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Rooted in feminist movements and decades
of collective struggle, women'’s specialist
services (WSS) not only support women and
their children before and throughout the
cycle of violence but also actively challenge
the structural inequalities and patriarchal
power relations that allow violence against
women and girls (VAWG) to persist. In doing
so, WSS function as agents of social, cultu-
ral, and political transformation, continu-
ously developing survivor-centred and gen-
der-specific practices, identifying gaps in
policy and legislation, and advancing more
effective intersectional and human rights-
based responses to VAWG.

WAVE uses the term women’s spe-
cialist services to refer to feminist services
that support women and their children
experiencing (or at risk of experiencing) vio-
lence. These include, but are not limited to,
women'’s support centres, women'’s shelters,
helplines, rape crisis and sexual violence re-
ferral centres, as well as specialist primary
prevention services. WSS are grounded in a
gendered understanding of violence and in
the recognition that VAWG is both a cause
and a consequence of women’s structural
inequality. As such, they are vital partners
to governments, policymakers, and all ac-
tors committed to ending VAWG.

For the purposes of this study, WAVE
distinguishes between women’s specialist
services, general services, and generic ser-
vices to differentiate gender-specific, sur-
vivor-centred services described in Article
22 of the Istanbul Convention from other
support services falling under Article 20.
General services refer to broader support
services offered by public authorities, in-
cluding social services, health services, and
employment services, that are accessible to
survivors of violence but are not necessa-
rily gender-specific. These services play an
important complementary role but are not
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designed to replace WSS. Generic services,
as used in this study, refer to victim support
providers that are neither WSS nor expli-
citly gender-specific. This category includes
broad-mandate non-governmental organi-
sations, institutional actors, or general vic-
tim support services that offer assistance
to victims of all crimes without a specific
focus on VAWG or a feminist, gender-specific
analytical framework. This distinction is not
intended to devalue the role of general or
generic services, but to highlight that they
cannot substitute WSS.

This study was made possible thanks to
the ongoing support, input, and advice from
WAVE Members and reflects a collective ef-
fort within the WAVE Network to amplify the
voices of WSS across Europe. While WAVE
has produced research underscoring the
essential role of WSS in addressing VAWG
over the last three decades, the current
political and funding climate calls for a re-
newed and unequivocal emphasis on WSS
as paramount and indispensable. Across Eu-
rope, backlash against women'’s rights, cou-
pled with the increasing generalisation and
gender-neutralisation of support services,
has undermined the work of WSS. These de-
velopments obscure the gendered nature of
violence, divert public resources away from
specialist services to generic services, and
weaken WSS’'s capacity to prevent further
violence.
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The study explores the value of WSS
across multiple levels based on the so-
cioecological model of violence, examining
the work and impact of WSS on three in-
terconnected levels of intervention. At the
@ INDIVIDUAL LEVEL, this study examines
how feminist and gender-sensitive approa-
ches underpin WSS's work and the provision

of tailored support, ensuring women and
girls’ intersecting needs are at the centre
of all interventions. At the ® COMMUNITY
LEVEL, the study explores how WSS engage
in multi-agency cooperation, develop local
partnerships and specialised training for
professionals, and promote primary preven-
tion activities, while also reflecting on the
challenges and successes of collaboration
with other actors. Finally, at the ® SOCIETAL
LEVEL, this study examines the political
and advocacy role of WSS, their impact on
policy and legislative developments, and
current challenges such as anti-gender
backlash, funding restrictions, and recent
developments shaping the future of WSS.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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The purpose of this study is to serve as
an advocacy tool for WSS and their allies.
It aims to inform policymakers, funders,
and decision-makers at local, national, and
European levels about the irreplaceable
role of feminist, gender-specific services in
addressing VAWG. Grounded in the expe-
riences of WSS and feminist women's rights
organisations operating in diverse Euro-
pean contexts, the study does not claim to
speak on behalf of all WSS globally. Rather,
it offers a European perspective shaped by
the realities faced by WAVE members and
provides a robust basis for why WSS are
essential, not only for women survivors of
violence, but for society as a whole.
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The idea for this study emerged during an
internal strategic meeting in early 2024. It
was subsequently discussed with the WAVE
Board and Advisory Board at the Spring Ad-
visory Board Meeting in Vienna in May 2024.
There was unanimous agreement on the
need for a study that showcases the added
value of women's specialist services (WSS)
in preventing and responding to violence
against women and girls (VAWG), particularly
in a context of shrinking space for feminist
civil society and shifting policy priorities
across Europe. Following consultations with
key WAVE bodies, a concept note was deve-
loped outlining the rationale for the study
and research questions.

A call for an external researcher was
sent out to all WAVE Members in July 2024.
The main tasks of the external researcher
included selecting the appropriate research
methodology, validating the research fra-
mework, providing input on the expert
interview questionnaire, and providing
relevant materials and other research ad-
vice as needed. It was later agreed that the
external researcher would also be respon-
sible for drafting the introductory chapter,
reviewing all other chapters, and overseeing
literature referencing throughout the study,
including its quality and credibility. A key
consideration for the external researcher
was that they should not only provide feed-
back based on past research experience but
also from frontline experience directly sup-
porting survivors of VAWG. This ensured that
the study’s research framework and metho-
dology appropriately reflected the situation
and context of WSS. Starting in August 2024,
the WAVE Office project team met with the
external researcher on a regular basis to
refine the research aims and questions.

METHODOLOGY

The @» SOCIOECOLOGICAL MODEL (also
referred to as the ecological model) of
violence was chosen as the basis for the
research design because it offers a compre-
hensive, multi-layered framework for un-
derstanding the interconnected principles
underpinning WSS’s work and their role in
empowering women and girls. The socioeco-
logical model was initially developed to ex-
plain how different environmental systems
indirectly shape individual and community
experiences.! The model was later adapted
to violence against women, theorising that
VAWG occurs due to interlocking multi-level
factors, including on a personal or indivi-
dual level, situational or community-based
level, and socio-cultural or societal level.?

Importantly, the socioecological model
also highlights how interactions across
these levels influence behaviours and risks
over the life course, providing critical in-
sights into when and where interventions
should be introduced to disrupt the cycle of
violence or prevent violence from occurring
in the first place. The socioecological mo-
del has been utilised by the World Health
Organisation (WHO) as a framework for vio-
lence prevention, with the aim of reducing
risk factors and strengthening protective
factors across different manifestations of
VAWG.? By illustrating these interconnec-
tions, the model promotes the development
of cross-sectoral prevention policies and
programmes that embed effective strate-
gies into broader responses to VAWG.

1 Bronfenbrenner, U., 1977. Toward an experimental ecology of human development. American Psychologist, 32(7), pp.

513-531.

2 Heise, L., 1998. Violence against women: An integrated, ecological framework. Violence Against Women, 4(3), pp.

262-290.

3 World Health Organization, 2010. Preventing intimate partner and sexual violence against women: taking action
and generating evidence. Geneva: World Health Organization. Available at:
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Although the initial model does not
explicitly address patriarchal power and
gendered dynamics within environmental
systems, this study applies the socioe-
cological model to WSS’'s work through a
feminist lens. This approach illustrates
how WSS operate across multiple levels to
address and prevent VAWG, reflecting the
holistic approach that is central to the work

O O O O

Political & advocacy work
Policy & legislative influence

Awareness raising
Transformative impact

® COMMUNITY LEVEL

o Multiagency cooperation
Partnerships & (in)formal networks
Primary prevention activities

o
o

@® INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

O O O ©O

Survivor-centred approach
Feminist & gender-sensitive support

Intersectionality

Empowerment & solidarity

Figure 1: Visualisation of
the socioecological model
of WSS
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of feminist, gender-specific organisations.
Using this model as a basis for the study
ensured that the full scope of WSS's impact
was captured, from personal empowerment
and survivor support to broader social
change and advocacy. The figure below il-
lustrates the socioecological model adap-
ted to the work of WSS:

12
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At the individual level, WSS provide
direct, survivor-centred support that is
grounded in feminist and gender-sensitive
approaches. At the community level, WSS
play a central role in advancing coordina-
ted, multi-agency responses to VAWG. And
at the societal level, WSS engage in sustai-
ned advocacy and policy work to influence
laws, policies, and public discourse on
VAWG. Based on this framework, the follo-
wing research questions were identified,
addressing each of the three levels:

® INDIVIDUAL LEVEL:

How do women's specialist services
address the specific needs of
survivors through a feminist,
intersectional, survivor-centred, and
human rights-based approach?

® COMMUNITY LEVEL:

How do women’s specialist services
cooperate with other actors involved
in tackling VAWG? How do women’s
specialist services impact the
community response/perception to
VAWG?

SOCIETAL LEVEL:

What broader societal impacts result
from women’s specialist services’
efforts/mission to improve women’s
rights and eradicate VAWG?

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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Part of the preparatory work also inclu-
ded a literature review of relevant existing
research highlighting the importance of
WSS developed by scholars, WAVE, as well
as other international institutions and all-
ies. Zotero was used as reference manage-
ment software to collect all literature, and
a unified system for highlighting relevant
passages and adding tags to the literature
was developed. The study is structured ac-
cording to the three levels of the socioeco-
logical model, highlighting the value of WSS
at the individual, community and societal
levels. An introductory chapter precedes
these chapters and provides an overview
of the existing literature (including both
academic research and grey literature such
as NGO, policy, and institutional reports) as
well as legal standards on WSS at the centre
of the fight against VAWG.

13
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In relation to the research methods, the
project team and the external researcher
decided that the study would focus on
capturing the approaches and experiences
of organisations across the WAVE Network
as a basis for the principles underpinning
the work of WSS across Europe more wi-
dely. As WAVE is the only European network
focusing solely on the elimination of VAWG
and represents over 1,600 WSS in 46 count-
ries, the project team believes WAVE is well-
positioned to represent the needs and inter-
ests of WSS beyond the network. A mixed-
methods approach was selected, which
included structured, in-depth qualitative
interviews with 12 WAVE Members as well as
a survey which was sent to all WAVE Mem-
bers and incorporated open-ended as well
as multiple-choice questions.

Careful consideration was given in selecting
interview participants to capture regional
representation as well as the variety of
services offered by WSS. A pre-selection of
potential WAVE Members to interview was
developed by the project team together
with the external researcher. Following the
spring WAVE Advisory Board Meeting in 2023,
a regional division for the WAVE Network
was established to enable the development
of new regional meetings and foster ex-
change among WAVE Members facing similar
challenges and contexts. This includes the
following six regions: East-Central Europe,
West-Central Europe, South-East Europe,
South Europe, North Europe and Eurasia.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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It was initially planned to interview
two WAVE Members from each region. Ho-
wever, during the sampling process, this
approach was adapted to better reflect the
experiences of WSS across Europe. South
Europe encompasses a wide range of poli-
tical, legal, and institutional contexts affec-
ting WSS, including varying levels of state
support, cooperation with authorities, and
experiences of backlash against women'’s
rights. To capture this diversity, three WAVE
Members from South Europe were therefore
included. Eurasia, as the smallest region in
the network, presents more shared struc-
tural challenges among women’s organi-
sations; therefore, only one WAVE Member
was interviewed from this region. An ad-
ditional consideration was the inclusion
of WAVE Members providing specialised
support to minoritised women and groups
(e.g., women with disabilities, BME women,
women with uncertain residence permits,
LGBTQI+ individuals), as this is a key aspect
of the intersectional work of many WSS and
caters to the individual needs of survivors.

14
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N° COUNTRY

1 Iceland

2 Georgia

3 Serbia
4 United
Kingdom

5 France

REGION

North Europe

Eurasia

South-East
Europe

West-Central
Europe

South Europe

METHODOLOGY
TYPE OF SPECIALIST
SUPPORT SERVICE SUPPORT

Sexualised violence
service

Women’s centre

Women’s centre

Women’s shelter
& centre

Helpline & network

Women with
disabilities

Black &
minoritised
women

East-Central
Europe

6 Ukraine

7 Sweden North Europe

8 Tirkiye South Europe

9 Slovakia East-Central

Europe
10 Bosnia & South-East
Herzegovina Europe
11  Spain South Europe
12 Germany West-Central Europe

It is important to note that while the
WAVE Network also has individual members
(such as individual experts working in the
field of VAWG and academic researchers),
these were excluded from the interview se-
lection. The reason for this was that, since
the study aims to capture the essential role
of WSS in tackling and combatting VAWG, it
was more appropriate to focus on organisa-
tions and networks rather than individual
members.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE

organisation

Helpline & research -
organisation

Network organisation -

Women’s shelter -
& centre

Women’s centre -

Sexualised violence -
service, helpline
& shelter

Women’s centre Migrant &

refugee women

Network organisation -

All interviews were conducted between
December 2024 and April 2025. Interviewed
WAVE Members were contacted via email,
and once they confirmed their partici-
pation, they were sent the interview guide
to prepare their answers in advance. Inter-
views were conducted in English, either via
Zoom or Teams, and lasted between 1 hour
12 minutes and 2 hours 49 minutes (the
average length was 1 hour 51 minutes). All
interview participants were offered finan-
cial compensation for their participation
to acknowledge the member organisation’s
time and efforts invested.

15
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The interview guide was structured
around the three levels identified in the so-
cioecological model and outlined in the pre-
vious section. Questions covered key areas
of the member organisation’s work, inclu-
ding principles, standards, and approaches
to feminist and gender-sensitive support. In
addition, members were asked about their
collaboration with other state institutions
and about broader ongoing developments
in relation to VAWG in their country. Key to-
pics included:

® INDIVIDUAL LEVEL:

Services offered, the importance of
feminist/gender-sensitive support,
and tailored support for survivors
with specific needs.

® COMMUNITY LEVEL:

Multi-agency cooperation,
collaborations and other informal
partnerships, prevention activities,
and challenges or successes in
collaboration.

SOCIETAL LEVEL:

Engagement in policy work through
advocacy efforts, national allies,
challenges such as anti-gender
backlash, and recent developments
affecting WSS.

Following the first six interviews, the
interview guide was refined and shortened,
removing questions identified as redundant
or repetitive during the first round. Some
follow-up questions not directly part of
the interview guide were also asked to gain
additional information or insights where
needed.

The interviews were guided by feminist
research principles and a strong commit-
ment to the safety, dignity, and rights of all
participants, particularly WSS working in in-
creasingly hostile environments and facing
numerous financial and political challenges.
Special care was taken to create a safe and
respectful environment during interviews,
recognising that English is not the working
language of most member organisations,
and to ensure participants could take a
break or stop the interview at any time if
needed. Members were asked for explicit

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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consent to be named in the study, and only
those who consented are named in the fol-
lowing chapters.

A survey was also sent to all WAVE Members
via email in February 2025 to ensure more
WAVE Members’ voices across Europe were
included and brought to the fore in the
study. The survey aimed to gather further
qualitative insights from WAVE Members to
better understand the relevance, impact
and practices of feminist and gender-spe-
cific approaches in supporting women and
children affected by violence as well as in
promoting societal change. This included
concrete case studies and country-level
examples, as well as detailed explanations
of successful interventions, best practices,
and impactful strategies that place survi-
vors at the centre of interventions. Addi-
tionally, members were asked to share how
challenges such as anti-gender backlash,
funding restrictions, bureaucratic challen-
ges, and other barriers have impacted WSS
across Europe.

The survey included 21 questions in total
and was divided into four sections: gene-
ral contact information, the importance of
a feminist and gender-specific approach,
multi-agency cooperation and advocacy
work, and backlash and funding restricti-
ons. The questions were largely based on
the qualitative interview guide and adapted
for the survey. The majority of questions
were open-ended to allow WAVE Members
to provide as much qualitative information
as needed. Five multiple-choice questions
were also included to capture quantitative
data that could be analysed separately from
the interview materials.

16
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responses: basic
characteristics (n=25)
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REGION
East-Central Europe
Eurasia
North Europe
South-East Europe
South Europe
West-Central Europe

COUNTRY
Albania
Armenia
Azerbaijan
Belgium
Croatia
Cyprus
Denmark
Georgia
Germany
Greece
Ireland
Italy
Lithuania
Poland
Portugal
United Kingdom
Spain
Switzerland

TYPE OF ORGANISATION
Network organisation
(Primary) prevention organisation
Research and advocacy organisation
Women'’s centre
Women'’s helpline
Women’s shelter
All of the above
Other

WAVE Members were given one month
to respond to the survey, and the survey
received 25 responses in total. Given that
there were 166 WAVE member organisations
(excluding 16 individual members) at the
time of the survey, this equates to a 15% re-
sponse rate. Although this may appear low,
based on previous experience, the average

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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N° OF RESPONSES
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response rate for WAVE surveys is around
10-20%. The project team therefore conclu-
ded that the survey achieved a satisfactory
response rate, consistent with past enga-
gement levels and the capacity constraints
commonly faced by frontline organisations,
particularly WSS.

17
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The data collected through the qualitative
interviews and online survey were analy-
sed thematically to identify patterns, key
themes, and relationships across the indivi-
dual, community, and societal levels. While
the survey data was more limited in scope,
it provided additional contextual support
and was used to complement and triangu-
late the interview findings, highlighting ad-
ditional perspectives from WAVE member
organisations.

All 12 interviews were recorded and trans-
cribed using the qualitative data analysis
software Atlas.ti. As English was not the
first language for most participants, some
non-English words or phrases were used.
Where identifiable, these were translated
and included alongside the original tran-
script. Where translation was not possible,
the phrase was left in its original form.

The interviews were analysed using
thematic analysis, in which an initial co-
ding framework was developed in Atlas.ti,
grounded in the three research questions
and corresponding levels of the socioeco-
logical model (individual, community, and
societal). These codes were further infor-
med by WAVE's previous work as well as fe-
minist and intersectional principles of WSS.
Pre-developed codes were applied to rele-
vant passages, while new codes were iden-
tified inductively during the coding process.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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Using Atlas.ti's network function, vi-
sual maps were created to explore how
individual codes were related, for example,
whether a code was associated with ano-
ther, contradicted it, or was part of another
code. This network mapping enabled a dee-
per interpretation of relationships across
themes and informed the identification of
key patterns. These final themes, organised
according to the three research questions,
form the basis of the following chapters and
are supported by direct quotations from
interview participants.

Responses to closed-ended questions were
summarised using descriptive statistics,
such as frequencies and percentages, to
provide an overview of participant demo-
graphics, organisational profiles, and ser-
vice characteristics. Some of this data is
presented alongside relevant qualitative
data throughout the study.

For open-ended survey responses, a
thematic coding process was used following
the same codes developed during the inter-
view analysis. This allowed for alignment
and comparison of themes across both data
sources. Responses were generally shorter
than the interview transcripts, but they
offered valuable insights and helped vali-
date and expand on key findings from the
interviews.

The survey responses also served to
triangulate findings, highlight recurring is-
sues across the WAVE Network, and include
additional perspectives from a broader set
of WSS representatives. The integration of
survey data in this study provides a more
comprehensive picture of the challenges
and contributions of WSS across Europe.

18
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It should be noted that this study reflects
the experiences and perspectives of WSS
specifically. As such, the findings are not
intended to represent a systematic or aca-
demically rigorous assessment of service
provision for survivors of VAWG, and WAVE
recognises that there are other actors pro-
viding services to women and girls who have
experienced violence. Rather, this study
draws on the voices and lived experiences
of WAVE Members to highlight key trends,
urgent challenges, and the critical role of
WSS across Europe. While WAVE acknowled-
ges the limitations and potential biases in
this approach, the intention is to contribute
to ongoing efforts to safeguard and streng-
then feminist, gender-specific, and survivor-
centred responses to VAWG.

One limitation of the study was that
it was fully self-funded. WAVE had been in
discussions with a potential funder in 2024;
however, following international funding
cutbacks in early 2025, the grant proposal
was placed on hold. The study was therefore
primarily funded through other core costs
and donations. While this has meant that it
was independently developed solely for and
by the WAVE Network, it has also led to con-
siderable delays in data collection, writing,
and dissemination.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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Furthermore, it is important to acknow-
ledge that the sample size for both the quali-
tative interviews and the survey does not
fully capture the diversity of experiences
across all WSS in Europe. While the project
team believes the data presented highlight
the situation of many WSS and the current
challenges faced by feminist organisations
working in the field of VAWG, the generalisa-
bility of the findings is limited. Additionally,
language barriers and differing national
contexts may have influenced the depth and
comparability of responses. Notably, not
all members of the WAVE Network have the
same systems in place to support survivors.
While specific service provision models are
successfully implemented in some count-
ries, they may not work in other contexts,
making comparisons across countries diffi-
cult. The research team has tried to capture
the realities of diverse WSS across different
regions of Europe and explicitly outline
when different terminology is used.
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Setting the Scene -
Women'’s Specialist Services at the

Centre in the Fight Against Violence
Against Women and Girls

Since the late 1960s, there has been an in-
creasing awareness across Europe on the
issue of violence against women and girls
(VAWG) and domestic violence (DV).* In
every country, albeit with different starting
points in time, it was women’s movements
that were the first to articulate the issue of
VAWG, pressing for its recognition as a pu-
blic problem and raising claims about the
subordinate position of women in society.®
In Europe and beyond, women'’s organi-
sations are recognised as being the single
most important factor driving policy de-
velopment to prevent and respond to VAWG.®
In few other areas of European state policy,
the presence of grassroots movements is as
strong as on the issue of VAWG and DV. Go-
vernment responses to VAWG stem from the
interaction between women’s movements
and political institutions.” In this regard, at
the international level, there is an explicit
recognition of the depth of knowledge built
over decades within women’s organisations,
which has come to inform the policies and
responses adopted by state agencies.?

Due to the lack of state response to
VAWG, the emergence of specialist support
services in the 1970s was a response by
feminist activists to the immediate and es-
sential needs of women survivors of DV and
their children. Prior to this, primary preven-
tion initiatives such as feminist self-defence
trainings sought to envision a new reality
where preventing violence before it occurs
is possible by addressing the root causes
of VAWG. Women’s consciousness-raising
groups developed as part of a political
movement, creating women-only spaces for
political and cultural activism and solida-
rity. Not only did these groups support sur-
vivors, but they also created a space where
women were able to speak openly about
their experiences of violence. This resulted
in radical changes in the perception and un-
derstanding of violence in women'’s lives.”

