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Las Redes Sociales Significativas de Mujeres Encaminadas Para Casa de Acogida

Abstract: The social and institutional support networks structured around women who suffer violence are strategic tools when
coping with the phenomenon, which is considered a public health problem. This qualitative study was aimed at understanding
the relational dynamics of significant social networks of women who have experienced family violence and have resided in a
shelter. A group of 12 women participated in the study and data collection was carried out through semi-structured interviews
and the social networks map. Data analysis was based on Grounded Theory and performed using the software Atlas.ti 5.0. The
results revealed that the significant social networks were important sources of help and support in the process of coping with
violence experienced by women. Results also showed that the persons in the social networks develop multiple functions and
present an increasing level of relational commitment to women, especially after they leave the shelter.

Keywords: social networks, violence against women, family violence, coping behavior

As Redes Sociais Significativas de Mulheres Acolhidas em Casa-Abrigo

Resumo: As redes sociais e de suporte institucional, configuradas em torno da mulher que sofre violéncia, constituem-se
em ferramentas estratégicas para o enfrentamento desse fendmeno, considerado um problema de saude publica. Este estudo
de natureza qualitativa teve por objetivo compreender a dindmica relacional das redes sociais significativas de mulheres
que sofreram violéncia no contexto familiar e foram acolhidas em casa-abrigo. Participaram 12 mulheres, sendo os dados
coletados por meio da entrevista semiestruturada e do Mapa de Redes. A organizagdo e analise dos dados foi com base na
Grounded Theory, com o auxilio do software Atlas.ti 5.0. Os resultados evidenciaram que as redes sociais significativas
se mostraram importantes fontes de ajuda e apoio ao longo do processo de enfrentamento da violéncia vivenciado pelas
mulheres. Observou-se o desempenho de multiplas fungdes das pessoas das redes e o aumento do grau de compromisso
relacional com as mulheres, sobretudo apds a saida da casa-abrigo.

Palavras-chave: redes sociais, violéncia contra mulher, violéncia na familia, enfrentamento

Resumen: Las redes sociales e institucionales se constituyen en herramientas estratégicas para el enfrentamiento de la violencia,
considerado, en la contemporaneidad, un problema de salud publica. El objetivo del estudio fue comprender la dindmica
relacional de las redes sociales significativas de las mujeres victimas de violencia familiar que fueron encaminadas para casa de
acogida. Participaron 12 mujeres, siendo utilizadas entrevistas semiestructuradas y el mapa de redes. La organizacion y analisis
de los datos se basa en la teoria fundamentada y se utiliz6 los recursos del software Atlas.ti 5.0. Los resultados mostraron que
las redes sociales significativas fueron: (a) importantes fuentes de ayuda y apoyo a lo largo del proceso de enfrentamiento de
la violencia vivido por las mujeres, (b) las personas de la rede desempefiaron multiples funciones e, (c) aumento del grado de
compromiso relacional de las personas con las mujeres, principalmente, después de la salida de la casa de acogida.

Palabras clave: redes sociales, violencia contra la mujer, violencia domestica, enfrentamiento

Violence is considered as a complex and multifaceted
phenomenon that emerges and takes form in individuals’
relational dimension and is sustained in the light of the
sociocultural contexts. Therefore, it is important to consider
the peculiarities involved in the phenomenon, such as the
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persons’ psychological development, the affective and social
relational network they construct and the sociocultural
values of the context the violence is inserted in.

Violence is characterized by the actions performed
under threat, using physical strength or power, individual
or institutionally, resulting in harm to someone’s vital
development, mutilation or death (Organizacdo Mundial
da Satde [OMS], 2002). Violence against women can be
defined as any gender-based action or omission that causes
death, injury, physical, sexual or psychological suffering,
moral or property damage, which may happen in the
domestic sphere or elsewhere, among relatives or in any
intimate affective relationship (Secretaria de Politicas para
as Mulheres, 2011).
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Epidemiological data show that the violence problem
is equivalent to chronic and degenerative diseases. Around
the world, one out of every five days of absence from work
among women is due to violence and between 40 and 70% of
homicides against women are committed by intimate partners
(OMS, 2002). In Brazil, in a study by Waiselfisz (2012),
it is shown that, between 1980 and 2010, approximately
92 thousand women were murdered by their partners. These
incidents mainly happened at home.

