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Abstract: While we know that war can have wide-ranging consequences for life expectancy, 

social capital, and political participation, we know little about how wartime violence affects 

intimate relationships. Existing literature suggests that conflict violence could increase the risk of 

intimate-partner violence, but lacks compelling statistical evidence to evaluate this claim. We test 

this proposition with newly available data on conflict-related violence and the Demographic and 

Health Surveys data on intimate-partner violence in Peru. We find that exposure to general conflict 

violence significantly increases the risk of intimate-partner abuse, and that these effects are 

particularly pronounced for conflict-related sexual violence. This information should help 

policymakers and practitioners improve the efficacy of domestic violence prevention programs by 

identifying and targeting populations most at risk.  
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Introduction 
Does conflict-related violence increase the prevalence of intimate-partner violence during and after 

war? Despite its important implications for gender, security, and conflict studies, scholars have 

been unable to provide a clear answer to this question. Using newly available data, we 

systematically examine the central claim that exposure to wartime violence increases one’s risk of 

intimate-partner violence. We combine individual-level survey data on women’s experiences of 

intimate-partner violence from the Peruvian Demographic and Health Surveys and spatio-temporal 

data from the Comisión para la Verdad y Reconciliación (Truth and Reconciliation Commission) 
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on conflict-related violence. We use these combined data to conduct a discrete survival analysis, 

estimating for a given year whether a woman will “survive” in her marriage free from violence.  

 Our results provide strong empirical evidence that war leaves a discernable mark on the 

propensity of violence in intimate relationships. Local exposure to conflict-related violence in 

general significantly increases the risk that women become victims of intimate-partner violence. 

These effects are particularly pronounced when individuals are exposed to conflict-related sexual 

violence. 

These findings contribute to the growing literature on conflict, human security, and public 

health (Hoddie and Smith 2009; Iqbal 2006; 2010; Li and Wen 2005; Plümper and Neumayer 

2006; Urdal and Chi 2013). However, previous studies focus narrowly on mortality and life 

expectancy. Feminist research on the continuum of violence (Boesten 2014; 2017; MacKenzie 

2010) and the vast literature on domestic violence and public health (Campbell 2002; Coker, 

Davis, Arias, Desai, Sanderson, Brandt, and Smith 2002; Ellsberg, Jansen, Heise, Watts, and 

Garcia-Moreno 2008) encourages conflict scholars to expand their understanding of human 

security and the health consequences of war to include gender-based violence in the private sphere. 

Doing so, we find that the legacy of war on intimate-partner violence continues, in fact, for years 

after the conflict officially ends. These findings should help guide policy and programs on post-

conflict reconstruction and public health. For example, they can be used to improve current 

intimate-partner violence screening tools. Adding a module to such screening tools to capture 

individuals’ experiences during armed conflict and their exposure to sexual and other forms of 

conflict violence can help public health officials and service providers identify populations at risk, 

and therefore, improve prevention and response programs. 

This research note is organized as follows. We review the relevant literatures on conflict 

and intimate-partner violence, outlining how war can affect intimate-partner relationships and why 

sexual violence may operate differently than other forms of conflict-related violence. We then 

describe our research design and the newly available data that allows us to test the central claim 

that war increases intimate-partner violence. Next, we present the results of our analysis and 

discuss the implications for policy and future research.  
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The Legacy of War on Intimate-Partner Violence 
Conflict studies are increasingly moving beyond “state-centric notions of security” to focus on 

human security, “the security and well-being of people that live within states” (Iqbal 2006, 631; 

see also Chinkin 2015). Understanding that human security is deeply gendered (Tripp, Ferree, and 

Ewig 2013) allows us to broaden international security discourse to consider explicitly how war 

affects women, and how these effects spillover into the private sphere. In this section, we review 

what various literatures say about the relationship between armed conflict and intimate-partner 

violence, paying particular attention to studies on human security and conflict-related sexual 

violence, social psychology, and public health. Where appropriate, we add insights drawn from 

our own ethnographic fieldwork in Peru.  

 Prior research documents the wide array of deleterious effects of conflict for individuals, 

communities, and countries (Ghobarah, Huth, and Russett 2003; Lai and Thyne 2007; Moser and 

McIlwaine 2001). 1 Among these is an increase in interpersonal violence, including intimate-

partner violence (Østby 2016a). Conflict can increase the risk of intimate-partner violence through 

three different mechanisms – focused on perpetrators, victims, and the society at large. Each 

mechanism considers how war can traumatize individuals, desensitize them to violence, and 

increase perceptions of the permissibility of violence. As a result, violence may occur more 

frequently in intimate relationships.  

Perpetrators of Wartime Violence 

Perpetrating, participating in, or witnessing violence can traumatize combatants and 

desensitize them to future violence. As a result, these combatants may commit more violence in 

their intimate relationships. Recent work in clinical and social psychology shows that combat 

stress, post-traumatic stress, and anger in active-duty military personnel, veterans and prisoners of 

war are associated with higher rates of domestic violence perpetration (Taft, Street, Marshall, 

Dowdall, and Riggs 2007; Novaco and Chemtob 2015). The likelihood of a combatant or veteran 

committing acts of violence in the household increases with the duration of their deployment or 

                                                 
1 Of course, some studies report positive outcomes in post-conflict countries, such as increased social cohesion and 
capital, and increased political participation (see Bateson 2012; De Luca and Verpoorten 2015; Gilligan, Pasquale, 
and Samii 2014; Mironova and Whitt 2014; Voors, Nillesen, Verwimp, Bulte, Lensink, and van Soest 2012). 
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exposure to the conflict setting (Boxer, Huesmann, Dubow, Landau, Gvirsman, Shikaki, and 

Ginges 2014; McCarroll, Usrano, Liu, Thayer, Newby, Norwood, and Fullerton 2010).  

Post-traumatic stress and other related mental health disorders is a key mediating 

mechanism between involvement in combat violence and domestic violence (for example, 

Trevillion, Williamson, Thandi, Borschmann, Oram, and Howard 2015; Sayers, Farrow, Ross, and 

Oslin 2009; Sherman, Sautter, Jackson, Lyons, and Han 2006, 484). However, even in the absence 

of acute mental health crises or disorders, exposure to conflict settings can desensitize soldiers to 

violence, and contribute to their viewing violence as an appropriate tool for resolving disputes 

(Annan, Blattman, Mazurana, and Carlson 2011, 881).2 The normalization of violence can affect 

behavior when combatants and soldiers return to civilian life from active duty. 

