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I. Introduction

1. About the Women Against Violence Europe (WAVE) Network

The WAVE Network was established in 1994 as a network of women’s NGOs and specialist women’s 
support services (such as women’s shelters, women’s centres, intervention centres, helplines, and other 
services) and today has 164 Members located throughout 46 Europeant countries. The main objective 
of WAVE is to work towards the elimination of all forms of discrimination and violence against women 
and their children, and WAVE is the only European network focusing solely on the elimination of violence 
against women and children. In addition to this, WAVE seeks to promote the human rights of women and 
girls to live free from violence in both the public and the private sphere. As such, WAVE is committed to 
supporting children’s rights and is dedicated to their well-being and safety and recognises the need to 
tackle the institutional capacity of different actors regarding child safeguarding policies. 

2. About guidelines for safeguarding and empowering children

In collaboration with experts from four member organisations, WAVE developed a comprehensive child 
safeguarding framework that can be adapted to different legal contexts. WAVE members involved in the 
project are the Autonomous Women’s House Zagreb (AWHZ) from Croatia, NANE Women’s Rights As-
sociation (Women For Women Together Against Violence) from Hungary, the Central Information Office 
of Autonomous Women’s Shelters (ZIF) from Germany, and the Women’s Rights Foundation (WRF) from 
Malta. 

The goal of this project is to ensure that children and young people are safe and can be protected 
whilst their mothers get supported by women’s specialist services (WSS). Moreover, the aim is to raise 
awareness of a wide range of stakeholders from relevant sectors (child protection and social services, 
judiciary, and police, among others) on the duty of children’s safeguarding and on the ways and means 
of its effective implementation. 

3. About the partners

3.1. Autonomous Women’s House Zagreb – Women against Violence 
against Women (AWHZ), Croatia

Autonomous Women’s House Zagreb – Women against Violence against Women 
(AWHZ) is a feminist, non-governmental and non-profit organisation, founded in 1990 
in order to respond to the need for safe shelters for women and their children survi-
vors of intimate partner violence. AWHZ opened the first shelter for women survivors 
of violence and their children in Eastern Europe in 1990. Today, it also operates a 
counselling centre, a hotline for survivors, and provides legal services. AWHZ carries 

out numerous public campaigns and has advocated for legal changes and better implementation of 
existing laws to address violence against women.

The shelter is a safe place at a secret address for women survivors of male violence and their children. 
The shelter provides survivors with free of charge accommodation for a period of up to a year and a half, 
psychological counselling and therapy, casework support, including liaising with different institutions, 
support for children, legal counselling, and representation (for example, in court).

https://azkz.hr/
https://nane.hu/
https://nane.hu/
https://autonome-frauenhaeuser-zif.de/
https://autonome-frauenhaeuser-zif.de/
https://www.wrf.org.mt/
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The Women's Counselling Centre is a confidential place for women survivors of violence who need 
support, information, counselling and guidance. The Counselling Centre provides free of charge sup-
port through telephone and in-person counselling, information about women’s rights and how to ex-
ercise those rights, as well as information on protection from violence. Further services include 
emotional and psychological support and safety planning, psychological counselling and support, 
legal counselling, legal advice and writing legal submissions (i.e. lawsuits and appeals) if needed. 

3.2. ZIF (Zentrale Informationsstelle Autonomer Frauenhäuser), Germany

Central Information Office of Autonomous Women's Shelters (Zentrale Informations-
stelle Autonomer Frauenhäuser – ZIF) was founded in 1980 as a central information 
point for autonomous women's shelters. Since then it has been committed to stop-
ping violence against women and improving the situation of women who have been 
affected by violence and their children. In addition to this, ZIF:

	� Is not tied to any political party or religious denomination, has a feminist and anti-racist under-
standing of itself and works unequivocally for women who have been affected by violence and their 
children.

	� Coordinates and moderates the political and material conceptual relationships between the auton-
omous women's shelters.

	� Is the voice of autonomous women's shelters at federal policy level, publishing on their behalf opin-
ion pieces and press releases concerning the issue of violence against women, violence against 
girls and boys, and the situation of women's shelters.

	� Is financed solely through membership contributions of the autonomous women's shelters and do-
nations. This financial independence from public sector funding ensures the political independence 
of ZIF.

