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Abstract 

This research presents the explanatory model of the process of reconstruction of the 
ʺsocial problemʺ of Intimate Partner Violence (I.P.V) in Spain during last five years, 
with special attention to the role of media in this process. Using a content analysis of the 
three more diffused general newspapers, a content analysis of the minutes of the 
Parliament, and the statistics of the police reports and murders, from January of 1997 to 
December of 2001, it observes the relationship between the evolution of the incidence of 
Intimate Partner Violence (I.P.V) (measured by the number of deaths and the number of 
police reports) and the evolution of stories about this topic in press. It also studies the 
interconnection of the two previous variables with the political answer to the problem 
(measured by the interventions on the I.P.V. in the Senate and in the Congress). Data 
shows that, even though police reports have increased due to the contribution of politics 
and media, I.P.V murders keep on growing up. 

 
 



 354

BREAKING THE SILENCE CEILING. HOW GENDER VIOLENCE BECAME INTO A 
SOCIAL PROBLEM IN SPAIN THROUGH MEDIA AND POLITICS 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Since 1996, violence against women has been recognized by the World Health Organization 
as one of the most important public health problems in the world because of its growing 
incident and mortality (WHO, 2002: 20). According to the data handled by this institution, 
68% of the women murdered in the world die because of this kind of aggressions (WHO, 
2002: 365). Thus, gender violence is reducing years of life to women -not only by direct 
deaths, but also as a result of irreversible psychological and physical wounds-, is causing 
important damages on the family, individual and community health and, besides, is having 
an important impact in sanitary services (Krantz, 2002: 242; Plichta and Falik, 2001: 244). 
 
Violence of men against women (Intimated Partner Violence or I.P.V) had remained hidden 
in the private life of the persons during generations in our country. But we currently attend 
in Spain to a visibilization process of this issue (Bosh and Ferrer, 2001: 7), that constitutes the 
initial step to start considering this question as a “social and a public health problem”, and, 
therefore, to start implementing politics and social answers for their solution (Jamrozik and 
Nocella, 1998: 17). 
 
In this emergency process, mass media have played a nuclear role. During years, stories 
about violence against woman were included in the criminal report section of newspapers 
(Fagoaga, 1999: 10). But, from the middle of December 1997, as a result of the social echo 
generated by Ana Orantes case, a women that was buried by his husband one day after her 
public accusation of I.P.V. in a television program, journalists centred their attention on this 
question. Since then, this type of stories began to be called ʺgender or domestic violenceʺ 
news (Fagoaga, 1999: 21; Alberdi and Matas, 2002: 253). This change pointed that most of 
these violent episodes reproduced a kind inequality and, therefore, that gender violence was 
not a private question, but it should be considered as a ʺpublic problemʺ. 
 
I.P.V. has been occupying media space during a five-year period and, in these moments, 
besides descriptive research, it seems necessary to carry out explanatory works, centred in 
evaluating the reason why an for newspapers are dealing with this question. 
 
 
Objectives and hypothesis 
 
The general purpose of this work is to develop the explanatory model of the reconstruction 
of the ʺsocial problemʺ of I.P.V. that has taken place in Spain, with special attention to the 
role of media in this process. Initial objective is to observe the relationship among the 
evolution of the incidence of I.P.V. (measured by the number of deaths and the number of 
police reports) and the evolution of news about this topic in press. The following objective is 
to study the interconnection of the two previous variables with the political answer to the 
problem (measured by the interventions on the I.P.V. in the Spanish Senate and in the 
Congress). 
 
Besides doing a description of the epidemiological agenda, the media agenda and the 
political agenda, we want to contrast the following hypothesis: 
 

H. 1. The registration of I.P.V. murders has generated an increase of stories on the 
theme, 
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H.2. The increment of news on I.P.V. has promoted an increment of police reports 
and, what is more prominent; 
H.3. This increase of police reports has caused a descent in the deaths;  
H.4. The increment of stories on I.P.V. has caused the increment of political 
interventions on the problem and the proposal of measures for its solution;  
H.5. The increment of political interventions on the I.P.V. has contributed to modify 
the journalistic frames on the problem. 
H.6. The increment of stories on political measures has contributed to increase the 
number of police reports by I.P.V. that, as it has been exposed in H.3., supposedly 
have caused a descent of deaths. 

 
 
Methodology  
 
To achieve our objectives we will use different methodologies and we will work with 
different research corpus.  
 
