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Abstract 
While several programs have been developed to prevent dating violence, few 
have been evaluated. Likewise, few studies have documented adolescents’ 
viewpoints on how prevention should be done. The current qualitative study 
seeks to strategically fill a gap in knowledge regarding the points of view of 
Chilean adolescents about the strategies that are best suited to prevent this 
problem and what is relevant content for prevention programs. This paper is 
part of a broader study on adolescents’ social representations of dating vi-
olence. The study’s aim was to explore Chilean adolescents’ points of view 
about asking for help and their suggestions about how to prevent dating vi-
olence. The sample included 48 Chilean adolescents, 26 girls (54.1%) and 22 
boys (45.8%) between 14 and 18 years old, recruited from public and private 
schools, who were interviewed with a focus group method. The study con-
sisted of two phases; the results of the second phase are discussed in this ma-
nuscript. The results are useful for the development of an appropriate so-
cio-political response to this social and public health problem. Participants 
identified friends and parents as more common sources from whom to seek 
help than teachers and health professionals. The severity of dating violence 
and ensuing injuries are the main reasons for asking for help. In addition, 
gender is considered a central prevention issue in a changing Chilean cultural 
context. According to the ecological systems theory, prevention strategies 
based on the environment of adolescents at multiple levels (individual, inter-
personal, community, and social) and in multiple components have been 
recommended. 

How to cite this paper: Sanhueza, T., 
Lessard, G., Valdivia-Peralta, M., & Bus-
tos-Ibarra, C. (2022). Points of View of Chi-
lean Adolescents about Asking for Help and 
Suggestions to Prevent Dating Violence Based 
on an Ecological Systems Theory. Open Jour-
nal of Social Sciences, 10, 458-477. 
https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2022.101034 
 
Received: December 24, 2021 
Accepted: January 25, 2022 
Published: January 28, 2022 
 
Copyright © 2022 by author(s) and  
Scientific Research Publishing Inc. 
This work is licensed under the Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 
International License (CC BY-NC 4.0). 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/ 

  Open Access

https://www.scirp.org/journal/jss
https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2022.101034
https://www.scirp.org/
https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2022.101034
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


T. Sanhueza et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2022.101034 459 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

Keywords 
Adolescents, Dating Violence, Prevention, Ecological Systems Theory, Chile 

 

1. Introduction 

Dating violence (DV) is a serious social and public health problem in several 
countries. Considering its high prevalence (Valdivia-Peralta, Fonseca-Pedrero, 
González-Bravo, & Paino, 2019), the risks of revictimization in adulthood (Cui, 
Ueno, Gordon, & Fincham, 2013), and the consequences for affected adolescents 
(Fernández-Fuertes & Fuertes, 2010), it is essential to make a concerted effort to 
prevent it. Researchers’ attention has been captured more by individual risk and 
protective factors, while social and environmental factors have gone largely ig-
nored (Johnson, Parker, Rinehart, Nail, & Rothman, 2015; D’Iverno, Kearns, & 
Reidy, 2018). 

In the case of the South American country of Chile, it has no public policy 
aimed at preventing DV or helping the adolescents concerned (SERNAM, 2012; 
Ministerio de Salud [MINSAL], 2013, Valdivia-Peralta et al., 2019). This invisi-
bility of adolescents in the intimate or family violence field is also observed at 
the legislative level. Just on November 23, 2021, Law No. 21,393, which appoints 
February 7 as the “National day of non-violence in dating” (Ministerio de Justi-
cia, 2021), was published officially, but there is still no law that sanctions this 
problem. The current law 20,066 (Ministerio de Justicia, 2005), sanctions in-
tra-family violence that occurs exclusively between people united by marital, 
consanguineous, or parental ties (such as ex-partners who have a child in com-
mon), affinity, or conjugal coexistence. 

Although several studies have addressed the challenges of designing preven-
tion programs tailored to the characteristics of adolescents, few have qualitative-
ly explored their viewpoints (Fellmeth, Heffernan, Nurse, Habibula, & Sethi, 
2013). Highlighting the way in which adolescents conceive of prevention strate-
gies represents an opportunity to give them a voice and to reinforce the idea that 
they are the actors best placed to find solutions for the problems that affect them 
(Adams & Williams, 2011b). 

This article presents the results of a qualitative study on the social representations 
of DV in Chilean adolescents. The study objective was to explore Chilean adoles-
cents’ points of view about asking for help and their suggestions about how to pre-
vent DV. Using ecological systems theory, the results concerning requests for help 
and the prevention suggestions provided by the participants will be presented. 