Violence causes harm to the women’s vital
development. Examples of this harm include increased
anxiety, depression, social isolation, fear, low self-esteem,
constant employment changes and reproductive health
problems can be mentioned (Poll Cabrera, Alonso Poll, &
Mederos Avilla, 2012; Santos & Moré, 2011). In view of
the severity and complexity of the violence problem the
women experience, over the years, measures and actions
have been taken for protection and coping with violence.
Among the advances, the creation of public policies can be
mentioned, in which the consolidated forwarding of women
under threat or at risk of death to shelters is highlighted.
These are institutionalized spaces that are considered as an
important protective device in the social support network
and a potential resource to cope with the violence situations
(Secretaria de Politicas para as Mulheres, 2011).

Women’s search for help in the protective networks
constituted to cope with the violence, as well as the
acceptance to be sheltered at these institutions, can be
motivated by the experience of the extreme situations the
violence generates. In that sense, among the strategies
used, both the search for precincts and referral centers for
women’s care can be mentioned, as well as the search for
help from people in their social networks. As regards the
search for the social networks, in the context of violence
against women, studies show that relatives are often
the first persons called upon in search of help (Lettiere
& Nakano, 2011; Santi, Nakano, & Lettiere, 2010).
Besides the search for relatives, other studies indicate
the search for friends, neighbors and colleagues, besides
psychologists, social workers and religious representatives
(Estrada Pineda, Olaizola Herrero, & Rodriguez Diaz,
2012; Santos & Moré, 2011). The influence of the social
networks, whether institutional or personal, around people
in a certain situation, makes the support received create
feelings of belonging to a group, strengthen self-esteem,
give meaning to life, improve adaptation skills and the
quality of relationships (Christakis & Fowler, 2009;
Estrada Pineda et al., 2012; Sluzki, 1997).

According to Sluzki (1997), the social networks
comprise significant relations, distinguished from other
relations and which can offer help and support at times of
crisis; they are one of the key pieces for individual wellbeing,
as they influence healthcare and adaptation to difficult
situations. The term significant social networks refers to the
sum of the people the individual perceives and names as
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significant and important, based on his/her experience and
the quality of the mutual bond constructed, which perform
functions in a singular manner that help to cope, in this case,
with the violence situation. The main form of significant
networks are the family, friends, colleagues from work or
school and the community, including health and assistance
services, neighbors and people from the same religious
belief, who provide help and support, which can reduce the
effects of a crisis situation.

An individual’s social networks can be analyzed based
on the structural characteristics, the functions the people
perform and the attributes of the bonds established among
their members (Moré & Crepaldi, 2012; Sluzki, 1997).
The structural characteristics are the network properties
analyzed as a whole, described based on Size (number of
people), Density (connection among network members),
Composition (distribution of network members), Dispersion
(accessibility), and Homogeneity or heterogeneity
(demographic and sociocultural characteristics).

The network functions are considered as the predominant
type or the combination of the exchange established between
the individual and the people in the network, which can be:
Social company (joint activities or being together), Emotional
support (empathy, stimulus and support), Cognitive guide and
counsel (sharing information, counseling), Social regulation
(reassertion of roles and responsibilities), Maternal or service
help (financial/material help, indication of specialists/health
services) and Access to new contacts (connection between
people and networks). Each bond established with the
people in the networks possesses attributes, which are the
specific properties of each relationship, characterized by:
Predominant function(s), Multidimensionality (how many
functions a person performs), Reciprocity (retribution to
the other of the same function received), Intensity (level of
intimacy), Frequency of contacts (preservation of contact
to maintain intensity) and History of the relationship (since
when the people know one another and what experience
actives the bond) (Sluzki, 1997).

