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Chapter 16 

Transnational Foundations for Ethical Practice in Interventions Against 
Violence Against Women and Child Abuse 

Liz Kelly1 & Thomas Meysen2 

1 Child and Woman Abuse Studies Unit, London Metropolitan University, UK 
2 SOCLES International Centre for Socio-Legal Studies, Heidelberg, Germany 

with 

Carol Hagemann-White3, Vlasta Jalušič4 & Maria José Magalhães5 

3 University of Osnabrück, Germany 
4 Peace Institute, Slovenia 
5 Faculty of Psychology and Sciences of Education (FPCE), University of Porto; Interdiscilinary Centre for Gender Studies (CIEG) 

1 Introduction 

Increasing recognition of the private spheres of family, sexuality and interpersonal rela-
tionships as sites for violence has led to transformations in law and policy at national and 
international levels. There is now a broad consensus in Europe that the state has respon-
sibilities to protect children and women from violence. To enter these arenas, however, is 
to encounter complex intersections of power relations with respect to gender, generation, 
race/ethnicity, nationality and faith: a matrix of rights and responsibilities which profes-
sionals have to navigate. In this paper we use the overarching concept of intervention, 
drawing on its etymology: venire – to go, inter – in-between or inside. Professionals are 
stepping into the lives of others, which raises a set of ethical issues and dilemmas which 
also are linked to power: of the state, of belonging and knowing. Intervention as used here 
includes assessment, investigation, and legal measures alongside support, advocacy and 
counselling. 

Introducing ethics brings the word moral into play: the foundations we offer encourage 
a refective questioning of what ethical practice in interventions against violence compris-
es and at the same time advises against an attitude where moral judgements are made based 
on stereotypes. Agencies have different roles and responsibilities: some have legal pow-
ers to intervene (the police, courts and child protection) others have duties of care (health, 
counselors) and still others are community based and offer, as far as possible, confdential 
spaces in which the meaning and impacts of violence can be explored (helplines, advice 
centres, shelters, specialist women’s organisations). Inter-agency work needs to recognise 
and respect these differences. 

This framework draws on the work of the CEINAV project11 which focused on three 
forms of violence (child physical abuse and neglect, intimate partner violence, traffcking 
for sexual exploitation) in four countries (England/Wales, Germany, Portugal, Slovenia). 
We conducted multi-disciplinary focus groups with professionals, individual interviews 
with women and young people from minority communities who had experienced the three 
forms of violence and an art work process involving survivors and professionals. The proj-

1 “Cultural Encounters in Interventions Against Violence“ (CEINAV). 
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ect explored not only when intervention is justifed but also the orientation of profession-
als, how they approach those they are offering support/help and what kinds of interven-
tion make a difference for women and young people. 

1.1 Harms of violence and abuse 

I develop and defend a view of the self as fundamentally relational – capable of being undone by vi-
olence. But also of being remade in connection to others. (Brison 2002) 

Violence removes control over one’s body and mind, it changes the internal sense of self 
and the relationships to others. All intervention should, therefore, begin from a recogni-
tion that every subsequent interaction can be part of re-stitching social connections or com-
pound the harm. The challenge is not just to protect from further abuse but to expand ‘space 
for action’ to restore the freedom/liberty that has been interfered with, to come to terms 
with diffcult experiences, and in families to enable positive parenting. 

Violence against women or children tends to be a course of conduct, repeated over time, 
rather than discrete ‘incidents’ of crime. For each person there will be a complex story 
which they need to tell, to have the abuse recognised and named and an assurance that this 
should not happen again in the future. For many it may also connect to other forms of 
abuse in their lives – being bullied at school, the everyday ‘micro aggressions’ of sexism 
and racism. Micro aggressions are slights, snubs, or insults which communicate hostile or 
negative messages to a member of a minority or other non-dominant group which rein-
force stereotypes: for example, saying “I don’t see you as black” implicitly suggests that 
for the speaker blackness has a negative connection to things this person is not; referring 
to women as ‘dear’ or ‘love’ in a professional context diminishes her in relation to male 
colleagues. Awareness that you are often considered ‘less than’ connects directly to expe-
riences of violence and to being able to seek and receive help. Recognition of these expe-
riential connections is part of an orientation that seeks to understand and redress the harms 
of victimisation. 