2. State of Knowledge about the Request for Help and  
Prevention of Dating Violence 

2.1. Requests for Help: Sources and Barriers 

Several studies show that when adolescents experience DV, they seek help from 
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more informal sources, namely friends, parents, and family (Adams & Williams, 
2011a; Mayoyo, Ogeno, & Likoye 2020; Weisz & Black, 2009). Conversely, teach-
ers are most often mentioned with regard to requests for help from formal 
sources. Health professionals and religious authorities are not however believed 
by adolescents to be sources of help (Ocampo et al., 2007). Other studies indi-
cate, furthermore, that adolescents recognize that they are a source of help for 
their peers who are experiencing DV; they likewise recognize that they are able 
to offer emotional support and counseling to their friends in difficulty (Gallopin 
& Leigh, 2009; Van Camp, Hébert, Guidi, Lavoie, & Blais, 2014). 

Diverse obstacles to seeking help include the emotions experienced by DV 
victims such as shame (Ocampo et al., 2007), fear of retaliation by the romantic 
partner (Burton, Halpern-Felsher, Rehm, Rankin, & Humphreys, 2013), and the 
idea that asking for help is a sign of vulnerability (Rueda, Williams, & Nagoshi, 
2015). Gender specificities are mentioned. For example, girls generally ask for 
more help than boys (Fry, Messinger, Rickert, O’Connor, Palmetto, Lessel, & 
Davidson, 2013). Boys, on the other hand, have more difficulty recognizing the 
DV they have suffered and a perceived inability to deal with this type of situation 
(Van Camp et al., 2014). They likewise fear being laughed at if they admit to be-
ing victims of DV (Black, Tolman, Callahan, Saunders, & Weisz, 2008). Social 
norms, moreover, reinforce these gender distinctions (Gallopin & Leigh, 2009; 
Sabina, Cuevas, & Rodriguez, 2014). 

Other barriers that inhibit adolescents from seeking help include: the adoles-
cents’ lack of knowledge of the existing services (Mayoyo, Ogeno, & Likoye 2020; 
Sabina et al., 2014), an inadequate intervention for adolescents, and the lack of 
screening protocols (e.g., in schools) (Moore, Sargenton, Ferranti, & Gonza-
lez-Guarda, 2015). The attitudes of teachers or school personnel, who do not 
consider DV to be a serious problem in adolescence and who believe that pre-
venting it is not their responsibility, is another possible obstacle (Khubchandani, 
Price, Thompson, Dake, Wiblishauser, & Telijohann, 2012; Sundaram, 2016). In 
addition, their friends’ lack of romantic experience (Van Camp et al., 2014) and 
the adolescents’ ongoing process of autonomy and distancing from their parents 
(Ocampo et al., 2007) can also be barriers to asking for help. 

2.2. Prevention of DV 

Evaluations of prevention programs indicate that the most effective interven-
tions include multiple levels of action (individual, family, school, and communi-
ty) (Rothman, Bair-Merritt, & Tharp, 2015; Rothman, Edwards, Rizzo, Kearns, 
& Banyard, 2019). Prevention should be aimed at adolescents and people close to 
them (friends, parents, and teachers). Likewise, several studies raise the impor-
tance of intervening in the early stages and over the long-term, and focusing on 
children by providing content adapted to the age of the participants (Under-
wood & Rosen, 2009), as well as on the central role of parents in prevention 
(Black & Preble, 2016; Rothman, Miller, Terpeluk, Glauber, & Randel, 2011). In 
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addition, all types of violence should be considered: psychological, physical, and 
sexual (Fox, Hale, & Gadd, 2014). Currently, most prevention programs focus on 
individual factors, such as modifying attitudes favorable to violence among ado-
lescents (D’Iverno et al., 2018). However, DV prevention programs aimed at 
Latin American adolescents reveal the importance of the family in their culture 
and of taking this into account in the development of prevention strategies 
(Gonzalez-Guarda et al., 2014; Rueda et al., 2015). 

