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The purpose of this document is to analyse how social capital can help women 

cope with domestic violence in urban contexts of poverty and segregation, where 

although high levels of this phenomenon have been registered, most of the 

abused women aren’t denouncing the acts of violence against them. The results 

presented below are based on two NOPOOR research projects conducted in 

Lima, Peru.  

 

 

 

 

Domestic violence is a major problem in Peru. According to the nationally representative 2015 Peru 

Demographic and Family Health Survey, 32.0% of Peruvian women ever in a relationship – as 

cohabiting partners or spouses – have suffered physical violence from their partners. However, in spite 

of the high rates of violence registered, most of these women do not denounce the acts of violence 

against them. Thus, only 27.5% of them sought help in an institution of the social protection system. 

The evidence suggests that women prefer to seek assistance from their relatives or acquaintances in a 
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situation of domestic violence. In this sense, the percentage of abused women who seek help from 

people who are close to them is much higher (43.8%). The lack of access to the social protection 

system limits the capacity of women for escaping violence. The development of this system in Peru 

during the last decades, which have included the improvement of the laws and the establishment of 

some specialized centres to provide attention for abused women, doesn’t seem to have succeeded in 

getting women to denounce. There appears to be different factors that may be hampering the access to 

the social protection system.  

In urban contexts of poverty and segregation, the vulnerability of women to domestic violence would 

seem to increase. According to the literature, poverty raises the likelihood of being a victim of 

violence. The economic difficulties and the personal frustration related to these contexts generate 

tension and conflicts at home that may lead to domestic violence. Likewise, it is known that the 

residential isolation of a low-income population generates areas of multiple disadvantages, where the 

residents may have low access to educational and employment opportunities, and limited access to the 

state institutions. Thus, women living in this environment are exposed to situations which limit their 

capacity to face violence against them. However, the greater intensity of social ties that entails 

residential segregation (Wacquant, 2008) could act as an opportunity for abused women. The social 

capital as a “social good” presents different benefits. Regarding domestic violence, it may help women 

find some form of protection, confidence, and certainty to face this issue. We analyse how social 

capital can help women cope with domestic violence in urban contexts of poverty and segregation 

where institutional factors appear as key barriers to accessing the social protection system.   

 

 

 

 

Why do women not denounce domestic abuse? 

There are many different factors that influence the decision of women to make a legal complaint. Most 

studies on the subject focus on the individual factors, however, institutional factors seem to be just as 

relevant. In the study we carried out in San Juan de Lurigancho, a district of metropolitan Lima with 

poor social conditions, we found that in urban contexts of poverty and segregation the formal 

institutions which women should go to access social protection services present some characteristics 

that discourage them from doing so. Victims of violence were faced with two main obstacles: physical 

distance to the social protection institutions; and a widespread mistrust in the social protection system.  

The location of protection services and their physical proximity to the victims are influential in the 

decision of the abused women to report violence. Due to the higher costs of access resulting from a 

greater physical distance, the location is especially important to ensure access for vulnerable and low-

income populations in segregated contexts. In San Juan de Lurigancho, physical distance appears as a 

key barrier. Thus, it was found that all the police stations were concentrated in the central and less 

segregated zones of the district. Likewise, it was found that the number of social protection institutions 

in the district was limited, as well as their resources. This situation undermined their capacity to deal 

properly with domestic violence. For instance, in San Juan de Lurigancho there is only one institute of 

forensic medicine, therefore when a psychological evaluation is set up as part of the denunciation 

process it can take a significant amount of time due to the influx of patients who are given 

appointments. 