Ethics encompass both action and attitude, with implications for what we do and how 
we do it. For example, a professional could act with care and respectfulness yet still fail 
to take any protective action, another may be sharp and unsympathetic but take protective 
action. Ethical practice would combine the two: respect plus protective action. 

Well, once again, we have to remind ourselves how important it is to take your clients seriously, and 
to respect them. (statutory sector social worker, CAN, Germany)2 

We need to tread carefully to respect her rights and just fnd out if she’s having a hard time and needs 
to talk about it and where she wants to go next with it. (NGO, DV, England/Wales) 

Firstly, what helps me most when I come here is that everyone has a smile on their face. The frst 
time I came here, this meant the world to me. (woman, DV, Slovenia) 

2 We draw on quotes from professionals, women and young people from our research, the notation offers 
their position, the form of violence they are talking about (CAN = child abuse and neglect, DV = domes-
tic violence, TSE = traffcking for sexual exploitation) and which of the four countries they are located in 
(England/Wales, Germany, Portugal, Slovenia). 
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1.2 Implications for intervention 

Violence is about being diminished, made to feel less than and controlled: for interven-
tions to be ethical they should endeavour not to reproduce this positioning. This means be-
ginning from a recognition of the other person/s. The starting point for a professional must 
be an interest to move in connection to, and conversation with, the person whose integri-
ty and dignity has been violated. Where help is sought or welcome this means far more 
than being heard, it is a joint exploration of the past, present and potential futures. The 
core responsibility of professionals, agencies and institutions involved is protection, which 
we interpret as not simply to end violence but also to support ways of living beyond the 
harms, to remake the self and (re)build social connection. 

There are, however, times when professionals are required to at least investigate con-
cerns where an adult victim and/or child have not sought support or intervention: this pres-
ents a specifc set of ethical questions and challenges. The frst layer involves when it is 
legitimate to do this, the second how possible is it to be honest and open about what may 
happen next and how much control and infuence the victim might have in the process. 
The third is negotiating potential conficts of rights and responsibilities. 

There are tensions and dilemmas at all stages: an ethical framework offers a foundation 
for thinking one’s way through them. The challenges and questions have a particular salience 
when also working across race/ethnicity, culture, and faith: the diversity of Europe means 
that new histories, values and meanings are increasingly part of this process of negotiation. 

2 An Ethical Orientation 

2.1 Respect and human dignity 

The principles of respect and human dignity should be the foundation of all engagement: 
made all the more important since both may have been violated through abuse, often ac-
tivating a sense of shame. How we treat others is the foundation of everyday ethics: are 
we approaching them with genuine interest and concern, with the intention to be fair and 
just, to do more good than we do harm? Women, children, and parents are frequently sen-
sitive to any suggestion that they are worth less than others because of what has been done 
to them or what they have done. Being alert to this in oneself and others can prevent in-
terventions doing further harm. This perspective should also inform an awareness of the 
coping and survival strategies that women and children fnd, and the resources in them-
selves and from others that they have marshaled to date. They are not necessarily weak 
and totally powerless, although repeated abuse may mean they feel like this when you frst 
encounter them. On the other hand some are angry, defensive and wary of others. Work-
ing from stereotypes of how a victim should feel and behave means we are unlikely to 
openly approach the person themselves, and may mean that we unintentionally further de-
mean and diminish them. Kathleen Barry (1979) calls this ‘victimism’. 