Mental health professionals that we spoke with in Peru noted that many security force 

members experienced significant trauma as a result of their service during the civil war. This 

distress can intensify when those involved in counterinsurgency operations later discover that their 

actions were not militarily justified or legal, or resent their role in perpetrating violence against the 

population. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some soldiers and police resorted to alcohol, cocaine 

or marijuana to cope with their distress and anger. The negative effects of these experiences can 

manifest in the home. Psychologist Viviana Valz Gen recounts an illustrative story of one woman 

from Ayacucho whose husband served in the armed forces: 

She told me that her husband was a good person…but that he was really affected by the war. …For a 

few years after he returned, everything at home was normal, but then, all of a sudden, something 

changed. …He became like a monster. One time, he caught her in the kitchen. He had turned on the gas 

on the stove, and held her over it. She kept screaming for him to ‘React. React. What are you doing to 

me?’ But in that state, he couldn’t hear her at all. …There were three separate [dissociative] episodes 

like this. Afterwards, he would remember what he had done, but couldn’t understand why he had done 

it.3  

                                                 
2 One study of those abducted into the Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda reports that ex-combatants were no more 
likely to report aggressive behavior after returning home. The authors suggest ex-combatants exercise greater restraint 
and avoid violent conflict perhaps because, as former combatants, they are met with critical scrutiny (Annan et al. 
2011). The authors’ measure of aggressive behavior, which focuses on conflict and violence in the public domain, 
does not include domestic violence, and thus presents an incomplete picture of reintegration success.  

3 Valz Gen, Viviana. Personal interview. August 7, 2015. Lima, Peru. 
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According to Valz Gen, it is not uncommon for those who served to experience psychotic breaks 

or disorders.4  

The negative psychological effects of war extend beyond soldiers or those directly engaged 

in conflict. Family members of soldiers traumatized by violent conflict often show behavioral and 

emotional symptoms, such as anger, avoidance tendencies, and blunted affect (Catani 2010). 

Military spouses and children often experience mental health problems linked to living with a 

soldier with PTSD (Nash and Litz 2013, 366-367). These indirect psychological effects can 

increase the risk of violent behavior and responses within the family unit, and demonstrate the 

broad and complex impact of war within the household. 

Victims of Wartime Violence    

 Repeated studies show that victims of past violence have a higher risk of future violence. 

They are more likely to enter into and stay in abusive relationships than are those with no such 

history (National Sexual Violence Resource Center 2012). For example, individuals exposed to 

childhood sexual abuse report greater difficulty with intimate relationships throughout their life 

cycle, and similarly report higher rates of sexual re-victimization and domestic violence (National 

Sexual Violence Resource Center 2012). Due to social learning, children who grow up in violent 

homes may be more likely to accept intimate-partner violence as adults. In fact, intergenerational 

models of domestic and intimate-partner violence rest on the key assumptions that individuals who 

grew up in violent homes tend to marry others who also grew up in violent homes; that husbands 

who exhibit violent behavior often grew up in violent homes; and that women who grew up in 

violent homes tend to stay in abusive relationships more so than other women (Pollak 2004, 311). 

Arguably, these same assumptions apply to wartime victimization and cycles of violence. 

For example, one study finds that women abducted by and forcibly recruited into rebel groups in 

northern Uganda had an increased risk of experiencing domestic violence in the post-conflict 

period (Annan and Brier 2010, 157). Another study, also in Uganda, finds that individuals who 

suffered wartime violence were more likely to report continued trauma, and were more likely to 

be the victims of crime and violence, including sexual violence, in the post-conflict period 

                                                 
4 Valz Gen, Viviana. Personal interview. August 7, 2015. Lima, Peru. 
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(Mazurana, Marshak, Opio, Gordon, and Atim 2014, 29-31). The same pathways of re-

victimization identified in the childhood abuse and domestic violence literatures may link 

experiences of conflict violence and intimate-partner violence. Namely, victims of wartime 

violence may develop post-traumatic stress or other mental health disorders, may experience 

difficulties in maintaining healthy interpersonal relationships, and/or may learn norms of violence 

acceptance. 

Wartime Violence & Societal Norms  

 We may observe a correlation between wartime violence and intimate-partner violence 

throughout society if war creates a generalized acceptance and normalization of the use of violence 

(see, for example, Boesten 2014, 43-68; Catani 2010; Sriskandarajah, Neuner, and Catani 2015, 

261-264). Social norms serve as powerful cues to individuals regarding what is considered 

(in)appropriate behavior. If protracted civil war shifts such behavioral norms, we can expect a 

wider impact on individuals’ proclivity towards violence (not just those individuals who were 

direct victims or perpetrators of wartime violence). For example, civil war could foster a societal 

acceptance of violence and retaliation to resolve communal disputes or respond to crime, instead 

of relying on judicial and security institutions. 

Gupta, Acevedo-Garcia, Hemenway, Decker, Raj, and Silverman (2009, 464-466) directly 

link political conflict with the normalization of violence and increased intimate-partner violence. 

Based on a convenience sample of 379 young immigrant men from post-conflict countries, the 

authors document a significant empirical association between the men’s exposure to political 

violence before migrating and their later acceptance and perpetration of intimate-partner violence 

(Gupta, Acevedo-Garcia, Hemenway, Decker, Raj, and Silverman 2009, 466).  

Exposure to conflict and the daily stress of living in an insecure environment can negatively 

affect the population’s physical and mental health (for example, Miller and Rasco 2004; Miller 

and Rasmussen 2010). Moreover, war significantly worsens general living conditions – 

exacerbating daily stressors, such as poverty and malnutrition, causing displacement and 

dislocation, and destroying social support networks (Boothby, Strang, and Wessells 2006, 48-54, 

179-198; Miller and Rasco 2004; Miller and Rasmussen 2010, 8-9; Wessells and Monteiro 2001, 

7-10, 18-21). The cumulative effect of these stressors may cause familial or marital disputes. When 
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coupled with a normative acceptance of violence as a method for resolving disputes, war-affected 

areas may register a higher prevalence of intimate-partner violence. 

