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The International Men and Gender Equality Survey (IMAGES), conducted in Bolivia in 2019, 
gathers quantitative data from women and men ages 18 to 59 throughout Bolivia. Promundo-US 
coordinated the survey in partnership with the Center for the Generation of Information and 
Statistics at the Universidad Privada Boliviana (CEGIE-UPB) with financial support from the 
Embassy of Sweden in La Paz.

ABOUT IMAGES 

IMAGES is a comprehensive survey of the realities, practices, and attitudes of men and 
women regarding gender norms, gender equality, policies, household dynamics, caregiving 
and paternity, intimate partner violence, violent discipline against children, sexual and 
reproductive health, and more in several countries. IMAGES was co-created by Promundo 
and the International Center for Research on Women (ICRW) in 2008. To date, the IMAGES 
survey and surveys based on IMAGES have been conducted in more than 40 countries, with 
more planned or underway. The IMAGES surveys are generally accompanied by qualitative 
investigations to give the survey results context or to more deeply illuminate different facets of 
the realities of gender and masculinities. For more information, visit: www.promundoglobal.
org/images. 
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The ideal of gender equality has yet to be fully realized in 

Bolivia. The country ranks 98th out of 162 countries in the 

Gender Inequality Index published by the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP, 2020). It has the highest 

rates of intimate partner violence against women in Latin 

America (Bott et al., 2021), with an estimated 50.3% of wom-

en ages 15 and older who have experienced physical part-

ner violence (INE & GiZ, 2017). Invisible labor contributions 

point to inequality in the home: women in Bolivia spend four 

times as many hours on unpaid care or household work as 

men do (Lundvall et al., 2015). Despite of measures adopted 

in recent years to explicitly “weaken the patriarchy”, women 

have higher rates of unemployment, work in less produc-

tive sectors, have higher participation in the poorly paid and 

precarious informal economy, and face a 50% pay gap com-

pared to their male counterparts (Coordinadora de la Mujer, 

2010).

Many of these problems are rooted in gender norms and 

power dynamics that shape people’s attitudes, behaviors, 

opportunities, and material realities. Promundo-US and the 

Center for the Generation of Information and Statistics at 

the Universidad Privada Boliviana (CEGIE-UPB) conducted 

the first International Men and Gender Equality Survey (IM-

AGES) in Bolivia in 2019. The purpose of this national, repre-

sentative survey is to deliver data and ideas that make sense 

of how gender and ideas about masculinity impact various 

wellbeing and development indicators. IMAGES Bolivia re-

flects these realities based on the responses of almost 2,000 

men and women ages 18 to 59, building evidence around at-

titudes and gender norms, violence, childrearing, and divi-

sion of care work.
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At first glance, a high number of men and women in Boliv-

ia express progressive ideas about gender equality. Men and 

women reject the idea that progress toward gender equality 

threatens or undermines men’s position or rights in society. 

More than 80% of men and women say that they disagree with 

statements like “more rights for women means worse opportu-

nities for men,” or “when women work, they are taking work away 

from men.”

However, many express more conservative views about 

men’s and women’s roles at home. More than half of men 

and women (53% and 58%, respectively) think that a wom-

an’s most important job is to care for her home and cook 

for her family; and 4 in 10 people (22% of men and 18% of 

women, respectively) believe that men should have the final 

say in household decisions. Like men, women raised and 

socialized in patriarchal environments internalize and 

uphold these rigid gender roles and may do so even more 

strongly than men. 30% of women (versus 18% of men) agree 

that changing diapers and changing and feeding children 

are a mother’s responsibilities, not a father’s. Women’s lev-

el of support for these inequalities (at their own expense) 

shows how strongly these gender norms have permeated 

communities. It also shows how women work to strength-

en and preserve their authority in spaces where they have 

historically had it.

Both men and women express their support for equal rep-

resentation in the Plurinational Legislative Assembly. More 

than 90% of men and women are in favor of Law 243, which 

ensures that men and women alternate in government posi-

tions and guarantees equal participation (50% men and 50% 

women) in government. Bolivia has been recognized as the 

first country in the region, and one of the first in the world, to 

achieve political gender parity through these laws. However, 

there are many people who question women’s leadership ca-

pacity: 46% of men and 33% of women believe that women are 

too emotional to be leaders.

The majority of Bolivians report that they grew up without 

a model for male participation in the home. Less than one-

third of men and one-quarter of women remember their fa-

ther or another male figure contributing to domestic tasks in 

their home when they were children. Seventy percent of men 

and 77% of women report that their father (or other men who 

lived with them in their childhoods) never or rarely helped 

prepare meals, clean the house or bathroom, or wash clothes. 

47% of men report that their father never or rarely took care 

of them or their siblings when they were children.

Seeing examples of gender inequality in childhood strongly 

influences men’s beliefs and behaviors in adulthood. Twice 

as many men who grew up with men who did not participate 
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in household chores (versus those who did grow up with a 

positive role model) think that “a man shouldn’t have to do 

household chores.” Forty seven percent of Bolivian men also 

report that they are on the sidelines when it comes to care 

work, and rarely or never participate in the daily care of their 

own children.