	� Is elected by its member associations for a period of 3 years and is connected to a women's shelter 
association. Two re-elections are allowed. The rotation principle is intended to prevent a lasting con-
centration of power. The fact that ZIF staff work not only at ZIF itself but also in a women's shelter 
ensures that they always remain grounded in the reality of survivors’ experiences.

 

3.3. NANE Women’s Rights Association, Hungary

NANE Women’s Rights Association (Women For Women Together Against Violence) 
was established in 1994 and is a nonprofit non-governmental organisation which 
aims to end violence against women and children. 

The organisation operates at different levels: the individual, community, national, and 
to some extent international level. NANE operates a toll-free, nationwide helpline for 

survivors of domestic and sexual violence, and also runs self-help groups and other services for survi-
vors of domestic violence. 

The organisation offers youth prevention programs and trainings for different professionals, and 
it also publishes or translates different materials on the subject. Furthermore, NANE organises 
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awareness-raising and advocacy campaigns, analyses (draft) laws and policies, as well as law enforce-
ment and institutional practices. NANE also monitors state compliance with respective international 
norms, and advocates for legal and policy changes, as well as practical changes of the relevant author-
ities and institutions.

Besides WAVE, NANE is a member organisation of the Hungarian Women’s Lobby.

3.4. Women’s Rights Foundation (WRF), Malta

Women’s Rights Foundation (WRF) is a voluntary organisation committed to inform-
ing, educating, and empowering women concerning their legal rights. WRF aims to 
ensure that women’s rights are protected in policy and law reform, raise awareness 
and offer trainings to end violence against women.

WRF also provides free legal advice and initial legal representation to women who are 
survivors of domestic violence, sexual assault, human trafficking and discriminated against due to their 
gender. It also runs a free legal helpline for female survivors of violence and other legal matters related 
to child custody. Apart from direct services, WRF continues to be active in lobbying for policy and legis-
lative changes regarding violence against women and gender discrimination, including spearheading a 
number of landmark human rights cases. 
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II. Legislative Context: key international norms 
for the rights, protection and safeguarding of 
children
 
The following international and European legally binding norms form the basis of these guidelines, as 
they not only recognise children’s fundamental human rights, but also acknowledge that special regula-
tions are necessary to protect children from violence based on children's specific characteristics.

 J The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is the most complete internation-
al legal instrument in the field of children's rights, that establishes rights to all children, without dis-
crimination based on sex or any other basis, as it is stated in Article 2.1 Article 3 of the Convention 
determines the best interest of the child as a guiding principle by stating that “In all actions concerning 
children, whether undertaken by public or private social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative 
authorities or legislative bodies, the best interest of the child shall be a primary consideration.”2 This prin-
ciple has a relevance also in the specific situations such as one involving abuse or neglect of a child by 
a parent, which can result in separating the child from his/her parents against his/her will. According 
to Article 9, such determination is possible only when competent authorities assess that separation is 
in the child's best interest. Similarly, in the case of separation, the child is entitled to maintain personal 
connection with both parents, as long as that is not contrary to the best interest of a child.3 In addition 
to the general obligation stated above and the specific provision, Article 18 attributes “the primary 
responsibility for the upbringing and development of the child to both parents”, and places the best inter-
ests of the child as the basic guiding principle for their decisions.4  

 The basis for the protection of children from all form of violence are set out in Article 19, stating that 
“States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to 
protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treat-
ment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) 
or any other person who has the care of the child.” Article 12 proclaims the right of a child, capable of 
forming his/her own views, to be heard in different proceedings by declaring that “the child shall in par-
ticular be provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the 
child, either directly, or through a representative or an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the 
procedural rules of national law” 5 The Convention contains the provision on the promotion of recovery, 
both physical and psychological, and social reintegration for children that suffered from any form of 
neglect, exploitation or abuse;6 

 J The UN Convention on elimination of all forms of discrimination against women  
(CEDAW) does not contain provisions specifically addressing protection of children from violence. 
However, Article 16 proclaims the state´s obligation to eliminate discrimination of women in all matters 
regarding the family and children relations. Additionally, it is stated that “in all cases the interests of the 
children shall be paramount.” 7 

 The core guidelines for interpretation of Convention are given in the General Recommendations of 
the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, particularly in the General 

