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ABSTRACT
There is a paucity of official data on violence against women (VAW) in
Mexico. Two-hundred and seventy-two household surveys and seven
focus group discussions with 50 women were conducted to explore
women’s experiences of VAW in public spaces in Corregidora, Mexico.
Seven semi-structured interviews with stakeholders were carried out to
understand their knowledge of VAW and reduction measures through
infrastructure delivery and urban planning. Results showed that the
most common and recurring type of VAW was catcalling, and 39 per
cent of survey participants experienced at least one type of VAW.
Government stakeholders appeared either unaware of the extent of
VAW or were dismissive of its impact. The disconnect between women’s
experiences and stakeholders’ views has implications for the design and
implementation of safety measures for women.
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Introduction

A state’s lack of (and sometimes unwillingness to report) data on VAW may limit the possibility of
accessing information on VAW figures from the outset. Personal or political views of state agents
may interfere with an administration’s decision-making powers by hindering the ability to make com-
parisons or understand the depth of the problem in a given location (Purkayastha and Ratcliff 2014).
Additionally, poor crime-recording practices, deficient data management, and that some types of VAW
might not be considered crimes may mean that incidents of VAW do not get recorded (Garfias Royo,
Parikh, and Belur 2020; Lecuona and Raúl 2017). Consequently, informed decision-making for introdu-
cing measures for safer built environments and cities for women and girls is challenging.

In Mexico, there is a scarcity of official data and studies addressing VAW outside of Mexico City.
While a national survey on VAW is conducted every five years by the National Institute of Geography
(INEGI) and UN Women collects a global database on VAW that includes Mexico (INEGI 2021; Women
2023), there is a need for additional official and alternative sources of datasets containing infor-
mation about VAW in the country that are further geographically disaggregated. This paper
addresses some of the challenges of studying VAW by using a mixed-methods approach to
explore the victimisation and experiences of violence against adult women in public spaces in Cor-
regidora, Mexico. It also brings light to the state’s response to VAW in public spaces with respect to
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urban design and planning. The work presented in this paper is part of a larger study that sought to
understand the link between VAW and the built environment.

Categorisation of VAW

Violence has strong links to social norms, structures, and subjectivities intrinsic in gender, sexuality,
class, ethnicity, ability, and religion, and is rooted in the social control exercised by the dominant
groups (Levy 2013; McIlwaine 2013; Parkes 2015). The UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence
Against Women defines VAW as “any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result
in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coer-
cion, or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life” (UN 1993).
Hegemonic masculinity traits (such as aggression, toughness, self-reliance, and sexual conquest)
that males are expected to perform and the acceptance of traditional gender roles tend to
condone and normalise different forms of violence and exclusion, actively contributing to the per-
petuation further exacerbates the escalation of VAW (Frías 2016; Lindsey 1997). When patriarchy-as-
usual and notions of women’s subordination are no longer fully secure, its reproduction requires
greater levels of coercion (Kandiyoti 2016). While most cases of VAW are perpetrated by a partner
in the domestic sphere (WHO 2012), this study refers to violence inflicted in the public sphere
(which may or may not be perpetrated by strangers or partners).

When designing cities and urban policies, carrying out gender analysis of how designed spaces
are used by different groups is typically not considered or often viewed as not important by local
governments (Purkayastha and Ratcliff 2014; Soto Villagrán 2020). Understanding VAW in public
spaces as a production of an enabling urban environment coupled with unequal and sexist sociocul-
tural norms, it is important to utilise comprehensive approaches to provide pragmatic solutions as
well as changing the sociocultural norms that give way to this violence (Bianchi Alves and Gonzales
2015; Soto Villagrán 2018).

This study categorises VAW into three main types: physical, sexual, and psychological. It must be
noted, however, that there is an intrinsic interrelationship between them. In most cases, more than
one type is committed simultaneously, leading to a continuum of experiences.

Physical violence is the most commonly understood form of abuse. It is exercised through phys-
ically aggressive acts that may not result in physical injury, and differs from sexual violence in that it
does not include any sexual traits (Johnson 2006; Krantz and Garcia-Moreno 2005).

Psychological violence is usually used interchangeably with emotional abuse. This type of violence
is usually perceived as a gendered crime and is strongly correlated to physical aggression and has
harmful impacts on the victim (Scott et al. 2015). It is theorised to stem from power and control
which a person exerts over another (victim) in order to prevent them from physically or emotionally
separating and retaliating if the victim shows efforts to do so (Mechanic, Weaver, and Resick 2000).