4  Hague, G.,2021. History and memories of the domestic violence movement: we’ve come further than you think.
Bristol: Bristol University Press.; Corradi, C. and Stockl, H., 2016. The lessons of history: the role of the nation-states
and the EU in fighting violence against women in 10 European countries. Current Sociology, 64(4), pp. 671-688.; Htun,
M. and Weldon, S.L., 2012. The civic origins of progressive policy change: combating violence against women in global
perspective, 1975-2005. American Political Science Review, 106(3), pp. 548-569.

5  Corradi, C. and Stockl, H. 2016, “The lessons of history”, op. cit, p. 677.

6  Htun, M. and Weldon, S.L. 2012, “The Civic Origins”, op. cit.; OSCE, Bringing Security Home: Combating Violence Against
Women in the OSCE Region. A Compilation of Good Practices, 2009, https://cdn.osce.org/sites/default/files/f/
documents/d/b/37438.pdf; Merry S. E. (2006), Human rights and gender violence: Translating international law into local

justice, University of Chicago Press: Chicago.

7  Corradi, C. and Stdckl, H. 2016, “The lessons of history”, op. cit, p. 673; Htun, M. and Weldon, S.L. (2012), “The Civic
Origins”, op. cit.; Weldon, S.L. 2002, Protest, Policy, and the Problem of Violence against Women: A Cross-National
Comparison, Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh Press; Hague, G. (2021), History and Memories, op.cit.

8  Kelly, L. and Dubois, L. 2008, Combating violence against women: minimum standards for support services, EG-VAW-
CONF, 2007, Study rev. September 2008, Strasbourg, Council of Europe, p. 10.

9  WAVE, 2002, WAVE Report - More than a roof over your head. A survey of quality standards in European women'’s ref-
uges, p. 6; WAVE, 2004, WAVE Report - Away from Violence: Guidelines for Setting Up and Running a Women'’s Refuge;
Htun, M. and Weldon, S.L. 2012, “The Civic Origins”, op. cit; OSCE, Bringing Security Home, op. cit.

10 WAVE, 2015, Wave Report 2015 on the Role of Specialist Women'’s Support Services in Europe, p. 38; Nichols A. J. 2013,
“Survivor-defined practices to mitigate revictimization of battered women”, Journal of Interpersonal Violence, vol. 28,

pp. 1403-1423.
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Innovative and never-before-seen forms
of support services were established, with
a certain degree of differentiation across
countries: among others, shelters, women'’s
centres, helplines, services for survivors
of sexualised violence, and women's cen-
tres serving different groups of survivors,
such as Black and minoritised women." In
response to the growing demands of the
women’s movement for a gender-specific
analysis of the problem and a human rights-
based approach to VAWG, specialist services
have developed depending on a variety of
social, economic and political factors speci-
fic to each country.”? Different traditions of
social support, for example, particularly for
women as mothers and their children, have
resulted in different provision structures,
and the meaning of the same service may
be interpreted differently across countries.
For example, there is no common, shared
definition of what constitutes a women'’s
centre; similarly, rape crisis or sexual vio-
lence referral centres can be quite diverse
and be located within other institutions and
structures.®

INTRODUCTION

Organisations wishing to improve sup-
port for survivors of VAWG have pragmati-
cally adapted to these differing conditions,
filling gaps in provision and influencing or
supplementing existing structures. Wo-
men’s NGOs have grown within, outside, and
between such structures to develop gender-
specific, empowering, human-rights-based
support for women." Services run by wo-
men’s organisations upheld women-centred
principles, consciously trying to break down
power differences between the women using
the services and those providing them, who
were sometimes the same women. Initially
dependent on unpaid and voluntary work,
they took services for survivors of violence
forward in new, feminist-inspired ways. Af-
ter 40 years, many still operate this way.”

Of course, the women’s movement no
longer exists in the same form as it origi-
nally did. Feminist movements themselves
have had to cope with hostility, backlash,
and diverse approaches to women'’s libera-
tion. In the last 15 years, a number of chal-
lenges have emerged.

11 See WAVE Country Reports; Kelly, L. (2018). Mapping support services for victims of violence against women in line
with the Istanbul Convention standards. Methodology and tools. Council of Europe.

12 WAVE, 2006, Bridging Gaps - Models of Coordination between women’s NGO's and state authorities, p. 11; Hague,
G. 2021, History and Memories, op. cit., p. 144; Demurtas, P. and Misiti, M. (2021), Violenza contro le donne in Italia.
Ricerche, orientamenti e buone pratiche, Guerini Scientifica, pp. 106-107.

13 WAVE, 2006, Bridging Gaps, op. cit., p. 11. Developing a common understanding of definitions of women'’s specialist

services is a long-term goal of the WAVE Network.
14 lbidem.
15 Hague, G. 2021, History and Memories, op.cit., p. 97.
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It is well documented that several countries
in Europe are confronted with an ever-in-
tensifying backlash against women'’s rights,
which leads to increasing discrimination
and oppression of women, as well as to
the shrinking of public space for feminist
civil society.” Movements opposing gender
equality have distorted public discourse
and debates by using disinformation, pro-
moting negative narratives related to gen-
der and sexual equality, and advocating for
patriarchal values.” One of the consequen-
ces, among others, has been the slowed
progress of individual rights and empower-
ment of women and girls and sexual/gender
minorities.’

In many countries, policy priorities have
shifted, as authoritarian and populist ten-
dencies continue to gain ground.” The con-
text for women'’s rights, the empowerment
of women, and the protection of women
from violence have become less favourable
than before. Shifting policy priorities during
times of crisis, rising political instability,
and conflicts also foster more aggressive
public discourse and stronger voices from
conservative forces.?® This context is marked
by the rise of right-wing and anti-feminist
movements and an increasing anti-gender

INTRODUCTION

backlash.?" Anti-gender movements, accor-
ding to which gender is seen as a tool of “an
international feminist strategy” aimed at
destroying the traditional family and family
values, are targeting women'’s rights - parti-
cularly reproductive rights, LGBTIQ+ rights,
sexuality and gender-sensitive education in
schools, and the very notion of gender.?

As a consequence of this broader con-
text, in some countries, spaces for civil so-
ciety engagement on women'’s rights issues
have diminished.?® Support for civil society,
especially women’s and feminist organisati-
ons, has weakened, hindering their ability to
effectively support women survivors of vio-
lence.? This has been followed by shrinking
public funds for women’s organisations,
which possess valuable expertise and de-
cades of experience working with survivors,
and a growing gap between the state and
civil society, which narrows the space for
support to NGOs.? This endangers their sus-
tainability, making them more dependent
on donor funds and preventing them from
providing accessible, high-quality speciali-
sed services to survivors.?

16 WAVE, 2023, Country Report 2023, p. 7; United Nations, Economic Commission for Europe (2024), Beijing+30 Regional
Review Meeting, Regional review of progress: regional synthesis 2024, ECE/AC.28/2024/,

17 UN Women, 2023, Overcoming Crises. Remaining essential services for women survivors of violence in the Western

Balkans after the COVID-19 pandemic, p. 42,

Equality in Europe, Routledge.

; Verloo, M (ed) (2018), Varieties of Opposition to Gender

18 United Nations, Economic Commission for Europe (2024), Beijing+30, op. cit., p. 13.
19 United Nations, Economic Commission for Europe (2024). Breaking the cycle: Ending violence against women and girls
in the Economic Commission for Europe region, ECE/AC.28/2024/6,

20 United Nations, Economic Commission for Europe (2024). Breaking the cycle, op. cit.

21 OHCHR 2024, Gender equality and gender backlash - Guidance document of the Working Group on discrimination
against women and girls, A/HRC/WG.11/41/2; Verloo, M (ed) (2018), Varieties of Opposition, op. cit.

22 OHCHR 2024, Gender equality and gender backlash, op. cit, paras 20-21.

23 United Nations, Economic Commission for Europe (2024), Beijing+30, op. cit., para. 18

24 United Nations, Economic Commission for Europe (2024). Breaking the cycle, op. cit.

25 UN Women, 2023, Overcoming Crises, op. Cit.

26 GREVIO, 2022, Mid-term Horizontal Review of GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report, p. 19; United Nations, Economic
Commission for Europe (2024). Breaking the cycle, op. cit., para 51.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE

22


https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/concept-note_beijing30_rrm.pdf
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/concept-note_beijing30_rrm.pdf
https://bosniaherzegovina.un.org/sites/default/files/2024-03/report_follow-up-assessment-overcoming-crises_2023-online.pdf
https://bosniaherzegovina.un.org/sites/default/files/2024-03/report_follow-up-assessment-overcoming-crises_2023-online.pdf
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/ECE_AC.28_2024_6e.pdf
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/ECE_AC.28_2024_6e.pdf
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/concept-note_beijing30_rrm.pdf
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/concept-note_beijing30_rrm.pdf
https://forces.20
https://survivors.26
https://ground.19
https://minorities.18
https://lence.24
https://values.17
https://diminished.23
https://society.16
https://gender.22
https://backlash.21

AGENTS OF CHANGE

In Europe, there is a growing and worrying
trend towards de-gendering the discourse
on VAWG and DV.? Gender neutrality refers to
policies and regulations that require state-
funded services to serve both men and wo-
men equally, without differentiation based
on sex or gender. This approach largely stems
from the economic model of neoliberalism
and is nurtured by a misinterpretation of
equality.?®

Gender neutrality hides or diminishes the
root causes of gender inequality and VAWG.?
It does not sufficiently link the prevalence of
violence to the unequal position of women in
society and the power imbalances between
men and women. Gender-neutral policies
fail to understand that VAWG is distinctly
gendered and a social mechanism that helps
keep women in a subordinate position to
men.*® They also fail to address all forms of
interlocking oppression to which women are
subjected, asthey do not frame women'’s op-
pression as intersectional.'

INTRODUCTION

The dangers of gender neutral-policy and
practice are multiple,*? as gender-neutral po-
licies do not effectively respond to the speci-
fic position and needs of women and girls.®
This results in women's experiences being
masked and runs contrary to the obligation
of paying particular attention to women vic-
tims of gender-based violence (GBV) under
Article 2, paragraph 2 of the Istanbul Con-
vention.?* Gender-neutral approaches put at
risk both the safety and the empowerment of
women victims of violence.*

Where gender-neutral policies exist,
women'’s specialist services (WSS) and wo-
men-only services are impacted in numerous
ways.** Gender-neutral policies dismantle
the ethos of women-only organisations that
challenge patriarchy as a root cause of wo-
men’s inequality and VAWG.? By diverting re-
sources away from feminist, gender-specific
services, gender-neutral policies diminish
the capacity of women’s organisations to
campaign for women'’s rights and especially
for the recwognition of DV as a form of GBV.?®

27 WAVE, 2020, WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy and Practice Is Dismantling Women'’s Specialist Support

28

Services and Ways to Counteract It; United Nations, Economic Commission for Europe (2024). Breaking the cycle, op. cit.,
para. 41.

WAVE ,2020, WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit., p. 6; GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Finland,
p. 10: In this context, GREVIO draws attention to the fact that special measures, such as the setting-up of women-only
support services that are necessary to prevent and protect women from gender-based violence, shall not be consid-
ered discrimination under the convention (Article 4, paragraph 4); Hague, G. (2021), History and Memories, op. cit.:
What happened was that the local Council decided to fund general, non-specialist services in the supposed interest
of equality for all, and tried to take away funding from specialist BME services. It ended up being about the meaning
of equality itself, according to Pragna Patel, and the need to counteract disadvantage with specialist, focussed input,
before you can start thinking about getting to an even ‘generic’ playing field.

29 WAVE, 2020, WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit., p. 6; United Nations, Economic Commission for
Europe 2024, Breaking the cycle, op. cit., para 41.

30 DeVido, S. and Frulli, M. (eds.) (2023), Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence. A
Commentary on the Istanbul Convention, Cheltenham UK & Northampton, MA, Edward Elgar, p. 149; GREVIO, Baseline
Evaluation Report on the Netherland, para. 28; Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CE-
DAW), General Comment No. 28; CEDAW, Concluding Observations on Denmark.

31 WAVE 2020, WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit., p. 6; WAVE (2023), Paper - Developing Intersectional
Practice at WAVE: Stage 1 Paper on Intersectional Theory and Key Literature.

32 WAVE 2020, WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit., p. 6.

33 GREVIO 2022, Mid-term Horizontal Review, op. cit., p. 19.

34 GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report Netherland, para. 30.

35 GREVIO, Baseline Evaluation Report on Finland, para. 116: Shelter provision in Finland seems to apply a gender-neu-
tral approach, accommodating both male victims and perpetrators. This raises questions of the safety as well as
the empowerment of women victims of violence. In order to ensure recognition of the gendered nature of violence
against women, women-only shelters should be provided.

36 WAVE 2020, WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit., p. 6.

37 WAVE 2020, WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit.

38 GREVIO, Baseline Evaluation Report on Denmark, para. 25
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In this connection, gender neutrality not
only has the potential to deny women'’s ac-
cess to safe women-only spaces, but it also
favours a tendency where public authorities
entrust women-only services to generic
organisations (both non-profit and for-pro-
fit)* at the expense of specialist organisa-
tions, particularly women'’s organisations.*°
Generic organisations are often structured
around and focused on providing general
victim support across multiple service areas
such as wellbeing, public health and family.
With a less women-centred approach and
less experience in this field, these organisa-
tions adopt standardised, one-size-fits-all
approaches in which survivors are offered
a set of options for assistance based pri-
marily on the availability of services or the
organisation’s mission, rather than on the
survivor's unique circumstances and hopes
for the future.”” Moreover, generic orga-
nisations do not necessarily play a role in
understanding and challenging the root
causes of VAWG.*?

In recent years, the WAVE Network has
expressed growing concern about the in-
creasing adoption of gender-neutral po-
licies and practices in responses to VAWG,
and a Gender Neutrality working group was
established in 2016. Its conclusions were
reported in the WAVE Handbook How Gen-
der Neutral Policy and Practice Is Dismant-
ling Women’s Specialist Support Services
and Ways to Counteract It (2020),* along
with practical proposals for counteracting
gender neutrality in diverse political and

INTRODUCTION

economic contexts. This has been followed
by years of tireless advocacy, especially
in the context of the legislative process
that brought in the adoption of the EU Di-
rective on Violence Against Women and
Domestic Violence, as well as the revision
of the Victims’ Rights Directive. WAVE has
consistently called on the European Com-
mission and the EU Parliament to reaffirm
the importance of WSS as the primary provi-
ders of support to survivors, ensuring their
long-term sustainability and preventing the
replacement of their expertise with general
or generic services, as well as to reject gen-
der-neutral policies that obscure the reality
of VAWG and redirect resources away from
gender-specific interventions.

Increased state commitment and accoun-
tability to prevent and combat VAWG, long
advocated for by the women’s movement
itself, has initiated a multifaceted process
of institutionalisation marked by expanded
bureaucratisation and professionalisation.

This process has invested in women'’s
rights organisations to different levels and
degrees, and, according to some, it risks er-
oding the feminist orientation of women’s
organisations, thereby depoliticising their
work.** A longstanding tension exists around
how much a women'’s organisation can simul-
taneously function as a political campaigning
body against violence while also providing

39 Lauri, M., Lauri, ). and Linande, 1. (2023), “Women'’s shelters and private shelters discursive struggle: separatism,

40
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security and social change”, Nordic Social Work Research.

GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Montenegro, Sweden, Portugal, North Macedonia para. 54, Croatia, para. 30.
Goodman, L.A and others, 2014, “Survivor-Defined Practice in Domestic Violence Work: Measure Development and
Preliminary Evidence of Link to Empowerment”, Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 31(1), pp. 163-185.

WAVE-CSSP, 2021, Report - Promising practices of establishing and providing specialist support services for women
experiencing sexual violence; McDonald, J. (2005), “Neo-Liberalism and the Pathologising of Public Issues: The
Displacement of Feminist Service Models in Domestic Violence Support Services”, Australian Social Work, 58 (3), pp.
275-284.

WAVE, 2020, WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit.

Goodman, L. A., & Epstein, D. 2008, “The advocacy response” in L. A. Goodman and D. Epstein, Listening to battered
women: A survivor-centered approach to advocacy, mental health, and justice, pp. 29-47; Koyama E. 2006, “Disloyal to
feminism: Abuse of survivors within the domestic violence shelter system” in INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence
(eds.), Color of violence: The INCITE! Anthology, p. 209; Lehrner, A., and Allen, N. E. 2009, “Still a Movement After All
These Years? Current Tensions in the Domestic Violence Movement”, Violence Against Women, 15(6), pp. 656-677.
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services to survivors of violence.” Funding
from the state for WSS has, at times, led to
those organisations being absorbed or co-
opted by state structures.*® In certain cases,
receiving funds from the state and the need
to comply with a multitude of bureaucratic
requirements have led to a transition away
from the early grassroots organising efforts
that sought complete independence from
governmental institutions. Due to the increa-
sed professionalisation of the sector, staff
requirements imposed on WSS may favour
formal educational degrees over long-term
work experience or knowledge of the gen-
dered dimension of violence.” Similarly, wo-
men’s organisations may be confronted with
a generational shift in approaches to unpaid
work, especially where the boundary between
service provision and activism is perceived as
particularly blurred.

One of the most relevant debates con-
nected to the institutionalisation process is
the one around minimum quality standards
for service provision. Developed in different
international legal fora,*® the Council of Eu-
rope being the most prolific one, minimum
quality standards responded to the need to
find basic agreements across states about
the extent and range of services that should
be provided to women survivors of violence.
The WAVE Network also made its contribu-
tion to this important topic by extensively

45 Hague, G. 2021, History and Memories, op.cit., p. 73
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elaborating on standards and principles that
support services should follow in order to
meet the needs of women survivors of vio-
lence and their children.*

Minimum standards for specialist services
at a national level have revealed both op-
portunities and challenges. On the one hand,
minimum standards can help ensure the qua-
lity of specialised services for survivors. On
the other hand, women’s organisations have
repeatedly stressed the dangers of imposing
them. The perceived risk is that imposing mi-
nimum standards in an already inadequately
resourced sector could reduce WSS's capacity
and lead to a loss of services for survivors of
VAWG.50

The introduction of licensing systems for
service providers, which in certain countries
have been seen as a way to operationalise
minimum standards, was identified by GRE-
VIO as a concerning trend that might hamper
the high-quality provision of services.” Re-
lated to this, researchers have documented
numerous ways in which systemic require-
ments can impact the survivor-centredness
of interventions and support services.®? In
addition, licensing systems may set criteria
(e.g., staff numbers, premises size, etc.) that
women’s organisations, especially small
and community-based ones, may find diffi-
cult to meet. This element, coupled with the
fact that licensing systems may not relate to

46 WAVE 2015, Supporting the Sustainability and Autonomy of Women'’s Organizations Providing Services in Eastern
Europe for Women and Children Survivors of Domestic Violence, p. 174.

47 GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on North Macedonia, para. 55.

48 Kelly, L. e Dubois, L. 2008, Combating violence against women: minimum standards, op. cit.; OSCE (2009), Bringing
Security Home, op. cit; UN-WOMEN (2012), “Standards and regulations”.

49 WAVE ,2015, Supporting the Sustainability, op. cit.; WAVE (2012), More than a roof, op. cit.; WAVE (2004), Away from

Violence, op. cit.

50 Kelly, L. and Dubois, L., 2008. Combating violence against women, op. cit., p. 21: NGOs repeatedly stressed the dan-
gers of imposing standards on an already inadequately resourced sector; that this might serve to reduce capacity,

and could even result in loss of services.

51 GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Montenegro, Executive Summary.

52

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE

Cattaneo, L. B. and others, 2020., “Survivor-Centered Practice and Survivor Empowerment: Evidence From A Re-
search-Practitioner Partnership”, Violence Against Women, 27(9), pp. 1252-1272; Wood L., Cook Heffron L., Voyles M.,
Kulkarni S. 2020., “Playing by the rules: Agency policy and procedure in service experience of IPV survivors”, Journal
of Interpersonal Violence, 35(21-22), pp. 4640-4665; Kulkarni S. J., Herman-Smith R., Ross T. C. (2015), “Measuring
intimate partner violence (IPV) service providers’ attitudes: The development of the Survivor-Defined Advocacy Scale
(SDAS)”, Journal of Family Violence, 30(7), pp. 911-921; Messing ). T., Ward-Lasher A., Thaller J., Bagwell-Gray M. E. 2015,
“The state of intimate partner violence intervention: Progress and continuing challenges”, Social Work, 60(4), pp.
305-313; Fisher E. M., Stylianou A. M. (2016), “To stay or to leave: Factors influencing victims’ decisions to stay or leave
a domestic violence emergency shelter”, Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 34(4), pp. 785-811.
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feminist principles on which services should
be based, such as a gendered understan-
ding of violence, empowerment of survi-
vors, avoiding secondary victimisation, and
respecting confidentiality, raises serious
concerns. As a result, generic organisations
with little experience in the field, or those
applying a family-oriented approach, can
be selected as service providers, thereby
further negatively impacting the overall
quality of available services.>

Several international provisions recognise
states’ obligation to establish a wide range
of specialised support services for survivors
of VAWG and DV.>* Stemming from the unique
dynamics of GBVY, it is recognised that these
services must cater to the distinct and spe-
cific needs of women survivors.

Numerous international standards and
guidelines therefore underscore the neces-
sity of basing specialist support services on
a gendered understanding of VAWG and a
human rights-based approach.® States must
acknowledge the intrinsic link between the
patterns of VAWG, the consequent needs of
survivors, and how support services should be

INTRODUCTION

structured to effectively meet those needs.>®
Articles 18(3) and 22 of the Istanbul Con-
vention, in particular, outline several aims
and principles that specialist support ser-
vices should uphold. Such provisions shape
the standard of due diligence in adopting
protective measures that adequately protect
survivors.” These services must adopt an in-
tegrated approach that considers the broader
environment in which victims live, aligning
with the “three P’s” approach of prevention,
protection, and prosecution. This implies that
women’s needs should not be addressed in
isolation, but through a holistic approach
grounded in the interplay between personal,
situational, and sociocultural factors.®

NGOs, especially those focused on women'’s
rights, play an indispensable role in pre-
venting and combating VAWG. This recog-
nition is grounded not only in the fact that,
within states, the overwhelming majority
of specialist services are operated by these
organisations, but also in the recognition
that their engagement, anchored in their
long-standing expertise, is crucial to ensure
that services truly reflect survivors' needs
and uphold their human rights.* Beyond
the extensive survivor-centred expertise of

53 GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Montenegro, para. 6, 124; Serbia, para. 131; North Macedonia, para. 48; Croatia,

p. 138; Romania, p. 187.