1 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989, Article 2

2 Article 3, para. 1

3 Article 9, para. 1

4 Article 18, para. 1

5 Article 12

6 Article 39

7 The UN Convention on elimination of all forms of discrimination against women,1979, Article 16, para. 1 (d)
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recommendation No. 35 on gender-based violence against women updating general recommendation 
No. 19. It notes that the decision in relation to perpetrators rights and claims in legal proceedings 
should be made with consideration of women’s and children’s human rights to life and integrity and 
based on the principle of best interest of the child. More precisely:  “The rights or claims  of perpetrators 
or alleged perpetrators during and after judicial proceedings, including with respect to  property, privacy, 
child custody, access, contact and visitation, should be determined in the light of  women’s and children’s 
human rights to life and physical, sexual and psychological integrity and guided  by the principle of the 
best interests of the child.” 8 

 J Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women 
and domestic violence (Istanbul Convention) as the first specific European legally binding 
instrument to combat violence against women and girls, aknowledges as victims both children who are 
direct victims of domestic violence, and children who witnesses of violence against their mothers. The 
Convention determines the obligation of the authorities to take into account children's specific needs 
and vulnerability while implementing measures of protection.9 

 As a part of prevention, the Convention requires conduction of public awareness-raising campaigns 
and programmes, on various forms of violence. Special attention shall be drawn to how domestic vio-
lence impacts children and what are the harmful consequences.10 

 The Convention foresees that specialist women’s support services should be provided to all women 
victims of violence and their children11, as well as the easy access to safe accommodation in shelters.12 

 Specialised support shall be provided for victims with children who have witnessed domestic violence, 
based on children's rights and needs, as it is stated in the Article 26: “Parties shall take the necessary leg-
islative or other measures to ensure that in the provision of protection and support services to victims, due 
account is taken of the rights and needs of child witnesses of all forms of violence covered by the scope 
of this Convention.” 13 These measures for coping with harmful consequences of witnessing domestic 
violence on children, shall include psychosocial intervention and counselling appropriate to children's 
age, with respect to the best interest of a child.14 

 Article 31 is aiming to ensure that judicial authorities are taking into consideration all incidents of vio-
lence covered by the scope of the Convention, when determining about the custody, extent of visitation 
rights or contact with the abusive parent.15 The rights and safety of victims and child witnesses shall not 
be jeopardised by exercising the parental rights of the perpetrator.16 

 Furthermore, in different stages of investigation and proceedings, children victims of domestic violence, 
and children witnesses shall be granted with special measures of protection. More precisely: “A child 
victim and child witness of violence against women and domestic violence shall be afforded, where appro-
priate, special protection measures taking into account the best interests of the child.“ 17

 Withdrawal of perpetrator´s parental rights can be implemented as a specific measure, if that is con-
sidered to be in the child's best interest.18 Additionally, in the Article 46, it is stated that committing 

8 General recommendation No. 35, 2017, para. 31 a (ii)

9 Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence, 2011, Article 18, para. 3

10 Article 13, para. 1

11 Article 22, para. 2

12 Article 23

13 Article 26, para. 1

14 Article 26, para. 2

15 Article 31, para. 1

16 Article 31, para. 2

17 Article 56

18  Article 45
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offence against or in the presence of a child, should be considered as aggravating circumstances when 
determining the sentence for the perpetrator. 19

 The Convention requires that in different stages of investigation and judicial proceedings all relevant au-
thorities shall ensure safety of victims, by conducting risk assessments and managing the safety risks 
related to the probability of repeated violence. More precisely: “Parties shall take the necessary legisla-
tive or other measures to ensure that an assessment of the lethality risk, the seriousness of the situation 
and the risk of repeated violence is carried out by all relevant authorities in order to manage the risk and if 
necessary to provide coordinated safety and support.” 20 In addition, this article establishes the obligation 
of relevant authorities to take into account the perpetrator’s accessibility to or possession of firearms.21 

 J The Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Ex-
ploitation and Sexual Abuse (Lanzarote Convention), as the most comprehensive legal in-
strument in this field, requires from States to criminalise all form of sexual offences against children. 
Additionally, under Article 5 it is addressed that States should implement measures to raise awareness 
among all persons working with children in any capacity, around the children's rights, and children's 
protection against sexual exploitation and sexual abuse.22 In any situation where there are reasonable 
grounds to believe that a child is suffering from sexual exploitation or sexual abuse, professionals who 
are in contact with child/children shall report suspicion to the competent service.23 The Convention 
also underlines special requirements on how to conduct an interview with the child during the legal 
proceedings. To avoid the child´s further traumatisation, it is stated that “Each Party shall take the 
necessary legislative or other measures to ensure that all interviews with the victim or, where appropriate, 
those with a child witness, may be videotaped and that these videotaped interviews may be accepted as 
evidence during the court proceedings, according to the rules provided by its internal law”.24 