Particular Impact of Wartime Sexual Violence?  

Does the type of conflict violence matter for understanding the impact of war on intimate-partner 

violence? We assume that sexual violence has a particularly high likelihood of negatively affecting 

intimate relationships.  

As discussed above, perpetrators of conflict violence may carry abusive practices into their 

personal relationships in peacetime. Sexual violence might have a particularly strong adverse 

legacy for intimate-partner relationships, given the intimate nature of the crime, and the 

perpetrator’s direct use of his/her own body in the assault. Indeed, Butler, Gluch, and Mitchell 

(2007, 671) refer to rape as the most agent-centric violation. Once agents (or soldiers) become 

accustomed to committing sexual violence with impunity during war, they may see it as “normal”, 

or become desensitized to the suffering caused to the victim, and thus be more likely to also commit 

such violations in peacetime. In the words of Wood (2014, 467): 

The desensitization of combatants to violence, the dehumanizing of victims, the anxiety and uncertainty 

of combat and the threat of violence – as well as the displacement of responsibility not only onto the 

organization but also onto the enemy, who “deserve what they get” (blame attribution) – are all powerful 

wartime processes of moral disengagement that tend to widen the repertoire (possibly including sexual 

violence), targeting and/or level of violence.  

That these dynamics – victim blaming, dehumanization, and impunity – especially characterize 

sexualized wartime violence, leads us to expect a stronger negative effect of conflict-related sexual 

violence on intimate-partner violence. 

Kuwert, Glaesmer, Eichhorn, Grundke, Pietrzak, Freyberger, and Klauer (2014) is one of the 

few studies that makes explicit comparisons between survivors of conflict-related sexual violence 

and other forms of conflict violence. Albeit based on a relatively small sample of World War II 

survivors, the study provides some compelling evidence that the social and psychological trauma 

of sexual violence differs from that experienced by survivors of other forms of conflict violence. 

This study indicates that “women exposed to conflict-related sexual violence reported greater 

severity of PTSD-related avoidance and hyperarousal symptoms, as well as anxiety, compared 
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with female long-term survivors of non-sexual WWII trauma” (Kuwert et al. 2014, 1059). In 

addition, because victims of sexual violence are often stigmatized, alienated from their 

communities, and face lower marital prospects, many may start engaging in more high-risk sexual 

behavior (for example, prostitution) as a survival strategy (for example, Nordås and Rustad 2013, 

519-520). This may increase their risk of intimate-partner violence in the post-conflict period. 

Conflict-related sexual violence may also have a significant effect at the societal level. 

Sexual violence in wartime can cause community disintegration or turmoil by disrupting 

traditional values, marriage markets, and family structures (Boesten 2007, 6-9). For example, 

unlike other forms of conflict violence, sexual violence has the potential to create children born 

from rape. Families and communities sometimes stigmatize and ostracize the children born of rape, 

breaking bonds and community support networks (Carpenter 2007).  

However, violence in wartime can also shift the general level of sensitivity and deemed 

acceptability of sexual violence in broader society, even among those not directly affected by the 

violence. Therefore, we should expect more intimate-partner violence in communities affected 

more severely by conflict-related sexual violence, regardless of how much individual residents 

were directly affected by conflict violence. Findings on the inter-generational transfer of violent 

behavior to children who grew up in abusive households, even when the children were not 

physically abused themselves, support this conclusion (for example, Pollak 2004, 311).  

A normative tolerance for sexual violence is more likely to develop in the post-conflict 

period when similar wartime crimes go unpunished. Impunity for conflict-related sexual violence 

is pervasive, and sends a signal to the society as a whole that this form of violence is permissible. 

In Peru, for example, local NGOs point out that all of the cases of conflict-related sexual violence 

referred to the Ministry of Justice remain under investigation, but uncompleted. According to one 

informant, “that this is true, even 30 years after some of these crimes occurred is ridiculous”. She 

continues, “the communities, the perpetrators, everyone knows that nothing is going to happen 
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when you commit sexual violence. It’s acceptable. It’s permissible. We saw how the state itself 

committed these offenses, so what message is this sending to the population?”5   

 Due to data limitations, we cannot directly test which of the three mechanisms outlined 

above is the most pertinent.6 However, the arguments and findings in the literature generate two 

clear expectations. First, we expect a positive relationship between conflict violence and intimate-

partner violence. In other words, the more conflict-related violence that occurs in an area, the 

higher the probability that women living there will experience intimate-partner violence.7 Further, 

we expect that conflict-related sexual violence will have a particularly pronounced impact on 

intimate-partner violence. If so, we should observe that sexual violence will increase women’s risk 

of intimate-partner violence more than similar exposure to non-sexual conflict violence.  

Before we move on to explain our methodological approach and research design, we 

provide some background context on the Peruvian civil war. 

The case of Peru: Patterns of conflict violence    
The Peruvian case is well suited to examine these expectations for three main reasons. First, the 

civil war in Peru is not an outlier or extreme case in terms of duration, type of conflict, or number 

                                                 
5 Cedano García, María Ysabel; Casani, Jessenia; and Sara Indira Ramírez Zubillaga. Personal interview. August 5, 
2015. Lima, Peru. See also Alcalde (2010) on institutional responses and failures in addressing sexual and gender-
based violence in Peru. 

6 For example, to directly assess the empirical validity of the perpetrator mechanism, we would need to collect life 
course data on members of the security forces who served during the civil war. Collecting such detailed and holistic 
accounts of persons’ deployment experiences, and home life after the war would be very costly and ethically 
challenging. Most records of service and deployment of state security agents in Peru remain classified, or are otherwise 
not accessible to the public. Similar obstacles make it impossible at this point to directly test the victim mechanism. 
To do so would require linking our individual-level data on conflict-related sexual violence to the individual-level 
data on intimate-partner violence collected by the Demographic and Health Surveys. Because identifying information 
is not available in the surveys, there is no way to link individual women’s wartime experience to their post-conflict 
risk of intimate-partner violence.  
7 Our focus in this research note is on women victims of intimate-partner violence (due to data constraints), although 
we do acknowledge that woman and men can be both perpetrators and targeted for such violence. Likewise, violence 
in war (both lethal and sexual violence) is perpetrated by and against both men and women (for example, Thomas and 
Bond 2015; Cohen 2013; Cohen and Nordås 2014a; Leiby 2009a; 2018). Data available from the Demographic and 
Health Surveys and the Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación (Truth and Reconciliation Commission) do not allow 
for an examination of domestic violence against men, or for a more nuanced treatment of gender beyond the simple 
women-men dichotomy.  