Concerning the aspects indicated so far, it should be
mentioned that the reaction of the people women turn to in
search of help can influence their action or isolation in view
of the violence problem, as the comments the significant
social network provides can contribute, or not, to drive them
towards self-care, making decisions to cope with the crisis
situations, besides permitting their social and psychological
empowerment. In view of the networks’ impact on the
individual development, the meanings attributed to these
networks, to the functions they perform and to the existing
level of relational commitment should be considered, as
the networks can both help and impede the promotion of
change. In that sense, the way the network members relate
and organize their bonds, the level of intensity and relational
commitment they establish mutually constitute the quality of
the relations and the relational dynamics of the significant
social networks (Andolfi, 2003; Sluzki, 1997).
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In that framework and in view of the lack of studies on
the influence of the social networks in the context of family
violence against women in Brazil, the objective in this study
was to understand the relational dynamics of the significant
social networks of women who were victims of violence in
the family sphere and who were welcomed at shelters. The
aim in this research was to contribute to the understanding
and/or deepening of knowledge on the network dynamics,
mainly through the functions their members perform,
showing their importance in the context of violence studies
and in the search to improve intervention strategies used by
professionals who work with this demand.

Method

Participants

In this qualitative study, the participants were 12 female
victims of family violence who were welcomed at a shelter
in the South of Brazil, affiliated with the Social Service
Secretary in the city where the data were collected. The
shelter possesses seven rooms and can receive 28 people
per day, with seven places for women and the remainder for
their children. The place offers a multidisciplinary team of
15 psychology, education and social service professionals
who, through their work, grant conditions for the development
of personal and social autonomy and the strengthening of
self-esteem. The women remain at the shelter until they are
in appropriate emotional and safety conditions to return to
social life, which is discussed together with the professionals.

The following criteria were adopted to include the
participants in this study: (a) being over 18 years of age; (b)
having experienced family violence; (c) having resided at the
shelter in 2012 and 2013; (d) having spent at least 10 days
at the shelter; (e) living in the city where the shelter was
located. The participants were between 21 and 68 years old,
with a mean age of 32 years. Five women had not finished
primary education, eight worked and 11 had children. Five
participants were married (four of them with the perpetrator
of the violence); the mean family income was R$ 1,310.00.
Concerning the type of violence they were victims of
physical, psychological, sexual and financial violence were
mentioned, among which the participants recognized and
emphasized psychological violence. In all cases, the intimate
affective partner committed the violence. The length of the
affective relationship ranged between 1.3 and 14.6 years. The
participants spent between 12 and 117 days at the shelter.

Instruments

Semistructured Interview. The items that guided the
semistructured interview referred to: (a) the participants’
experience at the shelter, (b) coping strategies the participants
used before and after leaving the shelter, (c) people from
significant social networks who helped to cope with the
violence situation, so as to investigate: who these people were,

the facts that occurred and functions they performed in that
situation and the proximity in terms of the bond that existed
between the people in the network and the participants. It
should be highlighted that the semistructured interview also
supported the construction of the Network Map.

Network Map (Sluzki, 1997). In line with the phases
proposed by Moré and Crepaldi (2012). Through this
instrument, the interview items can be further explored,
registering the level of intimacy and quality of the individual’s
relationship with the people in his/her significant social
network, at one moment or in one specific situation. The
Network Map consists of three circles and four quadrants.
The internal circle represents the intimate or daily relations,
the intermediate circle refers to the relations with a lesser
degree of intimacy, with personal/social contact, and the
external circle corresponds to the occasional relations or with
acquaintances. The four quadrants of the Network Map are
represented by the family, friendships, community relations
(including neighbors, people from the same church and health
and assistance services) and work or study relations (Sluzki,
1997). In view of the relation of the research participants
with the people (women/users and professionals) at the
Shelter where they were, a subdivision was included in the
structure of the Network Map, in the Community quadrant,
adding the item Shelter, as shown in Figure 1:

Friendiships 3 Family

Community

Q

Shelter Work and/or

study relationship

Health and/or

assistence services

Relationship types according to degree
of significance:

1. Intimate, daily relationships

2. Personal relationships with contact
3. Occasional relationships

Symbols
Q Sheltered women
@ Professionals from shelter

Figure 1. Network Map Model from 4 rede social na pratica
sistémica: Alternativas terapéuticas, by C. E. Sluzki (C.
Berliner, Trans.), 1997, Sdo Paulo, SP: Casa do Psicélogo.
Copyright [1996] by Carlos E. Sluzki. Adapted by adding the
item Shelter with permission.
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Procedure

Data collection. To collect the data, first, the names of
the women who complied with the inclusion criteria were
surveyed, totaling 64. To respect the ethical aspects of the
research and preserve the information secrecy of the women
who resided at the shelter, initially, the professionals (social
assistants and psychologists) of the Social Service Secretary
who attended to the women while they stayed at the shelter
contacted them by phone. Next, the telephone was passed
to the main researcher, who introduced herself, explained
the research objective and invited the woman to participate.
Only 14 women could be contacted, all of whom accepted
to participate in the study at first, but two of them did not
attend on the day scheduled, resulting in 12 participants. The
collection was scheduled at the Social Service Secretary,
according to the participants’ availability. The semistructured
interview was held before the construction of the Network
Map and during the same meeting. The entire process was
audio-recorded and transcribed.

Data analysis. The data organization and analysis
process was based on the Grounded Theory (Strauss &
Corbin, 2008) and the qualitative analysis software Atlas.
ti 5.0 was used, through which the data from different
instruments can be compared, systemized and categorized
(Muhr, 2004). The construction of the main categories
was based on successive readings, so that a set of analysis
elements could be identified that supported the comparison
of similar and different aspects among all data. This process
led to the construction of the categories and their respective
subcategories of analysis, which supported the understanding
of the central phenomenon studied. The categories that
emerged were: (a) family relations, (b) friendship relations,
(c) community relations, (d) work and/or study relations,
(e) absence of significant social networks. The names of the
categories were based on the names of the quadrants of the
Network Map, the research instrument used, following the
proposal of Moré and Crepaldi (2012).

Ethical Considerations

This study received approval from the Institutional
Review Board of the Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina
(Protocol No. 251.240 / CAAE: 12882513.3.0000.0121)
and complied with the ethical premises of National Health
Council resolution 466/2012. With a view to information
secrecy, each participant was identified using the letter P,
followed by the number indicating the order of the interview
(P1, P2, P3 and so forth until P12).

Results and Discussion

To better contextualize the results and discussion of the
data in this study, it should be mentioned that, before staying
at the shelter, the participants were victims of death threats
and homicide attempts by the person who committed the
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violence, living in conditions of social isolation and control
of their social activities by their partner. In that sense, the
results joined elements about the people in these women’s
significant social networks, in terms of their organization
and structure, in view of the level of relationships and the
functions of the people who helped the women to cope with
the violence, in the period before the complaints and during
and after their stay at the shelter.

Family Relations

This category presents elements related to the people
from the family network, who offered help to the women
through the performance of different functions. As regards the
relatives the participants had contact with, the mother, father,
siblings and children stood out who, among the functions
Sluzki (1997) highlighted, mainly offered emotion support
by listening to and receiving the women. In that context,
help from physically distant relatives and the strengthening
of the relationship with the children were also observed,
especially after leaving the shelter. The extended family, in
general terms, mainly referred to the aunts and uncles who
were present in the first two circles of the Network Map and
were mentioned as a source of emotional support because
they “always had a word of comfort” (P4). Concerning these
relatives’ predominant functions, advice and material help
were observed, as they donated furniture for the women’s
new house and money to help with the children’s expenses.
Among the relatives who offered material help, the sisters
and brothers-in-law stand out, mainly in terms of the needs
that emerged after the departure from the shelter, when these
people were ready to welcome the women at their homes
and/or helped them to seek and build a new home. What the
search for relatives as a problem coping strategy is concerned,
these study findings are in line with the research by Santos
and Moré (2011), which show that the successful strategies
the women used include the search for family members to
talk about the violence situation.