-Epidemiological agenda: incident of the problem. The study the incidence of the I.P.V. turns 
out to be complicated because of secret, lack of tests, and legal and social obstacles. 
Therefore, it is difficult to find exact data. In spite of these limitations, in this research, to 
determine the incident of the I.P.V. we will use statistics on police reports and murders in 
the Statistical Yearbook of the General Office of the of the secretary Technique of the 
Department of the Interior, in which are collected police reports and deaths by this question. 
 
Yearbooks since 1997 to the 2001 will be consulted, in order to observe the same period in 
the ʺepidemiological agendaʺ that in the media agenda and in the political agenda. With 
police reports and deaths by I.P.V statistics we will carry out descriptive explorations to see 
its evolution per years. To determine if relation in the temporary tendencies of both variables 
exists, an analysis of correlation will be done. 
 
For the study of the I.P.V. in press, we will do a content analysis of all news published in El 
País, El Mundo, and the ABC (the three more diffused general newspapers according to the 
OJD) and Information of Alicante (the most diffused newspaper in Alicante) from January 
1997 to December 2001, whose title or subtitle contains one or several of the following terms: 
Domestic violence, abuse/ bad deals, violence against the woman, gender violence and death 
(by violence of the intimate companion). 
 
With the resulting data, we will do a descriptive analysis to describe the evolution of the 
journalistic coverage of the theme. To determine characteristics of I.P.V. news, we will do a 
factorial analysis to identify ʺthe typology of news on gender violenceʺ.  
 
For the study of political agenda, we will also use content analysis. Although the concept of 
politics, by definition, does not necessarily circumscribe to political governmental 
environment, but also includes the strategies of action implemented by social organizations 
and not- governmental (Millio, 1989; Walt, 1994); in this study we are going to focus on the 
Spanish parliamentary agenda (leaving excluded local and autonomous parliaments). We 
have tracked the minutes recorded from sessions of the Spanish Parliament, in order to 
select all those from 1997 to 2001 in which I.P.V. appears as a point on the order of the day. 
 
174 sessions celebrated in the Congress, in the Senate, in the Mixed Commission of Women’s 
Rights and in the Presentation of Eradication of the Domestic Violence have been collected. 
Our corpus of texts includes, therefore, legislative initiatives for laws, reports, presentations, 
amendments and questions on the object of study.  
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Finally, to respond to the hypothesis presented and to identify iterations among agendas, 
correlation analysis based on r of Pearson will be carried out. We will test correlations 
among the following variables in present time (i) the number of stories and police reports; 
(ii) the number of police reports and deaths; (iii) the number of news and deaths; (iv) the 
number of news and minutes; (v) the news types quantity (in function of the result of the 
analysis factorial) and the quantity of police reports and deaths and (v) the number of 
minutes and news of different types. 
 
To measure the influences in the time among the different agendas, these correlation will be 
repeated forcing backward movements from 1 to 6 times, that is to say, the relation among a 
variable and the remainders from one to six months behind will be verified. Statistical 
meaning of the correlation will be considered being p less than 0.05. 
 
 
Results 
 
During the years of the study, three/ four women as an average have died every month in 
Spain because of I.P.V. In the five-year period analysed, an increase of the monthly average 
of deaths is observed. It is between 1998 and 1999 when the major growth is produced 
(19,86%), while between 2000 and 2001 a decrease of deaths, that breaks the tendency of the 
previous years, takes place. The average of cases goes from 1465 monthly in 1997 (sv=124,18) 
to 2013 in 2001 (sv=218,92). Nevertheless, the greatest increments take place during the three 
first years. 
 
The study of the deaths by I.P.V. along the time line shows that these have not decreased 
through years ( See graphic 1). Statistical tests derived from ANOVA shows, besides, that 
there don’t exist a monthly pattern in the incident of the deaths. 

 
 

Graphic 1. Evolution of the deaths by I.P.V.. 1997-2001 
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On the other hand, there are monthly differences in police reports. Even though as a whole 
there is a growing tendency there has been variations among months and years. 
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Opposed to what happens with deaths, police reports (just as is observed in the graphic 2) 
grow during vacation periods (June, July and August). The reason might be an real 
increment of aggressions by I.P.V. but it also can be an increment of more favourable 
situations to denounce during this periods.  
 
