seeking behavior among women who experi-
ence IPV. Understanding the behavior of women who suffer
violence is of key importance to at least three objectives of
individual and political nature. The first is to provide adequate
services to women who suffer IPV. Secondly, to acknowledge
the multiple victimizations women experience at the hands of
their romantic partner, family, and public authorities. In cases
of undocumented women running away from their abusers,
unsupportive families and authorities as well as legislation on
deporting undocumented individuals, endanger these women
and might lead to further victimization by their former part-
ners and relatives. Some countries, such as Spain or the United
States, have enacted legal initiatives to protect undocumented
victims of gender and partner violence. Advocates and those
who work directly with victims of partner violence need to
inform them of their rights and increase public awareness.
This would guarantee that undocumentedwomen fleeing from
partner violence are not returned to face a reality of a lack of
opportunities and further violence. Finally, the findings of this
research can be instrumental for the State (the ultimate protec-
tor of individual rights) to design public policies aimed at
providing better assistance and prevention. This is significant
in the United States, where at least 31 million individuals are
of Mexican origin, and in Mexico, where public actions and
policies that presume the family support to women in the
event of partner violence should be revised.
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