The functions of social company and social regulation
were not mentioned frequently in this study, referring
to spending time talking and combined with the advice
offered to the women, respectively. The limited frequency
of these functions is understandable when considering that
the violence phenomenon definitely affects the relations
of proximity, in this case with the extended family. The
possibility of social regulation, in turn, in the sense of the
dialogues established between the women in situations
of violence and their relatives, caused some kind of
problematization, which helped them to construct strategies
to cope with the situation experienced.

Based on the elaboration of the General Network Map
(Figure 2), which joins the information regarding all people
on the individual Maps of the 12 participants, during the
period before the women’s stay at the shelter, the family
network was small and weakened, with five participants
who did not mention any relative who was important to cope
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with the violence during that period. In line with these data,
the studies by Dutra, Prates, Nakamura and Villela (2013)
and Santos and Moré (2011) reveal that the absence of
relatives may be related to fear, guilt and/or shame because
of the violence situation, making the women take distance
from the family relations and remain socially isolated. On
the other hand, this study shows that, when the women left
the shelter, the number of relatives increased, with greater
concentration of people in the internal circle, showing the
increased degree of relationships and the family members’
more effective participation.

Concerning the number of people present in each
participant’s networks, very numerous networks may
become ineffective, as the people may suppose that
somebody is already taking care of the problem. Very small
networks, on the other hand, can overburden the people.
Therefore, an average (eight people) network size is ideal
to effectively act on the problem (Christakis & Fowler,
2009; Sluzki, 1997). As regards the aspects related to
the dispersion, based on the analysis of the participants’
Network Maps, a greater concentration of people could
be verified in the internal circle of the “family” quadrant,
showing a greater degree of proximity between the women
and their relatives. In that sense, Sluzki (1997) appoints that
having closer people favors and speeds up the answers to
the search for help in view of a crisis situation, as the access
to these people is easier.

Concerning the access to the people in the intermediary
and external circles of the Network Map, the participants
mentioned that this happened by telephone, through which
they received emotional support and advice from relatives
who were distant. Therefore, the family stood out in terms
of size and dispersion, as a network with different functions
and a stronger relationship with the women. Hence, in
terms of professional intervention, the data resulting from

Before

Friendiships

Work and/or
study relationship

Health and/or
assistence services

the analysis of a social network’s dispersion characteristics
should be further elaborated, so as to be able to detect
the effect of the degree of proximity established between
the women in violence situations and the people in their
network. This shows both the people who receive them
and those people who contribute to the maintenance of the
problem the women experience.

Relationships of Friendship

This category described the elements in the functions of
the participants’ friendship network. The help mainly came
from friends, who performed multiple functions, particularly
emotional support, advice and material help and services.
The emotional support was understood based on moments of
listening, combined with advice to leave the relationship and
denounce the person who committed the violence.