Furthermore, a widespread mistrust in the social protection institutions was registered. Women believe 

that there is a low probability that the system will provide them with the necessary protective 

measures. This mistrust is partly due to the system being perceived as inefficient, which is related to 
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the many procedures that must be done in order to make an effective complaint, the difficulty in 

executing each of them, and the multiple delays that this entails. For example, the first step in police 

proceedings is to take the victim’s statement and notify the accused. Yet notification is complex given 

that complainants often do not know their aggressor’s exact address. Likewise, aggressors often do not 

respond to the subpoenas, or the notifications fail to reach them which considerably hinders the 

process of reporting. In addition, it was registered that despite the desire of abused women to go to 

authorities, administrative obstacles such as the absence of a valid identity document prevent them 

from reporting the situation of violence. Also, the lack of institutions and personnel stated above lead 

to even more delays in this process. 

Likewise, it was found that there are many barriers in the complaint process at the moment of 

collecting and compiling evidence. This is a major problem considering that it is not possible for the 

prosecution to issue protective measures if this evidence is lacking. Therefore, the deadline for the 

immediate protection measures established legally is impossible to meet due to the delays at the 

evidence-gathering stage. In addition, women’s mistrust is linked to men’s use of social networks 

within the neighbourhood to curb women’s attempts to file a report. This can be manifested through 

corruption or bribes to the police so that they do not receive or register the case when it is presented. 

Many links (acquaintance and even friendship connections) between aggressors and members of the 

police were registered. Also, women report that the police officers sometimes make an attempt to 

extort money from the victim as blackmail for opening up a file. 

Widespread mistrust is also related to sexism among the personnel of the different institutions 

involved in the process of reporting domestic violence. This minimizes the attention given to the word 

of the women when it comes to cases of domestic violence. For instance, when women go to the police 

station to file a report, the police officers often act in a discriminatory manner and refuse to start a case 

of domestic violence because they underestimate the validity of these reports. Also, psychological 

evaluations that say that a victim suffered “stressors due to family conflicts” puts into question 

whether it is or not a case of family violence. Some protection agents even argued that it made little 

sense to start proceedings for a denunciation given that victims of domestic violence will soon 

reconcile with their aggressors.  

Social capital and its impact on domestic violence 

This lack of confidence in the social protection system and the work they do prevents women from 

ending the violence against them. However, it seems that social capital could neutralize this situation. 

As the literature suggests, contexts of segregation entails a greater intensity of social ties among the 

neighbours. Likewise, it has been shown that although the population in more disadvantaged positions 

are less likely to have social capital from civic participation or social networks, they tend to obtain 

social capital from informal neighbourhood relations by feeling a greater sense of belonging to and 

reporting more tangible and valuable instances of support from their neighbours (Li, Pickles & 

Savage, 2005). 

In the quantitative study we carried out in five districts of metropolitan Lima with high rates of 

poverty and with different patterns of segregation, we found that in the neighbourhoods where there is 

more segregation: 1) women experience less physical violence; 2) there is more social capital, which 

was measured as support and assistance among neighbours; and 3) there also exists more gender 

norms unfavorable to women. To analyse the mechanisms through which segregation impacts on 

violence against women, it was proposed that the economic segregation affects the likelihood of a 

woman experiencing physical violence through two mechanisms: social capital and gender norms 

unfavourable to women. In this respect it should be noted that the literature suggests that in contexts of 

segregation and poverty the likelihood of disseminating cultural norms that tolerate and support 

violence is greater.   
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Figure 1: Results of the structural equation model 

 

Note: The model includes the following control variables: age, education, mother tongue, place of birth, if she has a job, if she lives with her 

partner, number of children, residential mobility of the household head, level of well-being, history of violence (if she suffered child 
punishment and if her mother was beaten when she was a child), average years of education at neighbourhood level and the mechanisms 

(social capital and social gender norms). Finally, the mechanisms include the average years of education at neighbourhood level 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 

 

On one hand, we found that the economic segregation is positively and significantly associated with a 

greater presence of social capital among neighbours and this in turn is negatively and significantly 

associated with the likelihood of physical violence against women. On the other hand, economic 

segregation is positively and significantly associated with more norms of control by the spouse or 

partner, and these in turn are positively and significantly associated with the likelihood that a woman 

will experience physical violence. Regarding the overall effect of economic segregation through both 

mechanisms, it was found that on average, support and assistance among neighbours are a factor of 

more relevance.  