Sexual violence can take many forms, such as sexual abuse, sexual harassment, sexual exploita-
tion, forced abortion, and attempted rape/rape (WHO 2007). The concept and meaning of sexual har-
assment are shaped by its context, as the distinct legal framings stem from differences in political,
legal, and cultural constraints and resources, which impact its social understanding (Saguy 2003).
When committed in the public sphere, it can be referred to as “street harassment”, and it includes
unwanted interactions in public spaces, motivated by a person’s actual or perceived gender,
gender expression or sexual orientation, and it is most commonly perpetrated by a stranger
(Garrido, Javiera, and Guerrero González 2017; Kearl 2014).

There are no universal definitions for the different types of VAW and related crimes, as each
nation-state defines VAW from its own legal frameworks, leading to variations among data
sources and countries (Leclerc et al. 2016), and regardless of the data set used, the possibility of
under-counting exists (Sinha 2013).

Additionally, what women consider violence may be not recorded as such and may be down-
played in the data, such as recording an aggression as a less serious offence. Estimates of the
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prevalence of VAW vary vastly depending on the survey applied (Parkes 2015). There are also differ-
ences in measuring strategies of victimisation and crime between administrative and population-
based surveys. For example, police-reported surveys only record criminal code offences, in contrast
with population-based surveys which document information on crimes regardless of whether they
were reported or substantiated by the police (Sinha 2013). Personal or political views may interfere
with an administration’s decision-making powers, hindering the ability to make comparisons or
understand the depth of the problem at a given location (Purkayastha and Ratcliff 2014).

Case study

There are scarce official figures on VAW in Mexico, despite countless unofficial accounts and anec-
dotal evidence from women throughout the country. Reports of harassment, rape, and femicides
flood the news and social media daily. Women have become frustrated at the government’s inability
to respond to this violence, as demonstrated by recurrent protests (cf. Villegas 2020; Aristegui Noti-
cias 2022), including the occupation of the Human Rights Commission building by a feminist group
in 2020 (Wattenbarger 2020).

Mexico’s social fabric has been steadily deteriorating, with violent crimes spreading with almost total
impunity (Lakhani 2016). Some estimates have shown that only 6.3 per cent of crime incidents are
reported at national level, and of these, about 99.5 per cent go unpunished and only 0.89 per cent
are solved (Lecuona and Raúl 2017). The impunity has permeated the Mexican justice system, encoura-
ging and facilitating the expression of many different types of violence, including VAW (Rubio Gutiérrez
2022; Lecuona and Raúl 2017). Women have become targets of torture, abductions and disappearances,
arbitrary detention, criminalisation, and murder in alarming numbers (Bautista 2017). The Executive
Commission for Attention to Victims (CEAV) reported that from 2010 to 2015 there was an average
of 600,000 sexual crimes per year, of which, an estimated 81 per cent of the victims were women
(CEAV 2016). The increase in crime has undermined the collective sense of security, and the failure
to create law-abiding and effective police forces has led to a decrease in crime reporting and overall
erosion of social capital (Rodriguez Ferreira 2016). This has an effect on the availability of information
at the national level regarding crimes due to ineffective actions by the state and failure to follow the
appropriate processes and documentation, as well as low interest in reporting, resulting in unknown
and unclassified victims (Lecuona and Raúl 2017). The high levels of impunity signal that perpetrators
of violence will face no consequences (Lakhani 2016; Melgoza, López, and Pigeonutt 2017).

The widespread VAW in Mexico is manifested in the rise of its most extreme expression: femicide.
From January 2015 to May 2023, 6,826 femicides have been registered at the national level (SSNSP
2023). Many researchers and activists, however, suggest that these figures do not represent the true
extent of the problem (Mobayed Vega 2022), with estimates from civil society groups showing that
46 out of 100 murders of women should have been typified as femicides (Durán 2020). A study con-
ducted by ONU Mujeres, Inmujeres, and the Ministry of the Interior of Mexico (2017) also showed a
high rate of impunity in femicide cases through the number of preliminary investigations that led to
a conviction.