During the people’s stay at the shelter, friends were
indicated as important because of the company and support
they offered to the women during the visits that happened
at the social service secretary. When the women left the
shelter, the network of friendship, like that of the relatives,
stood out by offering housing and financial help until the
participants were able to reestablish themselves: “When 1
left the shelter, she [friend] got me a stove, she got me a
mattress, she got me everything. I needed food, she got it for
me. I needed someone to take care of the children, she was
there” (P6). The narratives revealed that the frequency of the
participants’ contact with the network of friendship seems
to have favored the dialogue and decision making in search
of professional help to get out of the violence situation. As
sources of emotional support, friends were empathetic and
expressed concern with the situation the participants were
going through. Thus, the women could trust them to talk
about their problem. They were also mentioned as good

Work and/or
study relationship

Health and/or
assistence services

Figure 2. Network Maps for the periods “Before” and “After” the stay at the shelter.
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company because of the moments of relaxation, which made
the participants momentarily forget what they were going
through without having to talk about their problem. Hence,
the company, listening, support and advice were present
in the relation with friends. In line with these data, studies
(Estrada Pineda et al., 2012; Lettiere & Nakano, 2011; Santi
et al., 2010) show that, in the entire extra-family network,
the network that is most used to cope with the violence is
the friendship network, mainly in terms of emotional support
and social company.

Although the friendship network can be considered
small in this study, its multiple functions could be observed,
receiving and helping the women in situations of violence.
The network of friendships mainly consists of women
and the homogeneous characteristics in the relation with
the participants may have favored the proximity and the
performance of multiple functions in view of the situation of
family violence. Concerning the networks’ movement during
the periods before and after the departure from the shelter,
the number of friends decreased. On the other hand, a less
disperse network was observed with stronger relationships
among the people, that is, the friends became closer to the
women, making the access to these people easier, with faster
help responses when a new crisis situation happened.

Community Relations

This category joined elements of the help the participants
received from neighbors, people from the same church, health
and/or assistance services and people from the shelter. Initially,
the participation of neighbors and members of the same
church is highlighted, such as catechists, priest, ministers and
missionaries, who were part of the Network Map in five out of
12 cases. The people from the same church offered emotional
support and advice, which helped the participants to reflect on
the situation they were going through, besides financial help
and food and clothing donations when they left the shelter.
The role of the neighborhood in helping the women facing
violence was limited. The participants only mentioned two
neighbors, besides repeated and failed requests for help: “I’ve
already asked the neighbor for help, I’ve cried for help, but
they don’t interfere. I don’t know if it’s out of fear, but they
don’t interfere” (P7). This participant’s statement shows that
the neighbors’ distancing may be related to the fact that they
prefer not to interfere in the couple’s relation, expecting them to
solve their problems alone, as well as to the fear of retaliations
these women’s partner may commit. In the community
quadrant, there is a subdivision related to the people linked to
the health and/or assistance services, which was represented
by the physicians and one nurse. These professionals gave
advice and forwarded the people to other network services for
the protection of women in situations of violence.

The head nurse talked to me, informed me that
there’s this shelter, I didn’t know it existed [...] She
called here to the social service secretary, made an
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appointment [...] Then I was attended by the social
worker and the psychologist and at the same time I
decided to go to the shelter. (P7)

With regard to the access to new contacts and the
consequent forwarding to other services, studies have shown
that, when attending to women in situations of violence,
in general, the health professionals’ role is to treat what
is related to their practice, that is, the visible signs of the
violence (Dutra & Villela, 2012; Lettiere & Nakano, 2011).
In the statement above, the nurse offered more than apparent
(cuts and injuries) care, leading to the forwarding to the
city’s social service secretary, in a sensitive and welcoming
manner, which is why she was part of the participant’s
network map. This level of meaning this professional received
calls for reflection on the need to sensitize the professional
practices in violence situations, which can be one way to
redefine the professional perspective beyond what is visible
and beyond the interpretations of violence against women,
surpassing stereotypes and myths regarding the theme. Thus,
the health professionals may overcome the fragmentation
inherited from the biomedical model and start to consider the
complexity of the phenomenon in their practice, providing
holistic care in accordance with the principle of the Unified
Health System (SUS).

