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INTRODUCTION TO THE DOCUMENT
Children First (CF) is a European funded project that aims to improve levels of
assistance and support for children victims of witnessed violence. Specifically, the
project aims to increase the skills of professionals active in this field in dealing with
and detecting, even in advance, cases of witnessed domestic violence, strengthening
cooperation between the various parties involved in these issues.
During the project, training activities will be carried out for professionals and territorial
guidelines and local operational agreements will be developed to promote future
working tools focused on cooperation among the various specialized centers.
In this framework, the main project goals are:
•

To contribute at the application of the 10 Principles for integrated child
protection systems through the improvement of the quality services to the child
suffering of Witnessed Domestic Violence (WDV), through the involvement of
specialized professionals who work with children for many years, who know
their rights, their healthy process of psychophysical development and who have
adequate training in the field of child protection.

•

To enhance the skills of practitioners working in selected critical areas to assist
children victim of WDV;

•

To promote cooperation, multidisciplinary and holistic approaches among local
institution, stakeholders and practitioners

•

To strengthened cooperation between competent regional/local authorities,
NGOs, Stakeholders using the network of the partner organization as vehicles to
promote the project outputs and the notions acquired during the project
implementation

The Comparative International Report represent the main deliverable of the Work
Package n. 2 of the project. The Comparative International Report serve to provide a
common reading of the results obtained in the national areas (Italy, Bulgaria and
Greece) together with the evaluation of the intercountry heterogeneity. The
Comparative International Report (and the underlying results emerged in T2.3, T2.4 and
2.5) represent the official baseline for the impact assessment, for the elaboration of
training material (WP3) and for the protocol and transnational guidelines (WP4).
Please Note: Due the International Pandemic – SARS COV 2, the Focus Groups activities
with children are missing in the comparative analysis. For this reason, this document
represent a not definitive version.
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WITNESSED VIOLENCE
As is well known, " witnessed violence " is a form of maltreatment of children and young
people, sons and daughters who experience domestic violence with their mothers, who
directly experience gender-based violence, bringing indelible wounds into their lives
that can heavily affect their existential trajectories. They are victims of psychological
maltreatment, difficult to decode, but also of other forms of maltreatment (physical,
verbal, stalking, economical, etc.) and although themselves learn models of violent
relationships, of power and oppression. Recognized for several years, widespread
worldwide, but still underestimated and underestimated, its survey still clashes with
the difficulty of recognizing domestic violence and relates to a cultural dimension that
tends to deny violence against women and children and the traumatic consequences
which produces. Studies and researches on witnessing violence begun in the 1970s
have highlighted, on a global level, the damage caused to girls and boys and have
indicated it as a risk factor for other types of maltreatment such as physical
mistreatment, neglect sexual abuse. Recently the DSM V, the most important diagnostic
manual of psychiatric disorders, recognizes the witnessing of domestic violence by
children and young people as a source of psychic trauma that must be faced and
treated.
There are several more purely technical-operational problems: such as the recognition
of psychological mistreatment and the knowledge of the dynamics of violence in the
parental couple, the difference between conflict and violence in the couple, which
concern training that must be more specific to operators who work in the industry.
Finally yet importantly, the difficulty of integration and collaboration between the
various agencies and services for the protection of children and anti-violence centers,
as well as, where they exist, centers for violent men. An integrated and systematic
approach to the phenomenon is therefore increasingly urgent, following the ecological
approach (WHO, 2002) which has proven to be the most effective for dealing with
complex phenomena.
The European project Children First fits into this perspective with the aim of focusing
on the phenomenon, in its specificity, thus putting children first, to encourage an
approach that puts victim children and their needs at the center, counteracting a single
vision. adult center of the problem, to identify the most effective actions to be
implemented for a not only formal recognition of witnessed violence and to implement
adequate interventions that take into account the various levels of complexity. This
approach also questions other unavoidable levels that are intertwined with the
intervention methodology that cannot be reduced to intervention on the damage, once
the violence has taken place, but which must include prevention actions, articulated
and widespread, as the WHO has long indicated, also with the latest programs from
Inspire. The preventive dimension so far too little explored and implemented in many
countries must become a further objective that must be set, and which requires indepth reflection on experiences that have given positive results.
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The Children First project promotes an important work of comparison between three
countries of the European Union, different from each other, but which represent a
realistic cross-section of the approach to the problem and allows to identify criticalities,
convergences and strengths, in order to propose in an international dimension
implementations which have proved to be useful at the local level for improving the
level of effectiveness and competence.
The method of approaching the problem ideally follows the Ecological Model of the
Intervention promoted by WHO (2002, 2006, and 2013) which considers four concentric
areas that interact in the etiology, prevention and treatment of damage: Macrosystem,
Exosystem, Mesosystem, and Microsystem.