This study was conducted in the urban public space of Corregidora Municipality in Querétaro state,
Mexico. The state of Querétaro recognises sexual harassment as a crime; however, it still lacks the recog-
nition of street harassment as a crime (Poder Legislativo del Estado de Querétaro 2022; Segura Amaro
2022). Corregidora Municipality has made efforts to introduce regulations for the use of parks and
gardens, for citizen participation, and for access to a life free of violence and equality between men
and women, announced through its monthly gazettes (Ayuntamiento de Corregidora 2019a; 2019c;
2019b). The Municipal Institute of Women seemingly also generates public policies with a gender per-
spective, paying attention to gender mainstreaming throughout the municipal public administration.
But the reporting of activities is vague and does not accurately describe what, how, and when these
activities took place. While the municipality’s publications increasingly refer to gender protocols and
VAW commitments, this may be policy rhetoric and there is no evidence yet of such policies being
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substantively delivered or translated into procedures. This is reflected in the municipality’s scarce and
outdatedofficial data regardingVAW.Officialmunicipal crime records arenot publishedby themunicipal
police and fail to capture data on some types of VAW (such as public exposure; Informal conversation
with main author). The gap of dissemination of cases of VAW and publicly available data on VAW in
themunicipality is usually filled by national statistics reported to theMexican Secretariat of Public Secur-
ity (SESNSP), a national survey regarding household dynamics with a focus on gender-related VAW con-
ducted every five years (ENDIREH) from the National Institute of Statistics and Geography in Mexico
(INEGI) and figures from local independent and autonomous institutions, but these numbers are not
updated regularly and usually do not show how widespread VAW is in the municipality. The INEGI
survey estimated that 59.8 per cent of the urban population of women in the state of Querétaro had
experienced VAW in the public domain in their lifetime, and 33.8 per cent the year prior to the survey
(INEGI 2022). The survey also found that less than 13 per cent reported the incident (INEGI 2022). The
SESNSP figures reported 11 cases specifically labelled gender violence plus an additional 95 cases that
could be labelled as VAW in Corregidora in 2021. However, the methodologies for recording crimes
vary between municipalities and at different levels of government. This means that the cases reported
could be much higher but is not possible to record them officially due to data inconsistencies. Further-
more, surveys tend to capture different data from official figures, leading to comparison discrepancies.

Method

It is not possible to draw conclusions on the extent of VAW in the municipality of Corregidora
from the publicly available data. A mixed-methods approach was used on this research to
conduct primary data collection. This was driven by the sensitivity of the subject and lack of
crime statistics. Household surveys and focus group discussions were conducted with women,
and semi-structured interviews with local government stakeholders. The unit of analysis was
the urban public sphere of Corregidora Municipality. A collaboration was established with the
local government of Corregidora Municipality, which allowed access to stakeholders as well as
to Municipal Culture Centres to conduct focus group discussions. However, no access to local
crime statistics was granted. Ethical approval was obtained from a UK University Ethics Commit-
tee and a local university in Mexico.

Household surveys

The household survey (HHS) was designed to gather information regarding incidents of VAW experi-
enced in public spaces by women who were 18 years of age or older and residents of the selected
urban localities of Corregidora Municipality. The questions consisted of 13 types of VAW, which were
taken from INEGI’s National Survey on the Dynamics of Household Relationships, which also gathers
data on VAW perpetrated in public spaces (ENDIREH for its acronym in Spanish; INEGI 2016a). The
survey collected demographic information and explored topics such as types of violence experi-
enced; experiences of VAW in the public sphere; frequency, time, and date of the incidents; locations
where the incidents took place; and demographic data of the perpetrators. It is worth noting that this
data was based on the women’s perceptions of VAW and no explanation about the types of violence
asked on the survey were explained to the respondents prior, during, or after the survey. See Table 1
for the types of VAW included in the survey.

At the time of sampling, the municipality was divided into 64 basic geostatistical areas (AGEBS), of
which 60 were classified as urban and were clustered into six localities. The sample population was
based on the 2010 Population and Housing Census of the National Institute of Statistics and Geogra-
phy of Mexico, which reported a total estimated population of 181,684 inhabitants in 2018 and was
the most recent census at the time the sample was calculated (INEGI 2010; 2015). Blocks were
selected randomly from the National Housing Framework of 2016, which reported 828 inhabited
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dwellings with more than one household and information regarding the population at the time the
sample was calculated (INEGI 2016b).

A two-stage simple random sample with a finite population correction design was used. A sample
of 300 units (blocks) was calculated based on the population size, which included an additional 15
per cent to account for no responses. At the time of data collection, convenience sampling was used
to select a random household within the sampled block.