The results show that in urban contexts of poverty and segregation, social capital has a positive impact 

on domestic violence. This may be because of two positive aspects of social capital. First, it generates 

social trust, that is, the trust of people in their fellow citizens. This could reverse the mistrust of the 

abused women on the personnel of the social protection system, encouraging them to denounce the 

violence. It is worth noting that Li, Pickles & Savage (2005) conclude that social capital generated 

from informal neighbourhood networks has a particularly high impact on social trust. Furthermore, 

another positive aspect of social capital regarding domestic violence is that it constitutes a support 

system for the abused women, which helps them to face their situation and take decisions such as 

leaving the abusive relationship, or placing a legal complaint. Therefore, social capital may provide 

women some forms of protection, confidence and certainty to overcome domestic violence. This 

would explain why in areas where there is greater social capital women experience less domestic 

violence.  
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While the evidence suggests there are high rates of domestic violence among Peruvian women, most 

of them decide not to place a complaint. This is largely related to the institutional factors that are 

hampering the access to the social protection system. Due to this and considering the presence of 

social capital registered among neighbours in urban contexts of poverty and segregation, and their 

positive impact on domestic violence, below we propose two policy recommendations.  

Strengthen the support system of the victim. The implementation of programmes of non-residential 

support groups for victims of domestic violence which provide them with legal and psychological 

counselling would help women escape from the situation of violence in which they are. In poor urban 

areas, this programmes may be an opportunity for abused women to connect with other women in the 

same situation. Since domestic violence tends to isolate the women from their family and friends, this 

programmes would facilitate social trust in the social protection system, and network formations 

through which these women may find some resources and confidence to face their situation and place 

a legal complaint, as Basu (2008) found in an intervention of this type carried out in Bangladesh. 

Moreover, the networks should encourage women to overcome the emotional dependence that binds 

them to their aggressors and discourages them from denouncing them. The importance of interventions 

that seek to strengthen the informal networks of abused women has been highlighted, especially when 

it involves connecting abused women with other women who have experienced the same situation 

(UNICEF, 2000). 

Improve the social protection system. It is necessary to provide gender awareness training for the 

personnel of the different institutions involved in the process of reporting domestic violence. This will 

reduce the sexism that hinders the processes for violence against women. The reduced attention given 

to the word of the abused women reduces the women’s trust in the service provided by the social 

protection system. Personnel who are sensitized on topics of gender and women’s rights would reduce 

the discriminatory ways in which the personnel treat abused women. This in turn would generate trust 

among women in the system, leading them to be more likely to file a complaint. Similar interventions 

have been successfully carried out in some countries like Costa Rica or India.  

 

 

 

The analysis of this policy brief was based on two studies carried out in Lima, Peru, as well as a 

review of existing literature. We will describe the purpose and the methodology of each of the studies 

we carried out below. 

The aim of the first study was to analyse why women do not denounce the acts of violence against 

them. The methodology was qualitative and the fieldwork, which began in 2014, included in depth 

interviews with women (victims and non-victims), protection authorities, and key informants. In 

addition, visits to public institutions and ethnographic work were carried out. The district of San Juan 

de Lurigancho was chosen as the study area. This district is located in metropolitan Lima and presents 

mixed residential segregation with areas of both low segregation and high segregation. 

The second study analyses the impact of economic segregation on domestic violence exploring the 

mediating role of social capital, measured as support and assistance among neighbours, and gender 

norms unfavourable to women. Descriptive and multivariate analyses were carried out using data from 

2545 households using the NOPOOR database. The sample used in this study was obtained from a 

stratified random sampling conducted in five districts of Metropolitan Lima (Carabayllo, El Agustino, 

Chorrillos, San Juan de Lurigancho and Villa El Salvador) with high rates of poverty and with 

different patterns of segregation. The fieldwork took place in July, August and September 2013. 
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