Creating the role and status of the victim is the practice I call victimism. (…) she is assigned victim 
status and then seen only in terms of what has happened to her. (…) It creates a framework for oth-
ers to know her not as a person, but as a victim, someone to whom violence has been done. Victim-
ism is an objectifcation which establishes new standards for defning experience, those standards 
dismiss any question of will, and deny that the woman even whilst enduring sexual violence is a liv-
ing, changing, growing, interactive person. (pp. 38–39) 
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A similar process can happen with a parent or parents who have neglected or hurt a child, 
whereby they are reduced to a stereotype, often linked to class and/or race/ethnicity. Ap-
proaching them as complex, whole people, as women and men, may create a space in which 
they can dare to acknowledge their behaviour. Stereotypes of men who abuse and exploit 
women may place them outside the category of human, and thus not worth engaging with. 
Everybody who faces interventions should be accorded basic respect and human dignity: 
these are the foundations on which those who harm others have the right to be held to ac-
count and offered the opportunity to change, to be given the chance to refect on what they 
have done and its consequences. Men who have dominated their partner as well as those 
who have traffcked women need to receive clear messages that their behavior is neither 
supported nor endorsed. In cases of physical child abuse and neglect mothers and fathers 
usually need to be helped to refect on their parenting, and often also their relationship 
with each other, in order to see what their children’s needs are, to think about what posi-
tive parenting looks like. In households with children in which intimate partner violence 
is present, professionals must recognise that protection also applies to the adult woman. 
As long as she herself is in need of protection, intervention should seek to open up spac-
es for action that enable her to fnd a way out of the violence, offering support towards 
fnding solutions that ensure both her own safety and that of her child(ren). 

The only thing they wanted me to do was to leave home and go to a shelter but that is so unfair! He 
is the one who should leave the house. (…) everything in my house was bought with my money. (wom-
an, DV, Portugal) 

2.2 Keeping the focus on the purpose of intervention 

Everyone is so risk averse and even in those fnely balanced cases you come down on the side of cau-
tion. (lawyer, CAN, England/Wales) 

Interventions against interpersonal violence are not an end in themselves. The purpose is 
to secure or restore the dignity of a person that has suffered or is likely to suffer harm. Pro-
tection is thus a vital part of this task which is likely to be legally regulated. Failure by 
agencies to act to protect when they knew about violence also exposes professionals and 
organisations to public critique. This can lead to a focus on not making mistakes and only 
preventing the worst from occurring or recurring, rather than building trust and connec-
tion and enabling good outcomes. Good outcomes are more than reducing risk or secur-
ing immediate safety, they encompass a more holistic and contextual assessment of the 
harms that have been sustained and how these might be mitigated. ‘Following the rules/ 
guidelines’ can become a professional refuge from more demanding engagements, espe-
cially in felds which are often characterised by uncertainty and ambiguity. It is an under-
standable and genuine need to be able to refer to clear standards and guidelines, but the 
value of professional judgement in individual situations should not be diminished. Guide-
lines/standards/rules are a baseline, a place from which to refect on their relevance and 
potential consequences in the lives of specifc women, children and families. 
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2.3 Self-determination and participation 

They put me in a room and started asking me everything about my father, everything from A to Z, but 
I really didn’t want to talk to them. Because it was true, three men sit next to you asking you various 
questions, but I didn’t talk. I told them it was none of their business … It was my personal matter, it 
didn’t concern them. (woman, TSE, Slovenia) 

Oh dear. Just as if she was my boss. Well, it was like she would decide everything about me. I really 
felt like that. (adolescent, CAN, Germany) 

When we started to tell our situation, they immediately said that they had to inform the authorities. 
I immediately gave up. I am absolutely sure that if I pursued a divorce he would kill me, I am cer-
tain of that. (woman, DV, Portugal) 

A strong commitment by states to intervene in situations with violence, but which is linked 
to ‘following the rules’, may create practice cultures in which control sits with profession-
als, where they are assumed to know more about violence and how to end it than those 
who are suffering it or, particularly with parents, who are responsible for it. This produc-
es actions which are not based in conversation and exchange but a paternalistic ‘we know 
best’. Women, children, parents, and professionals all know more, know less, know dif-
ferent things, these different forms of knowledge need to be shared and negotiated. 

For example, a perception that minoritised3 women are more likely to accept abuse, 
even not defne it as violence (a position taken by some professionals in our study) may 
be challenged in a conversation: women can be clear that the behavior of partners or ex-
ploitation by traffckers was wrong, not acceptable, yet not believe it can be stopped, or 
not know who they can trust to support them. Here we encounter a version of victimism 
which positions women from minorities as not knowing, rather than professionals not be-
ing curious enough to discover what the women they are working with know and think. 
We suggest approaching them as knowers of their own experience and to inform them 
about their rights and possibilities to activate the intervention system. 

