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THE VIOLENCE MEDICAL UNIT (VMU)

University Center of Legal Medicine, CHUV
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1. Clinical activity

2. Teaching and continuing education

3. Research
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2012

2016

www.curml.ch/unite-de-medecine-des-violences-umv

Since 2006, 3 missions 

2018



• Medicolegal report and photographs of injuries

• Referral to the network  
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«In many countries, poor medico-legal care 

has had damaging consequences, including 

the renewed traumatization of the victim, 

and has compromised forensic evidence.»

(WHO, 2007)
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CLINICAL CASE

Woman, 40, married, 

3 children : Owen 17, Clementine 13 and Tiago 9
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2016

Woman, 40, married, 3 children

• Physical aggression as a reason for consultation

• Coercive control in the background: denigrating, insulting, 
threatening, isolating, controlling 

• Health and social consequences 

• Children strongly involved

– Owen: his father will never change and they (her children) are there to help her 

– Clementine: cries whenever she sees her crying 

8



WHAT IS INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE (IPV)?
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Intimate partner violence

(World report on violence and health: summary. Geneva, World Health Organization, 2002)

As well as acts of physical aggression such as hitting or kicking, violence by intimate
partners includes forced intercourse and other forms of sexual coercion,
psychological abuse such as intimidation and humiliation, and controlling
behaviours such as isolating a person from family and friends or restricting access
to information and assistance.



• IPV ≠ conflict 

• Often continues after the couple has separated

• Seriously impacts health

Intimate partner violence
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• IPV affects

– People of all social groups 

– People of all ages

Intimate partner violence



Children’s exposure to intimate partner violence 

• Definition: the mother/father victim of violence in the couple
(Holden, 2003 ; Øverlien, 2009)

• A form of child abuse                                                                                
(Convention d’Istanbul, 2018 ; Convention des Nations Unies relative aux droits de l’enfant, 1997)
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“Your child has lost his smile ?” 
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2012• One of the most common Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 

– situations that generate significant and lasting stress

– that directly affect children or affect the people they live with

www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html

2016

separation domestic mental substance incarcerated
violence illness abuse relative

emotional physical sexual neglect
abuse abuse abuse

Children’s exposure to intimate partner violence 
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2012– can have negative effects on lifelong health

Children’s exposure to intimate partner violence 

www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html
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• Still an emerging issue In Switzerland

- Prevalence?                                                                                                         
Estimate: 1 in 5 minor (Baier et al., 2018)

- How to detect? How to handle cases?

 Studies and guidelines needed 
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Children’s exposure to intimate partner violence 



• Intimate partner violence

– 1/3 of the consultations

– 1/2 parents of a minor

– 9/10 victims are women

17

Practice at the VMU



THE GENDER ISSUE

Facts and figures
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Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence 
against women and domestic violence (Istanbul Convention) 
Came into force in Switzerland in 2018

Article 3 – Definitions

d. “gender-based violence against women” shall mean violence that is directed 
against a woman because she is a woman or that affects women 
disproportionately
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Gender-based violence against women, is one of the most pronounced 
expressions of the unequal power relations between women and men.

• Cultural factors

• Legal factors

• Economic factors

• Political factors

www.coe.int/fr/web/gender-matters/home 
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The overwhelming burden of partner violence is borne by women at the hands of men 
(World report on violence and health: summary. Geneva, World Health Organization, 2002.)

(WHO, 2012)
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• In Switzerland, 1 in 5 women 
experiences physical or sexual 
violence from an intimate 
partner during her lifetime

(Gillioz, De Puy & Ducret 2005) 22



• At the VMU

− The perpetrators are men 
in 80% of the situations

N=11598 (2006-2019)

COMMUNITY 
V IOLENCE

IPV FA MILY  V IOLENCE

Men 51% Women 49%63%

5%

32%
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• Gender-specific health consequences

D’Inverno et al. (2019). The Impact of Intimate Partner Violence: A 2015 NISVS Research-
inBrief. Atlanta, GA: National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, CDC
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• Switzerland, 2020: 28 people died as a result of domestic violence

– 11/28 homicides occurred between partners

– 10/11 victims were women

– 20/28 homicides were committed by men

bfs.admin.ch/bfs/fr/home/statistiques/criminalite-droit-penal/police/violence-domestique.html



• Socio-economic inequalities and economic violence reduce the 
victims' room for maneuver: especially for women and mothers

“Her husband insults her frequently. She has no access to the bank account and her 
husband gives her a monthly allowance. She cannot spend any money without his prior 
approval and then he controls all the receipts. Three years ago, he forced her to quit her 
job and blamed her for putting their daughter in day care.”