In the same category, police officers, the social workers,
deputy and prosecutor are highlighted, appointed as people
who advised the participants concerning their situation and
forwarded them to services where they could find help. In
line with Dutra and Villela (2012) and WHO (2002), it is
important for the professionals who work with the violence
demand to have continuing education, based on the women’s
listening and welcoming, on their acknowledgement as
people with rights and on the forwarding articulated with the
other sectors of the protection network for women, mainly
when the situation is life-threatening. In this quadrant of
the Map, people from the shelter where the women were
welcomed were also mentioned. The other women sheltered
were mentioned as important to exchange experiences, offer
emotional support and because of the reciprocal support
among them, but the bonds were not maintained after
leaving the shelter. This information is in line with the study
by Ramos and Oltramari (2010), which indicates that the
possibility to share feelings and histories with other women
at the shelter, who went through similar situations, permitted
reflections on the violence problem. Concerning the relation
with the professionals at the shelter, the emotional support
function took the form of listening and care for the women
and their children, acting as mediators of contact and
relationships in this process.

Work and/or Study Relationships

This category joined elements of the relationship
established with the people in the participants’ work and/or
study network, who were important in the process of coping
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with the violence before and after leaving the shelter. In the
study relations, teachers, colleagues and the school principal
were highlighted, present on two participants’ Maps.
Teachers were mentioned because they offered emotional
support at times of listening and because they were available
for occasional help, while the colleagues also served as
cognitive guides and counselors. In the work relations,
the colleagues, supervisor, responsible, head, driver and
psychologist were mentioned, present on five participants’
Network Map. Filing the complaint regarding the violence
situation was encouraged by the head, psychologist and
person in charge, who offered the women advice, emotional
help through listening and financial help by a wage or holiday
advance, so that these women could recover after leaving the
shelter. This finding is in accordance with Santos and Moré
(2011), in which bosses were people who advised the women
to denounce their partner and helped them financially to
allow them to reestablish themselves after the separation.
This aspect illustrates the importance of the work relations
and the people’s sensitivity to the women’s condition, as they
could help them to gain emotional and financial recognition.

It should be mentioned that six participants did not
include any person from the work and/or study relationship
on their Maps, stating that they did not feel comfortable
to talk about their personal life in these environments.
One of them, who worked at different places as a general
maintenance worker, said she omitted her marital status to
prevent people from asking any questions.

I did not make any comments, I never talked about
my life regarding what I was going through at home,
Inever opened up to anyone, you see? Until today, at
work, I just say that [ am separated and, depending
on where [ work, I say that I am married, because of
the situation. (P10)

According to the narratives, aspects that prevented the
women from talking about their situation include: shame and
fear of people judging them. Hence, these factors end up
contributing to the women’s social isolation, making them
take distance from the people in their network and hampering
the request for and/or receipt of help in this kind of situation
(Dutra et al., 2013).

Absence of Social Networks

The analysis of the above categories revealed indicators
of the women’s distancing process from their significant
social networks, mentioned in the different quadrants of
the Network Map the participants built. In that sense, this
category joined elements specifically related to the absence
of contact with the significant social networks throughout
the violence process. Among the reasons that resulted in
the participants’ isolation from their relational network, the
family’s discredit of the violence situation stands out, based
on three main reasons: (a) because the person who committed

the violence shows to be a good and calm person in front
of the relatives, (b) because the women did not tell other
people details of what happened in the relationship out of
“fear or shame”, and (c) because some relatives mentioned
that fights between intimate partners were “normal” and
that these should be solved between them. In that sense,
Dutra et al. (2013) appoint that the women’s distancing
from the people their partner considers unwanted, the death
threats and retaliations, and the shame of remaining in a
violent relation are aspects of the women’s social isolation.
In line with this information, other participants in this study
report that they did not talk about their violence situation to
friends and relatives because the partners did not allow them
to have contact with other people, which caused distancing
from the family and friendship network.