Viewing violence as a ‘tradition’, where women ‘take what’s coming to them’, is not 
the same as a perception that men’s behaviours should be absolved. Rather, it is that such 
abuses are rooted in notions of men’s rights, and specialist support enables women to rec-
ognise their own rights to live free from violence (Coy & Sharp-Jeffs, 2016, p33). 

At the same time there may be situations, obviously for children but also for women, 
where safety, dignity and self-respect are at stake, in which they need others to advocate 
for them and/or take responsibility for diffcult decisions. The impacts of ongoing abuse 
can erode confdence, and in some situations the extent of control limits one’s capacity to 
make decisions for oneself. It is, however, not always possible to know whether these con-
ditions apply before creating contexts in which women or children are able to tell their 
story to someone. Ethical standpoints are, therefore, not absolutes. They vary depending 
on what emotional and other resources each person has at any point in time to make self-de-
termined decisions on the one hand and on what possibility the professionals have to es-
tablish a connection with the individual/s on the other. This is why interventions require 
negotiation and consideration. It is not unethical to act on someone’s behalf if they have 
asked you to do so or you have offered and they have accepted. It might be unethical to 
take protective actions, especially in relation to an adult, where that person has refused or 
not taken up an offer of help. Here a series of questions need to be asked: are there other 

3 We use this term to refer to anyone from an ethnic or cultural minority and in recognition that there is so-
cial process involved in being ‘minoritised’. 
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forms of support which might be acceptable; is the refusal of support rooted in fear or co-
ercion?; are there timescales required in law or by procedures?; is there space to slow down 
processes, to make time in which someone can be supported to participate? The funda-
mental issue is whether timescales can be adjusted, in each specifc context, to enable ex-
ploration of what the barriers and concerns of women, young people and children might 
be. 

You’re afraid, or fear for your life, or fear for your child’s life, or (…) you have other wishes or 
you’re ashamed before your neighbours (…) So you’re not capable of making decisions on your own 
at the time. (woman, DV, Slovenia) 

Well, it’s very clear, if I have to assume that there is a concrete danger, that she is actually in dan-
ger, that there have been attacks and very bad things are happening, then I would certainly pass that 
information on. (NGO, TSE, Germany) 

Interventions in the lives of women, parents and children, initiated without their consent 
and thereby over-ruling self-determination, can only be legitimate where their safety is in 
serious jeopardy: in the feld of violence against women this is the only ethically justifed 
entry into unconsented intervention. In the feld of child abuse and neglect the state re-
sponsibility to protect (art. 19 CRC) and the child’s right to live with her/his family (art. 
18 CRC) call for an assessment of the possible outcomes for the individual child if inter-
vention takes place or not, while the child’s and young person’s growing ability and wish-
es to be participate in decisions needs to be taken into account. 

Acting for someone else through advocacy might be appropriate where their space for 
action has been depleted by abuse and/or where the processes are ones in which they would 
be structurally disadvantaged, this includes access to language, knowledge of the law and 
systems but extends to not being responded to in fair and just ways. To advocate for some-
one, however, requires knowing how they understand their situation, their own needs and 
goals, and seeking to get as close to these as possible within a framework of protection. 
The role of the professional is to ensure that the person’s rights are recognised and real-
ised: this includes explaining laws, policies and processes so that at a later point the wom-
an or young person can become their own advocate. Such sharing and discussing can shift 
a process from acting for to acting with someone. 

