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Criminality rates in those sentenced for femicide in Mexico
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Abstract

Introduction: Violence against women is a problem that affects the worldwide population, with its maximum expression being
femicide. Due to the recent and unequal legislation regarding this phenomenon, recent studies have focused on identifying types of
aggressors where criminal behavior plays an important role as a risk factor. Likewise, very few studies exist with people who have
committed femicide. Objective: To determine the criminality rates in those sentenced for the crime of femicide. Materials and
methods: A list with 20 dimensions was used to evaluate 62 people arrested for the crime of femicide. Results: 4 levels of
criminality were found, which can be classified from low to high; the principal indicators that marked differences between these
levels where domestic violence and a history of alcohol and drug use. Conclusion: The indicators that marked the differences
between the levels of criminality are a history of intimate partner violence used to resolve conflicts which is associated with use of
alcohol and psychoactive drugs.

Keywords: Violence against women; criminality; femicide. (Source: DeCS, Bireme).

Resumen

Introduccién: La violencia en contra de la mujer es un problema que afecta a la poblacién mundial, teniendo su maxima expresion
através del feminicidio. Debido alareciente y desigual legislacion de este fendmeno, estudios al respecto son recientes y han girado
en torno a determinar tipologias de agresores donde la criminalidad juega un papel importante como factor de riesgo. Asi mismo,
existen muy pocos estudios directos con personas que han cometido feminicidio. Objetivo: Conocer el nivel de criminalidad en
sentenciados por el delito de feminicidio. Materiales y métodos: A través de una lista con 20 dimensiones se evalud a 62 personas
privadas de su libertad por el delito de feminicidio. Resultados: Se encontraron cuatro niveles de criminalidad que van de baja a
muy alta, los principales indicadores que marcan la diferencia entre estos niveles son los que se refieren a la violencia de pareja e
historia de consumo de alcohol y drogas. Conclusién: Los indicadores que marcan la diferencia entre los niveles de criminalidad,
se encuentran una historia de violencia hacia la pareja como una forma de resolver conflictos, asociada al consumo de alcohol y
sustancias psicoactivas.

Palabras clave: Violencia contra la mujer; criminalidad; feminicidio. (Fuente: DeCS, Bireme).

Resumo

Introducéo: A violéncia contra a mulher é um problema que afeta a populacio mundial, tendo sua expressiao maxima por meio do
feminicidio. Devido a recente e desigual legislacdo sobre o fendmeno, os estudos a respeito sdo recentes e tém girado em torno da
determinacdo de tipos de agressores onde a criminalidade desempenha um papel importante como fator de risco. Da mesma forma,
sdo poucos os estudos diretos com pessoas que cometeram feminicidio. Objetivo: Conhecer o nivel de criminalidade em
condenados pelo crime de feminicidio. Materiais e métodos: Através de uma lista com 20 dimensdes, foram avaliadas 62 pessoas
privadas de liberdade pelo crime de feminicidio. Resultados: Foram encontrados quatro niveis de criminalidade, que variam de
baixo a muito alto, sendo que os principais indicadores que fazem a diferenga entre esses niveis sdo aqueles relacionados a violéncia
por parceiro intimo e histdrico de uso de alcool e drogas. Conclusao: A criminalidade surge como uma categoria de andlise, que
busca explicar algumas caracteristicas nas pessoas que cometeram esse crime, porém, é preciso considerar outros fatores como
cultura, estrutura social e caracteristicas da populagdo reclusa por feminicidio.

Palavras chave: Violéncia contra a mulher; comportamento criminoso; feminicidio. (Fonte: DeCS, Bireme).
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Introduction

Throughout human history a phenomenon has been
observed which is currently receiving major
relevance which is extreme violence against women
that is more frequent. Recently, this crime has been
called femicide. Diana Russell y Van de Ven®, who
were pioneers in research on sexual violence, incest,
rape, and femicide among other female related issues,
define femicide as “the murder of women by men
because they are women”(®). In Latin America,
Lagarde® describes femicide as those historical
conditions that promote socially aggressive practices,
which harm the integrity, development, health,
independence and life of women. Since the
understanding that femicide is used specifically to
identify the deaths of women in certain conditions,
femicide has been categorized as a crime®). Mexico
was one of the first countries in Latin America that
created a law that categorizes and criminalizes
femicide as a crime that is a product of femicide
violence. Since July 14 2012, article 325 chapter V of
the Federal Penal Code of Mexico has established
femicide among the crimes against life and bodily
integrity. Those who commit femicide are “those who
take the life of a woman for gender reasons”. These
gender reasons include: sexual violence; history of
family, work or school violence; a relationship of
affection, romance or trust between the victimizer
and victim; isolation of the victim; and exposing or
putting on display the body of the victim in a public
place.