The surveys were conducted in November 2018, Monday to Friday from 8:00 hrs to 18:30 hrs and
Saturday and Sunday from 10:00 to 18:30 hrs. Safety measures included not conducting surveys after
18:30hrs – sunset time – due to security reasons. The surveys were carried out in Spanish by a team
of eight local data collectors and the main author. The data collectors took a mandatory induction
session delivered by the first author. Surveys took between half an hour to an hour, depending on
the information the participants were willing to disclose. Data collectors were instructed to conduct
the surveys in strict privacy, with no family members present; however, this was not possible in all
instances. In the case of the latter, participants were given several opportunities to terminate the
survey if they so wished. Security measures for the research team conducting surveys included not enter-
ing people’s houses, informing the first author (whomanaged andmonitored collection) about the block
where surveys were being applied and the starting and finishing times, setting boundary areas within
neighbourhoods as well as meeting points for data collection activities, and being in constant communi-
cation. Given the sensitivity of the research, all the questions and answers were pseudonymised as a risk-
mitigating strategy in case of breach of information.

Focus group discussions

A total of seven focus group discussions (FGDs) were held, with a combined total of 50 participants. The
aim of the discussionswas to understand the experiences of VAWof women in public spaces and the role
that urban infrastructure and the built environment plays in the perpetration of VAW. The issues dis-
cussed included the definition of public spaces, perceptions of safe and unsafe spaces, fear of violence
and crime, understanding of VAW, experiences of violence, and measures for safety.

The FGDs followed a purposive and convenience sampling strategy, allowing for the selection of
participants based on accessibility (O Nyumba et al. 2018). Participants were recruited through a
network of Cultural Centres, which also provided access to spaces to conduct the sessions in a
safe, neutral space, and participants did not receive incentives. The FGDs were conducted in April
2019 and were administered by the main author.

Stakeholder interviews

A total of seven semi-structured stakeholder interviews were conducted to understand the local
government decision-making processes that existed at the time regarding infrastructure

Table 1. Types of VAW included in the survey.

Type Description Abbreviation

Type 1 Whistling or offensive sexual remarks T1: Catcall
Type 2 Stalking T2: Stalk
Type 3 Offended or humiliated for being a woman T3: Offend
Type 4 Ignored for being a woman T4: Ignore
Type 5 Pinched, pulled hair, pushed, pulled, slapped, or thrown an object T5: Push
Type 6 Lifted skirt or dress or pulled clothes T6: Lift clothes
Type 7 Been touched, groped, leaned against, or kissed without consent T7: Grope
Type 8 Fear of being attacked or sexually abused T8: Fear
Type 9 A person showed them their private parts or touched themselves in front of them T9: Flash
Type 10 Was forced to watch porn or sexual acts T10: Show porn
Type 11 Kicked or punched T11: Punch
Type 12 Attempted rape T12: AR
Type 13 Rape T13: Rape
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delivery and urban planning. The interview themes included the application of gender-related
protocols, knowledge of decision-making processes, and perception of violence within the
municipality.

A brief stakeholder mapping based on the local government administration of 2015–2018 was
carried out to identify actors that may have an influence on these decision-making processes. This
was done in collaboration with a member of the former Instituto Municipal de Planeación de Corre-
gidora (IMPLASCO), who informed the decision about which Institutes, Secretariats, or Ministries to
approach. Stakeholders from the Planning Unit, Urban Development and Public Works, Treasury and
Finance, Social Development, and three members of the Ministry of Mobility, Urban Development,
and Ecology were interviewed.

Ethical considerations

This research raised several ethical challenges and posed risks for both the participants and research-
ers. Careful consideration was given to the use of appropriate language, locations for method appli-
cation, reducing and managing participants’ distress, and the safety of both participants and data
collectors. Risk assessments were completed prior to data collection to establish action plans and
risk mitigating procedures, as well as to ensure the safety and security of the participants, data col-
lectors, and the main researcher. The WHO’s (2001) safety and ethical guidelines for conducting
research on domestic violence and trafficking were followed. The study was approved by the
ethics panel of a UK university and a local university.

Analysis and coding

Univariate descriptive analysis was used to analyse the HHS, to understand frequency and percen-
tage response distributions regarding the most common types of VAW. The FGDs and stakeholder
interviews were analysed thematically using a mix of selective and open coding (Ellsberg and
Heise 2005). Pre-determined themes explored in the questions were listed as coding categories
and subcategories, which were modified in an iterative process as the coding took place, allowing
for data comparisons and for themes to emerge from the data.