54 CEDAW General recommendation 35, Protection, para. 31(a) (iii); United Nations General Assembly (2014), Report of
the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences; GREVIO Activity Report 2021; Direc-
tive 2012/29/EU, Article 8(3) and Article 9(3); Directive 2014/1385/EU; Inter-American Convention on the Prevention,
Punishment and Eradication of Violence Against Women, art. 8 (d)..

55 Kelly, L. e Dubois, L. (2008), Combating violence against women: minimum standards, op. cit.; OSCE (2009), Bringing
Security Home, op. cit; UN-WOMEN ,2012, “Standards and regulations”, op. cit ;.

56 WAVE, 2015, Supporting the Sustainability, op. cit.; WAVE (2012), More than a roof, op. cit.; WAVE (2004), Away from

Violence, op. cit.

57 DeVido, S. and Frulli, M. eds., 2023, Preventing and Combating Violence, op. cit., p. 291.

58

59

Ivi, p. 293; Council of Europe (CoE) (2011), Explanatory Report to the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and
Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence, para. 116; GREVIO Baseline Report on Denmark para. 103,
Finland, para 109; Bradbury-Jones, C. and others (2025), “The Scope, Range and Use of Voluntary Sector Specialist
Sexual Violence Services in England: Findings and Recommendations From a National Study”, Health and Social Care
in the Community.

Article 9, Istanbul Convention; De Vido, S. and Frulli, M. (eds.) (2023), Preventing and Combating Violence, op. cit., pp.
176 and 182; GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Austria, Denmark, Turkey, Serbia, Malta, Spain, Portugal, Belgium,
Switzerland, p. 46, North Macedonia, para. 55; Council of Europe (CoE) (2011), Explanatory Report, op. cit, paras. 68-69.
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women'’s organisations, “the social and eco-
nomic value of their activities” should also
be recognised.®®

States are therefore called to create an
environment conducive to the work of NGOs,
particularly those addressing intersectional
forms of discrimination and community-ba-
sed organisations.® This includes respecting
the working methods and the authenticity
of women’s organisations’ missions, and
recognising their contribution to promoting
policies and providing support services tai-
lored to the specific needs of all survivors of
violence, while upholding their human rights
in a gender-sensitive manner.s?

States have the duty to cooperate with
and support these organisations, allowing
them to play their crucial role effectively
and confidently.®* This may also include esta-
blishing dedicated funding procedures that
guarantee the valorisation of experience
and survivor-centred expertise, moving away
from practices driven by the “price over qua-
lity” logic that favours generic service provi-
ders over WSS.5

The following study is structured according
to the three levels of the socioecological
model: individual, community and societal
level, showcasing the comprehensive and
multifaceted role played by WSS. Through

INTRODUCTION

feminist and gender-specific approaches at
all levels, these specialist services not only
support individual survivors of violence but
also operate at the community and societal
level to challenge the norms, beliefs and so-
cial as well as economic systems that create
the conditions for VAWG to occur.

International knowledge, research and
practice converge in recognising that ser-
vices provided by WSS are consistently the
most responsive and effective for women
who have experienced violence.®® There is
a strong consensus that specialist services
should be provided by women for women
and that women-only services should be
guaranteed.5®

The foundational principles grounding
the work of women'’s organisations have im-
plications for both how VAWG is understood
and how services are delivered. Women'’s
individual experiences, indeed, are shaped
by the organisational contexts in which they
take place.”’

Embracing a survivor-centred, femi-
nist philosophy that emphasises women’s
choices, partnerships, and tailoring support
to each survivor's unique needs, contexts,

and coping strategies is a key contributor

60 GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on France, para. 52, Switzerland, para. 46; North Macedonia, para. 35; CEDAW

General recommendation 35, Protection, para. 4.

61 DeVido, S. and Frulli, M. eds. 2023. Preventing and Combating Violence, op. cit., p. 179; CEDAW General recommenda-
tion 35, Protection, para. 34; GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Turkey.

62 DeVido, S. and Frulli, M. eds., 2023, Preventing and Combating Violence, op. cit., p. 183.

63 Ibid., p. 184; WAVE, 2017, Prevention and Support Standards for Women Survivors of Violence. A Handbook for the

Implementation of the Istanbul Convention, p. 32.

64 GREVIO, 2021, Activity Report 2021; GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Italy, France, Spain; De Vido, S. and Frulli, M.
eds. 2023, Preventing and Combating Violence, op. cit., p. 180.

65 GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Albania, p. 38; GREVIO Activity Report 2021, p. 28; GREVIO, (2022), Mid-term
Horizontal Review, op. cit.; UN-Women 2012, Handbook for National Action Plans on Violence against Women; Kelly,

L. and Dubois, L. 2008, Combating violence against women, op. cit., p. 10; Bradbury-Jones, C. and others 2025, “The

Scope, Range and Use of Voluntary Sector, op. cit.

66 GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Finland 116; Council of Europe (2021), Quality Guidelines for Shelters for Victims
of Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence, pp. 19-20; Women'’s Resource Centre (2017), Why Women Only? The

value and benefits of by women for women services, p. 73.

67 Nichols, A.J,2011., “Gendered Organizations: Challenges for Domestic Violence Victim Advocates”, Feminist

Criminology.
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to empowerment and other positive outco-
mes.%® Respecting confidentiality, ensuring
safety, and providing a safe space for wo-
men to speak freely, be believed, and de-
cide their next steps are also recognised as
preconditions for effective support.®® With
the support of specialist, gender-sensitive,
comprehensive, and empowering services,
survivors of VAWG and DV are more likely to
report violence and obtain protective mea-
sures, and less likely to agree to mediation.”

WSS work under an intersectional fra-
mework where all forms of VAWG are recog-
nised, and oppression is viewed as inter-
locking. Within WSS, there are also specific
and nuanced specialisms such as organi-
sations working with Black and minoritised
women and girls, women with disabilities
and the many other categories of women
with protected characteristics.”

It is only by taking into consideration the
intersectional oppression to which women
from diverse locations and backgrounds are
subjected, as well as the unequal relation-
ship between survivors and perpetrators,

INTRODUCTION

thatwomen’s safety can be ensured.”?On the
contrary, gender-neutral and assistance-
based approaches lead to disempowering
and revictimising interventions, as well as
to repeat referrals.”” Erasing the structural
inequality between women and men, such
approaches legitimise violence and produce
negative outcomes for women survivors.’™

With their decades of professional expe-
rience, WSS have developed the capacity
to actively implement their foundational
values, not only by supporting individual
women but also by working at the commu-
nity level across multiple contexts, inclu-
ding schools, workplaces, neighbourhoods,
social institutions, faith communities, and
governance structures.”

Aimed at ensuring an effective holistic
support for women and their children,” the
engagement of WSS impacts the community
level in numerous ways. It ensures the per-
spectives of women are heard by statutory

68 WAVE ,2019., Thematic Paper - The Importance of Women's Specialist Support Services in Europe; WAVE (2015), Sup-
porting the Sustainability, op. cit.; WAVE , 2012, More than a roof, op. cit.; WAVE (2004), Away from Violence, op. cit.;
Goodman, L.A and others (2014), “Survivor-Defined Practice”, op. cit.; Nichols, A. ). (2013), “Survivor-defined practices”,
op. cit; Cattaneo, L. B. and others (2020), “Survivor-Centered Practice”, op. cit.; Kulkarni S. J., Bell H., Rhodes D. M.
,2012. “Back to basics essential qualities of services for survivors of intimate partner violence”, Violence Against

Women, 18, pp. 85-101; Goodman L. A. and Epstein D. (2008), Listening to battered women: A survivor-centered

approach to advocacy, mental health, and justice, Washington, DC; Bergstrom-Lynch C.A 2018, “Empowerment in a

Bureaucracy? Survivors’ Perceptions of Domestic Violence Shelter Policies and Practices”, Affilia: Journal of Women
and Social Work, pp. 112-125; Nichols, A. ). (2011), Gendered Organizations, op. cit.; Zweig J. M., Burt M. R. 2007, “Pre-
dicting women's perceptions of domestic violence and sexual assault agency helpfulness: What matters to program
clients?”, Violence Against Women, 13(11), pp. 1149-1178; Hester, M. and Lilley, S.J. 2017, “More than support to court:
Rape victims and specialist sexual violence services”, International Review of Victimology, 24(3).

69 DeVido, S. and Frulli, M.eds., 2023. Preventing and Combating Violence, op. cit., p. 327. Grevio Baseline Report

Albania, p. 39: “The foundational principles which should underlie specialist support services include inter alia a

gendered understanding of violence against women, respect for confidentiality, ensuring women's safety, avoiding

secondary victimisation and working to empower victims. To this end, specialist support services should aim at
providing spaces in which women feel free to tell, where they are believed and respected and have the possibility to

explore options.”
70 GREVIO Baseline Report Netherland, p. 295.
71 WAVE Country Report 2023, p. 211.

72 WAVE,2020. WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit; GREVIO Activity Report 2021, p. 33: governmental
specialist support services’ structures are often based on a family mediation approach. This approach places a great

emphasis on keeping families together and mediation in the resolution of conflicts, which may fail to take account of
the unequal relationship between victims and perpetrators and may run counter to protecting victims and prioritis-

ing women's needs and safety.
73 GREVIO Baseline Report Netherland, p. 295.

74 WAVE (2020), WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit.

75 WAVE (2015), Supporting the Sustainability, op. cit., p. 39.

76  WAVE (2023), Country Report 2023, p. 7.
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services, thereby preventing repeat victimi-
sation,”” and contributes to the creation of
stronger referral pathways.’”® Research and
practice have shown that WSS play a central
role in multi-agency work, by developing
efficient cooperation with other relevant
actors (for example, social and health ser-
vices, law enforcement, and judiciary) at
different levels of governance, by networ-
king and delivering training programmes
for relevant professionals, as well as joining
efforts with other voluntary and statutory
agencies.

Women'’s organisations also have a long
tradition of carrying out primary prevention
activities at the local, regional or national
level. Such activities include, among others,
school-based programmes, training for pri-
mary prevention practitioners, bystander
intervention programmes, feminist self-
defence training and self-care activities.”
Primary prevention strives for a society
without VAWG. It imagines what is needed to
get there and what living without violence
would look like. Tackling the root causes of
violence, primary prevention has potential
for profound social change and liberation.®°

INTRODUCTION

The profound social and political impact that
WSS had in contributing to the recognition
of VAWG as a human rights violation and to
the adoption of laws and policies to address
it is widely recognised.®" In the frame of the
Istanbul Convention, the recognition of the
social value of women’s organisations’ acti-
vities is considered a decisive criterion for
assessing the alignment of public policies
with the requirements of Article 9.%

The reason for such an acknowledge-
ment is that, in addition to providing vital
services for survivors of VAWG, women'’s
organisations have played and continue
to play a crucial and unique role in chal-
lenging the root causes of VAWG.® The link
between individual experiences of violence
and gendered social structures inextricably
connects with one of the most essential
and unique traits of women’s organisati-
ons: their role as political activists with a
collective voice and agenda, advocating for
social change through, as well as beyond,
individual support to survivors of violence.?
In addition to strengthening the gendered
understanding of VAWG, WSS encourage and
empower other actors to construct a shared
language, practices and methodologies.?

Activities such as promoting and advo-
cating for policy and legislative changes,
monitoring the implementation of internati-
onal human rights obligations as well as the
implementation of national legislation and
policies, and collecting data, contribute to
driving broader social transformation to ad-
dress the structural inequalities and power
imbalances that enable VAWG to persist.

77 WAVE (2019), Thematic Paper - The Importance of Women's Specialist Support Services in Europe, p. 9.

78 Women'’s Resource Centre (2017), Why Women Only?, op. cit.

79 WAVE (2023), Country Report 2023, p. 18; WAVE (2023), A life free from violence. Primary prevention as the key to elimi-
nating violence against women and girls; GREVIO (2022), Mid-term Horizontal Review, op. cit., p. 49

80 WAVE (2023), A life free from violence, op. cit, pp. 9-10.

81 Ref.to “Historical Account...” Section; CEDAW, General Recommendation, 35.

82 GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report France, para. 52; Switzerland, para. 46; North Macedonia, para. 35.

83 WAVE (2015), Supporting the Sustainability, op. cit., p. 3; WAVE (2017), Prevention and Support Standards, op. cit., p. 31.

84 WAVE (2023), Country Report 2023; Lauri, M., & Lauri, J. (2024), “In the business of gendered violence: the private
shelter discourse in Sweden”, Critical and Radical Social Work, 12(3), pp. 398-413.

85 WAVE (2019), Thematic Paper - The Importance of Women’s Specialist Support Services in Europe, p. 9.
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Feminist, Survivor-Centred

and Empowering Support

The first level this study focuses on is indivi-
dual support practices within women's spe-
cialist services (WSS). It examines how WSS
understand and organise their work with
survivors and how feminist and gender-spe-
cific principles are translated into concrete
interactions, decisions, and relationships.
In doing so, this chapter highlights the spe-
cific value and effectiveness of WSS at the
individual level, particularly in contexts
where generic responses fail to meet survi-
vors’ needs. WAVE defines violence against
women, following Article 3(a) of the Istanbul
Convention, as a human rights violation and
a form of discrimination encompassing all
acts of gender-based violence (GBV) that
result in or are likely to result in physical,
sexual, psychological or economic harm,
including threats, coercion or the arbitrary
deprivation of liberty. This conceptual un-
derstanding emphasises how WSS analyse
violence and structure their support. The
analysis does not treat individual support as
a technical domain, but as a political level
where feminist understandings of violence
against women and girls (VAWG) are enacted
and contested. Overall, the chapter high-
lights how individual-level supportin WSS is
embedded in broader feminist approaches
to addressing violence, which are further
explored at the community and institutional
levels in the following sections.

Defining a feminist

and gender-specific approach

Across the interviews, WSS describe a fe-
minist and gender-specific approach as the
core principle shaping all aspects of their
work at an individual level. Rather than
treating violence as a series of isolated in-
cidents between ‘private’ individuals, WSS
frame VAWG as rooted in systemic gender
inequality and patriarchal power structures.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE

As a feminist research and advocacy organi-
sation based in Cyprus explained in the sur-
vey, their approach “recognises that VAWG is
rooted in systemic gender inequalities and
power imbalances, which are reinforced by
patriarchal norms and structures,” and uses
feminist methodologies “to analyse, chal-
lenge, and dismantle these structures.”

WSS highlight that gender-neutral or ‘in-
dividualised’ framings of violence obscure
the fact that it is a gendered phenomenon
predominantly enacted by men against wo-
men and can inadvertently reproduce the
power imbalances that sustain violence. By
contrast, a feminist approach centres the
experiences, needs, and voices of women
and girls in all interventions, ensuring that
survivors’ rights and agency are prioritised
and that responses are not only effective
but also transformative. Several WSS ex-
plicitly link this approach to resisting gen-
der-neutral policies. The aforementioned
WAVE Member from Cyprus emphasised that
maintaining a gender-specific lens is crucial
for challenging policies “that fail to acknow-
ledge the specific ways in which violence
affects women and girls", particularly in
areas such as legislation, law enforcement,
education and healthcare. Similarly, they
describe a feminist and gender-specific ap-
proach as “recognising and addressing the
unique experiences and challenges faced by
women and marginalised genders,” insisting
on an intersectional lens to combat injus-
tice and prevent violence against diverse
groups, including LGBTQI+ individuals.

This emphasis on intersectionality de-
monstrates that feminist analysis extends
beyond gender to include how it interacts
with migration status, disability, ethnicity,
age, and other forms of marginalisation.
Many WSS stress that this intersectional
lens is not only a general principle but
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something they actively apply in practice,
because a ‘one-size-fits-all' response can
obscure how structural barriers shape wo-
men’s exposure to violence and their access
to safety and support. Several organisati-
ons also emphasise that intersectionality
is not about ‘difference’ in itself, but about
how institutions and systems can use fac-
tors such as language, migration status, or
disability to deny women equal protection,
credibility, or access to rights. In this sense,
intersectionality helps shift attention away
from individual characteristics and towards
the structural conditions that shape risk,
choice, and safety. Many WSS explicitly ap-
ply this intersectional lens in their approach
and practice, shaping assessments, inter-
ventions and advocacy.

For a WAVE Member operating as a wo-
men's centre in Croatia, applying a feminist
framework means explicitly connecting
everyday case work with broader structural
change. They understand GBV as “a direct
result of systemic gender inequality and pa-
triarchal structures” and situate their sup-
port within an agenda to “empower women,
challenge power imbalances, and advocate
for social change.” Importantly, this frame-
work is not only rhetorical; it also guides
concrete decisions about how support is
organised, which services are prioritised,
and how survivors are involved in their own
processes. The member highlights that all
interventions are designed to be “holistic
and empowering,” combining immediate as-
sistance (such as legal aid, counselling, and
safe accommodation) with advocacy that
addresses the root causes of violence.

In sum, these accounts show that a fe-
minist and gender-specific approach at the
individual level is not an “add-on” to stan-
dard service provision. WSS read survivors’
experiences through a gendered analysis
of power, design interventions that centre
survivors' voices, and seek to transform the
structural conditions that enable violence.

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

This provides the foundation for survivor-
centred and trauma-informed practices,
which are discussed later in this chapter.

Interviewed WAVE Members strongly re-
ject the idea that professionals supporting
survivors should be ‘neutral’. Instead, they
insist on explicitly taking women'’s side as
an ethical and political commitment. The
National Federation of Women Solidarity
- FNSF (Fédération Nationale Solidarité
Femmes), a French WAVE member opera-
ting as the network of WSS and running the
national women'’s helpline, stressed in the
interview that “domestic violence is analy-
sed using a feminist and systemic approach
[...] the professionals, they are not neutral
[...] they take the woman'’s side [...] placing
it in a systemic context of patriarchy, ma-
sculine domination and gender imbalance.”
Here, “taking the woman’s side” signals a
deliberate move away from institutional
practices that treat both parties as equally
responsible and frame violence as a ‘rela-
tionship conflict’. It also reflects an effort
to make visible the widespread nature of
men'’s violence against women, which, while
experienced by individual women, is part of
a broader structural problem rooted in gen-
dered power inequalities.

This stance is grounded in existing data
and research.? Stigamoét, a counselling and
information centre supporting survivors of
sexualised violence in Iceland, underlined
during the interview that without a gende-
red approach “we get nowhere,” noting that
“ninety-five percent of those who are perpe-
trators are men, and ninety percent of those
who are victims [...] are women.” Recognising
such patterns is part of feminist knowledge
production: it involves systematically na-
ming who is harmed and who holds power,
rather than treating each case as an isola-
ted anomaly. It also means that, in indivi-
dual counselling, practitioners validate wo-
men’s experiences of fear, coercive control
and blame, and actively counter narratives

86 FRA, EIGE, Eurostat, 2024. EU gender-based violence survey - Key results. Experiences of women in the EU-27,

Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg. https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/

pr-2024-eu-gender-based-violence-survey_en.pdf
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that minimise or mutualise responsibility.
This standpoint then shapes how they inter-
pret survivors’ stories, how they document
cases, and how they engage with other in-
stitutions (for example, when challenging
problematic decisions in child custody or
immigration cases).

The aforementioned Croatian WAVE
member described in the survey how this
standpoint translates into everyday prac-
tice. They report that all employees working
directly with survivors are educated in fe-
minist principles and trauma-informed care,
and that “all decisions regarding her case
are made together with her, respecting her
wishes and needs.” This approach is groun-
ded in a survivor-centred perspective that
recognises that responsibility for violence
lies solely with the perpetrator, while ensu-
ring that survivors’ autonomy and informed
consent guide all interventions. Here, ta-
king women'’s side is not about speaking for
survivors, but about creating conditions in
which women can safely speak for themsel-
ves and have their choices respected.

From grassroots movements to
“by-and-for” services

The feminist and gender-specific approach
at the individual level is also rooted in the
historical development of many WSS as
grassroots feminist organisations. Many
women’s organisations were founded by
women directly affected by violence, by
activists within the women’'s movements,
or by communities facing specific forms of
marginalisation. This history matters be-
cause it informs their organisational cul-
ture, staffing decisions and understandings
of expertise. For example, the Serbian WAVE
Member 1Z KRUGA - VOJVODINA, a women'’s
centre providing specialised support to wo-
men with disabilities, emphasises that their
services are “provided also by women with
disabilities” and that “the upper manage-
ment and the governance are led by women

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

with disabilities.” Whenever possible, “the
service provider belongs to the same group
as the beneficiary,” and the organisation
works to open different channels of commu-
nication and ensure accessible premises.

This “by-and-for” model is itself a fe-
minist practice: in specialist services led
by and for Black and minoritised women,
disabled women or migrant women, the
lived experience of those most affected is
treated as a form of expertise and placed
at the centre of organisational decision-
making. This approach is also closely linked
to intersectional practice because it redu-
ces the burden on survivors to ‘explain’ the
social and institutional pressures shaping
their situation and can strengthen trust,
accessibility, and safety in support relation-
ships, especially for women facing multiple
forms of marginalisation. Research on Black
and minoritised VAWG organisations in the
United Kingdom shows that services led by
and for Black and minoritised women are
an essential part of addressing violence, of
movement building and women’s commu-
nity organising.®’

A similar logic can be seen in organisa-
tions working primarily with migrant and
refugee women, where intercultural staff
teams are described as a core strength.
Asociacion Por Ti Mujer in Spain, a women'’s
centre providing specialist support to mig-
rant and refugee women, highlighted in the
interview that they are an intercultural team
with workers from various Latin American
and North African countries, reflecting the
communities they serve. Staff bring not
only professional qualifications but also
lived and community-based knowledge that
helps build trust, navigate language and
cultural barriers, and challenge racist insti-
tutional practices.