Statistics worldwide are far from providing precise
data about femicide and there are few organizations
in different countries that have a real record of this
crime. The World Health Organization (WHO)
approved a global statistical framework to measure
femicides. The Director of United Nation
Organization (UN) Women, Sima Bahous, explains
that the lack of data is a major obstacle for the fight
against femicide, “since it is possible to act better
against what can be measured”®.

Despite the fact that there is no statistical data
recorded at a global level, in countries such as the
United Kingdom the figures from 2009 to 2018 show
that a woman was murdered by a man every three
days, while in high income countries such as Slovenia,
New Zealand, Switzerland, and Austria the female
homicide rate is greater than or equal to the male
homicide rate®). In 2017, the highest number of
femicides was observed in Asia, followed by Africa,
America, Europe and Oceania®. In Latin America,
Honduras, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador,
Ecuador, Costa Rica, and Panama were the countries
that registered the highest number of femicides per
100,000 women in 2020. In 2021 in Mexico, more
than three thousand women lost their lives; while 922
were femicide cases, 2,540 were victims of other
crimes. The states within Mexico with the highest rate
of femicide were the State of Mexico (132), Jalisco and
Veracruz (66), Mexico City (64), and Nuevo Leon
(57).

Femicide is a problem that has different variables and
theoretically has been associated with some
psychosocial factors such as personality disorders(,
psychopathy®, cognitive distortions(®), suicidal
ideation(9), violence(V) and criminality(!2). The main

(21]

studies on femicide focus on two areas, the first being
the classification types originated by the contribution
of Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart(3), who developed
a theoretical typology identifying three descriptive
dimensions based on the severity of domestic
violence, the generality of the violence (towards the
wife of towards others), and the
psychopathology/personality disorders. This results
in three subtypes of aggressors: only in the family;
dysphoric/borderline; and generally
violent/antisocial.

The subtype of only in the family has the
characteristics of men who participate in domestic
violence, which is less severe, and they are less likely
to suffer from psychological and sexual abuse
throughout their lifetime(*3), The violence of the men
in this subtype is generally restricted to the family.
These men do not participate in acts of violence
outside of the home and they do not have legal
problems. They demonstrate little psychopathology
and do not have personality disorders or passive-
dependent personality.

The subtype of dysphoric/borderline abusers are
abusive towards their partners, which ranges from
moderate to severe, including psychological and
sexual forms. The violence is limited mainly to the
family, but is also evident towards those outside of
the family, and these individuals engage in criminal
behavior(3), These men are psychologically anxious
and emotionally volatile. They can demonstrate
characteristics of borderline personality disorder and
schizoid personality disorder, and they can have
problems with alcohol and substance abuse.

The third subtype of violent/antisocial aggressors
engage in marital violence that ranges from moderate
to severe, including psychological and sexual abuse.
They also engage in aggression towards those outside
of the family and have a more extensive history of
criminal conduct. It is likely that they have problems
with alcohol and substance abuse and it is more likely
that they have antisocial personality or
psychopathy(13).

Following this line of thought, Dix6n et al.(12), through
their files analyses based on the classification of
Holtzworth-Munroe y  Stuart®3 focused on
constructing a classification system of men convicted
for murdering their partners through the use of two
variables: criminality and psychopathology. Three
classifications were generated: delinquents with low
criminality and low psychopathology; high
criminality and low-moderate psychopathology; and
low-moderate criminality and high psychopathology.
The group classified as low criminality and low
psychopathology has similarities with the subtype
initially called only in the family in that the
characteristics of low criminality indicate not having
a history of intimate partner violence as well as not
having psychopathology related to this. In contrast,
the group classified as low-moderate
criminality/high psychopathology is characterized by
moderate to high criminality, by the illicit use of drugs
at the moment of the crime (drug abuse), and these
delinquents are more likely to react in interpersonal
disputes(2),
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The high psychopathology has a history of depressive
and suicidal behavior (depression/suicide), suicide
attempts, suicide after committing the homicide, high
levels of anger through excessive hitting, high levels
of dependency, preoccupied with being watched, and
reacting to discussions with anger and violence.
Lastly, the third group classified as high
criminality/low-moderate ~ psychopathology s
comprised of delinquents who have been tried at an
early age, are unemployed, have been in prison at an
early age, and have been convicted for violent crimes
towards those outside of the family. The
psychopathology dimension indicates that the
offenders classified in this group have low levels of
psychopathology and engage in substance abuse(12).