 



11 
 

of warring parties. Most importantly, the Peruvian civil war is fairly “typical” on both of our 

independent variables – sexual and non-sexual conflict-related violence. An estimated 69,000 

people were killed or disappeared during the civil war, with tens of thousands of others arbitrarily 

detained and/or tortured (Ball, Asher, Sulmont, and Manrique 2003, 6). According to the Sexual 

Violence in Armed Conflict dataset, the highest reported level of conflict-related sexual violence 

during the war was “2”, or “frequent”, “common”, or “widespread” abuses. But the modal level 

was “0”, indicating no reports of sexual violence in that year (Cohen and Nordås 2014b).8 In other 

words, the civil war in Peru is not an unusually violent civil war, like those in Rwanda or the 

former Yugoslavia, where conflict violence directly affected a larger proportion of the population, 

and as a result, where there would be a much higher risk of post-conflict intimate-partner violence. 

Because the Peruvian civil war is fairly representative, the results of our analysis likely apply to 

other conflicts and post-conflict situations.  

 Second, there is a methodological advantage to using this case. Because conflict violence 

varied across locations within the country, we can conduct a geographically disaggregated analysis 

comparing sub-national locations. Moreover, since the war ended in 2000, we can examine the 

aftereffects of war over several post-conflict years. Lastly, on a pragmatic note, we have unique 

access to data on intimate-partner violence at the individual level (including data at different points 

in time) as well as geographically disaggregated data on both sexualized and non-sexualized forms 

of conflict violence. This therefore represents one of the best available cases to systematically 

examine the impact of conflict on and intimate-partner violence.  

The Peruvian civil war from 1980 to 2000 is considered the most violent and lethal period 

in the country’s post-independence history. The principal antagonist to the state was the Partido 

Comunista del Perú – Shining Path (Communist Party of Peru – the Shining Path). Informed by 

the politico-military ideology of Mao Zedong and led by the philosophy professor, Abimael 

                                                 
8 According to the SVAC dataset, which covers 129 civil wars between 1989 and 2009, this is representative of many 
other civil wars (Cohen and Nordås 2014a). Only 14% of wars covered by the dataset recorded the highest level of 
sexual violence (level 3 – “systematic”, “massive”, “innumerable”); while 43% had no reports of sexual violence 
(Cohen and Nordås 2014a, 423). 
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Guzmán, the Shining Path waged a class-based insurgency, demanding the immediate overthrow 

of the regime, and an installation of a new revolutionary government led by Guzmán.9 

Unlike other leftist rebel groups in Latin America, the Shining Path did not accept violence 

as simply necessary to the struggle, but celebrated its use “Militants swore to die and kill for the 

revolution. They…killed mayors, and massacred villagers to cross what Guzmán called the ‘river 

of blood’ to destroy the ‘old state’ and build a Maoist utopia in its place” (Starn, Degregori, and 

Kirk 2005, 320). The group’s dogmatic doctrine labeled anyone not an active fighter as an enemy 

of the revolution. The legal political left and even the leftist-insurgent group, the Movimiento 

Revolucionario Túpac Amaru (Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement, MRTA), were considered 

part of the old, reactionary order, and a threat to the real revolution. As a result, the Shining Path 

committed frequent and extreme acts of violence against the civilian population, other combatants, 

and members of the state security forces.  

The state, either unable or unwilling to distinguish between the civilian population and the 

Shining Path, responded in kind. Illegal detention, torture, extrajudicial execution and forced 

disappearance became a general practice of the state’s counterinsurgency efforts (de la Jara 

Basombrío 2001; CVR 2003). Ultimately, the state captured Guzmán in 1992. Due to the Shining 

Path’s vertical organization and significant concentration of power at the top, Guzmán’s capture 

dealt a significant blow to the armed group, and contributed directly to the eventual cessation of 

war in 2000. 

In addition to the 69,000 people killed or disappeared during the war (Ball et al. 2003, 6), 

tens of thousands of individuals suffered other forms of abuse, including conflict-related sexual 

violence (CVR 2003; Leiby 2009a, 90-91; 2009b, 453-454). According to the Registro Único de 

Víctimas (Unique Registry of Victims), 4,289 women suffered one or more forms of sexual 

violence during the war, including rape and gang rape, pregnancy as a result of rape, forced 

                                                 
9 There are several ethnic dimensions to the Peruvian civil war: Much of the fighting occurred in the predominantly 
Quechua-speaking central sierra regions of the country, and as a consequence, many of those killed, displaced, or 
otherwise affected by the war were of indigenous descent. Indeed, some of those mobilized to fight (or forcibly 
recruited) by the state armed forces or the Shining Path were Quechua peasants. However, the Peruvian civil war was 
not an ethnic civil war; neither the actions nor the rhetoric of the Shining Path (or the state) targeted the Quechua 
people as an ethnic group, but rather as a peasant class or economic group (Starn et al. 2005) 
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abortion, sexualized torture, and forced nudity. 10 Although sexual violence can be, and often was, 

perpetrated against men (Leiby 2018), the Registry reports that women comprised the majority of 

victims of sexual violence during the war. According to the Registry, members of the state security 

forces perpetrated the vast majority of sexual violations during the war. These abuses were most 

frequent in Ayacucho, Apurímac, and Huancavelica.11 

Research Design 
We examine a woman’s risk of experiencing intimate-partner violence for the first time for every 

year between 1980 and 2009. Using the Demographic and Health Surveys from 2004–2009, we 

construct a nationally representative sample of 25,093 married women12 from all regions of Peru. 

Figure 1 shows the towns/villages where respondents live. As the figure shows, we used 

information from two rounds of the Demographic and Health Surveys, one from 2004–2008 and 

one from 2009. In addition to information on women’s retrospective experiences of intimate-

partner violence, the surveys record such individual-level data as education, number of children, 

her precise area of residency, and for how long she resided there. We couple these data with figures 

from the Comisión para la Verdad y Reconciliación (Truth and Reconciliation Commission) on 

the total levels of sexual and nonsexual violence recorded for each region of the country throughout 

the civil war. 