87 Imkaan. 2018. From Survival to Sustainability: Critical issues for the Black and ‘minority ethnic’ ending violence
against women and girls sector in the UK. London: Imkaan.
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These examples illustrate how feminist
and gender-specific approaches are em-
bedded in WSS'’s organisational structures
and staff composition. Expertise is not only
defined by professional experiences, but
also by activist experience, shared identi-
ties and long-term engagement in feminist
movements. At the individual level, this me-
ans that survivors often encounter support
workers who understand their experiences
from within, who share aspects of their
social position, and who are committed to
collective struggle against VAWG. This his-
tory and staffing model distinguish WSS
from many general or generic services and
underpin their ability to deliver specialised
services that centre individual survivors’
intersecting needs.

Defining survivor-centred practice
in WSS

Across all interviews and survey responses,
WAVE Members emphasise that being survi-
vor-centred is one of the most fundamental
principles guiding individual support of
WSS. While this approach is grounded in fe-
minist understandings of VAWG, it operates
at the level of every interaction, shaping
how practitioners listen, validate, inform,
and act. WSS define a survivor-centred ap-
proach as one where the woman’s autonomy,
choices, pace, and voice guide the support
process, ensuring that the survivor is “at the
centre of intervention and decision-making
process”, as put by a feminist human rights
organisation working on women's empower-
ment, gender equality and violence against
women and girls in Armenia. Furthermore, a
women’s centre in Slovakia explicitly links
this to a feminist understanding of violence
against women “as a violation of women'’s
human rights”, emphasising that their three
core principles of service provision are ‘“sa-
fety, empowerment, and social change”, all
operationalised in practice.

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

Survivor-centredness is thus part of the
ethos as well as the everyday practices of
WSS. In Stigamot, one of “the main worR[s]
we do [...] is to tell survivors it’s not your
fault. It's in the structure of the society [...]
in the gender power structure”. Positioning
violence as a product of unequal gendered
structures rather than individual failure is
experienced as “very liberating” for survi-
vors and is seen as essential “for the strug-
gle against gender-based violence”, because
it counters internalised blame and shame.

Several WAVE Members who were inter-
viewed explicitly contrast this approach
with more directive, bureaucratic, or pater-
nalistic practices in generic services. The
Slovakian WAVE member stresses that emp-
owerment means “we are not taking control
from the women,” but instead “support them
to make a decision and provide them with all
information they need so decisions can be
made”. Similarly, Asociacion Por Ti Mujer in
Spain describes a “victim-centred approach,
which prioritises the autonomy, dignity and
safety of each woman,” and where “all sup-
port plans and interventions are developed
in collaboration with the survivor”. Survivor-
centred practice is therefore not simply an
ethical principle but a standpoint: as outli-
ned in the introduction, it assumes that wo-
men themselves are the primary knowers of
their situation, risk and needs, and that any
intervention which sidelines their know-
ledge risks reproducing the control and co-
ercion of the abusive relationship.®®

Survivors as agents with decision-
making power

A central feature of WSS's survivor-centred
work is the deliberate redistribution of power
within the support relationship. Practitioners
repeatedly describe support as a process of
restoring autonomy after prolonged experien-
ces of control. This is done through informed
choice, transparency, and shared decision-
making rather than professional prescription.

88 For reference, the two following sections from the introduction address survivor-centred practice: “Gender neutrality

and proliferation of generic support services” as well as “The value of women specialist services: supporting women

survivors of violence”.
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In practice, this involves clearly explain-
ing available options, outlining risks, and
ensuring that women know their rights,
without pressuring them towards any par-
ticular course of action. A WAVE member
in Slovakia emphasises that empowerment
means “we try to support them to make a
decision [...] so they have all information
to take free decisions about their life” and
that staff “try to support them to take any
steps they decide to take”. The same logic is
present in the description of a women-cen-
tred needs assessment by WAVE Member
Mor Cati Women'’s Shelter Foundation (Mor
Cati Kadin Siginagi Vakfi), a Turkish women'’s
shelter and centre: “we don’t have a stan-
dard way, a to do list [...] each work is speci-
fied for that woman” because “each woman
is different in terms of their resources, the
way she experienced violence, the different
coping mechanisms and different choices in
life".

Helplines and crisis services similarly
operationalise informed choice. The French
national network and women’s helpline
FNSF stresses that professionals are “not
neutral” about domestic violence (DV) - they
“take the woman'’s side” - but this does not
translate into imposing decisions. Instead,
they “give the orientation [...] and then it’s
the caller who has to take the next step,” be-
cause “women’s agency and autonomy are
really at the heart of the principles”. Staff
“will never tell a woman, you have to press
charges, you have to go to the police[...] you
have to divorce”; the role is to accompany,
not to decide.

Across interviews, WSS emphasise that
women themselves decide whether and
when to report to the police, initiate legal
processes, leave or return to the perpetra-
tor, or move more quickly or more slowly
through the different stages of support.
Practitioners are clear that these choices
may appear contradictory from the out-
side (for instance, when women return to
an abuser or pause legal proceedings),
but are meaningful and rational within the
complex risk landscape survivors navigate.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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Survivor-centred work therefore assumes
that women continuously assess dan-
ger, resources, and obligations, and that
safety planning must be built on their own
judgement.

Consequently, shared decision-making
is both psychologically and strategically
crucial. It counters institutional patterns in
which survivors are told what they “should
do” or judged for “waiting too long,” and in-
stead constructs women as agents who have
survived and now co-decide the direction
of support. Trust emerges in the interviews
as the precondition for any meaningful in-
tervention. Practitioners repeatedly insist
that survivor-centred work is fundamentally
relational: it relies on sustained, non-judge-
mental, confidential relationships through
which women can gradually re-establish a
sense of safety and self-trust. As one coun-
sellor from Stigamot put it, “it's a question
of trust”.

Many women reach WSS having already
encountered disbelief, minimisation or bu-
reaucratic coldness in state systems. Survi-
vor-centred services consciously create an
alternative space in which women are belie-
ved, their experiences are named accurately,
and the pace and depth of disclosure remain
theirs. A Slovakian WAVE member stresses
that the counselling centre has no time li-
mits and that services are provided “for as
long as women need,” including weekly ses-
sions, “sometimes, for several years”. If wo-
men return to a partner, “it’s ok for us [...] the
door to the counselling centre stay[s] open,”
signalling that support is not conditional on
making “the right” choices.

Recentring women'’s experiences:
trusting and believing survivors
Trauma-informed principles are closely
intertwined with this relational work. Spa-
nish WAVE Member Asociacion Por Ti Mujer
describes how their staff are trained “to
recognise the impact of trauma and pro-
vide compassionate and nonjudgmental
support,” developing “personalised action
plans tailored to the specific needs of each
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survivor” and focusing not only on crisis re-
sponse but “the long-term recovery,” since
“the real job begins after the report”. Simi-
larly, a by-and-for organisation supporting
Black and minoritised women in the United
Kingdom, speaks of delivering counselling
“in a transcultural way,” refusing to use
translators because this would “compromise
the women’s narratives” and the cultural
and religious meanings of their experien-
ces; instead, the goal is to “enable them to
open up and talk about their vulnerabilities”
and to centre “her [...] not our prescriptive
documents”.

These accounts show how trauma-in-
formed practice is not reduced to specific
techniques but is embedded in everyday
interactions: slowing down, repeating infor-
mation, maintaining predictable structures,
and validating ambivalent feelings. Staff
at the aforementioned organisation in the
United Kingdom, for example, underline
that risk assessment is “a dynamic process”,
attentive to how loneliness or memories of
“good times” might lead women to reconsi-
der returning to an abusive partner. Rather
than ignoring these feelings, practitioners
insist that “we’ve got to enable the women
to be honest with us and with themselves
and say it's OK to feel like that. Let’s talk
about it[...] let’s talk about the risks of that”.
Survivor-centred practice therefore recons-
tructs safety not only as physical protection
but also as emotional safety - the ability to
speak, doubt, remember and decide without
fear of judgement or abandonment.

A recurring theme across interviews
is that WSS often receive survivors after
they have been failed by other institutions:
police who minimise risk, courts that prio-
ritise formal procedure over safety, welfare
offices that pressure women to reconcile, or
disability services that claim to treat ever-
yone the same. Survivor-centred practice
thus frequently functions as a counter-in-
stitutional model, designed not only to pro-
tect women from perpetrators but also from
secondary victimisation.
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Several organisations describe how
generic services misrecognise or erase
key aspects of women’s experience. WAVE
Member 1Z KRUGA - VOJVODINA noted in the
interview that when they work with disabi-
lity organisations in smaller municipalities
in Serbia, staff often insist that “we are pro-
viding services [to] everyone the same way,”
which “is exactly the problem,” because it
denies the specific gendered violence wo-
men with disabilities face and renders se-
xual and reproductive rights or VAWG “not
seen”. Sapari, a women’s centre in Georgia,
similarly contrasts their “permanent com-
munication” with survivors, through regular
calls from lawyers or social workers if a wo-
man has not been in touch, with state ser-
vices that are “not that communicative” and
“don’t know their beneficiaries that well”.

Survivor-centred WSS respond to these
gaps by re-centring women’s experiences
and by taking an explicitly critical stance
towards institutional practices. The inter-
viewed WAVE member in Slovakia highlights
the tension between state funding require-
ments and quality of support: because “the
state gives us money, we have to report to
the state,” often in terms of numbers of in-
terventions. This can “reduce the quality of
the service,” so the organisation prioritises
maintaining a basic standard of support
“even if we don’t or cannot do any other acti-
vities,” ensuring that women'’s needs remain
central in decisions about whether to join
new projects or advocacy campaigns.

In other contexts,
practice also extends into legal and policy
advocacy. La Strada-Ukraine, a national wo-
men’s helpline and research organisation,
describes their involvement in drafting le-
gislation on conflict-related sexual violence,
emphasising that survivor participation in
the working group was crucial “because with

survivor-centred

survivors we can provide quite strong legis-
lation” and that they hope this will serve as
a precedent for “voices of survivors[...] being
heard” not only in the media but also “in our
legislation and decision-making process”.
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In sum, these examples show that sur-
vivor-centred WSS do not simply adapt to
institutional frameworks but aim to trans-
form them. By validating women'’s accounts,
documenting institutional harms, and ac-
companying survivors through retraumati-
sing procedures, they create an alternative
practice space organised around safety,
recognition and women’s own assessments
of risk and justice.

Survivor-centred practice through
intersectionality

Lastly, survivor-centred practice
scribed as necessarily intersectional and
tailored. To place “survivors at the centre”
means recognising how structural inequa-
lities shape both exposure to violence and
access to support. Many WSS highlight the
specific vulnerabilities of women margina-
lised along several levels. Stigamot notes
that “women on the edge of society are more
vulnerable for violence,” including women
with substance abuse issues or those with
intellectual and/or cognitive disabilities,

is de-

and that accessible premises, interpreters
and staff experience with diverse groups
are therefore essential elements of their
counselling work. In Serbia, 1Z KRUGA -
VOJVODINA describes how they organise
separate group support for young and adult
women with different disabilities, including
embodied practices such as “laugh yoga” as
both support and prevention, and stresses
the importance of peer-to-peer spaces wit-
hin a broader mental health network.
Services working with migrant women
emphasise how legal status and racism
shape the conditions of choice. Asociacion
Por Ti Mujer in Spain notes that “for many of
them, the administrative status becomes the
major obstacle to seeking help or reporting
the abuse because of their fear of being de-
ported,” and that in many cases “the abuser
is the only support system” in the host coun-
try. That's why their holistic intervention

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

combines legal advice on rights and protec-
tions, psychological support that “show[s]
them the impact of migration on their deci-
sions,” and employment services aimed at
breaking economic dependence and buil-
ding autonomy.
Other WSS use
works to reframe victims not only as survi-
vors but also as agents who have resisted
violence within difficult conditions. Unizon,

intersectional frame-

a Swedish umbrella organisation of wo-
men’s shelters, draws on response-based
practice® to “highlight [women’s and chil-
dren’s] resistance to violence,” stressing that
they “did everything they could in order to
resist and they never accepted it,” which
directly counters societal narratives asking,
“why did she wait so long?". This approach
reveals another dimension of survivor-cen-
tredness: the willingness of organisations
to treat each survivor's situation as the
starting point for institutional learning and
adaptation, rather than expecting women to
fit into existing service templates.

In sum, survivor-centred practice in WSS
is a concrete set of relational, organisa-
tional and political commitments. It entails
trusting women as experts on their lives, re-
distributing power through informed choice
decision-making, building
trauma-informed relationships of safety

and shared
and trust, countering institutional harms,
and continuously adapting support to the
intersecting structures that shape women'’s
experiences of violence and survival.

89 For more information on the methodology of response-based practice, see publications from the Centre for Re-

sponse-Based Practice: https://www.responsebasedpractice.com/publications/.
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Solidarity as a feminist relational
practice
Across the interviews, WSS describe soli-
darity as foundational to their work with
survivors. Rather than approaching women
from a position of expertise or hierarchy,
many organisations emphasise relational,
emotional and political forms of accompa-
niment. Mor Cati Women'’s Shelter Founda-
tion explain that in their counselling centre,
support is not a hierarchical relationship,
but a shared emotional process. They high-
light how relationships with survivors often
continue long after formal support ends:
“sometimes years later they come back [...]
showing how their life has changed and
how their children changed their lives.”
These long-term connections reflect a fem-
inist ethic of non-abandonment. They also
demonstrate that solidarity extends beyond
crisis intervention, creating a sense of be-
longing and continuity. One survivor ex-
plained how she learned to ask for change
on a minibus - something she had previ-
ously felt unable to do: “when I paid and
they didn’t give me the return, | would never
voice up. But now I ask for my money back.”
This example illustrates how empowerment
is experienced in everyday interactions: the
ability to speak up in public, assert one’s
rights, and challenge small injustices sig-
nals a broader shift in self-confidence and
self-perception. As practitioners note, such
“small things that changed” are significant
markers of recovery and agency as they
show how feminist solidarity translates into
lasting changes in women's daily lives.
Solidarity is not only interpersonal but
also organisational. A national network
of women’s shelters and counselling cen-
tres in Germany describes establishing
support funds that redistribute resources
across their network, enabling a collective
response to women's needs: “[We] direct
donations to where they are needed in the
form of various support funds.” Survivors
also maintain contact with former counsel-
lors, with one woman continuing to write
years later to share her milestones - an
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illustration of solidarity radiating outward
into survivors’ everyday lives.

Solidarity further extends into femi-
nist organising and movement-building.
Stigamot situates their work within Ice-
land’s broader feminist infrastructure, not-
ing that “we have so many people working
within the system who are feminist [...] it’s
a luxury.” They describe collaboration with
labour unions and more than 40 organisa-
tions in preparation for nationwide feminist
actions, such as the Women'’s Day Off strike.
This locates WSS within a larger ecosystem
of feminist struggle, where solidarity be-
comes a political tool that shapes advocacy,
public discourse and collective resistance.
More on how WSS go beyond survivor-cen-
tred, trauma-informed support as political
actors, and on their transformative role in
challenging the structural roots of VAWG,
can be found in the societal level chapter.

Solidarity as organisational
resistance and continuity

of feminist struggle

Solidarity also appears as a protective force
within WSS themselves. Medica Zenica, a wo-
men’s centre supporting women and children
survivors of DV and conflict-related sexual
violence in Bosnia and Herzegovina, describes
how they resist state attempts to absorb or
replace WSS with general welfare structures.
They emphasise that institutions which priori-
tise keeping families together “do not unders-
tand what it means for survivors [...] to receive
a sensitive approach following their needs,”
and affirm: “We will continue fighting for safe
houses and specialised services, which need
to be led by women's organisations.”

By defending their feminist mandate, or-
ganisations practice solidarity not only with
survivors but also with the wider movement.
Stigamot similarly links their present work
to historic feminist struggles, including Ice-
land’s 1975 women’s strike, explaining that
these histories “spiralled into being this huge
world event.” Such narratives reinforce that
solidarity is both a present action and a con-
tinuity of feminist resistance across time.
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Empowerment as a relational

and transformative process
Empowerment appears throughout the in-
terviews as both a process and an outcome
of feminist solidarity. WSS consistently de-
scribe empowerment not as a professional
objective imposed on survivors, but as so-
mething that emerges through trust, valida-
tion and survivor-led decision-making.

Mor Cati Women'’s Shelter Foundation in
Turkiye highlights that witnessing women
move away from violence is “very valuable
for us and empowering for us as well.”
Empowerment is thus mutual: as women
reclaim voice and agency, staff also feel
strengthened in their work. For many wom-
en’s organisations, empowerment involves
helping women recognise abuse and break
cycles of violence. Spanish WAVE Member
Asociacion Por Ti Mujer explains that psy-
chosocial support aims to “help women to
identify situations of abuse [...] break free
from the cycle of violence and work towards
healing and recovery.” Access to informa-
tion and ongoing communication reinforce
agency; as Stigamot notes, survivors “can
write to our online services [...] ask any infor-
mation or any help”, ensuring they are never
alone in navigating difficult decisions.

Empowerment is also described as inter-
generational. A WAVE member organisation
in the United Kingdom explains that workers
“try not to be rescuers” but instead equip
mothers with tools to support their children
after violence, strengthening both parental
agency and family resilience. Mor Cati Wom-
en’s Shelter Foundation similarly empha-
sises that supporting women and children
helps “break cycles of violence, inequality
and pave the way for future generations.”

Children as survivors in their own
right

WSS consistently emphasise that children
affected by violence against women are
not only witnesses or dependents, but also
survivors in their own right, with specific
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needs, rights and forms of harm that require
dedicated attention. This understanding
aligns with WAVE’s broader work on safegu-
arding and empowering children, including
the Safeguarding and Empowering Children
project launched in 2022, which highlights
children’s rights and their participation in
VAWG responses.®®

Several organisations describe a shift
away from earlier assumptions that protec-
ting the mother automatically ensures the
child’s safety. Unizon, for example, explains
that they have actively worked to change
this approach at both practice and policy
levels in Sweden, advocating for children
to be recognised as “separate independent
actors that need a separate intervention
and support,” rather than being treated as
secondary to their mothers’ cases. This shift
has also informed legal and institutional
change, including greater recognition of
children’s right to live a life free from vio-
lence, even when this conflicts with domi-
nant norms around shared custody.

At the individual level, WSS operationa-
lise this understanding through specialised
services, adapted outreach, and child-sen-
sitive practices. Stigamot describes creating
an anonymous online chat for young people
aged 13 to 21, precisely to lower barriers to
disclosure and ensure that teenagers can
seek help without fear of immediate insti-
tutional consequences: “the reason why
it’'s anonymous [...] is that we don’t have the
obligation to call child protection services,
and they can ask anything”. Others emp-
hasise early intervention and prevention,
particularly among adolescents, stressing
that normalising abuse in teenage relation-
ships risks reproducing violence across ge-
nerations. As one Stigamot representative
notes, if abuse among young people is not
condemned, it sends the message that “you
can abuse women” and that “it has no con-
sequences,” reinforcing patterns of VAWG
later in life.

90 Allresources can be found here: https://wave-network.org/wave-child-safeguarding-movement-building-project/
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Several organisations also highlight the
importance of everyday, relational support
for children living in shelters or refuges. The
interviewed WAVE Member from the United
Kingdom describes how child-focused work
includes creating safe spaces for play, lei-
sure and celebration, recognising that “play
and leisure is such a therapeutic [...] medium
for children” and an important way to help
them process trauma and restore a sense
of normality. Medica Zenica similarly notes
the need to organise “special corners” and
activities for children accommodated in
safe houses with their mothers, emphasi-
sing that children’s recovery requires inten-
tional, child-sensitive environments. Taken
together, these practices reflect a shared
understanding among WSS that addres-
sing VAWG necessarily involves recognising
children as survivors with their own voices,
rights and integrating
child-focused support into feminist, sur-
vivor-centred approaches at the individual

experiences and

level.

Organisational care

Alongside solidarity and empowerment,
organisational care emerges as a critical
dimension of WSS practice. Working with
survivors while simultaneously engaging
in advocacy places a significant emotional
and political burden on staff. WAVE mem-
ber Medica Zenica from Bosnia & Herzego-
vina describes this dual pressure: “from
one side, we worR with survivors. From the
other side, we try to lobby and make some
concrete changes,” all within “a very hard
political situation and economic situation.”
They stress that without collective atten-
tion to wellbeing, “burnout is very near if
we do not think about ourselves.” This focus
on organisational care is also reflected in
WAVE's own work. The WAVE Toolkit on Femi-
nist Self-Care for Young Activists and Young
Professionals®' highlights the importance
of collective responsibility and supportive
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organisational cultures in preventing burn-
out and sustaining feminist work against
violence. Organisational care involves both
internal support systems and personal
strategies. Medica Zenica emphasises that
staff must consider “organisational care
[...] but also my self-care in my private life”,
and that they integrate these reflections
into collective strategy-making to ensure
sustainability.

Values also serve as organisational
grounding. Awomen'’s centre in Slovakia ref-
lects that feminist values such as “life free
of violence”, “respect”, and fundamental
commitments to survivors enable them to
endure difficult times. As explained in the
interview: “That is the very important thing
that helps you get through difficult times
[...] to understand why you do it and why it’s
important you continue even though there is
no light in the end.”

Finally, organisational care also inclu-
des recognition of the movement’s diverse
expertise. Serbian WAVE Member 1Z KRUGA
- VOJVODINA points to collaborative net-
works with organisations working with
Roma, migrant, and displaced women, il-
lustrating how shared responsibility and
knowledge exchange function as care for
the movement and its workers. Across the
interviews, empowerment, solidarity, and
organisational care appear to be deeply
interconnected processes. Solidarity provi-
des the relational foundation through which
survivors experience validation and regain
agency. Empowerment strengthens survi-
vors’ voices and reveals the transformative
potential of shared feminist practice. Or-
ganisational care ensures that staff remain
supported and emotionally sustained as
they engage in demanding work.