(…) any intervention plan has to be done according to the woman’s will. Because, in the end, we re-
alise that women are the experts of their own risk, of the risk they are living. (NGO women’s centre, 
DV, Portugal) 

2.4 Accepting uncertainty: too early or too late, too much or not enough? 

Yes, at the best one would like 100 percent safety: 100 percent, but you just can’t have that. (Child 
care worker, CAN, Germany) 

(…) it is important that all professionals become aware that victims’ feelings are very ambivalent. 
(magistrate, DV, Portugal) 

And that is exactly our courage or no courage or what, our decision how we sometimes, do we ad-
dress a problem, do we not address it, the reasons why we delay something, this is really diffcult. 
(emergency residential care, CAN, Germany) 
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The ethical dilemmas of intervening too early or too late, too much or not enough, trou-
ble professionals across countries and professional groups, leading to a search for more 
effective ways to assess the degree of danger or potential harm. This can be perceived as 
a tightrope walk but usually the path is much broader, leaving room for alternatives in the 
process of decision-making. And even the best risk assessment and risk management sys-
tems do not resolve the questions of when to intervene and how much. 

So it’s like at the beginning it all happened too fast and now everything is all happening too slowly. 
(adolescent, CAN, England/Wales) 

I really felt seen and that somebody listens to me, not, when I’m speaking, it somehow goes in one 
ear and out the other. And yes, that was actually very good for me. (adolescent, CAN, Germany) 

The abstract requirement to assess a (potential) risk of harm needs to be balanced with the 
concrete situation of intervening into the lives of individuals. We should, therefore, wher-
ever possible, begin from engagement with the victim or family. This raises questions about 
the ethics of collecting information from other agencies before speaking with the person/s 
themselves. Learning how to ask about violence and abuse confdently, with care and sen-
sitivity, and being able to listen to and hear what is said are basic components of ethical 
practice for a range of professionals. At the same time we know that it is not always pos-
sible to tell. Constraint, coercion and distrust act as barriers. Here professionals may have 
a responsibility to investigate further whilst keeping open lines of communication, to be 
curious and open to what you do not know. Women, children, and most of the time par-
ents, should feel that professionals prioritise cooperation with them over that with other 
professionals. 

[NGO] are taking the fear from me. (woman, TSE, England/Wales) 

Of course, we realise that identifying the woman as a victim of a crime will frustrate her more than 
it will support her because it will crumble the [self-]image, all those expectations that she created. 
(NGO, TSE, Portugal) 

There will be occasions where it is necessary to take protective action even when it has 
not been requested. This requires a weighing of interests. These may be set generally and 
bindingly (by law, guidelines) or require professional judgement in each case: this requires 
both the courage to act and not to act, courage to not just follow the rules, but to explore 
what action might be the most benefcial to the person concerned. This refective process 
means that professionals themselves need support, spaces in which they can explore the 
potential consequences of their actions, including for the relationship they have with the 
women, children and parents. 

2.5 Confidentiality, transparency and relationships of trust 

Ms. Y. She’s the one that is there for me. Now I am relaxed not like before. (…) She knows everything 
about me. Yeah, I can tell her everything, I trust her that she is not going to let it go. (woman, TSE, 
Germany) 

Yes, absolutely, immediately, the frst conversation, when I came to Ms. X, I got the impression: this 
lady listens to you, she’s there for you and she believes you. (woman, DV, Slovenia) 
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When I went to the institution I was assigned a tutor. My tutor is an incredible person. She is like a 
mother to me. Inside the institution she treats me like anyone else, outside the institution she is a 
mother and treats me as if I was her own daughter. (adolescent, CAN, Portugal) 

It was all confdential and private. They [NGO] were not sharing my personal matters to anybody 
else – [which is] – really important – I am not sharing with anybody. If I have shared, that person – 
the person I am sharing with has to be trustworthy – they really went deep down and understood. 
(woman, DV, England/Wales) 

(…) we could start by offering her something, a safe place to stay, something to eat, someone who 
speaks her language. In that way as well, trust can be built. (NGO, TSE, Germany) 