 J The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU enforces children’s right to protection of their 
wellbeing and care. Children should be heard and their views “shall be taken into consideration on mat-
ters which concern them in accordance with their age and maturity.”25 The charter also promotes the use 
of the best interest of a child principle, as a primary consideration in all actions in the field of children's 
rights.26 

 J The Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms  (Eu-
ropean Convention on Human Rights) does not specifically address violence against women, 
violence against children, and domestic violence. However, the jurisprudence of the European Court of 
Human Rights has shown that state’s obligation to protect women and children from domestic violence 
falls under the scope of Article 2 (right to life), Article 3 (prohibition of torture), Article 8 (right to respect 
for private and family life) and Article 14 (prohibition of discrimination) of the Convention.27 

 J EU Victims’ Rights Directive (Directive 2012/29/EU) sets the basic standards for rights and pro-
tection of all victims of crime, with a reference to specific needs of victims of gender-based violence 

19 Article 46

20 Article 56, para. 1

21 Article 56, para. 2

22 The Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse, Article 5. para. 1-2

23 Article 12, para. 1

24 Article 35, para. 2

25 Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU, 2012, Article 24, para. 1

26 Article 24, para. 2

27 See for example the case of Talpis V. Italy (application no.41237/14)
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and child victims.28 Article 10 enforces children's right to be heard in criminal proceedings29. Additional-
ly, authorities shall take measures to protect the child/children's privacy and prevent exposing the child 
victim's identity to the public.30 The Directive establishes that it shall be presumed that child victims 
have “specific protection needs due to their vulnerability to secondary and repeat victimisation, to intim-
idation and to retaliation”.31  To reduce the risk to secondary and repeat victimisation, intimidation and 
retaliation, states should implement awareness raising actions, based on cooperation with relevant 
civil society organisations.32   

 J EU Directive on combating sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of children and child 
pornography (Directive 2011/92/EU) aims to effectively combat and protect children from sexual 
abuse and exploitation, by proposing prevention measures and minimum rules concerning the defini-
tion of criminal offences and sanctions for perpetrators, and protection of child victims.33 

Additionally, there are several other European documents that are relevant for the legal developments 
on the rights of a child:

 J Proposal for a DIRECTIVE OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL on 
combating violence against women and domestic violence was presented by the European Commis-
sion in March 2022. The Directive aims to effectively combat gender-based violence and domestic 
violence, by proposing measures to support and protect victims, guaranting  victims’ access to justice, 
and by criminalizing and sanctioning all forms of violence against women.34  

 J Council of Europe Strategy on the rights of the child 2022–2027: the Strategy was adopt-
ed by the Committee of Ministers in February 2022. This framework is relevant in the terms of child 
friendly justice, and addressing the urgency to adjust legal proceedings to specific children's needs, to 
avoid their re-traumatisation and re-victimisation.35  

 J EU	Strategy	on	the	rights	of	the	child	2021–2024 aims to address emerging challenges and 
provide actions for better promotion and protection of children's rights. Among others, it recommends 
a set of measures with a focus on legislation to combat gender-based and domestic violence, and effi-
cient child protection systems.36 Moreover, it promotes child-friendly justice, and safe child/children's 
participation in legal proceedings.37 

 J EC Victims Rights Strategy 2020 – 25 is the first-ever victims rights strategy adopted by the Eu-
ropean Commission in 2020, with a main objective to protect rights of all victims of all crime, across the 
European Union, while addressing the specific needs of victims of gender-based violence and domestic 
violence. To ensure the effective communication with child victims and a safe environment for them to 
report a crime, there shall be special reporting mechanisms.38 

28 Directive 2012/29/EU, para. 7, 14, 17, 19, 38, 42, 54, 57, 60, 66, 69

29 Article 10

30 Article 21, para. 1

31 Article 22, para. 4

32 Article 26, para. 2

33 Directive 2011/93/EU, Article 1

34 Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and the Council on combating violence against women and domestic violence, 2022, para. 1

35 Council of Europe Strategy for the Rights of the Child (2022-2027), para. 40

36	 Communication	from	the	Commission	COM/2021/142	final,	para.	3

37 Para. 4

38	 Communication	from	the	Commission	COM(2020)	258	final,	para.1
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III. Foundations and purpose of the  
child safeguarding guidelines

1. Terminology

Child 
For the purposes of this document, a child is anyone under the age of 18 years old.