These dimensions form a holistic ap-
proach to individual-level support that ref-
lects the distinct value of WSS. They reflect
a feminist understanding that healing and
resistance emerge not only through the

91 The toolkit can be accessed here: https://wave-network.org/

wave-toolkit-on-feminist-self-care-for-young-activists-and-young-professionals/
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services delivered, but also through the
relationships, organisational cultures, and
political commitments that make such sup-
port possible.

As this chapter has shown, individual-
level support offered by WSS does far
more than providing direct interventions to
women. A feminist and gender-specific ap-
proach shapes how violence is interpreted
and documented; survivor-centred prac-
tice reorganises the support relationship
around women’s autonomy, knowledge and
safety; and empowerment, solidarity and
organisational care sustain both survivors
and practitioners over time. Together, these
elements contribute to forms of support
that survivors experience as more respon-
sive, trustworthy, and effective, particularly
when non-specialist systems fall short.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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Individual-level work, therefore, ope-
rates as a key site of feminist knowledge
production, where institutional harms are
identified, survivors’ resistance is made
visible, and women and children’s voices
are heard. These dynamics cannot be fully
understood in isolation. The principles and
tensions identified here around gender-spe-
cific analysis, intersectionality, counter-in-
stitutional practice and the sustainability
of feminist work can be found at the com-
munity and institutional levels. The next
section, therefore, turns to community-le-
vel practices, examining how WSS translate
these individual-level commitments into
broader forms of public engagement, coa-
lition-building, and collective action, and
how, in turn, community-level organising
feeds back into individual support to break
the cycle of violence.
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Multi-agency Collaboration, Effective
Partnerships and Coalition Building to

Tackle the Root Causes of VAWG

At the community level, this study examines
how women's specialist services (WSS) col-
laborate with other actors tackling violence
against women and girls (VAWG) and how
their work shapes the broader community
response and perception of VAWG. As this
chapter illustrates, WSS extend their work
beyond individual support to active enga-
gement within the community, collabora-
ting with schools, healthcare professionals,
neighbourhood initiatives, and institutions
to strengthen local responses to VAWG.
Through multi-agency cooperation, commu-
nity-level collaboration and partnerships,
training, and awareness-raising, WSS pro-
mote a shared, gendered understanding of
violence, improve referral pathways, ensure
survivors’ voices are heard by statutory ac-
tors, and drive the development of effective
primary prevention practices.

Cooperation with various
institutions

To effectively tackle and prevent VAWG, co-
ordinated interventions are needed among
the different bodies involved in supporting
survivors. Many forms of multi-agency co-
operation have been developed across
Europe since the 1990s, in which WSS have
played, and continue to play, a key role. In
fact, it was the women’s movement that
lobbied for stronger commitments and ac-
countability from state authorities, most
notably in countries such as the United
Kingdom, Germany, and Austria.®> Actors
involved in multi-agency work include, but
are not limited to, government agencies and

local municipalities, health services, youth
welfare authorities and other agencies for
children, the police, the criminal justice
system, civil courts, social services, housing
and employment programmes, perpetrator
programmes and, of course, support ser-
vices such as WSS.

Multi-agency cooperation is also a key
principle outlined in Article 18 of the Istan-
bul Convention, which requires establishing
appropriate mechanisms to ensure effective
cooperation among relevant state agencies
and other entities in protecting victims of
all forms of violence covered by the Con-
vention. The term “mechanism” refers to
any formal or informal structure, such as
agreed protocols, roundtables, or other
mechanisms, that enables professionals to
cooperate in a standardised manner.” It is
common practice for such collaborations to
work at a structural level through exchan-
ges of experience, joint actions, training and
other activities to improve cooperation and
ultimately ensure that the survivor is at the
centre of the intervention.

Furthermore, the EU Directive on Vio-
lence Against Women and Domestic Vio-
lence, adopted on 14 May 2024, outlines the
importance of multi-agency cooperation in
responding to and tackling VAWG in Articles
40 and 41, which specify that Member States
should hold regular consultations with civil
society organisations and NGOs working di-
rectly with survivors.**

92 WAVE, 2006. Bridging Gaps — Models of Coordination between women’s NGO’s and state authorities, p. 12

93 Council of Europe (CoE), 2011. Explanatory Report to the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating
Violence against Women and Domestic Violence, para. 113.

94 Directive (EU) 2024/1385 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 14 May 2024 on combating violence against
women and domestic violence: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2024/1385/0j/eng.
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One key benefit of established multi-
agency cooperation to support women
survivors of violence is the use of Multi-
Agency Risk Assessment Conferences (MA-
RACs), first developed by WSS in the United
Kingdom in the early 2000s. MARACs bring
together representatives from different
statutory and agency bodies to assess and
coordinate responses to high-risk cases of
domestic violence (DV), typically based on
standardised risk assessment tools.*> While
these tools support information sharing,
referrals, and accountability through coor-
dinated action plans for survivors and their
children across agencies, WSS have also
raised concerns that risk-based approaches
can fail to identify coercive control and may
be harmful if applied without a gender-sen-
sitive understanding of VAWG.?®

Importantly, WSS play a key role in iden-
tifying high-risk cases and cooperating with
other relevant institutions and, in many
contexts, have also been instrumental in
developing risk assessment tools. Effective
cooperation with the police is central to this
work. A WAVE Member from Germany, repre-
senting a national network of women'’s shel-
ters and counselling centres, explained that
while some federal states have established
roundtables bringing together relevant ac-
tors to manage particularly high-risk cases,
such structures are not in place nationwide.
This lack of consistent coordination often
leads to gaps in information sharing bet-
ween practitioners and the police. Where
these mechanisms do exist, however, they
are highly effective for tackling high-risk
DV cases: “Where it’s really established, |
think it works very well. And it's especially
good for the high-risk cases. But it could, of
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course, be improved, and it would be really
better if you had it in Germany in every re-
gion because that’s not the case at the mo-
ment.” Although the establishment of such
multi-agency risk assessment models varies
between countries, WSS are often key to
developing such approaches because they
have a clear insight into the risks posed to
survivors and into when DV has or is likely
to escalate.

Health services, including general prac-
titioners and other healthcare professio-
nals, also play a central role in multi-agency
cooperation, as they are often the first
point of contact for women experiencing
violence and a vital link to WSS. Across Eu-
rope, referral pathways between healthcare
providers and women’s organisations have
enabled timely access to specialist support,
while WSS have also added significant value
by filling gaps in public service provision
and enhancing legal and social outcomes
for survivors. For example, UN Women's
2022 report, developed by WAVE, Coopera-
tion between women’s NGOs and health-
care providers — A comparative study in the
Western Balkans and Turkey, revealed that
when public mental health services were
disrupted during the COVID-19 pandemic,
women’s NGOs provided or sourced psycho-
logical care and clinic specialists to provide
individual therapy, facilitated access to life-
saving medical treatment, and supported
forensic documentation that strengthened
criminal prosecutions. This demonstrates
how collaboration with WSS can directly
improve health, legal, and safety outcomes
for survivors.”

95 EIGE, 2019. A guide to risk assessment and risk management of intimate partner violence against women for

police, p. 60; https://eige.europa.eu/publications-resources/publications/guide-risk-assessment-and-risk-man-

agement-intimate-partner-violence-against-women-police; Richards L., Letchford S. and Stratton S. (2013),

Policing domestic violence, OXFORD University Press, p. 301; https://safelives.org.uk/about-domestic-abuse/

domestic-abuse-response-in-the-uk/what-is-a-marac/

96 Women'’s Aid, 2024. Funding safer futures: A government pathway for the quantity and quality of funding required to
help women and children experiencing domestic abuse, https://womensaid.org.uk/funding-safer-futures/.

97 UN Women, 2022. Cooperation between women'’s NGOs and healthcare providers - A comparative study in the

Western Balkans and Turkey; https://eca.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2022/07/cooperation-be-

tween-womens-ngos-and-healthcare-providers-a-comparative-study-in-the-western-balkans-and-turkey.
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These coordinated efforts extend be-
yond the healthcare sector to include a wide
range of local actors. A by-and-for WAVE
Member organisation supporting Black and
minoritised women in the United Kingdom
described how multi-agency structures
bring together local authorities, commis-
sioners, health and social services, police,
and specialist organisations to jointly as-
sess domestic abuse cases, identify service
gaps, and coordinate responses at the local
level. As the interviewee explained:

“Everybody'’s got their little bit of specia-
lism that they provide. For example, we have
a domestic abuse strategic group that con-
sists of local authority members [...] we're all
sitting around the table looking at domestic
abuse in our area, looking at the numbers,
looking at who'’s coming forward, who's not
coming forward, what services are available
[...] To create a picture of what is going on lo-
cally [...] and for everybody to work together
to provide holistic support [...] They all play
a part in helping domestic abuse survivors.”

While effective multi-agency collabo-
ration between WSS and various instituti-
ons has been established over the years,
ongoing efforts are needed to ensure this
work continues to develop and receive ap-
propriate financing. As many WAVE Members
have reported, too many multi-agency initi-
atives rely on short-term commitments that
can be dismantled quickly by government
changes and political shifts.

Establishment of minimum quality
standards (and other protocols)
Across Europe, different services are avai-
lable to survivors of VAWG, depending on
available resources, national contexts, and
state requirements. The introduction to this
study outlined how the Istanbul Convention
and other international legal instruments
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do, however, provide a number of aims and
principles that specialist support services
should pursue and be based on.”® Where
established minimum quality standards
are lacking, individual WSS have developed
their internal working process and proce-
dures over time in a more or less uniform
manner.

Such standards are well established in
countries like England, where women'’s net-
works have developed quality standards
that demonstrate the enormous impact
that WSS have in delivering life-saving ser-
vices for women survivors. The Women'’s
Aid National Quality Standards (NQS) were
developed in 2015 in response to the needs
expressed by services across the Women'’s
Aid Federation and form a set of accredited
criteria through which WSS can evidence
their quality. In fact, the Women’s Aid NQS
are the only accreditation in England that
recognises and represents the work of spe-
cialist women-led domestic abuse services
and the unique value and high-level impact
of these services, which centre the long-
term safety and recovery of survivors and
the prevention of further harm.”® The NQS
are even referenced in the government’s
statutory guidance (Domestic Abuse Act
2021) as best practice.

All but one of the interviewed WAVE Mem-
bers confirmed that their country has mini-
mum quality standards for support services,
whether formal or informal, although the
breadth of these standards and the forms
of violence covered vary. Even when services
are aligned with state standards on paper, in
practice, there can be gaps in service quality
across countries and within a country, as Mor
Cati Women'’s Shelter Foundation (Mor Cati
Kadin Siginagi Vakfi), a Turkish women’s shel-
ter and centre, noted in the interview. This is
also a pitfall of setting minimum standards

98 For reference, the two following sections from the introduction address minimum quality standards: “The institu-
tionalisation process: minimum standards and the risk of depolitisation” as well as “States’ duty to set up specialist
services for women survivors of violence based on gendered understanding of violence and human rights-based

approach”.

99 Women'’s Aid Federation of England, National Quality Standards: https://www.womensaid.org.uk/what-we-do/nation-

al-quality-standards/ (accessed 14 November 2025).
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for an entire country, especially when ser-
vices are provided at the federal or regional
level, where local authorities have developed
their own standards. The aforementioned
national network of women's shelters and
counselling centres in Germany explained
that, with the introduction of a new Violence
Assistance Act (Gewalthilfegesetz), the state
is attempting to develop unified standards:

“if you try to find a consensus of quality
standards, then on the federal level, there is
always a risk that there is, you know, a race
to the bottom. Like, what is the minimal thing
we can all agree on? We are working on this
and watching this closely so that when the
new quality standards are developed, which
will start now, and new women'’s shelters will
be built, they will at least have the standards
we already have. And [we] actually published
quality standards ourselves, which were de-
veloped by practitioners from our members.”

This example highlights the importance of
WSS developing their own standards. In many
instances, states rely on standards already
established by WSS, as these exceed the
minimum set out in national or international
legal instruments. Conversely, when minimum
standards fall short of what specialist ser-
vices should provide to adequately support
women survivors,® WSS have advocated
for the adoption of higher standards, as ...1Z
KRUGA - VOJVODINA, a women's centre pro-
viding specialised support to women with di-
sabilities in Serbia, reported doing with their
local government. In other instances, donor
agencies impose their own standards that
exceed state-mandated minimum standards.
For example, one WAVE Member operating
as a women’s centre in Slovakia described
how funding from a Norwegian foundation
enabled the establishment of a coordination
methodological centre on VAWG. Working in
cooperation with women'’s NGOs, the centre
developed minimum standards for service
provision, monitored services, and collected
data.
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In Slovakia, new family counselling cen-
tres for survivors of violence have opened
up, which are not run by WSS with a femi-
nist and gender-specific approach. These
centres focus on child custody and claim to
provide psychological and legal counselling
in family matters. Some centres run by chil-
dren’s rights organisations even promote
family mediation, which is not advisable in
VAWG cases.”” In such instances, the intro-
duction of clear standards can help ensure
that survivors receive appropriate support
regardless of the provider, ideally with WSS
involved in their development. Standardi-
sation can therefore play an important role
in safeguarding the quality-of-service pro-
vision when different types of services for
survivors exist.

While the establishment of minimum
quality standards can ensure women survi-
vors of violence receive adequate support,
it can also hinder the work developed by
WSS over the decades. In Sweden, a change
in legislation introduced a licensing system
for shelters, including women'’s shelters, in
2024, The responsible licensing authority is
the Health and Social Care Inspectorate (IVO
- Inspektionen for vdard och omsorg), and
this system outlines specific criteria that
shelters must meet to offer services. WSS
and feminist networks have been preparing
for these changes by, for example, providing
quality assurance training to women'’s shel-
ters to enhance their capacity and quality
of work and meet licensing requirements.
However, with the increased standardi-
sation of shelter services, the existence
of some shelters run by WSS is placed in
limbo. On the other hand, regulations can
also help improve service provision by en-
suring that profit is not a motivating factor
for establishing a shelter. This dichotomy
is explained by Unizon, a Swedish umbrella
organisation of women'’s shelters:

100 E.g., by following the CoE minimum standards for support services developed in 2008, which are seen by WSS as outdated.
101 Asoutlined in Article 48 of the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women

and domestic violence (Istanbul Convention).
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“this licensing is not easy because for
women’s shelters that have been there for
over forty years, accumulating this massive
expertise, to have them apply for the same
licenses as private actors who started yes-
terday, it doesn’t feel right. And also, it's an
expensive thing and we know that private
actors, since they are profit driven, they can
afford to pay a lot of money when applying
for the license which has now doubled the
price. So, for our shelters it is a very difficult
process with negative consequences that
can even cost a shelter their existence. On
the other hand, if you think about how it was
before that, an actor who was not really seri-
ous but wanted to get good money could do
that because there was no regulation, so it is
good to have a certain standard.”

Therefore, standardisation of services
through the establishment of minimum
quality standards and other formal or in-
formal protocols must include and consult
WSS, who understand the importance of
specialist support provision. As the Swedish
example illustrates, increased regulation
can improve services for women survivors
of VAWG, but it can also have damaging
consequences for WSS if developed without
consulting the services themselves. More on
how WSS advocate for and have lobbied go-
vernmental representatives and other sta-
keholders for improved legislation and legal
standards is described in the next chapter.
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In terms of increased bureaucratisation
and regulation of services, almost half of
WAVE Members who responded to the sur-
vey reported that their organisation had
experienced increased regulation (by the
state, local authorities, or funders) in re-
lation to service provision. These include
heightened bureaucratic and administra-
tive burdens, often without corresponding
funding, that divert resources from WSS's
frontline support. This has been the case in
Belgium and Spain. In some countries, new
regulations threaten core principles of WSS,
such as confidentiality and gender-informed
methodologies, particularly through requi-
rements that undermine survivor safety or
exclude migrant women. For example, in
Italy, some regional regulations require the
disclosure of private data (e.g., tax codes)
and the regular submission of documenta-
tion by migrant women. Others recognised
the potential benefits of standardisation, as
one Irish member noted in the survey: “This
may not be a bad thing, provided the sector
itself is fully part of the process, and it is
not ‘imposed’ in a way that is not domestic-
violence- and gender-informed.”
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Community-level collaboration
practices and (in)formal networks
Beyond established multi-agency coopera-
tion models, WSS have also developed part-
nerships and other more informal forms of
collaboration with regional institutions and
other civil society organisations. Although
there are differences across Europe in the
capacity to collaborate extensively and in
the availability of partners and allies, WSS
rarely work in isolation, and partnerships
are an essential part of their work. Inter-
viewed members mentioned various formal
or informal networks they belong to, such
as national or regional women’s networks
or coalitions, national women’s councils,
national observatories on VAWG, and other
informal collectives on VAWG. These part-
nerships play an important role in providing
peer-learning opportunities and inter-orga-
nisational support among WSS. For exam-
ple, Mor Cati Women’s Shelter Foundation
(Mor Cati Kadin Siginagi Vakfi) described the
importance of having feminist organisati-
ons as allies, particularly in a context where
women'’s issues are framed as anti-govern-
ment, as is the case in Tiirkiye:

“I think there are a lot of allies, but we
prefer to always act together with different
feminist organisations because we prefer
not to be side by side with any other [type
of] organisation. It’s obviously a political
choice for us because we do have allies from
different parts of society. In the government,
the opposition parties and many organisati-
ons around them, they usually perceive us as
allies [...] but the way they react to our state-
ments and position is different because they
either do not see us or discredit us, that’s
the strategy of the anti-gender movement.”

At alocal level, WSS work closely with mu-
nicipalities to co-design and deliver services
and to jointly develop initiatives that address
survivors’ needs in the community. Unizon
described how they are promoting long-term
cooperation between the municipality and
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local women'’s shelters or women'’s crisis cen-
tres across Sweden through so-called “pu-
blic-private partnerships” that rely on sus-
tained funding for women'’s services. These
partnerships have enhanced women'’s rights
and safety in the municipality and have even
led to the development of a women'’s rights
barometer to evaluate municipalities’ work
on women'’s rights and safety.

Housing is another area of collaboration,
as shortages of safe, affordable accommo-
dation can create significant barriers for
survivors leaving shelters, making municipal
partnerships essential to secure sustainable
housing solutions and support their long-
term recovery. Unizon mentioned that they
have begun partnering with companies to
provide survivors with long-term housing
contracts, which give women more agency
and security than sublets, which do not gua-
rantee permanent housing. Secure and safe
housing notably emerged as a critical issue
during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to
the WAVE Country Report 2021, some count-
ries, including Iceland, Denmark, Portugal,
Finland, and Belgium, developed public and
private initiatives to provide extra emer-
gency beds, and in Ireland, two thousand
additional hotel bed nights were made avai-
lable to WSS as in-kind support from a com-
pany for short and long-term homestays.'?

Local partnerships and collaboration
are vital to ensure coherent and effective
housing solutions for women who have se-
parated from abusive partners. In London,
WSS have established collaborations with
the housing sector to ensure improved hou-
sing options for survivors with intersecting
identities, including Black and minoritised
women. An interviewed WAVE Member de-
scribed how this work aligns with a mayoral
funding programme that enables housing
departments to partner with WSS to co-de-
velop new or refurbished housing tailored to
survivors' needs: “it provides an opportunity
for us to design these new buildings together

102 WAVE Country Report 2021: Women'’s Specialist Support Services in Europe and the impact of COVID-19 on their provi-

sion, p. 117, https://wave-network.org/wp-content/uploads/WAVE_Country-Report.pdf.
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and to accommodate women [...] with disabi-
lities, possibly having children with disabili-
ties.” This example illustrates how municipal
collaboration can not only address imme-
diate housing needs but also shows the key
role WSS play in co-developing long-term,
inclusive housing solutions for survivors.
Such joint initiatives demonstrate the
value of locally grounded partnerships in
tackling complex barriers to safety and
independence, which is particularly im-
portant when working in rural communities
where resources and services may be more
limited. Medica Zenica, a women’s centre
supporting women and children survivors
of DV and conflict-related sexual violence
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, has established
an informal network of women across 80
rural villages, encouraging them to organise
their own activities in the local community,
alongside safe houses (which operate as
women'’s shelters). In the 12 years since the
informal network was established, women’s
participation in these villages has increa-
sed, as has their involvement in local-level
lobbying. Similarly, the National Federation
of Women'’s Solidarity - FNSF (Fédération
Nationale Solidarité Femmes) serves as the
umbrella network of WSS across France and
has a rural women’s commission that has
established a partnership with the national
association of rural mayors. The project
aims to develop rural contact points for
women and, as the member explained, tries
to create bridges for women in rural areas
who may have difficulty accessing specialist
services if they have experienced violence:
“Out of our 82 associations, one third of
them are based in rural areas, but more than
half of them intervene in rural areas because
some of them they [...] have vans, like trucks,
and they go to the rural areas to try to reach
women who are isolated, so this is really so-
mething that was important for the network.
And we started this working group with a
few associations who wanted to develop [...]
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a programme of mobilising citizens that can
be “point repéres” [checkpoints] to orient
women towards local associations.”

Following the success of this initiative
within their network, the member organised
a national event on violence against women
in rural areas and is looking to share pro-
mising practices from the work of the rural
women’s commission with other WSS to
ensure that rural communities are not left
out of service provision and that women in
remote areas have pathways to safety and
support.'o

While strong partnerships can signifi-
cantly enhance the support survivors of
VAWG receive at the local and community
levels, WSS have also pointed to the chal-
lenges of building and sustaining these re-
lationships, particularly when they depend
heavily on individuals or personal contacts.
In smaller countries, such as Slovakia,
close-knit networks can make it easier to
connect with decision-makers, yet the pool
of potential allies is limited, and influence
may rest with a small number of supportive
political figures with limited mandates. In
Georgia, the women’s centre Sapari noted
that personal relationships, such as kno-
wing a prosecutor involved in a case, have
at times been critical to ensuring a case of
VAWG is dealt with promptly, but this reli-
ance on individual connections is not sus-
tainable, underscoring the importance of
developing more formalised and nationwide
forms of collaboration.