5

Define witnessed violence
A necessary step for the real recognition of witnessed violence is to share a definition
that specifies its characteristics and outlines its consequences on the level of
psychophysical health of children and young people. . The definition must highlight a
not at all obvious concept: the perception and effects of violence, and related
experiences, have a direct impact on children and young people even when they are
not physically present. Mothers often also put the denial of this reading forward, when
they say that their children did not realize what was happening because "they were
sleeping" or "they were in the other room". Unfortunately, knowing about violence and
detecting its signs, in people and things, causes painful feelings, experiences of
alertness and malaise, to the point of becoming traumatic conditions. Furthermore, it
seems important to include in the definition a new type of victim, unfortunately
increasingly present, that of the so-called "special orphans". This term refers to all those
children and young people who have lost their mother at the hands of their father. They
are the "victims of violence assisted by homicide, multiple homicides, suicide" (Cismai,
2017) who live in a particularly serious condition and require targeted interventions.
Particularly the complexity of the traumatic state (traumatic bereavement) and the
psychopathological consequences that can derive from it and therefore the need for
adequate treatment. "Children / adolescents have lost both parental references and
have often witnessed the murder of their mother directly or have seen her body. The
treatment must take on characteristics such as to respond to the particular needs of
the minor and must include the new caregivers, to whom the children are entrusted
"(Cismai, 2017).
It is fundamental to recognize and share the traumatic dimension of the effects of
witnessed violence on children and young people recognized as already mentioned by
the DSM V, which emphasizes its gravity and how exposure to early relational trauma
can determine complex and different symptomatological pictures, with a wide
spectrum of developmental delays that may affect the cognitive, linguistic, motor
spheres and the skills of socialization (Van der Kolk, 2005). Furthermore, children and
young people who experience violence in the family suffer severe damage to
relationships with caregivers, as their bonds of attachment are undermined. The
emotional conditions of parents in violence, as a victim and as an abuser, do not allow
the structuring of a secure attachment, which protects from dangers, regulates
emotions and reassures (Attili, 2013).
The sharing of the definition between institutions and professionals on the one hand
recognizes the existence of the phenomenon and its specificity and lays the
foundations for a common language that becomes shared heritage for coordinated and
targeted interventions.

The reference and use of operational protocols
The need to prepare national protocols for the detection of violence witnessed by
minors has been recognized by many parties. The interinstitutional memoranda of
understanding guarantee an interconnection between the various agencies and
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institutions involved in combating violence against women and children, both to set up
a shared work in the objective, and to avert the consequences of secondary
victimization on children connected to actions uncoordinated and contradictory. The
protocols must also address the issues of prevention, awareness and training.

Operational guidelines for professionals to approach the problem
The formulation of operational guidelines for professionals is an important tool to be
shared at all levels. The guidelines based on the example of those drawn up by Cismai
in 2017, which indicate effective operational steps and intervention responses related
to detection, protection, evaluation, treatment, based on evidence based.
Operational guidelines should be applied by all operators in the socio-health area for
the detection of violence against women as early as possible, already during pregnancy
and the puerperium. We know what damage, even very serious, can cause violence to
both the mother and the unborn child. A protective network must be supported and
implemented (schools, services, shelters, law enforcement agencies, the judiciary)
capable of intercepting discomfort, stopping violence and activating protection with
suitable measures, ensuring the treatment of traumatic consequences on children.