3. Theoretical Framework 

Dutton (1985) proposed a theory of violence based on the ecological systems 
theory of Bronfenbrenner (1979), who defines the ecological system as a set of 
concentric circles, each one fitting into the next and exerting a mutual influence 
between the environment and the individual. Applied to violence, this approach 
conceptualizes the problem as a multifaceted phenomenon grounded in an in-
terplay between personal, situational, and sociocultural factors (Heise, 1998), 
and comprising four levels: 1) Individual level (ontosystem) refers to “the per-
sonal history factors that each individual brings to his or her behavior and rela-
tionships” (Heise, 1998: p. 264), which implies experiences and personality cha-
racteristics that influence the response to microsystem and exosystem stressors 
(Heise, 1998). Some factors related to DV are: witnessing intimate partner vi-
olence or being abused oneself as a child, adopting attitudes conducive to vi-
olence, using alcohol or drugs, lacking conflict resolution skills in the couple, 
etc. 2) Interpersonal level (microsystem) refers to the most immediate relational 
environment, constituted by the face-to-face interactions that the individual 
maintains in the closest environment, especially with the nuclear and extended 
family (Heise, 1998). Applied to DV, the relationships between parents and 
children, peer influences, and so forth are mentioned. 3) Community level (ex-
osystem) is made up of formal and informal social structures and institutions, 
including the world of work, the neighborhood, and social networks, and insti-
tutions such as health, education, religion, and government (Heise, 1998). Some 
factors related to DV at this level are: low socioeconomic family status, delin-
quent peer associations, existence or not of laws, social policies or programs ad-
dressing the prevention of DV, access to weapons, school violence, and so on. 
4) Society level (macrosystem), “refers to the broad set of cultural values and be-
liefs that permeate and inform the other three layers of the social ecology” 
(Heise, 1998: p. 277), for example: rigid gender roles, acceptance of interpersonal 
violence, a patriarchal system, and “machismo” in the Latino culture. Other ex-
amples include social inequalities, structural and institutional violence, and so-
cial representations of violence, romantic relationships, and adolescence. 

The theory has been widely used to identify the risk and protection factors of 
violence (Foshee, Benefield, Ennett, Bauman, & Suchindran, 2004; Fredland, Ri-
cardo, Campbell, Sharps, Kub, & Yonas, 2005; Gracia Leiva, Puente Martínez, 
Ubillos Landa, & Páez Rovira, 2019; Pittenger, Huit, & Hanse, 2016). However, 
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there is still limited knowledge about the sources and barriers in the request for 
help by adolescents who experience DV and the interaction between factors 
from different levels of the ecological system theoretical framework in prevent-
ing DV efforts. If we consider that DV is a multifactorial problem, the ecological 
systems theory seems helpful to inquire about the solutions at different levels 
and design prevention programs considering them. 

4. Method 
4.1. Sampling 

This study includes 48 adolescents from 9th and 10th grades. Due to the high 
degree of social segregation in Chilean schools (Torche, 2005), where the most 
socially privileged students go to private schools while the less privileged stu-
dents go to public schools, it was decided to recruit participants from public (n = 
4) and private schools (n = 3) in the Province of Concepción in Chile. 26 girls 
(54.1%) and 22 boys (45.8%) between the ages of 14 and 18 participated, with an 
average age of 16, 52% of the participants living in a nuclear family. Most of the 
respondents described themselves as being middle-class (87.4%). At the time the 
research was conducted, most of the respondents (85.3%) had already had a ro-
mantic relationship (Table 1).  

4.2. Procedure 

Following the approval of the corresponding institutional research ethics com-
mittee of the Laval University, adolescents were invited to participate in the re-
search. The first author visited classes in seven schools that agreed to collaborate 
on recruitment (grades 9 and 10) to provide explanations on the research, its 
objectives, and the modalities of participation. They were invited to participate 
in the two data collection phases, one based on free association (first phase) and 
the other on focus groups (second phase). Questions about the research from 
potential participants were answered at that time. A consent form was given to 
the students so that they could discuss the research goals with their parents and 
return the signed forms within approximately two weeks prior to the collection 
data. 

4.3. Data Collection Method 

The focus group method was selected due to the importance that peers have in 
adolescence, this method making it easier to reproduce adolescents’ daily con-
versations (Letendre & Williams, 2014). The focus groups were held outside of 
class time. Groups (n = 12) lasted from 90 to 120 min and were moderated by 
the main researcher and a male or female research assistant depending on each 
group’s make-up (6 groups composed of girls and 6 groups of boys). The empir-
ical saturation was achieved in the third group for each gender (Morgan, 1997). 

An interview guide was used to encourage exchanges among the participants. 
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Table 1. Participants’ socio-demographic chracteristics. 

Variables 
Focus group (n = 48) 

 Girls % (n) Boys % (n) 

Sex  54.1 (26) 45.8 (22) 

Age 
 X = 15.7 X = 15.9 

 SD 0.7 SD 0.9 

Family type 

Nuclear 29.1 (14) 22.9 (11) 

Extended 20.8 (10) 14.5 (7) 

Single-parent 4.1 (2) 8.3 (4) 

School type 
Public 29.1 (14) 22.9 (11) 

Private 25 (12) 22.9 (11) 

Perception of 
Income (a) 

Low 2.1 (1) 2.1 (1) 

Middle 45.8 (22) 41.6 (20) 

High 4.1 (2) 2.1 (1) 

Did not answer 2.1 (1) -- 

Perception of 
neighborhood 

Very dangerous 2.1 (1) -- 

Dangerous 6.2 (3) 2.1 (1) 

Neither dangerous nor safe, but quiet 18.7 (9) 16.6 (8) 

Safe 18.7 (9) 8.3 (4) 

Very safe 8.3 (4) 2.1 (1) 

Did not answer --  

Romantic  
relationship 

Yes 43.7 (21) 41.6 (20) 

No 10.4 (5) 4.1 (2) 

a. The perception of income given here is that which the participants used to define 
themselves. 