To experience violence and abuse, especially from a partner or family member, is to have 
trust betrayed. Building and maintaining trust in helping relationships is therefore a ne-
cessity, but also a challenge. A trusting relationship with professionals matters intensely 
to women and children who overcome exploitation, abuse or neglect: creating this requires 
ongoing balancing between confdentiality and transparency. The right to informational 
self-determination should be respected as much as possible, and anonymity should be pre-
served in any large data sets. But there are occasions where confdentiality cannot be prom-
ised or guaranteed. In these cases honesty and transparency should be the primary orien-
tation: the limits of confdentiality must be made clear from the outset and the likely 
outcomes of sharing information made explicit. Women, young people, parents and, where 
appropriate, children have the right to know who information will be shared with. This re-
turns control to the women, children, and parents, to decide how much to tell and to whom, 
and how much trust to place in professionals. Honesty and transparency, especially when 
taking actions that women, children, and parents may be wary of, or that are unwelcome, 
are also ways of becoming worthy of trust. It is critical to remember that information shar-
ing is an act that can help or harm: it must, therefore, be thought about carefully each time. 
To share information is not a protective or helpful intervention in itself, it is what is done 
with information that can make a difference. 

This obligation to report often can put the victim at a higher-risk. (…) Sometimes, people move for-
ward without caution. (victim’s centre, IPV, Portugal) 

Where there’s confdentiality you understand about consent and an opportunity to build trust. (law-
yer, TSE, England/Wales) 

You pass this information on and hope that something will happen. (teacher, CAN, Slovenia) 

(…) a child confdes something to us and if we pass this information on, we’ll be abusing their con-
fdence in a way, so I think it’s important to explain to the child. (NGO, CAN, Slovenia) 

2.6 Prioritising protection and rebuilding lives 

I had to go to court as a witness, but because I didn’t want to, I said that it didn’t make sense for me 
to go to court. (…) But they made me go. (adolescent, CAN, Slovenia) 

My adviser then called me and said: See, I do not ask you for permission, I have already informed 
the police, but the report we’re going to do together. (woman, DV, Slovenia) 
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Whilst international human rights standards require that violence and abuse to women and 
children is criminalised, freedom from violence needs to be placed at the forefront of pro-
fessional guidance, if in confict with criminal prosecution. An ongoing ethical challenge 
is how to create systems that deliver both protection and prosecution; it remains the case 
that taking part in prosecutions is frequently experienced as having no control, and being 
demeaned. These are unfair burdens, especially if the criminal justice system fails to pro-
vide safety for women or children before, during and after proceedings. The confict and 
ethical dilemmas here cannot be resolved only through victim’s rights in proceedings, al-
though enabling these rights to be realised is necessary. There are times when the respon-
sibility of the state to prosecute sits in tension with the self-determination of a woman or 
the best interests of a child. Some minority communities are less likely to see criminal jus-
tice systems as sites of safety/protection or indeed justice – particularly where male fam-
ily members experience racialised forms of harassment/surveillance. 

Contested understandings of what is just are in play here, and need to be considered. 
We need to ask the fundamental question of how criminal law can be ethical if it fails to 
protect women or children in the prosecutorial process or if it overrides the necessities to 
provide protection and support. If a prosecution results in a woman or child having to live 
with ongoing fear of retaliation, needing to move away from a community they are part 
of, or being rejected by other family members, what has been gained? 

Women have already been denied any voice or control so to deny them choice [about sharing infor-
mation] again would be replicating their experiences of traffcking. (NGO, TSE, England/Wales) 

She keeps my privacy, I can tell her everything. (woman, TSE, Germany) 

2.7 Culture and ethnicity as one lens 

Yes, my mother is African. Me, I am not African. (woman, TSE, Germany) 

Culture is another, very necessary, but just one other lens through which you approach the case. 
(lawyer, CAN, England/Wales) 

The truth is that, between the need, at least the social demand, of respecting the culture and the need 
to intervene, this issue is not easy. (statutory sector social worker, CAN, Portugal) 

We pigeon-hole people whether we want to or not. It switches on automatically: ah yes, the Russians. 
The Turkish. We don’t speak it out loud, but at frst we also have it. That we judge the risk to be high-
er or lower. (NGO, DV, Germany) 

The same right to protection regardless of the cultural or ethnic background of a woman, 
child or family is, from a human rights standpoint, an undisputable normative frame and 
principle (non-discrimination). Having the same rights, however, does not mean that ev-
eryone should be responded to in the same way: it does not follow that interventions should 
be exactly the same, on the contrary, they need to be adapted to individual contexts. 