                                                 
10 The Registro Único de Víctimas is the state institution in charge of managing reparations claims.  
11 Cedano García, María Ysabel; Casani, Jessenia; and Sara Indira Ramírez Zubillaga. Personal interview. August 5, 
2015. Lima, Peru. 
12  The sample includes currently married/partnered women, or those who have ever been married/partnered. 
Compañerismo, or informal marriage/partnership is common, particularly for those without legal identification or who 
cannot afford the travel or other costs associated with a formal marriage ceremony.  
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Figure 1. Distribution of the Demographic and Health Surveys Clusters in Peru, 2004–2009 
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Since we measure the dependent variable dichotomously – respondent’s first reported 

experience of intimate-partner violence, we use logistic regression to analyze the data. The unit 

of analysis is the woman-year. Each woman enters into the dataset the year she marries, and is 

observed on a yearly basis until the first time that she reports experiencing violence at the hands 

of her husband. This data structure creates 217,934 woman-year observations covering the period 

1980–2009, and allows us to conduct a discrete survival analysis. Hence, for each year we estimate 

whether a woman will “survive” in her marriage free from intimate-partner violence.13  

Dependent Variable 
The Demographic and Health Surveys Domestic Violence Module contains a series of questions 

regarding women’s experiences of various forms of physical, sexual, and psychological violence 

at the hands of her husband. Examples include: Has your spouse ever humiliated you?; Has your 

spouse ever pushed, shook, or thrown something at you?; Has your spouse ever threatened you 

with a knife, gun, or other weapon?; and Has your spouse ever physically forced you to have sexual 

intercourse when you did not want to? We collapse the respondents’ answers to these questions 

into a single dichotomous variable, where ‘1’ signifies that the respondent reported having suffered 

any form of intimate-partner violence for the first time, in a given year.  

 According to the Demographic and Health Surveys data, domestic violence is quite 

common in Peru. More than 40% of those surveyed state that they experienced at least one kind 

of physical and/or sexual intimate-partner violence since getting married. Other nationally 

representative surveys report similar findings. For example, the Instituto Nacional de Estadística 

e Informática (National Institute for Statistics and Information) reported that 47% of women 

experienced physical or sexual violence at the hands of their husband or partner (INEI 2014, 366). 

Rates of reported intimate-partner violence are declining. In the 2004-08 wave of the Demographic 

                                                 
13 An unpublished manuscript by Gallegos and Gutierrez (2010) presents a similar analysis. Using the Demographic 
and Health Surveys from 2005-2008, the authors examine the effects of murder, kidnapping, rape, and property 
damage on individual women’s risk of intimate-partner victimization. The current analysis improves on this work in 
a number of critical ways. By using the surveys from 2004-2009, we examine a larger sample of women. We don’t 
limit the analysis to only women who experienced intimate-partner violence within the last 12 months. Lastly, we do 
not rely on the Commission’s database of conflict violence, but rather independently recoded the original testimonies 
presented to the Commission. This is an important distinction as previous scholars found the Commission’s statistical 
database incomplete, and systematically biased in its treatment of sexualized violence (Leiby 2009a). By creating a 
new database, we can maintain disaggregation in the data and therefore examine the independent effect of different 
forms of conflict violence on intimate-partner violence. 
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and Health Surveys, 42.6% of women reported physical, non-sexual violence compared to 37.7% 

in the 2009 round. Similarly, 11.2% of respondents reported intimate-partner sexual violence in 

2004-08, compared to 7.5% in 2009. However, compared to the regional average of 29.8%, Peru 

still has one of the highest rates of intimate-partner violence in Latin America (Bott, Guedes, 

Goodwin, and Mendoza 2012). 

Independent Variables 
The two main independent variables, conflict-related nonsexual violence and conflict-related 

sexual violence, are frequency counts of the cumulative number of reported incidents of nonsexual 

and sexual violence perpetrated by an armed group14 in a given department for a given year.  We 

define nonsexual violence to include forced disappearances, detentions and kidnappings, forced 

recruitment, extrajudicial executions and massacres, battle-related killings, massacres and injuries, 

and torture. We define conflict-related sexual violence as any form of direct violence that targets 

the victim’s gender or sexual identity, and includes such acts as rape, gang rape, sexual slavery 

and forced prostitution, sexualized torture and mutilation, forced impregnation, and forced 

abortion. We collected the data by independently re-coding of a random 12% sample of the 

approximately 17,000 victim and witness testimonies provided to the Commission (Leiby 2011).  

The Commission’s collection of testimonies represents a convenience sample of those 

individuals willing and able to make a declaration. As a result, these data could potentially under 

or over represent particular cases or events (Cohen, Hoover Green, and Wood 2013, 10). Of 

particular concern for this study is the geographic and temporal representativeness of the data. To 

ensure as equal geographic coverage as possible, the Commission established a satellite office in 

every department in the country (and two in Ucayali and Cusco) (CVR n.d.). They also dispatched 

mobile teams to conduct interviews and collect testimonies from residents in the most remote 

villages throughout the department. The number of testimonies collected in each department does 

not appear to correlate with levels of socio-economic development, population size, or the number 

of regional offices. Overall, this reduces the concern about systematic bias in the Commission’s 

                                                 
14 This includes state and non-state armed actors, as well as paramilitary groups or militias who are supported by or 
operate in tandem with state security forces, the MRTA, or the Shining Path. 
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data. As one would expect with a randomly drawn sample, the corpus of testimonies represented 

in our dataset do not differ systematically from the population of Commission testimonies.   

Control Variables 
To estimate the independent effect of exposure to conflict-related violence on the probability of 

intimate-partner violence, we control for several potentially confounding variables. We use data 

from the Demographic and Health Surveys to create each control variable. 

First, we observe the respondent’s age, to control for the possibility that younger women 

have a greater risk of intimate-partner violence than older women, as indicated in previous studies 

(for example, USAID 2008, 25-26). Based on the respondent’s age at the time of the interview, we 

can calculate her age for each year in the analysis (that is, a woman interviewed in 2009 at 36 years 

of age, would have been 20 years old in 1993, 21 years in 1994, etc.). Since the risk of intimate-

partner violence tends to be the highest in the first years of marriage, we also control for number 

of years since marriage.  