When I went to the shelter, I had taken distance from
all of my friends, I could not talk to anyone [...] My
family called, I didn’t answer because he wouldn’t
let me [...] I even disconnected the phone so that
nobody would call me because he used to fight with
me if someone called me. (P5)

This report illustrated the power relation between
the participant and her partner was observed, in which
the form of domination limited the woman’s contact with
her networks, contributing to the slow search for help to
find a way out of the violence cycle. In that sense, social
isolation is a potential risk factor that, associated with the
conditions of social vulnerability and the lack of significant
social networks in terms of support compromises individual
development and strengthens feelings like shame and guilt,
while an effective social network plays a positive role with
regard to self-esteem and the ability to cope with crisis
situations (Christakis & Fowler, 2009; Leonidas, Crepaldi,
& Santos, 2013; Orlandi, 2011; Sluzki, 1997). Hence, to help
and understand the relational dynamics established between
the women in situations of violence and their significant
social network, it is important to consider the variables
Sluzki (1997) appoints, based on contemporary changes,
in which: (a) more people live alone, (b) society’s lower
requirements to participate in social activities like church,
clubs or volunteer organizations, and therefore lower social
pressure in terms of the standards that are to be followed,
(c) people have less children living far from home, (d) the
families or couples change homes or cities more diligently in
the course of life, (¢) the number of activities involving the
extensive family is limited.

Specifically in the violence context, the distancing
from the family or extra-family networks is characteristic,
remaining emotional and geographical distant, whether out
of fear, shame or guilt, based on a closed system with strict
borders. This aspect leads to reduced social regulation, as
these frontiers cannot be surpassed (Moré, 2014; Sluzki,
1997), which can contribute to sustain the woman’s condition
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of vulnerability and dependence on the partner. Hence, the
absence of networks is considered as a factor that hampers
the escape from the violence situation, contributing to the
continuation of the problem and increasingly feeding the
violent cycle in a recursive manner.

Based on the extreme situation of violence the women
experience, this study attempted to reveal the role of the
significant social networks in the context of violence against
women, in terms of their structure, organization and functions.
In that perspective, the networks and their functions were
an important strategy to cope with the violence situation the
participants in this study experienced. In methodological
terms, the potential of the Network Map should be highlighted
as an instrument to describe and visualize the social networks
at a certain time in a person’s life. Through this instrument,
the main objective of this study was further elaborated,
through the integration of the data present in each quadrant,
considering the level of relationships, the intensity levels of
the bonds and the functions the people in the participants’
networks performed in view of the violence situation. In
that sense, the significant social networks’ importance in the
violence context was acknowledged, as the people the women
in this study mentioned were capable of effectively offering
help, through the intensity of their mutual relationships,
through the performance of their functions and through the
welcoming of the women’s emotional and material needs. In
this study, the presence of social isolation and a small and
scattered network was also verified, especially before the
women went to the shelter, which may have contributed to
their longer stay in the violent relationship.

In professional terms, based on the understanding of
the relational dynamics of the significant social networks,
they can be used as an effective resource to receive the
women, with a view to the possibility of attentive listening,
mainly considering the networks’ function, in view of the
sociocultural context in which the demands of violence
emerge. Therefore, searching and/or granting visibility to
instruments that contribute to the women’s better protection
makes the work/welcoming of the psychologists and the
multidisciplinary teams more effective. The Network
Map can also add up to the range of protection strategies
in the search for allies in the co-accountability process
of care for these women, favoring a possible way out of
the violence situation. Concerning the study limitations,
the sociocultural context the research was developed
in should be noted, which is the South of Brazil. The
context is considered as a “producer of meanings” that
permeate the participants’ narratives and exercised a
determinant effect in the decisions made in view of the
violence situation. Also, results were presented on a
specific moment in the participants’ life, considering the
search for help to cope with the violence. Hence, research
should focus on different time periods, so as to verify the
movements in the networks of women who resided at a
shelter, aiming to identify whether they are at risk and/
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or exposed to violence again. In addition, studies on the
possibilities and limits of the professionals’ practices are
needed, considering the significant social networks as part
of the set of intervention strategies.
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