Quality of interventions on children
Interventions on children must be precocious and competent: once the situation of
domestic violence and its dangerousness has been identified, together with the taking
charge of the victim mother, her protection and support, the children must be
guaranteed evaluation and reparation paths. Medical and psychological assessment of
the damage suffered by both abused mothers and their children is still poorly carried
out, with particular attention to the damage that is created in the mother-child
relationship; nor is medium and long-term monitoring carried out. The intervention on
the trauma of children is a fundamental step so that they can re-read the experiences
they have lived and that condition their emotional and relational world, to process
those experiences of anguish, helplessness, anger that these conditions cause. It is
desirable that standardized intervention tools for the trauma of children and the repair
of relationships be structured and spread. Working on repairing the bond with parental
figures is a priority aspect, first of all with the abused parent to facilitate
communication and understanding of the traumatic experience and find more adaptive
ways of sharing. Often children and mothers do not talk to each other about the
experience of violence, mutually reinforcing each other in the mechanisms of
minimization and denial, to protect each other from painful memories. It is essential to
recover and re-elaborate the relationship with the mother and re-establish relational
modalities that overcome the distortions of the relationship by giving the child his own
emotional space, in the redistribution of roles, helping the mother to regain his
parenthood and relieving the child of the many responsibilities that he was accolated.
Equally important, whenever possible, is to work on the male parenting figure and what
it transmits.
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Critical Issues
The fact that witnessed violence does not correspond to a specific legal profile leads
to an underestimation of the problem and its consequences on children and young
people in civil trials, where the supreme interest of the child often becomes invisible
as well as the rights of women victims of violence. When determining the custody of
children and their relationship with parents in the process of separation, due attention
is still lacking to episodes of domestic violence experienced by underage children.

Prevention
The strategies to combat domestic violence cannot fail to be strictly connected "to a
work of prevention that must involve society as a whole, also with respect to cultural
factors and the psychological and emotional components that are still reproducing
violence today" ( Pedrocco Biancardi, 2005). " Already in 2006, the WHO stated that
child maltreatment can be prevented. To do this, an interdisciplinary systemic approach
is needed which develops actions at various levels aimed at: - preventing the
occurrence of violence against children (primary prevention); - detect cases of violence
and intervene early (secondary prevention); - provide continuous assistance to victims
and families where ill-treatment occurs, also in order to prevent their recurrence
(tertiary prevention). The 2013 WHO European report reiterates that it is time to focus
on prevention by adopting a public health approach based on existing evidence. It is
reiterated that prevention must be at the center of social policies, with greater intersector coordination work, as is hoped for by the approach promoted by "Health 2020".
Approved in 2012 by the 53 countries of the WHO European Region, it aims to improve
health for all citizens. It was published in English by WHO Regional Office for Europe
in 2013 under the title Health 2020 an Eropean policy. The new European health policy
model identifies four priority areas for political action and supports investment and
action through integrated approaches for health promotion, prevention and well-being.
This is the main road to counter violence against women and their children.

Training
A fundamental aspect is represented by the constant and updated training of
professionals who at various levels deal with witnessed violence, both on general and
specific issues of the various professions, to acquire increasingly effective skills.