 
The main questions related to this article were: 1) If you were experiencing an 
abusive situation with your partner, would you ask for help? If so, from whom? 
If not, why? 2) In your opinion, what could be done to prevent adolescents from 
experiencing violence in a romantic relationship? 3) Do you know of any activi-
ties or programs for adolescents that address DV or help adolescents? If so, what 
do you think of these activities or programs? 4) What do you think is the most 
important thing that adults need to understand about: the experiences of ado-
lescents in relation to DV, the best ways to help them, and the best ways to pre-

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2022.101034


T. Sanhueza et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2022.101034 464 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

vent adolescents from experiencing DV? 

4.4. Data Analysis 

The collected data were first recorded and then transcribed verbatim in their 
original language (Spanish). N’Vivo 10 software (QSR, International, 2012) was 
used to categorize and classify the content into successive groups of statements 
based on their semantic proximity. The discussion content was analyzed using 
the thematic content analysis method. The researchers identified themes by ana-
lyzing dialogue from each focus group; the group, rather than the individual, was 
the unit of analysis. Themes did not emerge from a pre-existing, conceptual 
framework, but rather from group dialogue (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Agree-
ment between judges on the coding was used to maximize the objectivity of the 
data analysis process. This is a commonly suggested strategy to improve the re-
liability of a study by reducing the risks related to investigator bias (Patton, 
2002). The names of the participants and all their personal information were 
changed to ensure confidentiality. 

5. Results 

Two main outcomes are presented in this section: 1) Why ask for help or not, 
and if so, from whom?, and 2) strategies to prevent DV. The results are sup-
ported by excerpts from the focus group, since in qualitative research citations 
are essential to ensure the credibility of the results presented (Creswell & Cres-
well, 2018). 

5.1. Why Ask for Help or Not, and If So, from Whom? 

Most of the focus group participants identified informal sources to ask for help, 
such as friends and parents. However, divergences in their points of view can be 
seen. For some participants, friends may not be a relevant source of help: being 
the same age and having the same amount of experience, their advice is thought 
to be less appropriate, as illustrated by Maria Carolina: “Since my friends are the 
same age, they might have the same problem and not know how to resolve it”. In 
addition, the participants mentioned not asking for help to maintain their au-
tonomy in solving their problems, to avoid worrying their relatives, and to avoid 
having their parents take control or react in an inappropriate way, as Bruno said: 
“You don’t want parents to know the problems you have because the parents 
end up trying to solve them for you.” 

Participants rarely mentioned teachers, social service workers, health profes-
sionals, or the police as a potential source of help. They also shared a lack of 
trust in teachers and difficulty in seeing them as actors playing a helping role, as 
Janice stated: “It’s difficult to find a teacher that you can trust or who offers 
help”. However, when adolescents have confidence in their teachers and when 
the situation is serious, adolescents are more likely to relate intimate expe-
riences, such as DV situations, as Dafne affirmed: “I believe it depends on the 
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teacher, because if it is a teacher that cares, (…) I think we would tell him or 
her”. 

The severity of the violence is a factor that influences the request for help, as 
stated by Bruno “If there is a lot [of violence], I would end up talking to my 
parents [even if] I don’t know, they could tell me what to do”. In addition, the 
act of reporting or asking for assistance from the police was mentioned exclu-
sively by the girls, in particular in the case of physical violence resulting in in-
jury, as Maria Tiare said: “If I lived through a serious act of violence [for exam-
ple], bruises, injuries [as well as] telling my mum, I would denounce it.” 

Participants in this study recognized that they are a source of support for their 
peers who are experiencing DV. Talking to a friend helped them feel better when 
they were sad or upset about DV, and offering advice was considered the most 
common form of help by adolescents. According to the participants, the advice 
depends on whether the friend is a victim of DV or a perpetrator. In the first 
case, the participants suggested to the victim friend that he or she demand re-
spect, that he or she not allow DV, or that he or she end the romantic relation-
ship. Friends, therefore, have a preventive role, they can alert the victim of DV, 
as Orlando stated: When [your partner] controls you and the friends [know], 
they will tell you: “Hey, he’s controlling you, tell him to stop.” 