Professionals from majority cultures often express less confdence in their practice when 
working with women and/or children from minority communities. Some draw on cultural 
narratives to explain this. This can stem from an authentic wish for deeper understanding of 
histories different to their own, but it can also refect an unquestioned attribution of culture 
only to those who do not belong to the majority. Culture is thus seen as relevant only to those 
from minorities, often deemed as ‘more traditional’ even though in the very acts of seeking/ 
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accepting support women, children and parents are challenging such views. Here lies the 
danger of stereotyping, of thinking of ‘culture’ as some unchanging essence, as an inherit-
ed and fxed attribute. This may lead to labelling as ‘us’ and ‘them’; of implicitly excluding 
minority children or families, women and men from the circle of trust and belonging. 

It’s part of their culture that a woman mustn’t – that she must bear it, that she mustn’t leave. (pros-
ecutor, DV, Slovenia) 

Our experience, especially with Roma women, is that you can’t get a Roma woman out of her clan. 
That is really as you said, they grow up like that. (Police, TSE, Germany) 

In the feld of intimate partner violence interactions can prompt what has been termed a 
‘triple defensiveness’: women are defensive with professionals about their victimisation; 
how their mothering will be judged; and about being a minority woman. This is why many 
appreciate being able to access specialist services run by women from minorities, it cre-
ates a different basis for interaction. 

In the feld of child protection there is also the trap of attributing maltreatment to a cul-
tural or religious background, rather than exploring, as would be usual practice, the par-
ticular family situation: current living conditions, individual, sometimes transgeneration-
al learning in which culture may play a more or less important role. 

In the feld of traffcking for sexual exploitation immigration and nationality status lo-
cates victims structurally as ‘others’ by placing cooperation in criminal proceedings as an 
exchange for potential and partial protection. Furthermore, limitations on the refection 
period and distinctions between EU and third party nationals may remove even the most 
minimal of support. 

Unfortunately we can only support those who are in the NRM [National Referral Mechanism]. (…) 
We cannot guarantee the safety of non-EU women. They thought they were safe and then they end 
up sleeping in a bus shelter. (social worker NGO, TSE, England/Wales) 

The diversity of many countries and in cities means that many professionals will encoun-
ter children and women who have a different heritage to their own. Responding to these 
challenges by developing ‘cultural competence’ has limits: it is simply not possible to have 
even cursory knowledge of the range of all the backgrounds, histories and contexts that 
one might encounter. There is also an implicit assumption in this concept that there are 
shared cultural beliefs and values across whole groups, which is another form of stereo-
typing. Moreover, the expectation that professionals should be ‘cultural competent’ can 
lead to feelings of inadequacy when faced with someone from a background the profes-
sional knows little about. 

Yes, and intercultural competences, when I’m thinking about the children in our neighbourhood, 50 
different nations, where is my knowledge about them? (headmaster primary school, CAN, Germany) 

We would ask specifc questions in order to look at what we needed to put in place, and what they 
need to be safe. (NGO, DV, England/Wales) 

We propose an alternative approach, what we are terming ‘professional curiosity’: to be a 
hearer who seeks to understand from another’s perspective, to imagine what might be trou-
bling them and then explore this in conversation. This means placing each woman, child, 
parent in the position of a knower, a holder of knowledge about their history, social loca-
tion, and cultural and social experiences. Supporters can only share this if they ask and 
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engage in conversational process to ensure they are understanding rather than assuming. 
Key things professionals need to ask about include what it means in their context to be a 
victim, and what concerns and fears do they have about engaging with state and support 
agencies. Respectful and appropriate questioning here may also reveal critical informa-
tion relevant to securing protection. Asking about and exploring these aspects of lived ex-
perience is also a route to earning trust, being worthy of trust to those who have been vic-
timised as well as the family members they are working with; over time this will also 
promote trust on one’s capacity and capability as a professional. 