According to social learning theories of violence, exposure to violence during childhood 

can increase one’s acceptance of domestic violence, and, as a result, can increase one’s risk of 

future perpetration or victimization (Capaldi, Knoble, Shortt, and Kim 2012; Widom and Wilson 

2015). We create a dichotomous variable - history of family violence – which captures whether 

the respondent’s father ever beat her mother.  

Simister and Makowiec (2008) find that intimate-partner violence occurs less frequenlty if 

women and men alike are well educated. However, other studies report contrary or inconsistent 

findings (Kimuna and Djamba 2008, 339-341; Lawoko, Dalal, Jiayou, and Jansson 2007, 773). 

We control for both respondent’s education and partner’s education. Both variables capture the 

number of completed years of education. However, we do not know when respondents and partners 

completed their education, so this variable does not vary over time.  

Studies consistently find that substance abuse significantly increases a woman’s risk of 

intimate-partner violence (see, for example, Gage 2005; Jewkes, Levin, and Penn-Kekana 2002; 

Koenig, Lutalo, Zhao, Nalugoda, Wabwire-Mangen, Kiwanuka, Wagman, Serwadda, Wawer, and 

Gray 2003). This effect may have various explanations. Perhaps, as Jewkes et al. (2002) suggest, 

disputes over the male partner’s drinking contribute to increasingly conflict-prone relationships 
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that may become more volatile over time. Others argue that alcohol use and abuse can lead to 

behavioral disinhibition, which can contribute to higher levels of physical violence (Saile, Neuner, 

Ertl, and Catani 2013, 23). We construct a categorical variable, partner’s alcohol abuse. A code 

of ‘0’ indicates that the partner does not drink alcohol, or drinks, but never gets drunk. A ‘1’ 

indicates he sometimes gets drunk, and a ‘2’ indicates he often gets drunk. Since we do not have 

information on when the husband’s alcohol abuse started, this variable is static.  

Poverty or other economic stressors may provoke disagreements between couples. Studies 

have identified this as a significant predictor of violence within the home (Zhu and Dalal 2010, 

258). Moreover, poverty and resource scarcity may predict the onset of civil war, and contribute 

directly to levels of political violence (for example, Fearon and Laitin 2003, Buhaug, Cederman, 

and Gleditsch 2013; Urdal 2008). To account for these potential effects, we control for household 

wealth, a five-point ordinal measure based on information about the household’s assets. The 

poorest quintile serves as the referent category.  

Similarly, we control for urbanity, which may affect political violence and war, but may 

also affect one’s risk of experiencing, and/or reporting intimate-partner violence.  

We code the variable urban as ‘1’ if the surveys categorize the respondent’s place of residence as 

an urban area. 

We control for whether the respondent recently moved, as war and political violence often 

creates mass population displacement. Displacement may disrupt old living habits and customs, 

cause personal identity crises, and lead to primary group breakdown and lessened social control 

(Østby 2016b, 493-494). Similarly, migratory status may lead to “diminished moral responsibility” 

and violent tendencies (ITUC 2011, 21). The surveys provide information on the number of years 

a respondent has lived in her current place of residence. With this, we create a dichotomous 

variable – mobility – which we code as ‘1’ if the respondent did not live in the same place in the 

given year as she did when the Demographic and Health Surveys conducted the interview (that is, 

the respondent had moved). We also use this information to run robustness checks, wherein we 

replicate the analysis, censoring women who have moved (and for whom we thus cannot assume 

live in the same department as they did during the civil war).  
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Finally, we control for local norms regarding violence against women, as these societal 

attitudes are likely to affect levels of conflict-related sexual violence, as well as levels of intimate-

partner violence. The surveys present respondents with a series of scenarios, and ask her to indicate 

if, under each circumstance, a husband is justified in beating his wife. For example, is such 

violence justified if a wife: goes out without telling her husband; neglects the children; argues 

with her husband; refuses to have sex with her husband, etc.? Based on respondents’ answers, we 

create a dichotomous variable – wife-beating justified – that takes the value ‘1’ if the respondent 

answers yes to at least one of these questions.15   

We provide descriptive statistics on the dependent variable, independent variables, and all 

control variables in the Appendix, Table A1. 

Statistical Model 
As mentioned above, we use logistic regression to analyze the data.16 As coefficients from logistic 

regression models are inherently difficult to interpret, we present the percentage point change in a 

woman’s risk of being exposed to intimate-partner violence, based on a change in the independent 

variables. These changes are computed when all other variables are set to their mean, using the 

CLARIFY package (Tomz, Wittenberg, and King 2003). We compute the figures based on 1,000 

simulations of coefficients based on the coefficient vector and the variance-covariance matrix from 

the regression models. Each of these simulations includes a more or less likely realization of a 

possible coefficient vector. Since the more likely outweigh the less likely according to the normal 

distribution from which they are drawn, the resulting set of 1,000 predicted probabilities gives us 

not only a best estimate, but also a measure of the real uncertainty.  

                                                 
15 The variables history of family violence and wife beating justified include a relatively high number of missing 
observations, 5.9 and 12.5%, respectively. In order to maximize the N and the number of provinces captured in the 
analyses, we hence use separate ‘missing dummies’ for these two variables. 

16 We conducted all analyses with Stata/SE version 13.1. According to Rutstein and Rojas’s (2006, 9) Guide to DHS 
Statistics, the use of sample weights is appropriate to calculate representative statistics, such as percentages, means, 
and medians, but inappropriate for estimating relationships, such as regression and correlation coefficients. Hence, we 
do not use sample weights. Supporting our decision, a sensitivity analysis shows that the sample weights do not affect 
the results. 
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Results 
Before moving to the regression results, we present some descriptive statistics in the form of maps 

to visualize the magnitude and geographic variation of intimate-partner violence and its main 

hypothesized determinants, conflict-related political and sexual violence. We created the maps 

using ArcGIS 9.2. 

Geographic distribution of intimate-partner and conflict-related violence in Peru 
Figure 2 maps the intensity of conflict violence during the war by department (total number of 

incidents), overlaid by figures for the prevalence of lifetime experience of intimate-partner 

violence. The colors of the departments darken with more incidents of conflict violence, and the 

circles enlarge as the percentage of surveyed women reporting intimate-partner violence increases. 