Young people 
For the purposes of this document, young people are individuals within the age group of 18–25 years 
old.

Child abuse
Child abuse is any act and/or failure to act on the part of the parent, caregiver or guardian that results 
in physical, psychological and/or sexual harm or neglect of the child. Child abuse may take place in the 
home of the child, but can also occur in schools, organisations, communities that the child interacts 
with, including via the internet. Child abuse may take physical, sexual and psychological forms, as well 
as the form of neglect.39  

Child safeguarding
Child safeguarding is the responsibility and practice of organisations that provide help, directly or indi-
rectly, to children and young people, to ensure that no child or young person is harmed or abused in any 
way by organisation’s staff, associates or volunteers. Furthermore, it is the obligation of such organi-
sations to ensure that any abuse or harm of children and young people in the community is reported to 
the proper authorities.40  

Child protection
Child protection, as a part of the safeguarding process, includes child protection actions that are fol-
lowed when a particular child is suffering or is at risk of suffering significant harm.41 

Best interest of a child
The best interest of a child is an overall guiding principle that shall be enforced by all relevant public 
and private institutions, authorities, and other actors involved in all the actions relating to children.42 

39 The International Child Safeguarding standards, p. 6

40 Ibid, p. 5

41 NSPCC, “Safeguarding children and child protection”

42 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989, Article 3
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2. The effect and impact of intimate partner violence/domestic 
violence on children43 

International research estimates that the proportion of children living in homes where violence occurs 
is between 10% and 30% of all children.44 One in four women experience violence from their partner and 
half have children living with them at the time. One in three women report that domestic violence started 
or escalated during their pregnancy.45  

Children can be affected by violence in their home in a number of ways, which have different conse-
quences on their health, well-being and development. They might see or hear violent assaults against 
their mothers, including physical, verbal and sexual abuse. They might be injured by being present at vi-
olent episodes or while they intervene to protect their mother. Children might also be put under pressure 
by the perpetrator to join in physical and verbal assaults against their mother.

In addition to witnessing violence and living with the effects of violence on their mother, children living 
with domestic violence are also in greater danger of experiencing physical and sexual violence them-
selves.46 It includes cases when children are assaulted or threatened with violence in front of their moth-
er to ensure that the mother complies with the requests of the perpetrator Children may also be in 
danger of violence, or continuing violence, if the abused mother leaves the relationship. In this case, in 
addition to directly targeting children with violence, perpetrators may seek revenge against their partner 
through physical, sexual or emotional abuse of children.

How their mother copes with violence and threats of violence may also affect children in different ways. 
For example, the mother may not be able to care for the child(ren) adequately because she is injured, 
sick, depressed, or stressed as a result of violence. She may also be preoccupied with attempts to avoid, 
minimise or manage violent assaults, which limits the time or energy for her children. In addition to this, 
the mother may also restrict what children can do, or may press them to do things in order to avoid or 
minimise violent assaults.

Children often learn from living with domestic violence that what happens in the home is not shared with 
others. They often conclude that their mother is not a person with authority who is able to protect and 
help them and sometimes they try to take responsibility for their mother. Some children may feel guilty 
for what their mother has experienced and/or may despise her for staying with the perpetrator. Some-
times perpetrators will deliberately attempt to destroy the mother-child bond in order to undermine their 
partners’ role as a parent.47 Children may be manipulated and told lies about their mother, for example, 
following separation due to domestic violence, children may be told by the perpetrator that their mother 
is to blame for breaking up the family.48 

In cases of domestic violence, after separation, custody and contact/visitation arrangements are some-
times the only field perpetrators can keep control over, and can continue enacting violence toward the 
partner and/or the children. Research has shown that children are very often not asked about their 
experience and feelings when decisions are made about contact arrangements. Women speaking up 
for their children are frequently accused of manipulating their children in order to take revenge on their 

43 This section is the summary and edited version of the WAVE “Thematic paper on the right of children to live a life free from violence”, Vienna, De-
cember 31, 2015. https://wave-network.org/wp-content/uploads/CP-Policy-WAVE-final.pdf