INTERNATIONAL COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
The analysis of the approach to the phenomenon of witnessed violence of the three
countries of the European Union, Bulgaria (Centre Dinamika, Ruse), Greece (Women
Center of Karditsa) and Italy (Horizon Service, Sulmona) partners in this project, allows
to identify critical issues and strengths to propose useful implementations to improve
the level of effectiveness and competence.
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Regulations
In all countries, the national laws on Child Protection are sufficient and articulated, all
countries have adopted the Istanbul Convention. Only in Italy, there is a law for
protection of “special orphans”, Law 11 January 2018, n.4. Special orphans are the boys,
girls, adolescents and young adults of women victims of femicide. They are called
"special" because the trauma resulting from the killing of the mother by the partner has
a devastating impact and consequences (Baldry, 2017). The law on special orphans
provides for important changes such as access to free legal aid, medical and
psychological assistance for orphans, the suspension of the survivor's pension for the
murderer, the possibility for orphans to change their surname. On the economic front,
the fund for victims of mafia, usury and violent international crimes is extended to
orphans of domestic crimes.
The legislative dimension is more than adequate. Better coordination, competent and
technical is identified by the partners as a decisive qualitative element.
In particular, Bulgaria points out that: “Although it seems that this issue is legislatively
fully covered still there are gaps. UNICEF2 analysed and identified weak capacity for
detecting and reporting cases of violence; lack of practice in applying the best interest of
the child; weak inter-sectoral cooperation between child protection, education and health
systems; weak capacities of the multi-disciplinary teams; and the lack of trained
professionals from the child protection, police and justice systems as causes for the
inadequate response to violence across the country…. Coordination mechanism still lacks of
coordination between different actors involved. Another issue of public dispute is the hostile
reaction of the society against the new National Strategy afor Children and reaction against
Law on Social Services”
In all countries, there is no legal definition of witnessed violence, which is not
recognized as a crime but is included in other types of domestic violence or family
abuse crimes.
In Italy, a first step is the Law 69/2019, known as « Red Code », which provides for an
increase in the aggravating circumstance of the crime of mistreatment in the family of
the mistreatment occurs in the presence or to the detriment of minors. For the first
time, it predicts that children involved in violence are offended people and as such,
they are granted the right to be heard and defended.

Infrastructure
In all countries, there are infrastructures at national level with respect to violence
against women and children, which organize actions to combat violence at national
level and a network of services and centers for reception and support for women victims
of violence, and protection and care services for children victims of maltreatment with
a different but widespread territorial structure.
BULGARIA: The State bodies for child protection pursuant to Art. 6 of the Law on Child
Protection are: - the Chair of the State Agency for Child Protection and the
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administration, which assists him in carrying out his/ her powers; 3 - Directorates
"Social Assistance"; - Minister of Labour and Social Policy, the Minister of Interior,
Minister of Education and Science, Minister of Justice, Minister of Foreign Affairs,
Minister of Culture, Minister of Health and the mayors. The specialized body of the
Council of Ministers for management, coordination and control in the field of child
protection is the Chair of the State Agency for Child Protection. The National Council
for Child Protection (NCCP) is an advisory and coordinating body to the SACP and it
assists the Chair of SACP in the development and implementation of the National
Strategy for Children and the National Programme for Child Protection. At the regional
level, the bodies for child protection are the Departments for Child Protection and the
Regional Structures of the Social Assistance Agency (RSSAA). There are 28 Regional
"Social assistance" Directorates and within them there are a total of 147 "Social
assistance" directorates. Child protection at local level is implemented by the Child
protection departments (CPD) within the Social Assistance Directorates (SAD),
according to their competences and powers to define and implement specific measures
to protect and carry out inspections on complaints and signals and to take appropriate
measures for protection in case of violated rights of children.
GREECE: There are not specialized structures or organizations to support children who
are witnessing violence. This kind of services are provided by the municipal shelters
for women victims of domestic violence that operate in several municipalities of the
country and are members of the support network that operates under the authority of
the General Secretariat for Family Policy and Gender Equality. The support of the child
is taking place, with the written consent of the mother; the period she lives in the
shelter with her child and in case of a Child Psychologist is among the personnel of the
organization.
The Centers for Educational and Counseling Support (K.E.S.Y.)are state organizations,
departments of the Ministry of Education, one in every capital city, which operate under
public law. The mission of KESY is to support the schools to ensure equal access for all
students without any exception or discrimination and to defend their harmonious
psychosocial development and progress. For the fulfillment of their mission, the
Centers are active in the fields of investigation of educational and psychosocial needs,
conducting evaluations, planning and implementation of educational and psychosocial
interventions, as well as vocational guidance actions, supporting the overall work of
schools, conducting updates and training and raising awareness of society as a whole.
In the city of Karditsa the Center works on the field of diagnosis, evaluation, support
and counseling which deals with children at all school levels.
ITALY : The national anti-violence action plans, introduced by the Italian government
respectively in 2011 "National plan against violence and stalking", in the three-year
period 2015-2017 "Extraordinary action plan against sexual and gender-based violence
2015-2017" and in the current three-year period 2019-2020 "National strategic plan
on male violence against women". The first two plans were assessed as emergency and
generic, unable to implement structural and systemic policies capable of dealing with
the phenomenon of gender-based violence and capitalizing on the experience of anti10