The second area of study on femicide focuses on the
criminality levels because criminality is an important
variable which allows for the characterization of
those who commit femicide through an empirical
classification of men who are violent towards their
partner(!2). Criminality is a risk factor which can help
to predict a fatal outcome in an intimate partner
relationship(4), In fact, Matias et al.(15), have indicated
that these risk factors are specific and play an
important role in femicide.

Criminality has been indicated by extensive penal
sentences, sentences for violence towards those
outside of the family, first sentences for crime at an
earlier age, and arrest for any type of crime. Men who
commit femicide show a higher risk if they have made
previous threats of murder, non- fatal strangulations,
rape, spying, and harassment prior to the femicide,
and easy access to firearms(4. Matias et al.(1%),
indicates that easy access to firearms is the risk factor
that is most associated to femicide and differentiates
between lethal and non-lethal aggressors. Buteau et
al.(t6), add a history of alcohol and substance abuse as
a risk factor associated with femicide. While Aguilar
adds a history of addiction as a risk factor, Matias et
al.(19), mentions alcohol use as a risk factor and as a
precipitating factor in which the perpetrator commits
the crime under the influence of alcohol and/or drugs
as well as having access to a firearm. For these reason
the present study was aimed at understanding the
indicators and criminality level on those sentenced
for the crime of femicide in Mexico.

Materials and methods

Type of study

The present work is a qualitative study because it
focuses on determining the strength of the
association or correlation between variables, the
generalization and objectivity of the results through a
sample in order to make inference to a general
population(7). Acording to Sampieri et al(18): using an
exploratory level, “exploratory studies are carried out
usually when the objective is to examine a theme or
research problem little studied or has not been
studied at all”. It is a transversal type because the data
is collected at a single time and it is aimed at
describing variables and analyzing their behavior ata
specific time(18),

Population and sample

The population incarcerated for the crime of femicide
in Mexico State at the time of this study was 82 people
who were sentenced. A non-probabilistic sample of

(22]

intentional type with 62 volunteers, in three social
rehabilitation centers in the State of Mexico, Mexico
was used.

Inclusion criteria

People sentenced for the crime of femicide who could
read, write and accept voluntarily to participate in the
study

Exclusion criteria

The exclusion criteria were: have been processed;
have committed a different crime, being unable to
read or write.

Instrument

A check list based on the study by Dixon et al.(12) was
used in the current study, in which the following
indicators were evaluated as being present or absent:
sentences after the age of 28; sentences before the age
of 16; recidivism; sentences for violence unrelated to
family; instrumental sentence; juvenile incarceration;
unemployment; history of intimate partner violence;
history of violence in other relationships, suicide
attempt after the crime; order of protection;
harassment of the partner; history of suicide attempt;
frequent arguments with one’s partner; history of
substance abuse; history of alcohol use; committing
the crime under the influence of drugs; committing
the crime under the influence of alcohol; admission of
the crime. This last variable was included in this
research.

Procedure

Once approval by the General Office of the Prevention
and Social Reintegration of the State of Mexico was
obtained, the Office of the Department of Psychology
and Criminology of each readjustment center
organized the documents for the security director for
each of the prevention centers in order to provide
access to the researchers.

Then, the participants were found and informed of
the purpose of the study and their willingness to
participate was ascertained through informed
consent. Psychologists and Directors of each center
assigned a place for the applications, and participants
were assisted individually. The response time varied
depending on the education level and attitude of each
participant.

Data analysis

The data was analyzed through descriptive statistics
in order to identify the average of each criminality
indicator and to calculate the quartiles for each
participant. In the first quartile, low criminality is
explained by specific indicators and a low response of
these and then increasing the gravity in each quartile
until reaching the very high criminality, where the
most indicators existed.

