Gender-based violence and youth, Norma Vazquez

Norma Vazquez (Mexico, 1960). Psychologist and Family Therapist. Director of
Sortzen Consultoria, a specialist in gender-based violence and women's
empowerment.

What is the reality regarding abuse among young couples in the Basque Country?

Numerous and diverse sources of information are indicating that gender-based violence is
affecting younger people. According to the 2009 Annual report by the Department for
Attention to Victims of Domestic Violence (Department of the Interior of the Basque
Government), 35% of the women who were victims of violence by their partners or
former partners were between 18 and 30 years of age. In the case of aggressions against
sexual freedom, the figures clearly indicate that the younger the women the more
vulnerable they are to this type of attacks. Women under 30 account for 68% of victims
who have reported this type of violence.

These data show that gender-based violence is not a problem that has been "overcome",
and that it is something to do with "past generations". Gender-based violence is a serious
problem that affects young girls who are increasingly better prepared and who have
better skills to face the hostility of the outside world where stereotypes and behaviours
that are not at all modern still survive. More specifically, when it comes to relationships
between young girls and boys, we must be aware that these lack the continuity or
commitment of couples who are living together, or that the spaces where young people
develop their relations are different from those of adult couples (high school, festive
atmospheres...).

What type of behaviour may indicate the existence of abuse within a couple?

The right to leisure has become an important asset for a society that has left behind
other more pressing economic hardships. This new social reality leads to the creation of
relations between women and men that, in theory, should take place in an atmosphere of
freedom and mutual consent. And yet, the perceived deficient citizenship status of
women, together with the idea among young people of a supposed state of equality,



generate a hostile environment for young women who have to continue living under male
dominance in those highly valued leisure times.

This environment reflects the normalisation of aggressive behaviours that are mistaken
with attempts to “chat-up” a girl. Boys believe that in order to conquer a girl "anything
goes" and that a girl’s right to say NO! has not yet been fully accepted. Therefore, girls
no longer feel totally guilty when exercising this right but they get mixed messages
encouraging them to accept controlling behaviours. This generates confusion which leads
to silence.

Are there patterns of violence in couples that are typical of young people?

Taking into account the specific characteristics of adolescence or youth implies
remembering the importance that the romantic ideal has in this period as well as a lack
of experience or the fact that, at this age, they are beginning to experience the first
relationships, all of which can contribute to certain manifestations of violence being
masked or confused with tokens of love or interest.

What role does prevention play in detecting and preventing abuse in young couples?

Prevention is fundamental. But this prevention must take into account the complicated
issues affecting young people who are increasingly better prepared professionally but
with strong emotional and behavioural deficits as well as the new scenarios where
gender-based violence takes place.