The map suggests that the departments most affected by conflict violence (for example, Apurímac, 

Ayacucho and Huancavelica) also see higher levels of intimate-partner violence. Likewise, the less 

affected departments in the north seem less plagued by intimate-partner violence.  
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Figure 2. Intimate-Partner Violence and Conflict-Related Violence Incidents in Peru, 1980-2009 
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Since we are particularly interested in exploring whether conflict-related sexual violence (a subset 

of all conflict violence) affects intimate-partner violence, we also provide a map overlaying these 

two variables in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Intimate-Partner Violence and Conflict-Related Sexual Violence Incidents in Peru, 

1980-2009 
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At first glance, the relationship appears even clearer in this map, as the departments with less 

intimate-partner violence also report less conflict-related sexual violence and vice versa. Next, we 

present the statistical assessment of these relationships. 

Regression Results 
Table 1 shows the relationship between the main independent variables and first-time exposure to 

intimate-partner violence, including the control variables. All three main explanatory variables 

(that is, all conflict-related violence; conflict-related sexual violence only; and nonsexual conflict-

related violence only) significantly increase the risk that a woman experiences intimate-partner 

violence. We unpack these results below.  

The controls behave more or less as expected, with a couple of exceptions. First, we 

confirm prior studies’ finding that age reduces the risk of experiencing intimate-partner violence 

(see for example, USAID 2008, 25-26). This is likely due to a selection effect. Since we are 

examining first-time experiences of intimate-partner violence, it is not surprising that this affects 

younger women to a larger extent. Relatedly, we see a negative effect of marriage years, implying 

that the risk of first-time exposure to intimate-partner violence is indeed highest in the early years 

of marriage. In other words, husbands who have not abused their wives in the first 5 years of 

marriage are very unlikely to start doing so at a later stage. Peruvian women whose fathers were 

abusive have a higher risk of experiencing intimate-partner violence – a point confirmed in our 

subsequent interviews with the Director of the Ministry of Women and Vulnerable Populations’ 

Division on Domestic and Sexual Violence.17 Somewhat surprising, women’s education level does 

not affect her risk of intimate-partner violence. However, her partner’s education has a significant 

negative effect, indicating that educated men are less abusive overall.  

The variable for alcohol abuse is one of the strongest determinants of intimate-partner 

violence. Partners who sometimes get drunk are more abusive than non-drinkers. Heavy drinkers, 

who often get drunk, are the most abusive. Somewhat surprisingly, both the poorest and richest 

households are safer for women compared to middle-income households. Further, women in urban 

                                                 
17 Olano Cieza, Betty. Personal interview. August 6, 2015. Lima, Peru 
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areas are more exposed to intimate-partner violence than women in rural areas, but recent 

movement does not have an effect. Finally, as expected, women with a higher normative 

acceptance of wife beating, in general, are also at a greater risk of suffering from intimate-partner 

violence themselves. 

Table 1. Determinants of Intimate-Partner Violence, Peruvian Women, 1980–2009 
 Model 1 

 
Model 2 Model 3 

All Conflict-related Violence  0.00003***   
 (2.67133)   
Conflict-related Sexual Violence only  0.00114***  
  (3.46436)  
Nonsexual Conflict-related Violence only   0.00003*** 
   (2.68474) 
Age -0.02201*** -0.02257*** -0.02199*** 
 (-5.45698) (-5.45889) (-5.45840) 
Years married -0.19810*** -0.19733*** -0.19813*** 
 (-23.16853) (-22.68788) (-23.19276) 
DV history (Ref: father did not beat mother)    
    
   Father beat mother 0.49176*** 0.48875*** 0.49188*** 
 (23.73349) (23.42679) (23.73065) 
   Missing on family violence history 0.25153*** 0.24914*** 0.25162*** 
 (5.41242) (5.32290) (5.41407) 
Education yrs 0.00616 0.00666 0.00614 
 (1.30835) (1.47118) (1.30081) 
Education yrs, partner -0.00795* -0.00820** -0.00793* 
 (-1.90183) (-2.04735) (-1.89581) 
Partner’s alcohol abuse (Ref: Does not drink)    
    
Partner sometimes drunk 0.51654*** 0.51992*** 0.51653*** 
 (15.77489) (16.52932) (15.74638) 
Partner often drunk 1.54479*** 1.54913*** 1.54470*** 
 (40.02412) (40.57889) (40.00090) 
Household wealth (Ref: Poorest)    
    
   Poorer 0.19572*** 0.19514*** 0.19566*** 
 (3.25514) (3.29715) (3.25259) 
   Middle 0.23775*** 0.23577*** 0.23754*** 
 (3.63940) (3.95015) (3.62632) 
   Richer 0.12085 0.11230* 0.12082 
 (1.62619) (1.74143) (1.61899) 
   Richest -0.10403 -0.12238* -0.10383 
 (-1.36236) (-1.89870) (-1.35200) 
Urban 0.12645*** 0.12252*** 0.12651*** 
 (3.76032) (3.71788) (3.75633) 
Mobility -0.03094 -0.02673 -0.03105 
 (-1.06130) (-0.92020) (-1.06526) 
Wife-beating (Ref: Wife-beating not OK)    
    
   Wife-beating justified 0.23435*** 0.23799*** 0.23417*** 
 (5.17979) (5.21945) (5.17405) 
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   Missing on attitudes to wife-beating 0.17676*** 0.17284*** 0.17690*** 
 (3.48048) (3.28941) (3.48763) 
Constant -2.50492*** -2.49209*** -2.50536*** 
 (-21.17584) (-20.54318) (-21.18872) 
N (woman-years) 216,356 216,356 216,356 

Logit regression coefficients (z-values in parentheses), * p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01. Clustered by department. Year-dummies not shown. 

Because the interpretation of logistic regression coefficients is not intuitive, we present 

substantive effects in the form of changes in risk of experiencing first time intimate-partner 

violence for the main explanatory variables and control terms based on Model 1, Table 1. 