Results and discussion

A total of 305 households were visited, with a response rate of 89.18 per cent, resulting in 272
effective surveys. Thirty-nine per cent (106 women) expressed having experienced at least one
type of violence within the year prior to the survey, with many reporting multiple incidents, yielding
a combined total of 279 incidents of experienced violence (see Tables 2 and 3). An additional 22.4 per
cent (61 women) of respondents recounted incidents that took place more than a year prior to the
survey, which included an additional 102 incidents of violence. According to the INEGI survey, 33.9
per cent of the women living in urban areas of Querétaro experienced violence in the public sphere
within the year prior to the survey and 53.6 per cent throughout their life (INEGI 2016a). Some of the
types of violence collected through the survey are crimes in and of themselves. Some involve actions
which are not necessarily criminal in Mexico or elsewhere, such as offensive remarks or shaming

Table 2. Number of women who experienced violence and number of incidents.

% of total

Total women surveyed 272
Women that experienced no incidents 105 39%
Women that experienced at least one incident 167 61%
Women that experienced at least one incident within the year prior to the survey 106 38.9%
Combined number of incidents 394 2.4*

*Note: Weighted average of incidents per woman who reported experiencing violence.
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someone for being a woman, and some of these types focus on the feelings or perceptions of the
woman, rather than the intention or actions of another, such as when a woman fears what might
happen. However, for the purposes of this study seeking to understand VAW from the perspective
of women, each type was nonetheless considered violence.

The survey conducted for this research shows that the problem may be more widespread than
previously thought. A total of 34 personal stories of harassment and violence were shared during
the FGDs, which coincided with the most common types of violence identified in the HHS. Cat-
calling, stalking, groping, and flashing were the most common types of violence featured in the
FGDs.

Catcall, whistling, or offensive sexual remarks. This type of violence was the most discussed in the
FGDs. It seemed to be the most common aggression women from Corregidora experience when
using public spaces. This type of violence ranged from remarks to more direct attacks that left
women feeling unsafe and fearful, regardless of their background or age:

I was coming back from dropping off my kids at school and I go through a place that is a bit lonely. […] And a
man, told me things like, I mean, horrible things. […] I felt, like, I mean, attacked. (Participant in FGD5)

A participant in FGD6 noticed this happens more often when she is wearing specific types of cloth-
ing: “I hear [things], but when… sometimes when I am wearing a skirt or shorts” (Participant in
FGD6). Another two instances where clothing was raised pertained to mothers talking about their
daughters. In one, a daughter would be stared at when wearing her gymnastics outfit, and
in another, the mother overheard a man shouting “whores” at her daughter and her friends
simply for going out wearing party dresses. This participant disclosed that she “didn’t say anything,
I stayed quiet. I mean ‘cause the girls like didn’t even notice, they didn’t notice he yelled” (Participant
in FGD2).

There is a lack of trust in the authorities in Mexico, particularly for reporting gender crimes (Durán
2020; Melgoza, López, and Pigeonutt 2017). The high rates of impunity that permeate the country
may encourage some people, particularly men, to commit acts of VAW knowing that the risk of
being charged or facing justice is very slight. The results additionally showed that few women
report incidents or are interested in doing so, due to low levels of trust in police and fears of
being re-victimised by insensitive policing.

Younger participants provided insights to this problem from their experiences with security
guards or police officers perpetrating harassment. A participant in FGD7 commented on how
police officers act as perpetrators of this violence. A participant in FGD6 expressed having been
told sexual remarks by a guard stating that “even the guards themselves tell you ‘goodbye mamacita
[hot mama]’. I mean a guard cannot tell you that” (Participant in FGD6). This showcases an ineffective
police culture that reflects the machismo that exists within the Mexican society.

During the HHS, data collectors noticed that almost all the women over 40 years of age seemed to
mention they were not “young”, “teenagers”, “16, 17 or 20 years old” – the most commonly referred
to ages – anymore, thus they did not experience catcalling. A participant in FGD4 provided a
comment that captures these types of responses: “When I was young, I mean I am 49 years old,
when I was 16 years old, […] they would tell you ‘ay mamacita [hot mama]’” (Participant in

Table 3. Reported number of incidents women experienced (See Table 1 for typologies).