In the second case, when it is the friend who exercises DV, helping will de-
pend on whether or not the perpetrator is repentant. The advice given involves 
better communication in the couple in order to resolve conflicts and “take care” 
of the relationship, as illustrated by Agustín “[If my friend acts violently] I 
would tell him: ‘You’re not ok.’ But if he repents, evidently, I am going to help 
him, [I’d say], I don’t know, ‘Fix it [the romantic relationship], you have to talk 
[with your partner].’” 

Regarding the participants’ expectations concerning helpers, the former agree 
that trusting the person who gives them help is a fundamental aspect in request-
ing help. Helpers’ characteristics are mentioned, such as: the ability to listen with 
attention and empathy and the absence of prejudice. Participants in the study 
report that this confidence develops continuously and does not suddenly appear 
in adolescence, as Dafne said: 

“I believe that, more than anything I would like to be heard (…), to be un-
derstood. And maybe they [parents or teachers] wouldn’t say anything, but 
would pay attention and would listen perfectly to what I say or what I am 
going through. (…) paying attention to me [to] what I feel, (…) and they 
would say: ‘Oh, she really is having a bad time.’” 

In summary, the participants identified informal sources than formal sources 
from whom to seek help, that is, friends and parents than teachers and health 
professionals, respectively. The severity of DV and ensuing injuries are the main 
raisons for asking for help. In addition, participants agree that the trust in the 
person who is helping them is essential when seeking help. Finally, participants 
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recognized that they are a source of support for their peers who are experiencing 
DV. 

5.2. Strategies for Preventing DV 

We asked participants about their knowledge of DV prevention strategies and 
their suggestions for improving them. Some participants stated they were not 
aware of any preventive action for DV, as Pedro said: “I’ve asked and there is not 
a lot of information or activities on this subject [of violence with] students”. 
Other participants who were aware of this type of communication campaign had 
divergent opinions. Some participants felt these campaigns were effective, others 
thought they were directed at victims or perpetrators of domestic violence, the 
participants saying that these campaigns were more targeted at the adult popula-
tion and they did not feel that this type of strategy was directed at them, as Emi-
liano said: “The ministry for women, or something like that, has like a rehabili-
tation for women who are beaten, [but] for young people I don’t know [of any-
thing]”. In addition, the content of the campaigns is seen as negative, as not of-
fering a conflict resolution option and not promoting healthy romantic rela-
tionships, as Janis stated: “It’s always like ‘No to mistreatment, no to this’, like it 
doesn’t happen, but it’s not like ‘If this is happening to you, I’ll help you to stop 
it.’” 

Some participants believe that DV cannot be prevented, as Jaime said: “It [vi-
olence] can’t be prevented at this age [adolescence]”. According to participants, 
some beliefs or attitudes can interfere with seeking help, for example: thinking 
that DV affects all couples at one time or another, which they do not need to be 
informed or advised, that they need to learn from their mistakes, or simply that 
DV is not about them. The choice of ending the relationship before the DV gets 
worse, the shame engendered, and the idea of the romantic relationship as 
something private are also mentioned, as Nelson stated: “Relationships belong to 
couples, it’s not for friends [to get involved]”. 

Participants mentioned the influence of friends as a possible barrier to partic-
ipating in prevention activities, as Rodrigo said:  

“I believe that [adolescents] are interested [in participating], but many 
times they don’t want to…, maybe due to shyness or shame…, or because 
their friends aren’t doing it.” 

Another aspect mentioned by participants that could obstruct the prevention 
of DV, and also hinder the development of healthy romantic relationships, is the 
belief of living in a society where it is more difficult to trust others. Some said 
this is a difference from previous generations, as Fernanda stated: 

“(…) now, it’s as if no one trusts anybody. So now we check [cell phones] 
and see everything he [the partner] has done. I think we’re more affected 
than older generations…I think the way it’s going, we could call our gener-
ation…the distrustful generation.” 
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Other participants thought that DV is preventable, and suggested various 
ideas to consider when developing DV prevention strategies. According to them, 
by knowing, respecting, and valuing oneself, the person can prevent DV. Trust 
and communication within the couple is also mentioned as a way to avoid DV 
and resolve conflicts immediately when they arise. The following dialogue be-
tween girls provides an example:  

- What can we do to prevent violence in adolescent couples? (researcher) 
- Know yourself well before trying to get to know another person… be 
yourself with any person. (Antonieta) 
- Set limits [for the partner] (Jasmin). 

The participants felt that prevention of DV should begin during childhood 
and transmit values such as respect, communication, tolerance, and learning 
conflict management strategies, thereby helping adolescents identify and prevent 
violence. According to the participants, beginning preventive actions in adoles-
cence is too late, since at this stage, the first romantic experiences have already 
taken place, as Pedro stated:  

“The reason for starting to educate [children] early is to prepare them for 
what they [will] face so they know how to face it, so that (…) they will know 
how to react and be able to avoid it”. 