Ethical considerations

The study followed both national and international
ethical guidelines(?® for human studies, taking into
account central elements such as just treatment, the
physical and emotional integrity of participants, the
anonymity and confidentiality of their responses
through informed consent. The study had the
approval of the Committee of Research Ethics of the
Autonoma University from the State of Mexico, with
registry number DOOPSIC-0221 as well as the
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approval of the General Office of Prevention and
Social Reintegration of the State of Mexico.

Results

The characteristics of the participants were between
the ages of 25 and 64, with 24-40 being the most
frequent ages. With respect to relationship to the
victim, in the majority of the cases it was the wife,
although there were times when it was the girlfriend,
lover, acquaintance, relative or stranger. The level of
education of participants ranged from no education to
university. From the 62 participants who were
evaluated, 34 had children with the victim and the
number of children varied from one to four, with the
most frequent being having at least one child (Table
1).

In reference to the years of incarceration, it varied
from 1 to 40 years, being the most frequent being 1 to
20 years, with some participants being incarcerated
for many years. Although, they were sentenced for
homicide because it was against the partner
according to current laws it is considered femicide
(Table 2).

Femicide is considered a grave crime® according to
the Federal Penal Code of Mexico. Consequently, the

sentences of the participants include a wide range
such as 12 years and up to 220 years as its maximum
sentence if you take into account the aggravating
factors of the crime. The most frequent sentences
ranged from 21 to 80 years. Lastly, the most frequent
type of homicide was intimate partner femicide
(Table 2).

The data that describes some of the characteristics of
the participants were obtained thanks to the
cooperation of the psychology area of each center in
order to corroborate the information given when
conversing with each participant.

With respect to criminality, after calculating the
average of each indicator and the quartiles for each
score, the results indicate four levels which
correspond to low, medium, high, and very high
criminality, during which it was observed that those
incarcerated for the crime of femicide were in
medium and high levels of criminality (Table 2).

The indicators which identify the differences between
the levels of criminality include: instrumental benefit
of the crime, history of violence towards one’s
partner, harassment of one’s partner, arguing with
one’s partner during the crime, substance use, alcohol
use, and admission of the crime (Table 3).

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of participants

Variable n
Age of participants
25-30 12
31-35 16
36-40 15
41 - 45 7
46 - 50 6
51-55 3
56 - 60 1
61- 65 2
Relationship to de victim
Wife /partner 39
Lover 6
Known 12
Relative 2
Does not know the victim 3
Education level
None 3
Elementary 17
Middle school 19
High school 16
University
Posgraduate
Children with the victim
Yes 34
No 28
Number of children with the victim
0 33
1 14
2
3
4

(23]
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Table 2. Characteristics of the sentence

Variable

Years of incarceration

1-10years 46
11-20 14
21-30
31-40 0
41-50
Sentences of incarceration (years)
1-20years 2
21-40 23
41-60 24
61-80 10
81-100 0
101-150 2
150-200 0
More than 200 1
Type of femicide
Intimate 44
Non intimate 18
Criminality in those sentenced for the crime of femicide
Low 5
Medium 24
High 24
Very high 9
Table 3. Comparison of the criminality indicators based on their levels
Criminality indicators Kruskal-Wallis test Significance Danger level Medium Effect size
(for independent range
samples)
Beneffited from the 5407 0.020 Low 17.70 0.088
crime through personal Medium 29.02 Small
gain High 32.58
Very high 42.50
History of violence 9751 0.021 Low 22.00 0.159
against the intimate Medium 26.04 Small
partner High 36.88
Very high 35.78
Harassment of the victim 8438 0.038 Low 19.50 0.138
before the crime Medium 27.59 Small
High 34.38
Very high 40.17
The crime happened 10627 0.014 Low 22.90 0.174
during an argument Medium 25.33 Small
High 36.54
Very high 38.06
History of drug use 15477 0.001 Low 21.00 0.253
Medium 20.09 Medium
High 29.68
Very high 48.56
Crime was committed 20973 0.000 Low 25.00 0.343
under the influence of Medium 27.70 Medium
drugs High 29.96
Very high 49.11
History of alcohol use 23960 0.000 Low 14.50 0.392
Medium 22.59 Medium
High 39.30
Very high 42.06
Crime was committed 25494 0.000 Low 17.50 0.417
under the influence of Medium 21.54 Medium
alcohol High 38.58
Very high 45.06
Admission of the crime 8336 0.040 Low 18.50 0.136
Medium 30.63 Small
High 30.90
Very high 42.61