Type of incidents No. of women % of women who experienced VAW

1 71 43%
2 37 22%
3 25 15%
4 12 7%
5 12 7%
6 7 4%
7/8/9 1 1%

DEVELOPMENT IN PRACTICE 7



FGD4). Similarly, some women in other FGDs noted that once they became mothers, they no longer
experienced this.

Regarding recurrence, discussions held in FGD3, FGD5, and FGD7 highlighted how all the partici-
pants had experienced catcalling. These groups had the youngest participants (apart from the par-
ticipants in FGD6) with ages ranging from 18 to 33. As a participant in FGD5 described: “I think that at
some point [it has happened] to all of us” (Participant in FGD5). Another participant stated that “the
worst part is that they say it behind you, they don’t say it to your face” (Participant in FGD3).
Additionally, in FGD3, a group mainly composed of mothers, there was a conversation among par-
ticipants in which discussion included walking in the streets with their children and their children’s
safety, as even when walking with their children, they are subjected to violence.

Catcalling is usually viewed as a less severe form of VAW and has generally been condoned and
normalised. Some consequences of catcalling or whistling include the fear of being attacked and
feeling more vulnerable to violence, and lead to women changing their behaviour (such as avoiding
certain areas or avoiding walking alone) and moving less freely around the city (Kearl 2014; Wesely
and Gaarder 2004). A number of studies have found that less severe forms of VAW remind women of
the threat of other forms of violence (Koskela 1999; Natarajan et al. 2017).

Stalking. Many of the stories shared by the participants included a single, short instance of being
followed through a street segment. Only one story, shared by a participant in FGD7, contained evi-
dence of stalking. The participant was followed by a man for a month on her way to school. She told
her family, classmates, and school about the incident. Her family and school representatives
responded by not allowing her to go to or leave school on her own at any point. She reported
the man to the police, who talked to him, but the participant claimed that the man “justified that
he was going to do paperwork at that school, which is why he was going every day” (Participant
in FGD7), which, in the participant’s view, was untrue, but the police did not check or follow up
the story. It is unclear what the participant in FGD7 could have expected the police to do in a
country that, regardless of specific laws for stalking (Gobierno de Mexico and INMUJERES 2014),
has little history of their implementation (Ureste 2020). Stalking, as well as being followed, can
have harmful psychological consequences for the victim, however short the incident is
and regardless of the number of times it occurs. This impact should not be disregarded, as it may
not necessarily be proportional to the length of the incident.

Fear. Participants held discussions regarding the daily fear that most of them experience. There
were also discussions regarding how this fear influences their behaviour, and the different coping
mechanisms and fear management strategies they adopt. Many participants also expressed the
fear caused by constant, recurrent events of VAW, or induced by reports of VAW in news outlets
and social media: “if you see in the news that I don’t know how many girls have been kidnapped
and how they are killed and how they are found, well imagine, it […] induc[es] fear” (Participant
in FGD7).

Women who experienced VAW

Younger women, particularly those within the age range of 18o to 30 years of age, seemed more
likely to experience violence than other age groups, namely catcalling, stalking, groping, and fear
of attack (see Figure 1). Women between the ages of 30 and 50 seemed to also be subjected to cat-
calling and stalking, although to a slightly lesser degree, while women over 61 years of age reported
very low incidents of VAW in public spaces. The only exceptions were being ignored, humiliated, or
the exposure of genitals and/or public masturbation, where the opposite trend was observed, and
women in their forties to fifties reported having proportionally more incidents of this nature.

Some studies have found that older women tend to report lower rates of physical and sexual vio-
lence, but the psychological or emotional violence does not show the same inverse relationship to
age (Crockett, Brandl, and Dabby 2015; Pathak, Dhairyawan, and Tariq 2019). It is not clear whether
these trends in victimisation stem from vulnerabilities associated with patriarchal power dynamics,
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aging, or a combination of both factors (Crockett, Brandl, and Dabby 2015). Younger participants
may be more exposed to violence given their patterns of movement in comparison with older
women. It is possible that younger women travel more and by themselves more often than older
women in this context. As for women aged 26–40, they may be at work for longer periods of
time, or with children, reducing their exposure to incidents of VAW in public spaces. Similarly,
women above the age of 50 may not go out into public life as often, or at least not on their own,
as expressed by some participants in the FGDs. The generational changes regarding talking about
experiences of violence and the different views regarding VAW and its normalisation may be
another explanation for this trend (Cook, Dinnen, and O’Donnell 2011).