103 Resources from FNSF on supporting rural women: https://solidaritefemmes.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/

livret-plaidoyer-ruralite-1.pdf.
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Training and capacity building for
key professionals

WSS also play a crucial role in strengthening
the wider institutional response to violence
against women through training and ca-
pacity building.** Across Europe, WSS are
actively involved in designing gender-sen-
sitive training manuals and guidelines and
in delivering training programmes for public
authorities and other relevant stakehol-
ders, ensuring that responses are rooted in
a feminist understanding of VAWG and sur-
vivors’ lived experiences. They have develo-
ped specialised training for key institutions
such as the police, social workers, health-
care providers, and legal professionals, and
frequently serve as the primary trainer for
these groups. As one Scottish WAVE Member
noted in the survey: “We are the primary
trainer to most public sector partners. Peo-
ple understand it is their job to help reduce
or stop domestic abuse in Scotland - even if
they aren’t sure how to do this appropriately
yet.” By offering regular training oppor-
tunities and practical guidance, WSS help
professionals understand how to interact
appropriately and safely with survivors and
their children, to avoid re-traumatisation
and help break the cycle of violence.

One key institution for which WSS pro-
vide specialised training is the police, as
they are usually the first professionals
survivors interact with when reporting an
incident of VAWG and play a crucial role
in ensuring a safe and informed initial re-
sponse. When the police are not properly
trained to respond to and interact with
survivors, further harm can result, including
survivors feeling shame for reporting the
violence and returning to the perpetrator (in
cases of intimate partner violence). Sapari
highlighted in the interview that several de-
cades ago, women in Georgia would rarely
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go to the police if they experienced DV, as
violence was normalised and survivors were
shamed by family members or relatives, or
not believed if they reported the violence.
This has improved over the years, in part
through the introduction of DV legislation in
2006 and training for professionals offered
by civil society organisations and interna-
tional organisations:

“Compared to what | remember from
my childhood, it has really improved. And
the police are better now. When victims of
gender-based violence call them, they don’t
mock [survivors] anymore [...] And we help
them and also offer training for police offi-
cers, for prosecutors and investigators, to
teach them how to talk to women and women
victims especially. And it is an important ap-
proach for us because it means that if you
can use it in your practice, then it leads to
less domestic violence in your environment.
Because | don’t know any other case now as
I knew in my childhood [where survivors had
to hide the violence].”

This example demonstrates how sustai-
ned training and engagement with different
law enforcement agencies can shift attitu-
des and behaviours over time, safeguarding
a survivor-centred, respectful response. By
ensuring that the police, judges, prosecut-
ors and courts receive appropriate, gender-
sensitive training, WSS also contribute to
an improvement in the frontline response
to VAWG, thereby reducing tolerance for
violence and the shame survivors may feel.
In some countries, specialised VAWG police
units have been developed, staffed by trai-
ned expert police officers who can intervene
in cases of DV and other forms of VAWG.

104 Training and sensitisation of professionals are recognised as effective means of preventing and combating violence
against women, mitigating the risk of secondary victimisation and re-traumatisation and significantly improving
the nature and quality of the support provided to victims. See Art. 15 Istanbul Convention and Explanatory Report,
para. 98; see also CEDAW General Recommendation n. 35, para. 30 (e). In its 6th General Report on GREVIO's Activities,

para 99, GREVIO stresses the importance to tap into the accrued experience of the many long-standing women'’s
rights organisations and specialist support services when designing and implementing training programmes for

professionals.
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In Ukraine, WSS provided training for
specialised VAWG police units and develo-
ped tailored courses for the national school
of judges on handling DV cases. As reported
by La Strada-Ukraine, a national women’s
helpline and research organisation, the
start of the full-scale invasion saw trained
police officers sent to occupied territories
who were better equipped to communicate
more effectively and sensitively with civi-
lians affected by the war, underscoring the
importance of such training beyond VAWG
response. Additionally, ...1Z KRUGA - VOJ-
VODINA was told at a conference organised
by the Serbian provincial ombudsman that
only one police station had provided disag-
gregated data on survivors with disabilities,
namely the one our member had trained.

However, effective training and multi-
agency cooperation depend heavily on
sustained state commitment and long-term
financing. As highlighted by Unizon during
the interview, a former police-led initia-
tive in Stockholm (“DAWN”) led to a close
cooperation between specialised trained
police and women’s organisations, parti-
cularly through targeted police training on
men’s violence against women. Despite its
success, the initiative was discontinued:
“unfortunately, instead of spreading it as a
good practice to the whole country, they just
ended it. But still, [the trained police force],
they're there [...] So even when some functi-
ons are transformed, people still make this
cooperation as effective as possible under
the circumstances.” While trained officers
continue to apply this knowledge infor-
mally, the absence of sustained political will
and funding can undermine effective practi-
ces, even where good cooperation has been
established.

The role of WSS in providing training
and capacity building for professionals
extends far beyond law enforcement. As
already mentioned in this chapter, health-
care professionals are a vital and life-saving
frontline responders for survivors. One Al-
banian member explained in the survey that
through ongoing collaboration with local
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referral mechanisms, including social ser-
vices and healthcare staff, they have seen a
clear shift towards a more survivor-centred
approach and improved reporting rates:
“In some municipalities, after our training
sessions and joint case reviews, frontline re-
sponders began prioritising risk assessment
and safety planning, which wasn’t standard
practice before. Also, we have thoroughly
trained the healthcare staff in some munici-
palities in Tirana on VAWG and a victim-cen-
tred approach. Before our training, the data
showed that 0 cases of violence were iden-
tified and referred by healthcare staff. This
number has significantly increased after our
training.”

Training efforts also extend to other
sectors that play a key role in the VAWG res-
ponse. For example, many WSS engage with
the media and organise training for journa-
lists on how to report on VAWG cases in a
sensitive, survivor-centred manner, rather
than relying on sensationalist coverage. As
Medica Zenica highlighted, this is especi-
ally evident in femicide cases in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, and much can be gained from
working with local journalists and media
outlets.

However, when gender-sensitive ap-
proaches are not fully integrated into state
or local institutional responses to VAWG,
challenges arise. In particular, inadequate
training among judges and other justice sys-
tem actors often results in DV cases being
mishandled or minimised, leading to unjust
outcomes for survivors. Without proper un-
derstanding and sensitivity, professionals
also risk causing secondary victimisation or
re-traumatisation in their interactions with
women and their children. Moreover, where
positive change depends on individual staff
members who have received specialised
training, progress can be quickly undone
when these individuals leave their positi-
ons, highlighting the need for institutiona-
lised and sustainable training programmes
across all relevant sectors.
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Community awareness-raising

and education

Tackling the root causes of VAWG requires
more than responding to violence after
it occurs; it demands proactive efforts to
prevent it from happening in the first place.
WSS have and continue to play a vital role
in this work, using their feminist expertise
to engage in community-based, transforma-
tive primary prevention initiatives. Primary
prevention aims to build a society free from
VAWG by addressing the underlying social
norms, power imbalances, and gender in-
equalities that enable violence to persist.
Unlike secondary or tertiary prevention,
which focus on intervention and recovery,
primary prevention seeks lasting social
change by challenging stereotypes, promo-
ting equality, and fostering respectful rela-
tionships. Across Europe, WSS lead activities
such as school-based and peer education
programmes, feminist self-defence for wo-
men and girls, empowerment activities, and
workshops for professionals working with
young people to prevent violence.

WAVE's 2023 publication A life free from
violence: Primary prevention as the key to
eliminating violence against women and
girls sheds light on how women's rights
organisations working in the field of VAWG
can advocate for primary prevention while
continuing to support survivors who have
experienced violence.”™ As highlighted in
the publication, primary prevention in fe-
minist practice focuses on emancipation
and empowerment. It centres not only on
individual experiences, but also on the
cultural and structural forces that produce
discrimination and violence. It enables
people from oppressed groups to reclaim
control over their lives, rights, spaces, and
self-definition, making visible the resources
and capacities that have been overlooked
or suppressed. This is central to the work of

105 WAVE (2023). A life free from violence, op. it.
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WSS, which not only support those who have
experienced violence but, in many cases,
also invest time and effort in empowering
women and girls to envision a world wit-
hout violence. Medica Zenica expanded on
this during the interview when describing
their primary prevention work in Bosnia and
Herzegovina:

“One of our prevention programs is
economic and psychosocial empowerment,
which proves to be very important when it
comes to empowering women to get to know
their rights, to build their self-esteem, but
also to become economically independent,
which, in the end, reduces the risks of being
exposed to violence. So, what we are trying
to do is to have a comprehensive prevention
program that [...] also [addresses] stakehol-
ders who are in different positions, starting
from direct assistance up to decision-ma-
king positions where they influence policies
or legislation.”

At the heart of diverse primary preven-
tion efforts lies a shared feminist principle
that ending VAWG requires transforming
both societal structures and individual ex-
periences of power and control. One power-
ful manifestation of this principle is femi-
nist self-defence, a vital element of primary
prevention which equips women and girls
with the physical, verbal and psychologi-
cal tools to recognise, resist and challenge
violence and everyday boundary violations.
Research shows that participation in femi-
nist self-defence reduces fear, vulnerability
and the likelihood of assault, and promotes
broader empowerment essential for libera-
tion from patriarchal control.”®

106 Hollander JA, 2014. Does self-defense training prevent sexual violence against women? Violence against women, 20(3),

252-269.

Thompson ME, 2014. Empowering self-defense training. Violence Against Women, 20(3):351-9. doi:
10.1177/1077801214526051. Epub 2014 Mar 30. PMID: 24686126.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE

56



AGENTS OF CHANGE

WAVE members such as Autonomia and
Juniper Foundation in Poland, as well as Ga-
rance in Belgium, offer feminist self-defence
workshops for women, girls, and LGBTQIA+
individuals as a feminist, empowerment-ba-
sed response to VAWG, strengthening their
sense of self-confidence, self-esteem, and
agency. These workshops help participants
overcome the feeling of helplessness and
defencelessness against verbal and physical
attacks they encounter in public places, at
school, at work, and/or at home, and teach
them to recognise and respond to boundary
transgressions and violence.

Another core part of the primary preven-
tion efforts mentioned by the interviewed
WAVE Members was initiatives targeting
schools and youth, as this work is crucial
in shaping future social norms and building
the foundations of a violence-free society.
This could take the form of art workshops,
as described by Sapari, or violence-pre-
vention workshops or sessions in schools
that discuss healthy relationships and the
importance of consent. Furthermore, Stiga-
moét, a counselling and information centre
supporting survivors of sexualised violence
in Iceland, has developed a public awaren-
ess and prevention campaign called Sjukast
(Crazy Love), focusing on healthy rela-
tionships and violence prevention for young
people.”” Developed materials include a
discussion game that examines healthy
and unhealthy behaviour in relationships,
an interactive online exercise highlighting
factors that can influence power dynamics
in relationships, and an anonymous online
chat for teenagers, Sjiktspjall (Sick Chat).
Through this campaign, Stigamot estimates
that they have reached all young people in
Iceland, either directly or indirectly, most
notably through school counsellors, whom
students must see once a year.
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Other WSS-led primary prevention work
has expanded to the broader community
level, aiming to shift collective norms and
promote active bystander engagement. One
such example is the StoP Project (Stadtteile
ohne Partnergewalt), a community-based
primary prevention model originally devel-
oped in Germany in 2010 and later expanded
to Austria. StoP has been successfully
implemented in 12 districts in Germany,
and as of 2025, there are 46 StoP locations
throughout Austria, 12 of them in Vienna.
The project has been implemented by the
Association of Austrian Autonomous Wom-
en’s Shelters (Autonome Osterreichische
Frauenhduser - AOF) and local partners.
StoP has become one of Austria’s most rec-
ognised primary prevention initiatives and
is run by local WSS. The project is developed
through eight structured steps to prevent DV
in neighbourhoods. Its activities range from
establishing a committed local institution
and conducting socio-spatial and network
analyses, to forming resident-led action
groups, building broad neighbourhood net-
works, offering individual support, fostering
sustained organising, and ultimately forging
political alliances to enact systemic change.
The model has shown real impact interna-
tionally, reflecting deepening social change
in neighbourhoods and a reduction in DV."%®

107 More info on the campaign available here: https://sjukast.is/.

108 See StoP Toolbox, Achievements of StoP (2023)

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE

57


https://sjukast.is/

AGENTS OF CHANGE

Building coalitions and

a collective voice

A core dimension of WSS's work lies in their
ability to build coalitions and mobilise a
strong collective voice to challenge the
root causes of VAWG. By forging both formal
alliances, such as networks, platforms or
policy-focused partnerships, and informal,
community-based coalitions, they have
advocated for structural change, shaping
policy directions and promoting long-term,
transformative prevention strategies.

For example, despite gaps in interna-
tional legislation specifically addressing
primary prevention, WSS across Europe
have increasingly mobilised to advocate
for the integration of primary prevention
into national policies and national action
plans (NAPs). While an increasing number of
countries have introduced NAPs to address
VAWG, most focus on responding to violence
once it has occurred, rather than deve-
loping a holistic, coordinated prevention
approach.'® A positive example comes from
Belgium, where the National Action Plan to
Combat Gender-Based Violence 2021-2025
includes specific provisions on primary pre-
vention (in Axis Ill), focusing on awareness-
raising, information, and primary prevention
initiatives, as well as a definition of primary
prevention in line with the definition used
by the World Health Organisation (WHO).
This development is in part due to the fe-
minist NGO Garance’s advocacy efforts over
the last two decades in French-speaking
Belgium. As the WAVE Member explains:

COMMUNITY LEVEL

“After more than 15 years of advocacy,
we have achieved that primary prevention
is a strategic priority of all feminist NGOs
across Belgium, which is a feat in a linguisti-
cally divided country where the policy focus
is on after the violence has occurred. Also,
we were able to shift public policy more to-
wards primary prevention which is at least
mentioned alongside secondary and tertiary
prevention and is starting to receive basic
funding.”

Importantly, Garance actively participa-
ted in the creation of the shadow report on
the (lack of) implementation of the Istanbul
Convention by Belgian governments and
coordinated the prevention chapter in the
run-up to Belgium’s first GREVIO evaluation.
Garance’s advocacy directly contributed
to changes in the 2010-2014 action plan,
which, for the first time, separated awaren-
ess-raising and prevention into distinct
chapters and explicitly introduced primary
prevention measures such as school-based
dating-violence prevention and the integra-
tion of gender analysis into sex education.
Although this progress was partly lost in
the 2015-2019 action plan, Garance demon-
strated how consistent, feminist-informed
engagement can shift national policy land-
scapes, embed prevention more firmly in
official frameworks, and build long-term
understanding of what truly prevents VAWG
before it occurs.™ The wider contribution
of WSS to the development and implemen-
tation of NAPs is elaborated further in the
next chapter.

109 The Equality Institute and UN Women (2023). Together for Prevention: Handbook on Multisectoral National Action
Plans to Prevent Violence against Women and Girls. New York: UN Women, https://knowledge.unwomen.org/en/

digital-library/publications/2023/10/together-for-prevention-handbook-on-multisectoral-national-ac-

tion-plans-to-prevent-violence-against-women-and-girls, p.22

110 More on Garance's experience advocating for primary prevention can be found in WAVE's Publication “A Life Free from
Violence: Primary Prevention as the Key to Eliminating Violence Against Women and Girls”.
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Another example comes from Sweden,
where Unizon has developed a partnership
with the organisation MAN, which focuses
on advancing gender equality, combating
men’s violence, and redefining masculi-
nity. As they explained: “[The collaboration
with MAN] is seen as an important strategic
partnership by decision-makers. For exam-
ple, especially when we talk about certain
questions related to primary prevention, it
weighs much more when we do it together
through shared messaging [with MAN] than
if we would do it ourselves”. Together, they
have developed a number of materials, in-
cluding a methodology and toolkit called
Machofabriken (Macho Factory) for working
with youth, specifically young boys, on how
to talk about masculinity norms, as well
as violent behaviour and how to prevent
it. They have also trained professionals in
schools as chosen mentors for children and
active bystanders, which was specifically
mentioned in Sweden’s National Strategy on
Combating and Preventing Men’s Violence
Against Women and is recognised on a na-
tional level as a good primary prevention
practice.™ Of course, WSS’s advocacy work
is not limited to primary prevention but is
part of the multifaceted efforts of feminist
women’s organisations to tackle VAWG. The
next chapter of this publication focuses on
the societal impact of WSS and delves fur-
ther into the advocacy and lobbying work of
WSS.

COMMUNITY LEVEL

As this chapter has shown, at the com-
munity level, WSS have been instrumental
in tackling and preventing VAWG. Through
multi-agency cooperation, local partners-
hips, grassroots mobilisation, training and
capacity-building for key professionals,
community-building, and primary preven-
tion efforts, WSS go beyond simply provi-
ding direct services to women survivors of
violence. This level showcases how service
provision alone can only go so far and is
limited in achieving the transformative, las-
ting change needed to ultimately eradicate
VAWG. When WSS are embedded in a wider
community network, and multisectoral col-
laboration is present, their impact expands
beyond individual interventions, laying the
groundwork for broader societal change,
which the following chapter examines.

111 On January 28, 2026, the Swedish Prime Minister presented the government’s decision to establish a Council for Pro-

tection of Women'’s Safety (Radet for kvinnofrid) aimed at preventing and combating men’s violence against women

through a zero-tolerance vision. This development is seen as a positive step by Unizon and other Swedish WSS, who

have been promoting this approach for years.
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At the societal level, this study highlights
the broader societal impact that results
from the efforts of women’s specialist
services (WSS). Driven by a mission to
improve women’s rights and eradicate
violence against women and girls (VAWG),
WSS achieve this through a multifaceted
approach. On one hand, as presented in the
previous chapters, they focus on preven-
ting violence and supporting survivors. On
the other hand, WSS are active agents of
change, working to shift societal perspec-
tives, raise awareness to reduce gender
stereotypes, discrimination, and violence,
and actively engage in improving policy,
legislative, and institutional frameworks.
WSS operate in an increasingly hostile poli-
tical environment, which is slowing progress
and causing setbacks in advancing women'’s
rights. This chapter presents their role in
driving positive societal change and high-
lights the economic benefits of WSS’s work.

Over the past six decades, feminist activism
and WSS have profoundly reshaped how
VAWG is understood in public discourse.
Once relegated to the private sphere and
treated as a private matter, VAWG is now
increasingly recognised as a structural
injustice rooted in patriarchal
systemic inequality and gender stereoty-
pes. This shift is the result of sustained ad-

vocacy, language reframing, and challenges

norms,

to the narratives that normalise violence
and gendered power dynamics. While this
has been made possible by the efforts of
feminist movements across Europe and be-
yond, WSS have been focal points of these
endeavours, combining frontline experience
in supporting survivors with political action
and a strong resolve not to accept VAWG as
inevitable, but to confront it as a structural
issue that must be dismantled.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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Language serves as a powerful tool of
education and societal influence, as highl-
ighted by the National Federation of Women
Solidarity - FNSF (Fédération Nationale So-
lidarité Femmes), a French WAVE member
operating as a national network of WSS:
“We no longer talk about battered women,
but we talk about women victims of violence,
because we know that domestic violence is
not just physical violence”.

Similarly, language can be an instrument
for empowering women: using the term
“survivor” instead of “victim” recognises
that the woman has survived the violence
and is not defined by it. Using the right
language can also improve the tailoring of
survivor support by recognising their needs
and placing them at the centre of interven-
tions. This also applies to children, who
should not be considered only as witnesses
of domestic violence (DV) but as victims in
their own right who also need attention and
specialised support, as highlighted in the
individual level chapter.

The influence of language is closely lin-
ked to the impact of media and the narrative
surrounding VAWG. Responsible reporting
by journalists plays a crucial role in raising
awareness about the impact of abuse on sur-
vivors, the availability of support services,
how to recognise the signs of domestic ab-
use, how to intervene as a bystander, and in
challenging the stigma and misconceptions
that put the blame on the survivor. Informed
reporting can highlight the multifaceted
nature of VAWG, treating cases not as isola-
ted crimes but as part of a structural issue.
Additionally, responsible reporting can give
survivors a platform to make their voices
heard and the confidence to report violence,
knowing that their lived experiences are
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acknowledged and taken seriously. While
there is increased attention and visibility on
VAWG, such attention does not always con-
tribute to exposing the root causes of VAWG
and can reinforce stereotypes and miscon-
ceptions. As mentioned by an Italian national
network of WSS in the survey:

“Social perceptions and all media commu-
nication about violence against women have
increased greatly in the last decade, creating
a great deal of awareness and attention. The
same is true in the political world. On the one
hand, this is a very positive result; on the ot-
her hand, it is more difficult for us to have a
say in the issue, as many so-called “experts”
have emerged, as more money and attention
have come in. Politicians use the issue “de-
magogically” and manipulate it for other in-
terests (e.g., against migrants, stereotyping
the “typical perpetrator and victim”, etc.);
the media report with an eye to what arouses
the interest of the readers (concentrating on
women'’s lives with prejudices) rather than
approaching it professionally.”

Therefore, increased media attention
needs to go hand in hand with gender-sen-
sitive reporting, informed by the expertise
of feminist and women’s rights activists
working in the field of violence prevention
and specialist support. Positive initiatives
have been developed throughout Europe
to improve media reporting on VAWG; one
is run by Women'’s Aid Federation Northern
Ireland, which has developed media guideli-
nes for the sensitive and effective reporting
of domestic abuse and VAWG." Such guide-
lines are implemented through workshops
for journalists to change the narrative
about VAWG, shape public attitudes, raise
awareness, and promote accountability. The
guidelines cover topics such as understan-
ding VAWG and domestic abuse and their
intersectional impact, analysing common
issues in reporting domestic abuse, the
importance of imagery, and how to engage
with survivors.

SOCIETAL LEVEL

The reframing of the issue of VAWG has been
reinforced by advocacy and awareness-
raising efforts that operate across mul-
tiple levels of society, as Medica Zenica,
a women's centre supporting women and
children survivors of DV and conflict-related
sexual violence in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
explains:

“Our focus is the survivor, but we know
that we need to work with different circles at
the same time - with families, with govern-
ments, with society, to raise awareness and
then to influence policies, laws, strategies”.