 

Graphic 2. Temporary evolution of police reporting by I.P.V. 1997-2001 
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Finally, journalistic coverage of I.P.V. has grown during this five year period –as police 
reports did- although the increase of stories has not been homogeneous through years 
(p<0,001). I.P.V. enters in journalistic agenda in 1997 -with an mean of 12 news per month 
(sv=9,56), that is to say, more than one new every three days- but it doubles in 1998 
(mean=28,33 sv=20,81), that is to say, practically a daily new, although it suffers a ʺcrisisʺ 
(mean=10,58 sv=5,96) in 1999, that mended clearly in 2000 (mean=22; sv=10,15). I.P.V. is 
consolidated as a journalistic issue in 2001, when the mean of news keeps growing (2001: 
mean=30,58 dv =12,32). 
 
Besides of this tendency, there are some climax and descents in the coverage. Just as it is 
notified in the graphic 3 (see graphic 3), along these five years, there are some moments with 
an avalanche of stories (December of 1997, January and October of 1998, October of 2000 and 
March of 2001especialmente) and other in which the number of news descends sensitively 
(summer of 99). 
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Graphic 3. Number of stories of violence against women per month. (1997-2001) 
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The climax of the coverage seems to respond to a confluence of events and proposals of 
political measures for the resolution of the problem. 
 
Referring to characteristics of the coverage (types of stories on the I.P.V.. that have appeared 
in media), statistical tests permit us to ratify that there have been three types of stories: one 
centred in ʺeventsʺ, another in ʺmeasuresʺ and the third ones, centred in the sanitary 
consequences of the question. 
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Table 1. Types of News. Factorial analyses of the I.P.V. news 
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Método de extracción: Análisis de componentes principales.
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KMO y prueba de Bartlett

,833

4810,308

253

,000

Medida de adecuación muestral de
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin.

Chi-cuadrado
aproximado
gl

Sig.

Prueba de esfericidad
de Bartlett

 
 
a) the ʺtype eventʺ news, the more frequent journalistic frame of the issue,: show the more 
dramatic dimension of the problem (the case, the death, the act of aggression). In these 
information, that normally come from a news agency, professionals of police or legal 
environments and neighbours constitute the main sources. They normally report local 
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information and they usually present different data as the victim and the aggressor age and 
some other ʺmobilizing informationʺ as causes and consequences of the event; 
 
b) the ʺpolitical typeʺ news echoes political measures, projected or already implemented, by 
institutional agencies. They use political representatives as a journalistic source and they 
label I.P.V as ʺdomestic Violenceʺ; and, finally, 
 
c) the ʺsanitary typeʺ news are all those stories which include medical environment sources 
and centred the text in the clinical or economic repercussions of the aggressions. 
 
The accumulation of two of these dimensions (the ʺevent type ʺ and the ʺsanitary typeʺ) does 
not present significant variations through years. But there is a statistically significant 
variation of ʺpolitical typeʺ news.(p<0,001) so that the maximum accumulation of this type 
takes place during the climactic points of the coverage. 
 
With regard to political agenda, as it has been already exposed in the methodology, violence 
against the women is tried, between 1996 and 2001 in 66 parliamentary sessions. Political 
attention toward the problem grows among 1996 to 1998, descends in the 99, but recoveries 
from 2000 of continuous form to the last year. (See Graphic 4).  
 
 

Graphic 4. Weekly distribution of parliamentary sessions on gender violence. 1997-2001 
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I.P.V. is more visible in political agenda in those years when the two official plans on gender 
violence are being discussed -1998 y 2001-. During these years, I.V.P. is in the order of the 
day of 64% of sessions in 1998 and in 72% in 2001. Most of this 174 sessions (43%), just deal 
with the state of the problem, that is to say, most of this sessions are the sign that at this 
moment political agenda in an exploratory or initial phase of the cycle of attention of the 
theme.  
 
 
Hypothesis testing 

 
Data permit us to confirm our H.1. “the increase of deaths has generated a journalistic 
increase of stories on the theme”. Statistical tests confirm that murders of women by their 
intimate companions are related to the increments of journalistic coverage (r=0,264, p=0.042). 
Maximum correlation is produced in the real time. 
 