violence Centers and Refuge Houses on the national territory. With the 2017-2020
Strategic Plan, on the other hand, a program was made capable of making structural
changes and affecting the dominant gender stereotypes and prejudices. This Plan, in
addition to taking into account the observations of the CEDAW Committee (CEDAW / C
/ SR.1502 and 503 of 4 July 2017), adheres to the provisions of the Istanbul Convention.
The Plan is divided into three main axes : prevention, protection and support, prosecute
and punish and the assistance and promotion service axis. The Plan provides for the
development of political strategies that aim at education, awareness raising,
recognition and obtaining equal opportunities in every area of public and private life
as well as various measures aimed at guaranteeing the taking charge and getting out
of violence.
Specific services addressing children victims of witnessed violence are not present,
even if the phenomenon is known, and the health services for children are not easily
involved due to organizational problems.

Degree of awareness among professionals
Focus groups carried out in Bulgaria, Greece and Italy involved professionals in social,
psychological, educational, legal and medical areas, operators of anti-violence centers
and services for children, police, according to the various organizational realities. Focus
groups explored various aspects both contextual and technical about the phenomenon.
“Main discussion topic was the importance of both family and school in coping with
the problem of domestic violence because if a teacher identifies something wrong with
the behavior of kid a permission of the family is needed in order to proceed with special
actions or support. There are a lot of cases of parents’ complaints as they do not accept
the fact that their child has a problem, respectively in most of the cases family has a
problem” “Another big issue discussed in this group was the role of media and
journalists in ethical presenting the cases of children witnessed or victims of domestic
violence from one side and from the other in increasing awareness towards the
problems. Both aspects need different skills and journalists definitely need special
training” Bulgaria
« Most professionals believe that compared to the data of the studies carried out
relating to the problem there is an undeclared that is not detected. Therefore the
phenomenon is greater than that resulting in the data. This arises from various factors
such as : the difficulty of women in accessing specialized services, the scarse ability to
recognize the signs of violence against women and minors, the resistance on the part
of the operators to identify mistreatment and violence with consequent limits in taking
charge, the absence at local level of shared data collection methods of the
phenomenon. » Italy
In all three countries professionals agree to consider the wittnessed violence is
extensive and widespread, but difficult to detect “The professionals of the support
structures for women victims of violence, they report features: where there is domestic
violence, there is also the syndrome of the non-participating spectator, although it is
difficult to recognize it as a form of violence” Greece
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In all focus group in general the phenomenon of witnessed violence is known,
emotional and behavioral symptoms and the consequences on the personalities of
subjects in developmental age are known. Often “For all other professional categories,
witnessed violence, when recognized, is the direct consequence of domestic violence.
In some cases the confusion between conflict and violence does not allow the detection
of specific symptoms, even of a psychosomatic nature, which are usually referred to the
minor's personality characteristics or physical problems without tracing them back to
the traumatic situation experienced. » Italy
There is a difference between protection and care operators compared to legal figures,
who often have an adult-cantered view “In the group of lawyers, there was a tendency
to an adult-centered vision or a difficulty in connecting with the needs and difficulties
of children privileging, therefore, a reflection on domestic violence that takes into
consideration the problems and dynamics only of the adults involved” and “As regards
the perception of the needs of the victims of witnessed violence, a significant
discrepancy emerges between the social and health workers and those relating to the
legal field. Specifically, while the former believe that it is absolutely necessary to
provide psychological support to the minor and / or the family, the others believe that
it is essential to guarantee structured opportunities for socialization to the victims and
experiences outside the family (e.g. attendance of parish groups and sports activities)
without assuming psychological support Italy.
All professionals agree that transversal training on assisted violence focused on
children and consequences is needed.
Professionals emphasize the need for prevention and awareness actions, so that
everyone - professionals and society as a whole - knows what it means to expose a
child to violent scenes, and what effects this has on the child.
There is a need for interconnection and cooperation of professionals and services
through a single framework of approach, recording and actions of incidents, in order to
avoid the secondary victimization of the child.
In Greece professionals point out that there are no official records or reports: the nature
of the "non-participating spectator syndrome" is not as easily discernible; there is a due
to the difficulty of distinguishing and recording it as a form of violence against the
child. The value of early intervention is pointed out, as it is important to work with the
family and approach the phenomenon in a multidimensional level: preventiondetection-treatment-existence of support structures. It is recognized that at the local
or regional level, the knowledge of professionals regarding the phenomenon of child
witnesses of violence ranges from good to high