This layered engagement positions WSS
as both a service provider and a cultural ac-
tor, capable not only of supporting survivors
and their immediate circles but also of influ-
encing societal attitudes. All interviewees
highlighted the relevance of a feminist per-
spective in addressing VAWG, emphasising
the importance of understanding gendered
power dynamics and societal structures
that perpetuate such violence. With these
guiding principles, in terms of awareness-
raising, WSS played and still play a pivotal
role in changing public perspectives on
VAWG and DV. Historically, in many European
countries, women’s NGOs stepped in where
the states were not providing adequate
support to survivors, and managed to shift
the narrative on DV from a private matter
to a societal issue that requires collective
responsibilities, as highlighted in one of the
interviews with a WAVE member from Slova-
kia operating as a women's centre:

“What we can see in the long term is: if
something has changed in the last 25 years,
it is the understanding and awareness of
the public to violence against women, and
I think it is also shown in how many people
call our helpline that are not women but re-
latives, employers, colleagues, neighbours,
whoever. We can see the ratio there, and you
know, | think it’s fair to say it hasn’t been

112 The guidelines ,Responsible Reporting Matters” are available on the website of Women'’s Aid Federation Northern

Ireland:
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only as a result of our work, but also other
women’s NGOs, because this is something
that the state doesn’t do.”

A landmark example of the role of WSS in
leading systemic change was the Icelandic
Women's Strike of 1975, as highlighted by Sti-
gamot, a counselling and information centre
supporting survivors of sexualised violence
in Iceland. On October 24, 1975, over 90% of
Icelandic women stopped paid and unpaid
labour to highlight their indispensable yet
undervalued contributions. Organised by a
coalition of grassroots feminist collectives,
unions, and national women’s groups, the
strike showcased the power of solidarity and
collective action in challenging entrenched
gender inequalities. Following the strike,
these organisations continued to influence
policy and public attitudes, and by combining
grassroots support, advocacy, and public
education, they demonstrated how feminist
activism can simultaneously support indi-
viduals and drive systemic change. In 2025,
Icelandic women'’s organisations marked the
50t anniversary of the strike by renewing
calls for government action on gender-ba-
sed violence, including adequate support for
survivors."™

Women's organisations have also pro-
ven essential during and after conflicts. As
explained in WAVE's 2022 toolkit, Preventing
and responding to gender-based violence
during the war and in post-war settings, when
conflicts occur, governmental bodies and
public institutions hold formal responsibility
for protecting women and girls from violen-
ce™ However, experience from countries like
Bosnia and Herzegovina demonstrates that
these official systems frequently prove
inadequate, and that women who report
gender-based violence during wartime face
tremendous obstacles. One of the recommen-
dations resulting from the abovementioned
toolkit is the importance of challenging social
norms related to the toleration of VAWG in
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post-conflict situations, and to address the
stigma faced by survivors of conflict-related
sexual violence.

WSS's engagement in these endeavours
is key, both in peacetime and even more so
during and after conflicts and emergencies.
An example of such work is the aforemen-
tioned WAVE member from Bosnia and Herz-
egovina, Medica Zenica, which was founded
in 1993 to support refugee women survivors
of sexualised violence during the war and
to encourage them to speak out, as crimes
such as rape and incest were considered
taboo. In the interview, they shared a recent
case of two women they supported in apply-
ing for the status of civil war victims. During
the war, as young girls, they were raped
by men from the same ethnic group. When
they applied for this status, they received a
negative response, stating that if the perpe-
trator was from the same ethnic group, their
application was not valid. Thanks to the
work of Medica Zenica, in 2025, their rights
as survivors were finally recognised. Such
victories pave the way for other women to
see their rights and their lived experiences
recognised.

113 More information on the movement and its demands is available here:

114 WAVE, (2022). Preventing and responding to gender-based violence during the war and in post-war settings. Available

at:
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Feminist activists have been and continue to
work tirelessly to dismantle the patriarchal
society that enables VAWG and to protect
the achievements of those who came be-
fore. It's essential to recognise the legacies
of previous feminists and to support the
work of younger generations of activists,
who are invigorated to carry on these ef-
forts as part of the same ecosystem aimed
at addressing VAWG. Young people are not
simply “the future” but active agents of fe-
minist resistance, challenging systemic vio-
lence and envisioning new strategies rooted
in intersectionality, inclusivity, and creati-
vity. Therefore, their experiences and voices
need to be acknowledged, and cross-gene-
rational feminist activism that values and
incorporates diverse perspectives should
be fostered.

The WAVE Youth Ambassadors initiative,
launched in 2018, is a powerful example of
this in practice: it unites young activists
across Europe to confront VAWG and discri-
mination, keeping feminist struggle alive
and evolving. WAVE Youth Ambassadors
engage in WAVE's work to combat VAWG by
creating content and resources for youth
audiences and fostering collaboration
among young activists both online and off-
line. They are a youth-led movement that
raises awareness from local communities
to international institutions, while provi-
ding a support system for young people
who demand change and promote gender
equality.™ They also contribute directly to
shaping WAVE's work by providing input,
perspectives, and feedback that ensure
youth voices are meaningfully integrated
into strategies, advocacy, and policy recom-
mendations, strengthening WAVE's efforts
to remain responsive, inclusive, and groun-
ded in the lived realities of young people.
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Complementing this initiative, WAVE's
Campaigning and advocacy toolkit for young
activists further builds on WSS’s legacy as
a driver of social and political change. The
toolkit addresses both the inner and outer
layers of cultivating stronger activism for
effective advocacy and campaigning, while
emphasising solidarity, sustainability, and
self-care as integral components of feminist
activism."® Furthermore, the WAVE Toolkit
on Feminist Self-Care for Young Activists
and Young Professionals aims at suppor-
ting young changemakers in sustaining
their mental and physical well-being while
engaging in transformative work for gender
equality.”

115 More information on the WAVE Youth Ambassadors generations can be found here:

116 WAVE. (2022). WAVE campaigning and advocacy toolRit for young activists. Available at:

117 WAVE. (2024). WAVE Toolkit on Feminist Self-Care for Young Activists and Young Professionals. Available at:
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Policy and
Institutional
Frameworks
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In addition to influencing societal narra-
tives and perceptions of VAWG, WSS play
a key role in shaping policy and legislative
change. They do so by advocating for better
laws, contributing to and monitoring their
implementation, collecting data, conducting
research, and engaging in sustained, collec-
tive advocacy. These actions contribute to
broader, long-term societal transformation
to address the structural inequalities and
power imbalances that underpin VAWG.

All interviewees in this study reported
advocating for systemic and policy changes,
although at different levels depending on
their internal capacity. They do so by par-
ticipating in discussions with government
officials, providing expert recommendations,
influencing legislative measures, and much
more. Several WAVE Members have played
crucial roles in shaping important legislation,
such as laws concerning DV, trafficking, and
women'’s rights more broadly. They describe
successes and setbacks in their advocacy
efforts, often emphasising the need for on-
going pressure and collaboration among civil
society organisations to maintain progress.
As mentioned in the community-level chap-
ter, partnerships are essential to WSS’s work
and are often organised within women’s
lobby groups, women’s networks, national
women’s councils, and informal collectives.
Such partnerships are essential to amplify
advocacy efforts as well. For instance, Mor
GCati Women'’s Shelter Foundation (Mor Cati
Kadin Siginagi Vakfi), a women's centre and
shelter in Tirkiye, explained that the work of
the coalition of women’s organisations was
essential in implementing laws to improve
women's rights in the country, from the first
law against VAWG to the inclusion of marital
rape in the Criminal Code.

Implementing and monitoring
legislative tools

WSS exert significant influence on the de-
velopment and implementation of National
Action Plans (NAPs) against VAWG. This work
often involves navigating complex political
challenges and inconsistent implementation,
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largely due to insufficient political commit-
ment and dedicated funding. For example, La
Strada-Ukraine, a national women'’s helpline
and research organisation, reported that
civil society organisations are recognised
as political actors and formally included in
the creation of NAPs, such as the National
Action Plan for the implementation of UN
Security Council Resolution 1325 on ‘Women,
Peace, Security’ for 2026-2030. In Cyprus, a
feminist research and advocacy organisation
was commissioned by the Ministry of Justice
to develop the entire National Strategy on
Preventing and Combating Violence against
Women and Domestic Violence 2023-2028.
Nevertheless, as noted, implementation
gaps remain a persistent challenge in Eu-
rope, and the adoption of a NAP often does
not translate into effective implementation:
while structures exist on paper, they often
do not function effectively in practice.

WSS have also been instrumental across
multiple countries in advancing the ratifi-
cation and implementation of the Istanbul
Convention, the Council of Europe’s key
treaty to prevent and combat VAWG and DV.
In Ukraine, civil society organisations have
advocated extensively for the Convention’s
adoption since 2016, despite considerable
obstacles and the challenges posed by the
war. The Istanbul Convention was ratified
in 2022, and civil society’s efforts have also
contributed to broader policy changes, in-
cluding laws on conflict-related sexual vio-
lence, as explained by La Strada-Ukraine in
the interview:

“We, as civil society, have been advoca-
ting on the Istanbul Convention for a very
long time, starting actively in 2016, [and
for] changes of legislation on conflict-re-
lated sexual violence. [...] After the full-scale
invasion, our point was to include not only
survivors from 2022, but also survivors from
2014 and this time we were successful. In this
legislation, the survivors from 2014, when
Russia occupied Crimea, [...] were included
as well, so not only those who suffered con-
flict-related sexual violence in 2022, when
the full-scale invasion began.”
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In Cyprus, WSS played a pivotal role in
the country’s ratification of the Istanbul
Convention by conducting research and
drafting the legal provisions required to
align national laws with the Convention’s
standards. Similarly, Lithuanian organisati-
ons ran the YES to the Istanbul Convention
project in 2023, which successfully brought
the question of ratification back to Parlia-
ment’s attention, culminating in a Consti-
tutional Court decision in March 2024 con-
firming the Convention’s compatibility with
the national Constitution.

Beyond advocating for the ratification
of the Istanbul Convention and other legis-
lative instruments, WSS engage in shadow
reporting to monitoring bodies such as the
Group of Experts on Action against Violence
against Women and Domestic Violence
(GREVIO). This serves as a powerful tool for
ongoing lobbying and advocacy, as noted
by the interviewee from Medica Zenica in
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Through shadow
reporting, organisations can highlight im-
plementation gaps, document the lived ex-
periences of survivors that may not appear
in official statistics, and hold governments
accountable for their international commit-
ments, creating an essential check on state
reporting and a mechanism for advocating
evidence-based improvements to policy
and practice. Such reporting provides alter-
native narratives and evidence to internati-
onal monitoring bodies, complementing and
often challenging official state reports. An
Italian national network of WSS explained in
the survey how they are actively involved in
such processes: they coordinate with other
third-sector organisations, organise col-
lective reporting initiatives, participate in
consultations with the Parliament, and con-
tribute to the development of protocols de-
signed to improve multi-agency responses
to VAWG, though they note that these are
“unfortunately, in practice, often ignored by
other actors who are not sufficiently trained
on VAWG.”
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WSS engage in extensive data collection
and research as both a monitoring tool
and a deliberate strategy to make wom-
en’s experiences visible and to drive policy
change. Organisations gather demographic
information on service users, track service
utilisation including referrals and shelter
stays, document the nature of violence, and
conduct qualitative research on survivors'
experiences. As Mor Cati Women’s Shelter
Foundation from Tiirkiye explains, this work
serves a deeper purpose:

“We always do it as a political tool be-
cause we believe that our main duty is that,
as we learn from women’s experiences, we
should find ways to make their experiences
visible. It's also actually a feminist question
about how to perceive knowledge, because
women'’s experiences are usually undermined
[by saying that] they are not scientific enough
or they are not reliable or too unique [...] So
to overcome these arguments, we take their
statements at the centre of our work, and
then we support it with data, monitoring and
research, to share with the public and the
decision-makers what’s really happening to
women and how they are experiencing vio-
lence and what happens to them when they
want to get away from violence and how the
state fails to protect them from violence.”

As presented in the individual-level chap-
ter, many women'’s organisations follow the
by-and-for model, meaning that service pro-
viders belong to the same group of beneficia-
ries (e.g., women with disabilities or migrant
women), and their lived experience is treated
as a form of expertise placed at the centre
of their work. This approach is also reflected
in the research conducted by such organisa-
tions, which have unique expertise and can
give voice to the perspectives and needs of
marginalised groups. For instance, the WAVE
Member Asociacion Por Ti Mujer in Spain, a
women’s centre providing specialised sup-
port to migrant women, conducts research
on specific areas such as sexualised violence
experienced by women working in care and
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cleaning services. As they explained:

“We often do research to fill the gaps in the
national data, especially focusing on migrant
women, who are at higher risk, and this data
includes the prevalence and rates of gender-
based violence among migrant women spe-
cifically, which are usually overrepresented
in the numbers, and institutional violence
that the migrant women suffer in different
processes [...] Our research aims to provide a
better understanding of the complexities and
multiple factors that impact gender-based
violence and to inform the evidence-based
policy recommendations. So the research is
not a state requirement but is crucial for us to
advocate for systematic changes and to show
that there is a reality that [is] not in official
data and to ensure that national data better
reflects the experience of all survivors and
particularly of those who face multiple layers
of discrimination”.

Such efforts in data collection, research,
and shadow reporting are instrumental in
supporting evidence-based advocacy at the
local, national, and international levels. Wo-
men’s organisations use their knowledge to
formulate policy demands, run campaigns,
participate in parliamentary hearings, pre-
sent recommendations, and build new allian-
ces. This committed advocacy has achieved
numerous legislative goals across Europe. For
instance, in Germany, decades of advocacy by
women’s organisations led to the implemen-
tation of the Violence Assistance Act (Gewalt-
hilfegesetz) in 2025, which, for the first time,
establishes a nationwide legal right to pro-
tection and counselling for women affected
by violence and their children, a historic step
towards effectively combating VAWG and pro-
viding survivors with comprehensive access
to support services.

Furthermore, in Albania, women’s organi-
sations drafted and submitted the country’s
first law addressing digital violence and
played a key role in developing the National
Registry for Sexual Offenders and the first
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law against DV. In Armenia, advocacy efforts
contributed to an updated bill on medical
abortion, improving its accessibility, and a
law addressing sexualised violence in the
workplace. In Belgium, the concept of the
continuum of sexist violence is increasingly
present in NAPs and other policy documents
to tackle VAWG, as a result of the advocacy
work of women’s organisations working on
primary prevention. In Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, women’s organisations influenced le-
gislation that recognised survivors as a social
category and granted them free health insu-
rance, legal support, and financial assistance
after leaving shelters. These efforts and the
vast influence WSS can have in preventing
violence were exemplified by Medica Zenica
in the interviews:

“Our work has also influenced many peo-
ple in terms of their understanding, but also
their commitment to combating and preven-
ting violence. And we have positive examples
of ministers in decision-making positions who
show a commitment to listening to women’s
NGOs [. . .] Those people are very important,
but we need more of them to be like that and
do their jobs. To understand that the preven-
tion of violence is part of their job and agenda
and not to be an effort pushed by NGOs in
order to be promoted [...] So, yeah, we had to
do a lot until we were able to change not only
the mentality but the point of view of the ge-
neral public when it comes to violence against
women.”

Countless victories and steps forward for
women'’s rights have been achieved through
WSS's advocacy. Nevertheless, the advocacy
landscape is increasingly complicated by
rising anti-gender movements, funding inse-
curities and authoritarian governance, which
leads to a crackdown on civil society and a
rollback of hard-won rights for women and
LGBTQI+ individuals. Yet women’s organi-
sations continue to demonstrate resilience
through collaborative efforts, alliance-buil-
ding, and strategic use of international fra-
meworks and monitoring mechanisms to hold
governments accountable and drive mea-
ningful policy change.

EL
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As highlighted in the introduction to this
study, the backlash against women'’s rights
across Europe is intensifying, slowing pro-
gress in women’s empowerment. Globally,
UN Women has found that one in four count-
ries reports a backlash against women’s
rights."® As outlined, the rise of populist
and authoritarian political regimes has
created an increasingly hostile environment
for women'’s rights organisations, resulting
in reduced public funding and shrinking
feminist civic spaces.™ This threatens the
sustainability of WSS, forcing them to rely
more heavily on donor funding and limiting
their capacity to effectively support women
survivors of violence.

In addition to this, the trend towards
gender-neutral policies in addressing VAWG
has obscured the gendered nature of such
violence, which is rooted in structural in-
equality and gendered power imbalances.
These policies have a direct and stark
impact on the work of WSS, as they divert
resources to generic service providers that
lack a women-centred approach and exper-
tise in supporting survivors.”?°
HAS YOUR COUNTRY EXPERIENCED
AN ANTI-GENDER BACKLASH AND/OR

CHALLENGES RELATED TO
GENDER-NEUTRAL APPROACHES?

Yes No

The widespread impact of the backlash
against women’s rights and the trend to-
wards gender neutrality iswell-documented,

SOCIETAL LEVEL

but this study further sheds light on how
the VAWG sector has been affected across
Europe. According to the survey responses
from WAVE Members across 18 countries,
80% (20 respondents) had experienced an
anti-gender backlash and/or challenges re-
lated to gender-neutral approaches. Of the
five WAVE Members who indicated that their
country had not experienced these chal-
lenges, one nevertheless noted that their
local government does not provide financial
support for WSS, while another organisation
added that WSS still face significant barriers
due to societal perceptions around gender-
based violence and women'’s rights.

In terms of the impact this has had on the
work of WSS, responses indicate that econo-
mic developments are the most prevalent,
followed by political and societal develop-
ments, as well as developments directly
affecting support services. This includes fun-
ding cuts and instability, increasing legal and
administrative barriers (including “foreign
agent” laws and anti-money laundering rules),
and growing hostility towards feminist and
women’s NGOs, alongside smear campaigns
and online harassment of staff. Gender-neu-
tral policy shifts have led to the deinstitu-
tionalisation of gender-specific frameworks
(such as renaming “women’s counselling
centres” to “women and men’s counselling
centres” or “victim counselling centres”), in-
creased reliance on generic services, and the
diversion of resources away from specialist
service provision for VAWG. At the same time,
far-right and misogynistic public discourse is
influencing social attitudes, contributing to a
more hostile environment for survivors and
those who support them.

118 UN Women. (2025). Women'’s Rights in Review 30 Years After Beijing. https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/

publications/2025/03/womens-rights-in-review-30-years-after-beijing.

119 United Nations, Economic Commission for Europe (2024). Breaking the cycle: Ending violence against women

and girls in the Economic Commission for Europe region, ECE/AC.28/2024/6, https://unece.org/sites/default/

files/2024-09/ECE_AC.28 2024 6e.pdf; UNRISD, 2025, Understanding backlash against gender equality: Evidence,

trends and policy responses: https://knowledge.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2025/09/

understanding-backlash-against-gender-equality-evidence-trends-and-policy-responses.

120 WAVE (2020). WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy and Practice Is Dismantling Women'’s Specialist Support

Services and Ways to Counteract It.
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15. WHAT IMPACT HAS THIS HAD ON THE WORK OF SPECIALIST SUPPORT SERVICES

FOR WOMEN SURVIVORS OF VIOLENCE?

® Political developments (e.g., rise in
far-right, political repression, etc.)

® Eonomic developments (e.g., funding
cuts, competition for funding, etc.)

Support service developments (e.g.,
increase in general support services,
restrictions on women-only spaces, etc.)

Legislative developments (e.g., changes
in policies and laws, foreign agent laws,
parental alienation laws, etc.)

Societal developments (e.g., rein-
forced gendered stereotypes, changes
in educational learning, denying
gendered understanding of violence or
gender-specific language, etc.)

Other

Economic developments: challenges
Gender-neutral approaches and connec-
ted neoliberal policies risk transmuting
combating violence against women into a
marketplace where WSS have to compete
with generic services. These approaches
are presented as cost-saving measures in
times of austerity, allowing governments to
consolidate services and reduce spending.
In this context, WSS are increasingly treated
as expendable and required to prove their
added value in a competitive marketplace.”

WSS across Europe are under growing
financial pressure due to global and Euro-
pean funding cuts. The reinstatement of
the Global Gag Rule, USAID funding freeze,
and US cuts to UN agencies have severely
impacted women’s rights organisations.
According to a membership assessment sur-
vey sent to WAVE Members in 2024, around
one-third (37%) of the membership had
experienced funding cuts in the last five
years and/or were concerned about cuts to
come. With regard to the level of funding

|}
N N, -
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11

cuts experienced, most respondents re-
ported cuts of 33% to above 50%, creating
prolonged deficit budgets with minimal
scope for recovery. This challenging context
is compounded by increased funding for
anti-rights actors. Between 2019 and 2023,
anti-gender organisations invested €339.6
million in lobbying to reverse progress on
gender equality and women’s rights, ulti-
mately aiming to undermine EU values of
fundamental rights, democratic principles,
and the rule of law.'??

UN Women's 2025 Report, At Risk and Un-
der-Funded: How Funding Cuts are Threate-
ning Efforts to End Violence Against Women
and Girls'? exposes how massive global aid
cuts and shifting political priorities are de-
vastating women'’s rights organisations and
civil society organisations working to end
VAWG. Many donors, including European go-
vernments, are redirecting funds from gen-
der equality towards defence, economic re-
covery, and national security. In Europe and
Central Asia, organisations face increased

121 WAVE, 2020. WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit.; Women’s Aid (2018), The Women’s Aid National

Quality Standards.

122 Neil Datta ,2025. The Next Wave: How Religious Extremism Is Regaining Power. European Parliamentary Forum on

Sexual and Reproductive Rights (EPF).

123 Un Women, 2025. At Risk and Under-Funded: How Funding Cuts are Threatening Efforts to End Violence
Against Women and Girls, https://knowledge.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2025/10/

at-risk-and-underfunded-how-funding-cuts-are-threatening-efforts-to-end-violence-against-women-and-girls.
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legal restrictions on international funding
and bureaucratic obstacles that prevent in-
dependent NGOs from accessing grants. In
Ukraine specifically, over 60% of organisa-
tions addressing VAWG have had to reduce
or suspend programmes. Globally, 34.5%
of surveyed women'’s rights organisations
have suspended or ended programmes
tackling VAWG, whereby activities most af-
fected include empowerment (35%), training
(33.8%), advocacy (32.9%), and psychosocial
support (28.5%).