The most striking effects revealed in Figure 4 are those from partner’s alcohol abuse and 

the years since marriage. A woman whose partner often gets drunk has an approximately 5-

percentage point higher risk of being the victim of intimate-partner violence than a woman whose 

partner never gets drunk. A woman married for 5 years has a 5-percentage point lower risk of 

being abused by her husband than a newlywed woman. Further, a woman who believes that wife 

beating is ever justified has a 0.5-percentage point higher risk of being the victim of intimate-

partner violence than a woman who reports wife beating is never justified. If we compare a woman 

who grew up with a violent father to a woman who did not have an abusive father, the risk of 

intimate-partner violence increases by approximately 1-percentage point. The rest of the variables 

have rather modest effects when we move from low to high values, including conflict-related 

violence. A woman who resides in a department-year more affected by conflict violence (95th 

percentile, or 8,807 accumulated incidents) has a 0.14-percentage point higher risk of experiencing 

intimate-partner violence for the first time than a woman from a less affected department-year (5th 

percentile, or 0 accumulated incidents in our case). 
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Figure 4. Change in Risk of Experiencing Intimate-Partner Violence, Various Determinants 

 

 

Although the effect of conflict violence seems rather modest, we must remember that it 

suggests an increase in risk for all women in the department in question. In other words, a 

department with 100,000 women inhabitants will see 1,400 additional victims of intimate-partner 

violence if we move from a low to high intensity of political violence – a significant increase in 

the number of abusive relationships.  

Interestingly, the effect is stronger if we single out conflict-related sexual violence (see 

Figure A1). A woman who resides in a department-year more affected by conflict-related sexual 

violence (95th percentile, or 258 accumulated incidents) has a 0.44-percentage point higher risk of 

experiencing intimate-partner violence for the first time than a woman in a less affected 

department-year (5th percentile, or 0 accumulated incidents in our case). To follow the same 
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scenario as above, a region with 100,000 women inhabitants will have 4,400 additional victims of 

intimate-partner violence (that is 17 women abused by their partners for each additional incident 

of conflict-related sexual violence).  

Our analyses of women in conflict- and post-conflict Peru do not suggest that conflict 

violence (including conflict-related sexual violence) is the main determinant of intimate-partner 

violence. Other factors matter much more. However, even after controlling for other strong 

determinants (for example, partner’s alcohol abuse and childhood history of family violence), 

conflict violence, and especially conflict-related sexual violence, still affects a woman’s risk of 

experiencing intimate-partner violence. 

Robustness Checks 
The results are robust to several alternative operationalizations of the main independent variables 

(dummies for at least one incident of political violence in the previous year, sheer number of 

incidents in the previous year, as well as proximity in time to the latest incident of political violence 

in region). We also run models censoring all women who had moved before 1980, 1990, and 2000; 

the results are substantively the same.  

Discussion and Conclusion 
Conventional wisdom has long assumed a relationship between what happens in war and what 

happens in the household, particularly when it comes to violence against women. Women’s rights 

advocates and local practitioners with whom we spoke in Peru reiterated again and again that there 

exists a continuum of violence against women – that the same underlying structural inequalities 

that privilege men over women cause violence against women pre- during- and post- conflict: 

…It’s not a matter of ‘pre-conflict’ vs. ‘post-conflict;’ it’s really one continual system. …The armed actors, 

like the subversives and the state security officials…committed violence against women’s bodies and against 

their sexuality. And after the conflict, we’re [seeing] the continued or maintained discriminatory practices 

and relations, but now we’re seeing it within the family. This is why we talk about a continuum of violence 

against women.18  

                                                 
18 Cedano García, María Ysabel; Casani, Jessenia; and Sara Indira Ramírez Zubillaga. Personal interview. August 5, 
2015. Lima, Peru. Representatives at the Ministry of Women and Vulnerable Populations, staff from women’s rights 
non-governmental organizations, such as the Center for the Promotion and Defense of Sexual and Reproductive 



29 
 

Nonetheless, researchers have rarely documented and statistically examined these claims. 

Analyzing the experiences of women in Peru during and after the civil war from 1980 to 2000, we 

find that higher exposure to conflict violence in the local area where the woman lives increases the 

chances that she will become a victim of intimate-partner violence. Our use of disaggregated geo-

referenced data on variation in violence during war, combined with post-conflict survey data, 

allows for a systematic analysis of patterns in terms of how the war can leave a legacy in 

households.  

We find that although the legacy of the war is not the most important factor associated with 

intimate-partner violence, it displays a consistent and statistically significant effect. Furthermore, 

exposure to conflict-related sexual violence has a stronger negative effect on women's experiences 

in intimate relationships than other forms of conflict violence. In other words, in those areas most 

hit by sexual violence during the war, women experience the legacy of war in their homes.  

While we have confidence in our findings, we should note that our study lacks a baseline 

measure of pre-war intimate-partner violence. Furthermore, due to data limitations, we are not able 

to study the severity or levels of intimate-partner violence (for example, how often husbands 

commit violent acts against their wives and how severe the violence is). Importantly, we cannot 

arbitrate among perpetrator-, victim-, and societal-level mechanisms to more precisely explain the 

relationship between exposure to wartime violence and intimate-partner violence. As more data 

become available, future research should attempt to parse these mechanisms. It should also 

consider how patterns of (and individual experiences with) displacement affect intimate-partner 

violence. Most civil wars involve internal displacement and the insecurity it generates. Future 

research should therefore try to find ways to model the legacy of war that consider population 

displacements at the aggregate and individual levels—and its associated security risks.  

Our results make an important contribution to conflict and human security studies’ 

understanding of the knock-on effects of civil war. They demonstrate that war has a negative 

impact on intimate-partner relationships well into the post-war period – a previously 

undocumented cost of contention. Interventions and programs aiming to reduce or respond to 

                                                 
Rights, the National Coordinating Office for Human Rights, and the Center for Psycho-social Support, local mental 
healthcare providers, as well as academics at the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru all made similar arguments. 
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intimate-partner violence in post-conflict countries may be better able to isolate populations at the 

greatest risk by screening for their exposure to political violence, especially sexual violence, during 

the war. Moreover, recognizing the legacy of war within households and on intimate relationships 

is substantially important not only for those directly affected, but also because violence against 

women can undermine the process of rebuilding economic, political, social, and moral structures.  

 

Supplemental Information 

Appendix:  

1. Table A1: Descriptive Statistics 

2. Table A2: Correlation Matrix of Coefficients in Model 1, Table 1 

3. Figure A1: Change in Risk of Experiencing Intimate-Partner Violence, Various 
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Replication Materials: 
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