Correlation test shows that our “H.2. Increment of journalistic stories has caused an 
increment of police reports” complies. A statistically significant relation among the increase 
of news and demands exists. This relation is maximum with five months of delay. That is to 
say, the increment of news on gender violence has its maximum effect on police reports in a 
half year gap time (r = 0.312, p=0.02). It is also possible to isolate the inverse influence. The 
evolution of the police reports influences on the evolution of journalist coverage and it 
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seems to have its maximum impact in six months (r=0,436, p=0,001). That is to say, the 
increment of police reports can explained journalistic coverage of I.P.V.. with a left behind 
effect.  
 
H.3. supposed that the ascent of police reports and complaints – partially caused by media- 
would made deaths to descend. But statistical tests show that, sadly, it is not true. There is 
no statistically significant correlation among police reports and I.P.V. murders (p=0,112). 
Consequently, we reject the hypothesis. 
 
H.4. maintained that “Increment of news has caused an increment of political interventions”. 
That is to say, politicians have been obliged to react because of news on of I.P.V. cases.”. 
Data confirm this intuition. News on I.P.V. promote parliamentary activity a month after its 
publication (r2 = 0.54, p<0,001) and they continue doing it two (r = 0.376, p=0.004) and three 
months (r = 0.283, p = 0.033) after its apparition in the newspapers.  
 
Analysis of the interactions to the inverse also permits to confirm our H. 5 that said that 
“The political intervention increment on the I.P.V. has made increased news on the theme 
and has modified journalistic frames of the question”. Results relate journalistic and 
parliamentary agendas (r = 0.343, p= 0.007), in the month in which sessions take place, 
without statistically significant differences among newspapers.  
 
With relation to the “H.6. Increment of stories on political measures, promoted by increment 
of legislative interventions on I.P.V.., has contributed to make police reports increase.” is 
proved by statistical tests. Thus, news have a positive impact in police reports (r=0.273, 
p=0.042). This relation is maintained and intensifies to the 5 months (r=0.38, p=0.004) and is 
stronger six months after the news publication (r=0.436, p=0.001). In this way, journalistic 
coverage makes police reports grow up. 
 
 

Table 3. Interactions among agendas 
 

 Event 
Type 

Political 
Type 

Sanitary 
Type 

Police 
Reports 

Deaths Parliamentary 
Minutes 

Event 
Type 

   0.484** 0.358**  

Lags(1)    0.506**   
Lags(5)      0.309* 
Political 
Type 

      

Lags(2)     0.300*  
Lags(5)       
Sanitary 
Type 

     0.291* 

Lags(1)    0.334**  0.341** 
Lags(2)    0.329**   
Lags(3)    0.416**   
Lags(4)    0.348**   
Police Reports 0.484**      
Lags(1) 0.359**      
Lags(2) 0.326**      
Lags(5)      0.33* 
Deaths  0.358**      
Parliamentary 
Minutes 

      

Lags(1)       
Lags(2) 0.279*   0,279*   
Lags(3) 0.323*      
Lags(4) 0.256*      
Lags(5) 0.28*      
Lags(6) 0.316*      
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Discussion 
 
At beginning of this research we wanted to evaluate the evolution of the incident of the 
problem of the I.P.V.. in recent years. In this sense, data permit us to reject a temporary 
pattern with regard to deaths by I.P.V.., that is to say, deaths have not diminished neither 
enlarged significantly. Data also confirm that the growing evolution of police reports along 
the five-year period analysed, and let us to reject any type of relation between police reports 
and murders.  
 
We wanted to value if fluctuation of reality has promoted journalistic interest on this theme. 
It seems that deaths and police reports really influenced in the increase of the coverage, even 
more than political agenda. Although I.P.V. problem was already introduced in political 
agenda in 1996, in the framework of the III Plan of Equality through the Mixed Commission 
of Rights of the Woman, it was from Ana Orantes case, in 97, when media consistently began 
to cover this type of deaths, the machinery for the construction of the social problem started.  
 
Deaths initiated all the process. They were reflected ipso facto in the media through “type 
event” news that influenced with little time of delay (a month) on political agenda. 
Politicians initiated a discussion process of proposals and measures in different legislative 
organs. But the increment of parliamentary activity, motivated by the coverage of the deaths, 
in turn, also affected on journalistic agenda (with a month of delay) and on the increase of 
police reports. This increase of police reports was reflected in the media agenda and initiated 
all the process again.  
 
Gender violence deaths seem to move on with a lamentable autonomy only disturbed 
weakly and long-term by the growing coverage of media.  
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