(24]
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Discussion

The results of the current study coincide with those of
Dixén et al(12), y Holtzworth-Munroe y Stuart(3) in
that criminality plays an important role in the
biography of those who commit femicide. The
criminality indicators which were present in the
participants of this study include: history of previous
incarcerations; violence with non-relatives; violence
and harassment of one’s partner; substance and
alcohol use; and instrumental gains from committing
the crime.

The concurrence of these indicators facilitated the
establishing of criminality levels identified as “very
high”, which have not been reported previously. The
majority of participants fell into medium and high
levels and taking into account that 70% of
participants committed femicide against their
intimate partner, which contradicts previous findings
where femicide delinquents were classified as “only
family” or femicide of intimate partners showed low
criminality levels.

Based on these results, the population incarcerated
for the crime of femicide almost falls into the
classifications of “borderline or dysphoria” and
“generally violent’(3), who present with moderate
and high levels of criminality, respectively, with the
two last subtypes being a great risk factor for
committing femicide.

According to Dawson y Dawson(?l) and Santos(22),
within the criminality indicators that mark the
differences in levels, they propose the dimension
identified as violence, which includes a history of
intimate partner violence, threats of homicide against
one’s partner, isolation of the victim, and escalation of
violence. This concurs with the result found in the
present study where participants showed a history of
violence, harassment, and that the crime took place
during an argument with one’s partner, with this last
indicator not being reported previously in other
countries. Nevertheless, this can be explained by
certain norms and cultural beliefs, which influence
the type of violence committed by the aggressor
against the partner in different countries. This can be
interpreted as a deficient situational response due to
the lack of effective strategies in conflict resolution.

Another relevant indicator is substance and alcohol
use, which can play a double role since these can be
both the facilitators of violence and precipitants of
femicide.

The results of this study agree with those reported by
Buteau et al.(19), Aguilar(” and Matias et al.(!5), since
the participants had a history of substance use and
had committed the crime while under the influence of
drugs and alcohol. Mathews et al.(23), believes that
these men often use their substance use as an excuse
to act violently towards their partner and even
commit the crime.

The indicator of obtaining personal gain from the
crime such as through money or prohibiting the
victim from informing authorities of illegal activities
or simply removing the victim from one’s life because
she is an obstacle for other plans(12) was found in this
study. This indicator discredits substance use as an

[25]

excuse to commit the crime since this indicator
implies a certain degree of conscious planning. Lastly,
admission of the crime showed small differences
between two levels, which could be explained
through the levels of criminality as can be expected
with high and very high levels of criminality in that
these individuals have experience with denying their
crimes, creating alibis, and creating an appearance of
innocence.

Conclusion

It can be highlighted that men who commit the crime
of femicide are a population rarely studied, who
theoretically present homogeneity and various
possibilities in classification. Thus, the criminality
arises as a category of analysis, which tries to explain
certain characteristics in people who have committed
this crime. Nevertheless, it is necessary to consider
other factors such as culture, social structure,
individual characteristics of the imprisoned
population.

In reference to the indicators that mark the
differences between the levels of criminality, a
history of violence towards one’s partner to resolve
conflictis one of these. In addition, a history of alcohol
and substance use can be found. It is these same
indicators that makes one thing that not all indicators
carry the same weight in risk factors for committing
femicide, especially a history of intimate partner
violence, which requires a more exhaustive study as
and explanation of this phenomenon.

The main limitation of this study is related to the
sample used since it is small and specific to a single
federal entity, which has no national representation.
Despite this, it is important to highlight that few
studies such as the present one, have gathered
information on criminality with individuals
incarcerated for the crime of femicide, involving the
perpetrator in a direct manner, since the majority of
studies base their analysis on penitentiary documents
which require multiple studies to identify this
phenomenon.

Studies such as the present one are required to
identify the factors of criminality, which are involved
in femicide that can be used to prevent an episode of
lethal violence as well as develop programs of
reintegration for exconvicts.

Financial support: Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y
Tecnologia. CONACYT.
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