Focus groups with mothers
The majority of women interviewed in the 3 countries report that they came out of the
violent relationship after being taken over by the specialized services to which they
had access in various ways, such as sending by the police or social services, the push
of friends and personal network and family members.
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The patriarchal structure of the society doesn’t help women to ask for help. For example
in Greece the closed structure of the family seems not to help in revealing and dealing
with the incidents of violence within it, possibly in order to avoid social stigma especially in the province. In Bulgaria, according to the women interviewed, the society
usually supports violent men instead of victims. The same is for children: when fathers
beats their kids, in most of the cases it is accepted as normal. In most of the cases,
institutions do not react quite adequately and do not coordinate their activities. “When
you call to report a violent act – they say “It’s domestic scandal, fix it”.
Focus groups in Italy, underline the difficulties of the foreign women linked to the lack
of knowledge of the laws and services present in the area and the condition of profound
isolation in which they are immersed, having no parental and friend resources. Another
difficulty reported is the tight control of the abusers, which did not allow any contact
with the outside world.
Mothers in Greece and Italy mention that even after moving away from the violent
partner, the violence from the ex-partner continued, it was financial or verbal with
threats mainly to children. The involvement of minors in violence is then reported by
many women in the post-separation phases in which children become targets of
psychological violence by the father.
All the mothers in the three countries recognize that their children have been involved
in or affected by the violence. Feelings reported are the most known as consequences
of witnessing violence recognized by the international literature.
In general, mothers seem to ignore the initial signs because they are immersed in the
cycle of violence. The support of the Center for Women Victims of Violence are key
points for some of the women to understand the effects that these violent context has
on the child, to get motivated and try to find a solution or get help from a specialist.
For the participant mothers, the realization that the sight of violence affected their
children happened after this has already evolved: observing the changes in the
reactions of the children as they grew up. In some cases, the children themselves ask
the mother to put an end to the violent relationship. The fact that the violent scenes
took place in front of the children and other people motivated some mothers and led
them to seek help.
The majority of women wishes and hopes that their children will not be affected and
will not face any problems. In Greece, they hope that they will not reproduce the
violence by saying "that whoever has experienced such violent incidents - should never
reproduce them", that women themselves may be a role model for their children after
they have managed to get out from the cycle of violence.
In the three countries the fear for the future of their children is that violence continues
to characterize the relationships they will weave in the future, that they may be victims
of the violence of others or that they become abusive in couple relationships, that
violence is normal for them.

13

RECOMENDATIONS
In all countries, there is no punctual and periodic national data collection, and a
standardized monitoring system of the phenomenon, and they are not comparable to
each other due to the differences in the methods of collection. There is an increase in
domestic violence during the period of the Covid pandemic. In both Greece and
Bulgaria, the data on witnessed violence is not detected specifically, but within other
forms of violence. Although Italy does not have a national data collection system, it has
produced research on maltreatment at a national level, specifying witnessed violence
as a form of maltreatment in itself. The perception in all three countries is that the
phenomenon is widespread and submerged.
In two partners countries there is no definition of the phenomenon that specifies the
nature, characteristics and consequences of witnessed violence shared by all
professionals and institutions. From this point of view Italy has been working in this
sense since 2005 (Cismai) and the definition of assisted violence is assumed at a
national level and shared at an operational level.
The need for constant multidisciplinary and inter-institutional training with specific
specializations is identified as an important point to be implemented.
Development preventive actions according to the ecological model: preventive
strategies in the ecological perspective include: a social / community level through
raising awareness and promoting the rights of children, education in respect of gender,
to reduce risk factors, relational level: raise awareness and support fragile parenting,
implement services for families, training of operators, Individual level: promote access
to pre and post-natal services, raise children's awareness of their rights
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