The IMAGES data reveal the opposite pattern: involved 

fathers effectively pass the value of care work on to their 

children. Among men who say that their father participat-

ed equally in domestic tasks when they were children (i.e., 

they performed them just as often or more often than their 

mother), 86% participate equally or are wholly responsible 

for those tasks today (versus 13% of men who did not have 

this example of male involvement at home during their 

childhood).

Although most men are still not involved in the most de-

manding child rearing tasks, they do participate in ways 

that they find more accessible. Three out of four men do lei-

sure activities with their children, such as playing with them 

or helping them with their schoolwork. Additionally, 88% of 

men say that they “would prefer to spend more time with their 

children than working.” Does that mean that they would like 

to be more involved in any care task, regardless of how fun 

or gratifying it is? This is still unclear and requires more re-

search.

Women, however, have different views on men’s contribu-

tions to domestic and care work. Half of men state that they 

are active and involved parents, but women report than men 

really do less than they say. 53% of men say that they par-

ticipate in the daily care of their children, while just 34% of 

women agree. 67% of men say that they are equally or whol-

ly responsible for at least one care task that is traditionally 

considered “women’s work” (i.e., laundry, cleaning the house, 

cleaning the bathroom, and cooking for the family). Just 47% 

of women agree. In fact, with all the activities and tasks that 

were asked about, men seem to systematically underestimate 

women’s role in terms of domestic and care responsibilities, 

while overestimating their own participation.

The majority of people in Bolivia say that they stand against 

intimate partner violence, but that contrasts with their as-

sessment of what is acceptable and commonplace around 

them. Less than 15% of men and women agree with state-

ments that justify violence, such as that a man is justified in 

hitting his partner if she is unfaithful, refuses to have sex 

with him, or when she deserves it. Nevertheless, it seems that 

these opinions are at odds with men’s and women’s stories 

about the realities of their environment and even what hap-

pens in their own homes. When asked about what is common 

or acceptable for others in their community (i.e., social norms 

related to violence), one in four men and women said that vi-

olence is tolerated in their community, and almost half said 

that violence is commonly practiced in their community.

Violence is a very common experience for many Bolivians 

in childhood and in their early relationships. 41% of men 

and 34% of women report that they were physically hurt by 

a caregiver in their youth. 15% of women report having been 

sexually assaulted in their youth, and 20% of women report 

that their first sexual encounter was forced or coerced. One 

in three men and women witnessed their father or another 

male partner commit violence against their mother. Almost 

half of those surveyed report having witnessed some form of 

psychological violence against their mother by their father or 

another romantic partner.

Harmful cycles of violence are passed down through gen-

erations. As seen in the IMAGES surveys conducted in other 

countries, the Bolivia survey shows that men who, as chil-

dren, witnessed violence against their mother by their fa-

ther or another male partner are three times more likely to 

use severe physical punishments with their own children as 

adults. Men who witnessed violence against their mother are 

also 3.5 times more likely to physically abuse their own part-

ner in adulthood.
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Those who were themselves subject to violence as children 

are 2.5 times more likely to use physical violence against their 

partners or wives.

Controlling behavior by men in relationships is commonly 

reported. More than 60% of men admit to using at least one of 

the following controlling behaviors in their current or most 

recent relationship: they decide whom their partners can 

spend time with; they demand to know where they are at all 

times; when they want sex, their partners have to accept it; 

they are annoyed when their partners talk to other men; they 

make unilateral decisions that affect both their lives. Women 

report being subjected to these domineering tactics at a sim-

ilar rate.

The IMAGES survey shows that a high percentage of men 

admit to committing intimate partner violence and high 

percentages of women admit experiencing it. 23% of men 

report having used physical violence against their part-

ners (slapping, hitting, striking with a fist or object, beat-

ing, or burning on purpose). 32% of women report that 

they have been victims of this kind of violence. 44% of men 

admit that they have used emotional or psychological vio-

lence (including threats/intimidation, public humiliation, 

isolation from relatives and friends), while 51% of women 

report that they have experienced it. The IMAGES survey 

is not a violence survey designed to exhaustively exam-

ine this relationship dynamic, and therefore it is not the 

best source to determine its prevalence or incidence in 

Bolivia. However, the high number of men who admit to 

using various forms of violence is surprising—and this is 

the first time such data has been gathered from their per-

spective in Bolivia. An assessment of risk factors for using 

various forms of violence reveals that use of physical and 

emotional violence against women is greater among men 

who are older, have lower educational attainment, have 

less equitable attitudes about gender, and believe that 

their community is accepting of and turns a blind eye to 

violence.