The participants recognized a critical role for parents. However, they said that 
the issue of DV between parents and adolescents is rarely discussed compared to 
sexuality. In this regard, participants suggested setting up activities for parents to 
begin the conversation with their children, as Jaime said, “[Parents] should also 
talk [with their children] about the issue of violence [just as they] do about the 
issue of sexuality.” Also, even if the participants agreed that school represents a 
fundamental space for the prevention of DV, they confirmed that DV is not a 
commonly discussed subject in schools, compared to the prevention of preg-
nancy, sexually transmitted diseases, and drug and alcohol use. 

They agreed in suggesting that the training offered in schools should be based 
on group activities such as mixed workshops that promote discussion and shar-
ing of opinions. Regarding who is best suited to prevent DV, participants agreed 
that “professional experts” are more credible than teachers, as Pedro said:  

“A specialized person should come [with] videos, presentations, different 
types of materials to get the students and the teachers to understand how to 
teach it and how to carry it out.” 

Participants suggested avoiding large public conferences and using victims’ or 
perpetrators’ testimonies to learn about the experiences and consequences of 
DV. However, divergences arose about which content to use. Some participants 
agreed that adolescents should be educated more about subtle acts of DV, such 
as manipulation or control. Other participants were inclined to emphasize the 
physical or psychological consequences of DV. Nathan illustrated this accor-
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dingly: “Because you are trying to minimize [the violence], by showing [explicit] 
images, you say it is just as powerful”. 

Another proposed strategy involved a broader aspect of prevention by taking 
advantage of public space (e.g., conducting theatre activities) and of social media 
to make adolescents aware of the problem. However, for some adolescents, such 
large actions will not reach young people, while others believed that these ac-
tions are more effective in dealing with issues that concern them, as stated by 
Laura: “When social media…deal with a topic [like violence], they are really in-
teresting and attract people more.” 

The importance of social change in gender relations as a key content in DV 
prevention strategy was noted. Gender inequality is an issue that has taken a 
greater place in the explanations of DV. Indeed, gender differences are now giv-
en as causes of aggression. For example, male violence is said to be associated 
with “macho societies” reproducing the idea of male superiority. The violence of 
girls against boys is explained by changes in gender relations favoring the assertion 
and the right of women in Chilean society to express themselves, as Flavia said:  

“So now, I mean there was a time—I don’t know if it still happens—that 
women let themselves be roughed up because the society was so patriarchal, 
that women were raised to accept being abused by men. And now, women 
demand more respect. And that also leads to a lot of violence. And now on 
the women’s side, they often demand respect from the men. And it’s com-
ing with this wave of feminism. And women are feeling, I don’t know, po-
werful, and they’re demanding respect.” 

This discourse of gender differences was reinforced by family messages which 
reproduced the idea of boys as aggressors and girls as victims, as Leonor stated: 
“[My mom] has told me: ‘You don’t let anybody raise their hand [on you], first 
time, goodbye’, [but] to my brother she says: ‘Son, you must never raise your 
hand against a woman’.” 

In summary, the participants acknowledge the lack of programs or campaigns 
for the prevention of DV targeting and adapting to them. Regarding the barriers 
to seeking help and to preventing DV, participants mentioned some beliefs or 
attitudes about couple and about DV and the influence of friends. The feeling of 
living in a society where it is more difficult to trust others was mentioned as a 
barrier to developing healthy romantic relationships. The promotion of this type 
of relationship was highlighted by the participants. Prevention of DV should be-
gin earlier and involve more the parents and social environment of the adoles-
cents. In addition, gender is considered as a central prevention issue in a chang-
ing Chilean cultural context. The school is considered a privileged place to de-
velop prevention strategies as well as the use of social media. 

6. Discussion 

This study, which focused on adolescents and their environment, explored fac-
tors associated with seeking help and accepting it, as well as concrete suggestions 
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for DV prevention strategies in multiple settings. The results show that the ac-
tions to be undertaken must therefore target several levels of intervention and 
favor multi-component programs; these suggestions by the participants of the 
current study are consistent with the recommendations resulting from other 
consulted studies (Black & Preble, 2016; Fox et al., 2014; Rothman et al., 2015; 
Rothman et al., 2019). In summary, the participants identified friends and par-
ents as more common sources from whom to seek help than teachers and health 
professionals. The severity of DV and ensuing injuries are the main raisons for 
asking for help. Prevention of DV should begin earlier and involve more the 
parents and social environment of the adolescents. In addition, gender is consi-
dered as a central prevention issue in a changing Chilean cultural context. These 
propositions are particularly useful if we consider, as we will see later, the rare 
advances in DV prevention in Chilean public policy and DV sanctions. Using an 
ecological approach, the analysis of the participants’ opinions allowed us to clas-
sify the suggestions into different levels. These were based on three questions 
proposed by Fox et al. (2014) to develop prevention strategies, namely: Who 
(target population), What (content), and How (methodological aspects). We 
then developed the following scheme that allowed us to organize the main sug-
gestions collected from the participants’ proposals (see Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1. DV prevention according to ecological model. 
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6.1. Individual Level 