Further highlighting the current funding
landscape WSS are facing, the Association
for Women'’s Rights in Development’s (AWID)
latest report, Where Is the Money for Femi-
nist Organizing?'* analyses 1,174 survey
responses from feminist, women’s rights,
LBTQl+, and allied organisations from 128
countries, reflecting funding experiences
from 2021-2023. Globally, most funding for
feminist and women'’s organisations is still
short-term, project-tied and restrictive,
with respondents in Western Europe and
North America reporting a median annual
budget of USD $81,000 (€68,600). Financial
precarity is also widespread, as 28% of sur-
veyed organisations had no budget secured
for 2025, and 46% had no budget secured
beyond 2026. Most strikingly, the report
found that the combined income of just
three global anti-rights organisations (the
Christian Broadcasting NetworR, Focus on
the Family, and the Alliance Defending Free-
dom) was more than twice the total funding
received by all feminist and women'’s rights
organisations that completed the survey,
surpassing $500 million (€423,6 million).

Responses from this study’s survey fur-
ther reveal the severe and multifaceted im-
pact of funding cuts on WSS across Europe.
In Albania, a WAVE Member organisation fa-
ces the withdrawal of financial support from
the US, Swiss, Swedish, and Norwegian go-
vernments, whilst simultaneously enduring
a coordinated smear campaign. This cam-
paign has targeted women’'s human rights

124 AWID , 2025. Where is the Money for Feminist Organising?,
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defenders by name with false accusations
claiming that women’s organisations have
received funding from USAID and the Open
Society Foundation to undermine Albanian
family values. In Italy, more than a decade
of anti-gender attacks within institutions,
intensified under right-wing governments,
has promoted a gender-neutral approach
that diverts funding towards generic ser-
vices deemed appropriate for addressing
VAWG alongside other “social problems.”
This systematic defunding forces WSS to
rely heavily on volunteer advocacy and poli-
tical work, limiting their capacity to expand
or improve despite the ongoing need.

The funding crisis is further exacerbated
by bureaucratic and legal barriers that im-
pede organisations’ access to international
support. In Cyprus, civil society organisati-
ons face mounting restrictions under anti-
money laundering regulations, causing sig-
nificant delays in transferring or receiving
funds from EU institutions, UN agencies,
and feminist funds. Banks have become in-
creasingly hesitant to process transactions
for organisations engaged in women'’s rights
advocacy, viewing them as politically sensi-
tive, which has led to concrete operational
failures. For example, a DV shelter struggled
to pay rent after a bank imposed lengthy
verification procedures on incoming dona-
tions, and a women'’s research organisation
has faced banking restrictions due to its
“advocacy” nature, despite being a legally
registered NGO. These funding obstacles
threaten the sustainability of WSS, forcing
them to reduce essential programmes in
shelter provision, legal aid, psychosocial
support, and advocacy work.

Such restrictions are increasingly pre-
valent in European countries, which have
passed, or are in the process of passing,
laws that specifically target NGOs and ci-
vil society organisations receiving foreign
funds and require them to register as
“foreign agents”. This was discussed in
the interviews with WAVE Members from
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Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, and Slo-
vakia, where governments are imposing
additional requirements on NGOs, directly
affecting WSS. In Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Medica Zenica described how donor-driven
conditions can be disconnected from the
realities on the ground. For example, one
project proposal was rejected because it
did not include collaboration with women'’s
NGOs in the Republic of Srpska, even though
legal frameworks on VAWG differ in this
region, resulting in networks and partners-
hips that exist primarily to satisfy funding
criteria. In Slovakia, a proposed law would
require NGOs that receive more than €5,000
in financial support from abroad to publicly
disclose it on their websites. In addition,
NGOs engaging with politicians would be
labelled “lobbyists”, granting the Ministry of
the Interior the power to shut down organi-
sations without a court ruling if information
on political engagement is not provided.
Such measures risk severely restricting
WSS’s independence and undermining their
advocacy role.

Some studies, mainly from the United King-
dom, have sought to address the challenges
highlighted above. The Women’s Aid 2023
Report Investing to save: The economic case
for funding specialist domestic abuse sup-
port makes the economic case for increased
investment in specialist domestic abuse
services.”” The report highlights significant
cost savings for public services, such as
the police and health services, when survi-
vors can access timely specialist support.
Other reports pinpoint the social value of
women’s services. The Women’s Resource
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Centre, for example, has calculated that the
social value generated by women'’s services
is five to 11 times greater than the amount of
money invested in them.”® An Italian study
estimates a social return of €7,15 for every
euro invested in specialised services.'”

Albeit from another perspective, stu-
dies that estimate the cost/support deficit
for survivors fleeing domestic abuse may
also help demonstrate the value of WSS.™28
According to a 2024 report of Women's Aid,
it could cost a survivor almost £50,000
(€57,900) to leave an abuser, based on the
direct costs of fleeing and rebuilding a new
life. In the best-case scenario, a survivor
would still face a £10,000 (€11,600) shortfall
after receiving her full state support. For
survivors who have no recourse to public
funds, such as women with undocumented
status, the deficit would be much larger, na-
mely around £20,000 (€23,200).

Women’s NGOs across Europe are adop-
ting creative strategies to secure sustainable
funding amid gender neutrality and shifting
government support. The Icelandic WAVE
Member Stigamot reported compensating
for the lack of increased state or municipal
funding by successfully mobilising individual
donors and project-based contributions,
enabling them to continue their work despite
limited public investment. Additionally, a
Swedish umbrella organisation of women’s
shelters, Unizon, described how, despite
receiving more long-term governmental fun-
ding than in previous years, they are proac-
tively diversifying their funding base through
new forms of collaboration with private com-
panies, including partnerships with major
brands, to both raise awareness and safegu-
ard their financial independence in the event
of future political or funding instability.

125 Women'’s Aid, 2023. Investing to save: The economic case for funding specialist domestic abuse support, Bristol; Wom-
en’s Aid, 2024. Nowhere To Turn, 2024: Findings from the eighth year of the No Woman Turned Away project, Bristol.

126 Women’s Budget Group and Women'’s Resource Centre, 2018, Life-Changing and Life-Saving. Funding for the Women'’s
Sector, London; Women's Resource Centre, 2011, Hidden value: Demonstrating the extraordinary impact of women’s
voluntary and community organisations; WAVE, 2020, WAVE Handbook. How Gender Neutral Policy, op. cit.

127 WeWorld, 2017, Violenza sulle Donne. Non c’é piu tempo. Quanto vale investire in prevenzione e contrasto. Analisi SROI

delle politiche d’intervento.

128 Women'’s Aid, 2024, The Price of Safety: The cost of leaving a perpetrator and rebuilding a safe, independent life,

Bristol.
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The economic added value of WSS should
therefore not be underestimated. By limit-
ing the long-term social, health, and justice
impacts of VAWG, WSS generate significant
economic and social returns that far exceed
their operating costs. Amid the growing
backlash against women’s rights and ge-
neralisation of support services for women
survivors of violence, national governments
and EU institutions must recognise the es-
sential role of WSS in protecting women,
children, and wider society from violence.

This chapter explored how WSS function
as active agents of societal change through
their multifaceted interventions. WSS work
to transform societal narratives and raise
awareness of VAWG, employing strategies
such as training media professionals in
responsible reporting practices. Simulta-
neously, they advocate for policy reform
and strengthen institutional frameworks
through sustained advocacy. While their
overarching mission to end VAWG remains
steadfast, women’s rights defenders face
an increasingly hostile political landscape.
As discussed in both the introduction and
the final section of this chapter, the rise of
anti-gender movements and the adoption
of gender-neutral approaches are undermi-
ning progress on women'’s rights across Eu-
rope. A consequence of this shift has been
the gradual defunding of WSS, despite the
demonstrated economic and social returns
that investment in these services generates.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE

SOCIETAL LEVEL

74



AGENTS OF CHANGE

As this study highlights, women'’s specialist
services (WSS) not only empower and sup-
port women and girls but also have a trans-
formative potential to shape community
responses to violence against women and
girls (VAWG) and act as agents of social
change. By examining WSS interventions
across multiple, interconnected levels of
the socioecological model, this study re-
veals the triple effect of feminist, gender-
specific approaches that simultaneously
support survivors, strengthen community
responses, and challenge the norms, beliefs
and social systems that create the conditi-
ons for VAWG to occur.

At the @ INDIVIDUAL LEVEL, WSS pro-
vide survivor-centred support grounded in
feminist understandings of VAWG as both
a cause and a consequence of patriarchal
structural inequality. Through gender-spe-
cific analysis and intersectional approa-
ches, WSS create safe spaces where women
and children are believed, their resistance is
validated, and their autonomy is respected.
This level of intervention does more than

address immediate safety needs; it also
functions as a critical site of feminist know-
ledge production where survivors’' voices
challenge dominant narratives that perpe-
tuate violence. The principles underpinning
this work, such as placing women’s needs at
the centre, recognising the gendered nature
of violence, and addressing intersecting
forms of discrimination, form the founda-
tion upon which all other WSS interventions
are built.

At the ® COMMUNITY LEVEL, WSS play
a key role in multi-agency cooperation,
the development of local partnerships, the

training of key professionals, and primary
prevention initiatives. By collaborating with
various stakeholders such as healthcare
providers, law enforcement, school profes-
sionals, and neighbourhood initiatives, WSS
improve referral pathways and ensure that
survivors' voices reach statutory actors,
thereby reducing the risk of secondary victi-
misation. This community-level work trans-
forms isolated individual interventions into
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coordinated responses that hold stakehol-
ders accountable and support survivors as
they navigate complex judicial and bureau-
cratic systems. Grassroots mobilisation and
community building further extend primary
prevention efforts, addressing attitudes
and behaviours in order to prevent violence
before it occurs.

At the @ SOCIETAL LEVEL, the know-
ledge, advocacy, and organising of WSS drive
policy reform, legislative development, and
cultural transformation. Through strate-
gic media engagement, public awareness
campaigns, and sustained advocacy with
policymakers, WSS challenge the structural
inequalities and patriarchal power relations
that enable VAWG to persist. They identify
gaps in legislation, advocate for the imple-
mentation of international legal standards,
and ensure that policy responses remain
grounded in gender-specific approaches.
As research has shown, investment in WSS
generates significant social returns, not
only through cost savings from preven-
ted violence but also through the broader
economic empowerment of women and
the strengthening of institutions that sup-
port women and girls across the cycle of
violence.

The added value of WSS extends across
every level of intervention, and their im-
pact on individual, community and societal
spheres cannot be replicated by general or
generic services, gender-neutral approa-
ches, or piecemeal interventions. The power
of WSS is perhaps best illustrated through
the voices of those who witness it daily. As
WAVE Members highlighted throughout the
interviews, the impact of WSS’s work ma-
nifests in a multitude of ways, both small
and large. For example, a mother who lost
the custody of her child transformed her
grief into political action, starting an orga-
nisation that joined the fight to change the
very laws that failed to protect her family.
Additionally, a survivor who endured abuse
for twenty years completed her education,
secured employment, and publicly sha-
red her story during a 16 Days of Activism
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Against Gender-Based Violence campaign.
As WAVE Members have observed, survivors
“start looking different, their physical ap-
pearance changes. They look more rested,
healthier [...] they return to themselves, to
their original selves.” This return to self is
not only personal restoration but also lays
the foundation for broader change. Women
who come to WSS as help-seekers become
survivors, then activists, “bearing a very
strong message of empowerment, resisting
violence and sharing their knowledge and
understanding of men’s violence with their
contacts.” In this way, WSS are agents of
social transformation - individual support
creates ripples that extend far beyond the
walls of women'’s shelters, counselling cen-
tres and feminist, gender-specific services.

In short, WSS are indispensable to
any meaningful response to VAWG. Yet at
this critical moment, WSS across Europe
face unprecedented threats. The backlash
against women’s rights, an increasingly
hostile political climate, the gender-neu-
tralisation of specialist services, and the
shrinking space for feminist civil society
threaten to dismantle decades of hard-won
progress. The consequences of allowing
WSS to downsize or disappear extend far
beyond individual survivors who will be left
without support; they include the loss of
community capacity to respond effectively
to violence, the erosion of legal and policy
protections, and the reversal of behavioural
shifts that have made VAWG more visible
and less acceptable.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE
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For WSS themselves and their allies in
the feminist movement, this study affirms
the transformative power of a feminist,
intersectional, survivor-centred, human
rights-based approach to VAWG. Policyma-
kers, funders, and decision-makers at all
levels must recognise that providing direct
and prompt access to WSS is not just practi-
cal - itis an ethical obligation fundamental
to upholding women’s rights and protecting
survivors' safety.
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By-and-for organisations are those that are
led by women with intersecting identities
and for women with intersecting identities.
Their work is grounded in the lived experien-
ces of women who hold multiple, intersecting
identities and whose experiences of violence
and abuse are shaped by these interlocking
factors. Within this wider definition, there are
multiple specialist forms of by-and-for pro-
vision, each rooted in the lived experiences
and cultural knowledge of particular groups
of women, such as Black and minoritised wo-
men, women with disabilities, and survivors
with other protected characteristics.

Domestic violence means all acts of phy-
sical, sexual, coercive, psychological, or
economic violence that occur within the fa-
mily or domestic unit or between former or
current spouses or partners, whether or not
the perpetrator shares or has shared the
same residence with the victim.”®

Gender backlash can be understood as
deliberate, organised attempts to roll back
established commitments, rights and achie-
vements in gender equality, women's rights
and women'’s empowerment. It usually takes
the form of orchestrated, often virulent poli-
tical opposition to the rights of women, girls
and people with diverse sexual orientations
and gender identities and to the actors who
champion them. Backlash tends to operate
in cycles. In many instances, it responds to
prior waves of feminist activism and/or ad-
vances. It can lead to policy backsliding that
removes formal commitments or dismantles

GLOSSARY

policies to advance gender equality. It can
also involve more gradual processes that
undermine the implementation of com-
This backlash
manifests through gender-neutral policy
frameworks that have moved beyond fringe

mitments.”° increasingly

far-right politics into mainstream discourse,
obscuring the gendered nature of violence
and presenting gender equality measures
as either unnecessary expenditure or po-
tentially harmful to men and society.

Gender-based violence against women me-
ans violence that is directed against a wo-
man because she is a woman or that affects
women disproportionately.”' Gender-based
violence is understood to be a form of di-
scrimination and a violation of the funda-
mental freedoms of the victim and includes
violence in close relationships, sexual vio-
lence (including rape, sexual assault and
harassment), trafficking in human beings,
slavery, and different forms of harmful
practices, such as forced marriages, female
genital mutilation and so-called ‘honour
crimes’. Women victims of gender-based
violence and their children often require
special support and protection.’?

Article 18 §3 of the Istanbul Convention
recognises violence against women as gen-
der-based violence. As such, all measures
to eliminate violence against women must
be implemented using a gender-specific ap-
proach, meaning a gendered understanding
of the violence experienced by women, its
specific dynamics and consequences, and
should focus onthe survivors’ empowerment.

129 Article 3(b) of the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic

violence (Istanbul Convention).

130 UNRISD, 2025, Understanding backlash against gender equality: Evidence, trends and policy responses:

13

3

violence (Istanbul Convention)

Article 3(d) of the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic

132 Recital 17, Directive 2012/29/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 establishing mini-
mum standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime, and replacing Council Framework Decision

2001/220/JHA.
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General support services are offered by
public authorities which provide long-term
help and are not exclusively designed for
the benefit of victims only but serve the
public at large. General support services
include public welfare services such as
housing services, employment or unem-
ployment services, public education and
training services, public psychological and
legal counselling services, but also financial
support services to address, when neces-
sary, the specific needs of victims of the
forms of violence.”

Generic support services (both non-profit
and for-profit) refer to victim support orga-
nisations providing services to all victims of
crime, without a specific focus on violence
against women. They lack a gendered un-
derstanding of violence and are not explicitly
gender-specific, adopting approaches aimed
at the family unity.”** They are often structu-
red around and focused on the wider “mar-
ket” of well-being, public health and family.

Intersectionality recognises multiple forms
of inequality and oppression as overlapping
and existing simultaneously. Central to in-
tersectionality is the experience of racism
by Black and minoritised women of colour.
The focus on racism within intersectionality
stems from a recognition that racism is a
foundational system of oppression that in-
terlocks with other forms of inequality, such
as sexism, patriarchy, white supremacy,
classism, ableism, transphobia, and others.
To deepen the understanding of intersec-
tionality, it is important to frame it appro-
priately as oppression rooted in structural
inequality and how diverse identities can
be used by institutions and structures to
deny women equality. An intersectional

GLOSSARY

framework ensures that women’s diverse
experiences are recognised, and their needs
are met through more inclusive services and
policies. It moves beyond single-issue ap-
proaches, addressing the interconnected-
ness of social inequalities and the specific
challenges faced by those with intersecting
identities.

A national women'’s helpline is a dedicated
service for women that serves exclusively
or predominantly women survivors of vio-
lence. It should operate 24/7, be free of
charge, and support survivors of all forms of
violence against women. To ensure accessi-
bility, the helpline should offer assistance
in multiple languages and be available to
women across the entire country, with staff
who are well-trained, skilled communica-
tors, and knowledgeable about regional
contexts and relevant services. Women'’s
helplines provide crisis counselling, practi-
cal support, and referrals to other services,
such as women's specialist services.

Primary prevention refers to all approa-
ches that aim to prevent violence before it
occurs by tackling root causes like gender
inequality and stereotypes. Actions may
include community organising for gender
equality and against VAWG, school-based
programmes on preventing child abuse or
dating violence, feminist self-defence, and
programmes challenging harmful masculine
behaviour and attitudes.

Rape crisis centres are specialist services
for survivors of rape, sexual assault, and all
forms of sexualised violence. They provide
immediate, medium-, and long-term support
grounded in survivor-centred empowerment,
offering counselling, advocacy, information,

133 Council of Europe (CoE) (2011), Explanatory Report, op. cit., para. 125-126.

134 GREVIO Baseline Evaluation Report on Montenegro, para. 6 and 124, Sweden, Portugal, North Macedonia para. 48 and
54; Croatia, para. 30 and 138; Serbia, para. 131; Romania, p. 187.
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and accompaniment, including support at
police stations, in court, and throughout
legal proceedings. Many centres also run
helplines that offer specialist counselling,
explain survivors’ rights, and connect them
with other support services. In addition to
direct care, rape crisis centres often work
with communities and partner agencies to
strengthen responses to sexualised violence
and advance prevention.

A sexual violence referral centre specialises
in immediate medical care, forensic prac-
tice, storage of evidence and crisis interven-
tion, and can be placed in hospital settings
to respond to survivors of recent sexualised
violence. These centres can also carry out
medical assistance and refer survivors to
other specialist community-based centres.

Support services for survivors of sexualised
violence include rape crisis centres, sexual vi-
olence referral centres, and other specialised
services, such as crisis/medical services and
specialised sexualised violence helplines.
Many women'’s centres also offer a range of
support services to survivors of sexualised
violence within their holistic approach to
ending violence against women and girls.

Specialist support services have specialised
in providing support and assistance tailored
to the - often immediate — needs of victims
of specific forms of violence against women
or domestic violence and are not open to
the general public. While these may be ser-
vices run or funded by government authori-
ties, the large majority of specialist services
are offered by NGOs."*

GLOSSARY

This study uses the term “survivor” as a
preferred term, to empower women by re-
cognising that the woman has survived the
violence and is not defined by it. The term
victim is an international legal term, which
means a natural person who has suffered
harm (including physical, mental or emotio-
nal harm or economic loss) that was directly
caused by a criminal offence.”®

A survivor-centred approach prioritises the
rights, needs and wishes of survivors. It en-
sures that all actions promote their safety,
confidentiality, respect and non-discrimina-
tion, and that they are empowered to make
informed decisions about their lives.

Violence against women and girls is unders-
tood as a violation of human rights and a
form of discrimination against women and
shall mean all acts of gender-based vio-
lence that result in or are likely to result in,
physical, sexual, psychological or econo-
mic harm or suffering to women, including
threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary
deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in
public or private life.””

Women’'s centres are non-residential
specialist services that support women
survivors of violence and their children.
Grounded in feminist, gender-specific, and
human rights-based practice, they provide
empowering short- and long-term assis-
tance while prioritising women’s safety
and autonomy. The term includes women’s
counselling and crisis centres, specialist
services for Black and minoritised wo-

men, migrant women, or refugee women,

135 Council of Europe (CoE) (2011), Explanatory Report, op. cit., para. 125.
136 Directive 2012/29/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 establishing minimum stan-
dards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime, and replacing Council Framework Decision 2001/220/

JHA.

137 Article 3(a) of the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic

violence (Istanbul Convention).
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specialist services for women survivors of
trafficking, and other outreach services. Ty-
pical support includes information, advice,
advocacy, counselling, practical help, and
accompaniment to courts, police, or social
services, as well as proactive and outreach
support, among other services.

Women’s specialist services are feminist
services that support women and their chil-
dren experiencing gender-based violence.
These services include, but are not limited
to, women’s centres, women'’s shelters, hel-
plines, rape crisis or sexual violence referral
centres, as well as primary prevention ser-
vices. Women's specialist services empower
and support women and girls throughout
the cycle of violence by putting their needs
at the centre of all interventions, applying
an intersectional approach, and working to-
gether with them, recognising their agency.
Women'’s specialist services are typically
run by non-governmental feminist organi-
sations that aim to advance women’s and
girls’ human rights to enjoy a life free from
all forms of violence.

WOMEN AGAINST VIOLENCE EUROPE

GLOSSARY

Women'’s shelters are specialised services
that provide immediate, safe accommo-
dation for women experiencing violence
Rooted
gender-specific, and human rights-based

and their children. in feminist,
practice, these shelters offer far more than
emergency accommodation: they work to
empower women, prioritise their safety, and
offer long-term support. Services provided
often include counselling, legal assistance,
help accessing employment, and support in
securing stable housing.
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