There is a certain reluctance to deal with this reality in some 

quarters. Survivors of violence (especially sexual violence) 

are often blamed for the violence they experience. 26% of 

women say that if a woman does not defend herself, the as-

sault cannot be considered rape. Similarly, 39% of men and 

31% of women state that when a woman has been raped, it’s 

important to know whether she has been with a lot of men or 

if she has a bad reputation. Many question whether rape ex-

ists in the context of marriage, demonstrating limited belief 

in women’s’ bodily autonomy in the context of a relationship. 

Two out of five men and women say that rape doesn’t exist 

within marriage, and one in three men say that a partner 

should be accommodating if a man wants sex.

There is palpable resistance to the mechanisms that hold 

perpetrators of violence accountable and provide protection 

for survivors. A high percentage of men agree that Law 348 

(Law to Ensure Women a Life Free from Violence) is too hard 

on aggressors (52%), increases family conflict (53%), and that 

women use it to unfairly accuse men (70%). These percentages 

only reflect the responses of men who were aware that the 

law existed.

The impacts of violence are widespread; not only does it af-

fect women and children, but it has negative effects for men 

themselves. Bolivian men who, during their childhood, wit-

nessed violence against their mother at the hands of their 

father or another male partner are 3.3 times more likely to 

have problems due to alcohol consumption. Those who expe-

rienced violence during their childhood were 2.4 more likely 

to have family, social, or work problems due to their alcohol 

consumption in the past year. And both men who experi-

enced violence and men who witnessed violence against their 

mother during childhood are twice as likely to meet screen-

ing thresholds for depression in mental health screenings. 

Showing men that using violence has consequences for their 

own health and wellbeing (as well as for women, girls, and 

boys) can help them understand its profound negative and 

permanent effects.



RECOMMENDATIONS 
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The IMAGES Bolivia findings highlight areas for promoting 

gender equality and making progress in Bolivia’s objectives 

of eliminating violence against women and children. The 

following are recommendations to ensure that policies, pro-

grams, and public education campaigns aimed at both men 

and women contribute to this progress:

• SUPPORT EXISTING GENDER-EQUITABLE ATTI-

TUDES AND BEHAVIORS, AS WELL AS THEIR PASS-

ING DOWN TO THE NEXT GENERATIONS: Many of the 

men surveyed declared that they were very supportive of 

gender equality. This provides a strong base to build on, 

by holding them accountable to the gender equality ide-

als they support and showing them concrete actions, they 

can take at home and in public to achieve this ideal.

• FACILITATE POSITIVE ATTITUDE CHANGES IN IN-

DIVIDUALS TO HELP TRANSFORM SOCIAL NORMS: 

People’s daily lives and behaviors are not necessarily re-

flecting the highly equitable beliefs they claim to have. 

Future interventions and initiatives should take a deeper 

social norms behavior change approach from the outset. 

Adding a behavioral science approach to initiatives for 

men can close the gap between their opinions in public 

and their actions in private.

• ELEVATE CAMPAIGNS AND MESSAGING THAT 

SHIFT THE NARRATIVE AROUND GENDER EQUAL-

ITY: In order to make room for the redistribution of 

care giving, messages or images about care or domes-

tic work should stop showing exclusively mothers or 

women, and include positive images of male caregiv-

ers, as has been done previously with the campaign for 

active fatherhood in the La Paz cable car, sponsored by 

UNICEF and the Swedish Embassy. It is important to 

promote messaging that reinforces that all members of 

the family, including men, can and should be responsi-

ble for care giving.

• ENSURE THAT PREVENTION OF INTIMATE PARTNER 

VIOLENCE INCLUDES A STRONG FOCUS ON INTER-

VENTIONS FOR FATHERS, MOTHERS, AND COUPLES: 

Data on the strong links between childhood exposure to 

violence and the increased likelihood of using violence 

against women and children in the future demonstrate 

the need for a more holistic approach to interfamilial 

violence. Investment in gender-transformative training 

programs for fathers and their partners that address in-

timate partner violence and violence against children is 

recommended. This will provide a path to breaking gen-

erational cycles of violence.
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• GENERATE DATA AND INVEST IN RESEARCH THAT 

HELPS IDENTIFY PROMISING PRACTICES: The IM-

AGES survey highlighted a key challenge to transfor-

mational change—men’s high level of satisfaction with 

the current division of labor and their relationships. It 

begs the questions of whether men have any motivation 

or incentive to change their household dynamics. Data 

on men’s desires to spend more time with their children 

rather than work point out a path for policies (national 

and labor), e.g., promoting equal and non-transferable 

paternity leave. 

• REINFORCE TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE AT THE 

POLITICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL It is neces-

sary to promote broader community awareness and sup-

port for laws and policies that reinforce women’s rights. 

Policy makers should ensure that the language, provi-

sions, and parameters of pending and existing legisla-

tion do not reinforce existing norms, but rather support 

policies that are more transformative by design. This re-

quires developing a deeper understanding of structural 

biases that reinforce gender inequalities within institu-

tions, especially those that work with families, children, 

and women, and that work to transform spaces to pro-

mote shared responsibilities between men and women.
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