Considering that adolescent romantic relationships constitute an important 
learning environment for several aspects characterizing satisfying adult rela-
tionships (Valdivia-Peralta et al., 2019), the importance of promoting harmo-
nious and egalitarian relationships among adolescents is seen as a fundamental 
component of prevention strategies. Participants proposed starting early and 
developing strategies for children. They suggested different content, for example, 
strengthening self-esteem, developing skills for managing relationship conflict, 
adequate expression of emotions, etc. This is consistent with their desire to build 
healthy romantic relationships, but also with their need, based on the lack of 
romantic relationship experience, to resolve conflicts. Different studies point to 
gender being associated with emotions and seeking help in DV (Fry et al., 2013; 
Van Camp et al., 2014). We consequently propose to take gender into considera-
tion by developing DV prevention strategies. These would create “gend-
er-specific” content, for example, expression of emotions and conflict resolution 
for boys, and for girls, talking about empowerment. 

As with other studies, the participants recommended addressing all manife-
stations of violence, especially those that are most difficult to identify by roman-
tic partners and that may make it difficult to seek help (e.g., jealousy, control, 
manipulation, sexual pressure) (Fox et al., 2014). Multi-component programs 
may be more accepted by adolescents. The participants mentioned, for example, 
different subjects of interest to adolescents (e.g., sexuality) or problems strongly 
associated with DV (e.g., alcohol consumption, peer tolerance of DV). 

6.2. Interpersonal Level 

Friends and peers are central actors that should be included in prevention pro-
grams (Fry et al., 2013). Participants consider that friends are an important 
source of help in a DV context and recognize that the peer group has a sizable 
influence on adolescents at this stage of life. Peer attitudes favorable to DV 
(Connolly & Friedlander, 2009), or advice from friends that reinforce stereotypes 
or jealous behavior associated with DV or romantic ideas (Sebastián, Verdugo, & 
Ortiz, 2014) are significant risk factors in DV. This is why it is important that 
prevention strategies reinforce the “bystander” role of friends (Banyard, 2011). 
However, most of the “bystander programs” have been developed in university 
settings (Storer, Casey, & Herrenkohl, 2016) and focus on reactive rather than 
preventive behavior (Rothman et al., 2019). 

DV prevention program should target people close to the adolescents, includ-
ing parents and family. Despite differences of opinion among participants about 
these sources of help, the importance of having a close, trustworthy circle of 
people who are accessible to them will help to prevent some DV situations from 
escalating. Regarding parents, the results of this research coincide with the re-
sults of other studies on barriers to seeking help: lack of trust in parents or fear 
of negative reactions or judgments on their part were mentioned, as well as pre-
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venting parents from interfering in their love lives (Ocampo et al., 2007). How-
ever, coinciding with the results of a study carried out by Kast, Eisenberg, & 
Sieving (2016), parents would be the ones to whom adolescents would first turn 
if they experienced DV or suffered serious physical injuries. 

Content adapted to the parents’ role as helpers would thus be required. This 
would include, for example, informing them about the adolescence stage, the 
importance of adolescent romantic relationships, and the skills required to be-
come a source of help for their children, as revealed by the study carried out by 
Black & Preble (2016) and the opinions of the participants in this study, a good 
helper is someone who listens attentively, without judging, and who gives emo-
tional support; this might be the opposite of what parents often think, believing 
that advice on what to do would be the main way to help in these situations. 

6.3. Community Level 

At this level, four suggestions emerge from the analysis of the participants’ opi-
nions. First, it is necessary to sensitize and involve teachers and other profes-
sional actors in social, health, and police services so that they can fulfill a pre-
ventive role. Contrary to other studies that attribute genuine importance to the 
preventive role of teachers (Gonzalez-Guarda et al., 2014), the participants in 
this study did not spontaneously recognize the teachers as a source of help. They 
did indicate however that if the teachers had certain characteristics (e.g., inspire 
confidence), they might go to them. Furthermore, several studies show that if 
professional stakeholders or practitioners do not feel involved, adolescents’ 
access to health and social services will be hampered (Moore et al., 2015; Khub-
chandani et al., 2012). 

