
 

Study shows sharp decrease of intimate
partner violence in Nicaragua
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A researcher conducting interviews with women in Leon, Nicaragua. Credit:
Mary Ellsberg/GWI

The percentage of women and girls in Nicaragua's second-largest city
who reported experiencing physical violence by their partners during
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their lifetimes decreased from 55% in 1995 to 28% in 2016, according
to a new study published in the journal BMJ Global Health. Researchers
at the George Washington University's Global Women's Institute (GWI),
in partnership with the Autonomous National University of Nicaragua at
León and InterCambios, a Nicaraguan nongovernmental organization,
recorded the decline in a follow-up study conducted on intimate partner
violence (IPV) in the city of León 20 years after the initial prevalence
study.

Led by GWI Director Mary Ellsberg, the research team also found that 
women and girls reporting physical violence by partners in the 12
months preceding their study interviews decreased from 28% to 8%. The
team recorded similar decreases in emotional violence over respondents'
lifetimes (from 71% to 42%) as well as the preceding 12-month period
(from 43% to 23%) of the study. No significant difference was found in
the prevalence of lifetime sexual violence between the two time periods.

"The only other country to our knowledge with a documented reduction
in IPV prevalence is the U.S., where the Justice Department reported a
similar decrease in IPV victimization between 1994 to 2012," Dr.
Ellsberg said. "That Nicaragua, the second-poorest country in the
Western Hemisphere, shows a comparable reduction in IPV to the U.S.
is a stunning achievement."

Intimate partner violence is defined as physical violence, sexual
violence, stalking or psychological harm by a current or former partner
or spouse. Thirty-five percent of women globally experience sexual or
physical IPV or nonpartner sexual violence at some point in their lives,
according to the World Health Organization. Though efforts to address
violence against women and girls around the world increased over the
last 25 years, few studies measured a long-enough period to adequately
measure large-scale and sustained reductions in IPV and to identify the
proven strategies that work to reduce violence.
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GWI led the first study to measure population-level change in IPV
prevalence over a 20-year period. It conducted the study in León by
comparing prevalence of physical, emotional and sexual violence against
women and girls between 1995 and 2016. During that time period, the
influence of the Nicaraguan women's movement over social policies and
the movement's efforts to increase women's knowledge of their rights
spurred multiple sectors of Nicaraguan society to address violence
against women and girls, resulting in legislative and judicial reforms as
well as collaboration among the police, government ministries, civil
society organizations and others to protect and support victims.

The study included additional data findings:

Physical IPV
Lifetime (happened at least once during their lifetime)
decreased from 55% to 28%.

63% decrease in violence when controlling for
possible factors that could influence the results,
such as age and education

12-month prevalence (happened in the 12 months
preceding study interviews) decreased from 28% to 8%.

71% decrease in violence when controlling for
possible factors that could influence the results,
such as age and education

Emotional IPV
Lifetime decreased from 71% to 43%.

66% decrease in violence when controlling for
possible factors that could influence the results,
such as age and education

12-month prevalence decreased from 43% to 23%.
51% decrease in violence when controlling for
possible factors that could influence the results,
such as age and education
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Sexual IPV
Lifetime decreased from 20% to 15%, but that change
was not statistically significant.

The researchers noted the reduction in violence was not primarily
because of demographic shifts, such as increased education or age, but
reflected a true decrease in the prevalence of IPV. They concluded that
violence against women and girls is preventable through large-scale,
structural interventions undertaken by advocacy groups, civil society
organizations, national governments, international donors and other
sectors.

Now, however, the ongoing violence in Nicaragua and the COVID-19
crisis may threaten those gains.

"Defenders of women's rights have been prominent in the movement
calling for election reforms and justice for those who were killed or
arbitrarily detained," Dr. Ellsberg said. "As for COVID-19, we can
assume that many more women will experience domestic violence, so the
need to reestablish services and support for women and girls suffering
from violence is even more critical."

  More information: Mary Ellsberg et al, Long-term change in the
prevalence of intimate partner violence: a 20-year follow-up study in
León, Nicaragua, 1995-2016, BMJ Global Health (2020). DOI:
10.1136/bmjgh-2020-002339
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