A test for calculating the socioeconomic level of the participants was carried out; however, the
results were inconclusive, particularly for the FGDs.

The normalisation of VAW

The normalisation of everyday violence was a recurrent topic in all the FGDs; however, younger par-
ticipants seemed more familiar and able to discuss it more articulately. It seemed that all the partici-
pants agreed that this is a reality faced by women in Mexico on a regular basis. When asked about
their experiences of VAW, there were differences in how the participants in each group responded.
There was a particular FGD (carried out with participants with the lowest socioeconomic level) in
which participants did not seem to recognise less severe forms of VAW (such as catcalling) as “vio-
lence” per se. They required prompting to share personal stories, and some participants were visibly
uncomfortable with the topic. This was noticeable in instances where women struggled to bring
themselves to say words to describe VAW, which can be indicative of the social taboo that surrounds
discussing sexual crimes, as well as the human body and bodily functions associated with reproduc-
tion and sexual health more generally. This reluctance to discuss personal incidents of VAW, or
perhaps inability to recognise that what they had experienced could qualify as VAW, was contrasted
with their willingness to describe incidents that occurred to someone else.

In contrast, during the FGD held with the youngest participants, who were mostly students of
diverse socioeconomic levels, personal incidents of catcalling were shared within the first five

Figure 1. Number of respondents that experienced VAW per type per age group (18–30, N = 66; 31–40, N = 47; 41–50, N = 64;
51–60, N = 51; > 61, N = 44.)
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minutes of the discussion (lasting 55 min) without prompting. The youngest participants seemed
more familiar and able to discuss catcalling more articulately, regarding it as an act of violence,
and while they were aware that these incidents could unfortunately be part of their everyday life,
they did not think it was something they were obliged to endure or internalise as “normal” behav-
iour. According to Herrera and Agoff (2018, 54), agency is a “capacity for action [to negotiate within
power relations] created and made possible by specific relations of subordination, where resistance
to the norms is only one of a number of options”. The authors further state that what can be seen as
“passivity from a progressive viewpoint, can be a form of agency, since agency does not refer solely
to actions that result in radical or even progressive changes, but can also apply to those that seek
continuity and stability” (54). So, in this context, despite many of the younger participants having
had experiences of violence, they were less willing internalise VAW as something that was just an
inevitable part of their everyday life. This refusal to normalise VAW was evident in their awareness
of the definition of catcalling and harassment, their sorority and knowledge of support services
that exist to address VAW.

Perpetrators

In 94.16 per cent (371 incidents) of the cases the perpetrator was a man; only 3.3 per cent (13 inci-
dents) of the cases were perpetrated by a woman; while 1.27 per cent (five incidents) were carried
out by both men and women, and an equal amount did not disclose, or could not recall who did it
(see Figure 2).

In 2010, UN Women launched the global program Safe Cities and Safe Public Spaces for Women
and Girls Global Initiative (UN Women 2017). The program supports the development, implemen-
tation, and evaluation of tools, policies, and approaches for the prevention and response to VAW
globally. In Mexico City, a campaign to tackle sexual harassment in public spaces aimed at men
was launched. The campaign generated public debate on the topic, put the issue on the public

Figure 2. Perpetrators (see Table 1 for the definitions of each type of VAW).

10 M. GARFIAS ROYO ET AL.



agenda, and managed to change some men’s views about sexual harassment (UN Women 2019).
Initiatives like this have the potential of being highly effective for communicating how social
change can take place, including encouraging bystander intervention and questioning of myths jus-
tifying violent behaviours.

Stakeholders’ perceptions of VAW

The focus of the interviews was to understand if there were protocols in place to mitigate VAW at any
point in the process of planning and delivery of infrastructure. The stakeholder interviews indicated
that, at the time, the local government stakeholders were not aware of any gender protocols in place
for planning or delivering infrastructure or for dealing with gender issues within the local
government. None of the stakeholders seemed to know of any set of criteria for the design of
public infrastructure to minimise the risk of VAW. There also seemed to be a limited understanding
of the term gender perspective, as illustrated by this response of a man government stakeholder, who
stated that:

There is always a gender perspective, because if we carry out a social [public] work – a park – there are security
considerations. More than gender [perspectives] these [considerations] are for security for people. (Stakeholder
two, Man, Government Employee)