But it [the fear] is because we don’t know very well the reality and culture. (…) we fear, many times, 
what we don’t know. (police, DV, Portugal) 

Yes, we need more time and we need to ask differently. That means ask things we would simply as-
sume for German families, because we are one culture. (statutory sector social worker, DV, Germa-
ny) 

She asked me like what kind of family I would feel comfortable in, is it OK, is there any specifc re-
ligion, stuff like – she just wanted me to feel comfortable, asking me if I want to be, if I want to stay. 
(adolescent, CAN, England/Wales) 

Culture and race/ethnicity are just one lens through which to approach children, young 
people and women. Other lenses may, at certain points or for individuals, be less or 
more significant. This again is something to be explored with the person concerned. It 
is often only within specialised services, or even mutual support from others in simi-
lar positions, that these complexities of location and identities can be fully articulated 
and recognised. 

We sort of comfort each other by hearing our stories. (woman, TSE, England/Wales) 

It strengthens you, where you just feel now you can breathe for yourself (…) that was the frst time I 
felt safe. (woman, TSE, England/Wales) 

2.8 Ethical practice needs resources 

Food is the frst thing, moral follows on. (Bertolt Brecht) 

At the level of the national and local state ensuring key components of support and pro-
tective measures are available is a foundation for an ethical informed practice itself. If vi-
tal support and assistance is not available and accessible when women, children and par-
ents need them, protection in its broader sense is in question. Therefore, access to 
appropriate support for women, children and families, suffcient in relation to their needs, 
is indispensable. 

Then we got a family assistance and then things were getting a little bit better for me. (adolescent, 
CAN, Germany) 

Not every service/institution is appropriate to take on the responsibility of engaging with 
women, children or parents who seek help. But if they are approached, and someone be-
gins to speak about abuse, there is an ethical obligation to develop a welcoming practice 
of initial listening and hearing and then referral to more specialised services. 
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For those for whom language, knowledge and access to rights represent barriers to pro-
tection and support it is the responsibility of services to address these. It is up to the sys-
tems to fnd ways to get into contact with those who are currently excluded. This involves 
reaching out – ‘outreach’ – to places and spaces which marginalised groups do access. 
Specialised support services led by minority women/professionals, crafted from knowl-
edge of minority communities, is an encouraging model of such an approach. Independent 
NGOs are uniquely positioned in cases of violence, they usually have more opportunities 
to be fexible, respond to individual needs and situations. For ethical practice across inter-
vention chains this needs to be valued and maintained. 

It would be diffcult for women to go through this on their own, without these organisations. (wom-
an, DV, Slovenia) 

The Ethical Professional 

The worst part is, then they say, we give you these three months, stay in this building, don’t go to 
City N, not even City D. What? We are just different color. But the same eye, body, it’s not so differ-
ent. We are all human beings. So treat me like a human being. (…) Not like an animal you keep. 
(woman, TSE, Germany) 

To be in connection with other human beings is a responsibility of ethical practice which 
requires responsiveness and space for refection. Within this professional curiosity, asking 
questions is less a sign of ignorance, and more the communication of a genuine interest in 
understanding and learning. 

Building trusting relationships is crucial to an ethically informed practice in the felds 
of violence against women and child abuse and neglect: this requires confdentiality, if this 
cannot be given in the particular case, situation or professional relationship, transparency 
and honesty must be the hallmarks of interaction. 

Ethical engagements with those in need of protection and support cannot be crafted 
only through resorting to rules/guidelines. Rather these have to be in conversation with 
the wishes and needs of particular persons, with consideration of what the intended and 
unintended consequences of various courses of action might be. Ethically informed prac-
tice requires space for professional judgement, since it is here that the needs and contexts 
of the particular woman, child or family can be taken into account. 

Culture/ethnicity is one lens professionals look through when working with women, 
children and families in their search for understanding and appropriate interventions. And 
this lens needs to be more like a kaleidoscope, allowing for variations and changes of hori-
zons between individuals and groups. 

To achieve an ethical practice professionals need space for refection on their actions, 
their relationships with the women, children and parents, their positioning as a profession-
al, their beliefs and frames of reference. Therefore, explicit discussions on and learning 
about professional ethics, peer supervision, and other supportive spaces are essential to 
becoming and remaining an ethical professional when intervening in violence against 
women and abuse of children. 
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