Second, according to the participants, the school is a commonly adopted place 
for preventing DV. However, this is a topic that is rarely discussed in school. 
Different studies indicate that it is essential that schools adjust the programs, 
curricula, protocols, and services that are provided to adolescents (Moore et al., 
2015). Prevention in schools is not enough; an intersectoral approach is recom-
mended, developed through a synergetic collaboration between the different ac-
tors involved with adolescents in such areas as sports and religion. 

A third suggestion is to integrate the issue of DVs into Chile’s social and 
health laws and policies. Its invisibility constitutes an important structural risk 
factor that encourages the lack of relevant social responses and reinforces the 
notion that DV is not a serious problem. In this regard, Chile has made some 
progress since 2015 when the government created a “comprehensive program to 
prevent violence against women”, which consists of training community moni-
tors. The program also includes awareness-raising actions, management of the 
training of prevention agents (professionals who work with adolescents), and 
intersectoral coordination actions. However, an evaluation carried out indicates 
that this program has no indicators signifying whether the strategy is achieving 
the expected changes (Macuer, Weinstein, & Belmar, 2017). In addition, in 2020, 
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the Chilean law on femicides (21.212, art 390, promulgated on March 2, 2020 
(Ministerio de Justicia, 2020)) was modified and now includes crimes committed 
by an intimate partner even without cohabitation. Despite these advances, we 
still do not have prevention or punishment to effectively combat this problem. 

Finally, the promotion of healthy romantic relationships and the prevention 
of DV through the use of social media, advertising campaigns, and activities in 
public spaces, would, according to the participants, better reach this group and 
have a positive impact on their awareness of DV. 

6.4. Societal Level 

Several authors have emphasized the importance of taking into account the cul-
tural and socio-environmental factors influencing the behavior of adolescents 
and their DV experiences, which is an often-neglected component in prevention 
programs (Johnson et al., 2015; D’Iverno et al., 2018). 

The cultural changes characterizing Chile, particularly in gender relations, 
must be taken into account in the development of a relevant strategy for the 
prevention of adolescent-related DV. Several authors have pointed out that 
promoting actions for a culture of gender equality is critical (Gressard, Swahn, & 
Tharp, 2015; White, 2009). 

Promoting a culture of respect, equality, solidarity, and peace could contribute 
to the prevention of DV and have a positive effect on a “distrustful” generation, 
thereby responding to the perception expressed by some of the participants that 
they are living in a threatening society that generates mistrust. Strengthening the 
social fabric of Chile is essential for the prevention of DV and promoting trust-
ing relationships among adolescents and between them and those close to them. 

7. Conclusion 

Prevention strategies in southern countries remain poorly documented. This re-
search consequently helps fill two main gaps. In the first place, our study elabo-
rates a proposal based on adolescents’ experiences and viewpoints as to the best 
ways to prevent. Secondly, the specific strategies given are based on an ecological 
systems theory that allows a better understanding of the complexity of the prob-
lem and the interaction between the different levels (i.e., individual, interperson-
al, community, and social levels), and the responses adapted to the context. Our 
proposal, therefore, develops factors that are not commonly considered in the 
literature, such as social and environmental factors. 

Knowledge about the romantic trajectories of adolescents and their DV expe-
riences is limited in Chile. Knowing them better would allow us to discover the 
protective aspects that exist, enhance them, and understand the mechanisms that 
operate in a DV emergency. Future studies are therefore needed to examine the 
links between adolescents’ experiences, their environment, and the sociocultural 
context so as to better guide prevention strategies. This research allows us to 
state that a strategic approach centered on adolescents is necessary and that tak-
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ing into account their experiences and the context in which they live is crucial. 
However, some limitations of the present study deserve to be highlighted. 

First, regarding the sampling strategy, adolescents from ethnic or sexual minori-
ties, or from rural areas, were not explicitly selected. Second, the recruitment 
method prioritized students, neglecting the more marginalized adolescent pop-
ulation, which may have more risk factors, as noted by Crooks et al. (2019). 
Third, due to the collective nature of focus groups, it is possible that social desi-
rability influenced the participants’ opinions. Likewise, because adolescents do 
not always spontaneously talk in groups about personal experiences, it was not 
easy for the participants to relate their experiences and representations of DV. 

Despite these limitations, the present study proposes original findings that 
contribute to the development of DV prevention strategies, taking into account 
the diversity of gender and socioeconomic status among participants. It propos-
es interesting clues not only for the Chilean context, but also for other Latin 
American countries, and can enrich the proposals that have emerged from the 
northern hemisphere. It especially highlights the importance of DV prevention 
and intervention programs for adolescents with a multi-component approach 
(Mazza et al., 2021) and collaborative and creative support (Ragavan et al., 
2020). It likewise underlines the importance of taking sociocultural factors into 
account in DV programs. 
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