“ She lost several jobs. If she got a better position in the company, her husband accused 
her of having an affair with her employer. He also called one of her employers and said 
he would "wait for her when she got off work" ”. 
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https://youtu.be/b-JtosP6yu0

https://youtu.be/b-JtosP6yu0


THE GENDER ISSUE

How the gender issue can disappear from IPV
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Media coverage of IPV

• Making reference to a “coup de folie”

• Minimizing or mischaracterizing of 
the facts                                                          
"a couple found dead“                                       
"family drama".

• Victim blaming                                                      
"She should have left"

Libération 30.06.2017 

"Victim of their spouses and media ghosts” 



• Change is coming
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IPV in the elderly: a "grey ceiling"?

• IPV in the elderly has been little studied

31



IPV in the elderly: a "grey ceiling"?

• IPV in the elderly has been little studied
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• IPV in the elderly is often assimilated to other forms of abuse

IPV in the elderly: a "grey ceiling" ?

• A VMU study

− 83% women victims

− 7/10 partner violence since the beginning of 
the relationship or just after the wedding

(Casellini-Le Fort & Romain-Glassey 2021) 33



Woman, 75 years old, married

Her husband was "authoritarian and brutal" from the start. During their first 
relationship, he "raped" her and told her "it had to be done, now it's done". Her 
husband constantly denigrated her, calling her "stupid" or telling her "you don't 
know how to do anything". On several occasions, as she retorted, he punched and 
kicked her. A year after the birth of their son, she was pregnant again and he 
forced her to have an abortion. Her husband always isolated her: they had no 
family, they moved often for her husband's work, and on the rare occasions when 
they had guests, her husband was unpleasant and people did not return. 

She would also need help with grooming but her husband refused to let "CMS 
come in and see what was going on in their house."

She thinks back to what happened "for over 50 years" and says " what a life!"
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THE GENDER ISSUE

Professional and institutional handling of IPV
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Victim blaming

rts 19h30 07.08.2021

A young man convicted of rape has had his 
sentence reduced by the Basel-Stadt Court 
of Appeal, which pointed to the victim's 
"provocative" behavior.
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Victim blaming

rts 19h30 07.08.2021

A young man convicted of rape has had his 
sentence reduced by the Basel-Stadt Court 
of Appeal, which pointed to the victim's 
"provocative" behavior.
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- Violence + intimacy = very complex situation

- Victims of IPV are not passive
Severe violence: more than half have already thought of leaving ... stay 

because of "concern for the children", fear of a violent reaction, financial 
consequences...

- Breakup = evolving process 

- The tasks awaiting an abused woman who leaves her partner are 
numerous and complex

Gillioz, De Puy & Ducret, 1997

Victim blaming
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"The other question everybody asks is, why doesn’t she 
just leave? Why didn’t I walk out? I could have left any 
time. To me, this is the saddest and most painful 
question that people ask, because we victims know 
something you usually don’t: It’s incredibly dangerous 
to leave an abuser.” 

- Separation: significantly higher risk of serious violence, even 
violence resulting in death 
(La violence dans les situations de séparation, BFEG, 2020)

Victim blaming
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Follow-up of victimized mothers
(2020-2021)

20 semi structured interviews 
with IPV victimized mothers 
who had come to the VMU 

between 2011 and 2014

Thematic content analysis

• Aim 

To capture their perceptions of the 
responses they received in relation 
to their needs as mothers

Victimized mothers blaming

• Methodology

Victimized mothers’ perceptions of institutional and professional 
responses following intimate partner violence
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• Victimized mothers held responsible for children’s well-being

Blame, injunctions, decisions: 

– Leaving the father

– Deciding what happens to the father 

– Access and custody rights of the father 

Frustration 
Fear
Anger
Distress

" He [her son]  was only going [to his father’s 
home] because of the court (…) so that his 
mother wouldn't have any problems (...) The 
man [the father], he was never at home. (...) 
He was not a man who was attached to his 
son, who loved him, no! (…) "  
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• Perpetrator-fathers’ impunity

– Underqualification of injuries

– Lightness of the sentences

– No follow-up on court decisions

– Violence not accounted in divorce

Injustice

" I had 800 francs of medical expenses (…). My son, he saw me for a month with a blackeye! How do 
you pay for that? (...) He only had to pay 450 francs. (...) I found it unfair because I was already 
physically hit, psychologically I was hurt a lot, my son also had psychological problems afterwards 
(...) He got off very lightly. (…) He was supposed to (...) give me the money for the medical expenses, 
he never did (…). There's no one behind, saying: 'Did it get done?' That's the biggest problem. “

42
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www.ebg.admin.ch

• Change is coming
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMANDATION
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Treatment of IPV that does not take into account the gender issue:

• Can lead to inappropriate responses 

• Increases the risk of secondary victimization 

 Training of professionals

but also 

 Deep institutional changes



https://youtu.be/fv4_B_4UiTc

https://youtu.be/fv4_B_4UiTc
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