This stakeholder had a clear focus on security but seemed to be more concerned with general secur-
ity, rather than targeted efforts to reduce VAW. One stakeholder mentioned that there were efforts to
work on problem detection programs with the Department of Public Security, to understand how to
best provide support to victims of violence. When asked about awareness of an increase of VAW,
however, stakeholders were either unaware of the local situation – “not that we have any
records” (Stakeholder two, Woman, Government Employee) – or unsure what to make of the
numbers:

Now statistics are being recorded. […] beaten women, raped and everything, has always existed in this country.
But if you don’t have them [statistics], what do you compare against? So today is a lot, it’s a little, I don’t know.
(Stakeholder five, Woman, Government Employee)

There is a question regarding how the types of violence which have so far not been considered “criti-
cal enough” to be categorised as criminal (such as catcalling) should be treated by authorities. This
includes recognising less severe types of VAW that can have pernicious consequences. Nonetheless,
the challenge of reporting VAW and crime more broadly, and the accurate reporting of figures which
show the extent of VAW by authorities, exists. Treating VAW as the actions of deviant individuals
enables states to downplay such violence which in turn affects the provision of sufficient support
for victims (Purkayastha and Ratcliff 2014).

During interviews with government agents, a woman stakeholder mentioned that the working
environment within the municipality still faced gender inequality and stated that “the gender
issue here is still very biased, I think. There is still a lot of machismo, but there are no protocols
for that” (Stakeholder seven, Woman, Government Employee).

Other relevant interactions during data collection include the police’s denial to a request for col-
laboration, and a denial to a request to use the logo of the local government for research purposes
on the grounds that “by allowing the use of the logo of the municipality, the local government was
accepting that there is violence against women” (Anonymous, personal oral communication, 21
November 2018).

There was a disconnect between the experiences of violence of women in public spaces and the
views, knowledge, and interest on the subject by the stakeholders working at the municipal govern-
ment. The municipality’s resistance to investigate and prioritise the reduction of VAW could be
explained by social attitudes, as revealed through the interactions with the municipality throughout
the research. Women’s freedom from violence and physical security is directly related to the material
basis of the relationships that control the use and distribution of entitlement, resources, and
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authority within a community and the state (Ertürk and Purkayastha 2012). If a state facilitates vio-
lence by addressing it in limited ways, a culture of violence is produced, which can normalise the
escalation of violence in everyday life (Purkayastha and Ratcliff 2014).

Conclusions

The urban space of Corregidora Municipality in Mexico was used as a case study to investigate Vio-
lence Against Women (VAW) in public spaces and women’s experiences through a mixed-methods
approach. Two-hundred and seventy-two surveys, seven FGDs with 50 participants, and seven sta-
keholder interviews were conducted. It was found that the most common and recurrent type of
VAW women experience in Corregidora, Mexico is catcalling, with 35.5 per cent of the survey par-
ticipants experiencing this type of violence over the year prior to the survey, and most FGD par-
ticipants sharing stories of this nature. Participant accounts indicated that they perceived
several incidents as being VAW which may not be recognised as such by state or national laws
or might not have been reported to law enforcement. Local government stakeholders were not
aware of the figures of this violence, nor of gender protocols for the planning or delivery of infra-
structure that would reduce the risk of VAW in public spaces. It was also found that there was a lack
of regard for women’s lives and right to participate fully in the social fabric of Corregidora, which is
possibly driven by impunity in the criminal system, but also by the normalisation of VAW in every-
day life. Key recommendations include recognising less severe types of VAW as crimes, the
inclusion of gender perspectives into planning and infrastructure delivery, as well as better preven-
tion and response strategies to VAW, which do not re-victimise, stigmatise, or discourage victims
who wish to come forward. Prevention strategies could integrate the way in which women and
girls use public spaces, including mechanisms for their participation in decision-making and co-
production in the design of spaces. There is a need for more public education and discussion
about patriarchy and men’s entitlement, such as the sexual objectification and intimidation of
women and girls in public. Another key recommendation includes the need for interventions at
community and institutional levels which address and open discussions to disrupt norms and
taboos regarding sexual and reproductive health. It is essential to engage men, particularly
young and middle-aged men, to facilitate dialogues and messaging about respectful behaviour
and the need to challenge societal views towards VAW and harassment of women and girls in
public spaces. Such interventions, however, need to be undertaken in a context-sensitive way
which creates safe spaces for women to openly discuss and reflect on these subjects.
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