44 Seith, 2007

45 Müller et al., 2005

46 Kavemann, 2007; Bell, 2016a

47 Radford & Hester, 2006

48 Mullender et al., 2002

https://wave-network.org/wp-content/uploads/CP-Policy-WAVE-final.pdf
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partners. Domestic violence perpetrators are not challenged about their behaviour and their violence is 
not believed to impact their parenting competence).49 At the same time women are often put under con-
flicting, contradictory expectations from the authorities.50 On the one hand, they face pressure to leave 
violent partners and to protect children from violence. On the other hand, they are made responsible for 
ensuring that the father-child bond is maintained and contact takes place. Mothers are forced to ensure 
such contact even if the children are reluctant, or refuse to do so. If mothers do not provide contact with 
the perpetrator  as a way of protecting their children, they risk their own custodial rights or face other 
consequences, including being blamed for alienating their children from the other parent. At the same 
time, children who experience violence during visits with their fathers may lose faith in both parents; the 
one abusing and the one forcing them to spend time with the perpetrator.51  

A thorough knowledge about family power dynamics, the interrelation between intimate partner vio-
lence and violence against children, the different effects and impacts of domestic violence on children 
and on parent-child relationships is essential for effective protection and support for victims. Women's 
specialist services and other services, institutions, and authorities, have to address all these factors in a 
holistic, comprehensive way in order to guarantee the safeguarding of children.

3. Purpose and basic values 

3.1. Purpose of guidelines

The purpose of the guidelines is to increase the capacity of women’s specialist support services (WSS), 
such as shelters and women’s centres, as well as other organisations and institutions working with 
women survivors of violence and their children, to identify the specific needs and provide effective sup-
port to children victims and/or witnesses of violence; to raise awareness of the specific needs of chil-
dren, their vulnerabilities and ways of protecting them throughout the process. Therefore, this document 
applies but is not limited to:

	� Staff members, volunteers of WSS, and those who have a contractual relationship with WSS, such 
as through the provision of services or involvement in programs (if relevant).

	� Those who provide accommodation and/or consultation for violence against women/domestic vio-
lence (VAW/DV) victims (in shelters, counselling centers, helplines, among others), including ensur-
ing safe move-on of children back into the community once their mothers exit the service.

	� All external actors who have a role in child protection, in the prevention and response to violence 
against children, such as schools, kindergartens, youth welfare offices, doctors, police, courts, legal 
providers, associations (e.g. sport), agencies that cater to people with disability, migrant support 
organisations,  faith-based organisations, or any other residential care homes for children under 
care order.

	� Second-tier organisations tackling violence against women and girls (VAWG) such as WAVE or na-
tional networks of WSS.

	� Abused women who are mothers as a way of informing them of the protection their children will 
receive.

49 Eriksson et al., 2013

50 Hester, 2011

51 Radford & Hester, 2006
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This document aims to safeguard and empower children and young people (CYP) survivors and/or wit-
nesses of domestic violence living with their mothers in women's shelters and/or receiving services 
from women's specialist support centres or helplines. Young people typically fall in between children’s 
and adult’s service provision, and therefore cannot access tailored support whilst their mothers are 
accessing women’s specialist support services. This age group would mostly be in contact with non-res-
idential WSS such as women’s centres, rather than shelters.

Service conditions regarding the age limit for accepting boys/males in shelters, in partner’s respective 
countries:

AWHZ
The age group of children and/or young people that they work with in the shelter is 
0–18 years for girls, 0–14 years for boys and in the Counselling Centre, 0–18 years 
for girls and boys. However, help is often provided to all children of women survivors 
of violence, even older than 18 years of age, especially if they are still students and 
living with the mother (up to 25 years of age, on average).

NANE
The key and continuous service NANE is providing is helpline support. No age limit 
is determined for this service. With other services, the age limit is determined on 
a case-by-case basis, depending on the specific aim and content of the respective 
service or program.

WRF
The age group of children and/or young people that they work with is 0–18 years for 
both girls and boys. With regards to boys, this depends on the admission provision of 
the concrete shelter in Malta. In second-stage shelters,52 dependent males that are 
over the age of 18 are allowed in certain circumstances.

ZIF
The age range for girls allowed in women's shelters is 0 to 18 years. For boys, it 
varies depending on the conditions in the women's shelters (and each shelter states 
the age up to which they accept boys). The following page provides an overview: 
www.frauenhaus-suche.de/en/. The age of the boys can be specified in the selection 
criteria.

52 Second-stage shelters offer support, emotional and practical empowerment to survivors of domestic violence to rebuild their lives. Learn more 
here:	Fondazzjoni	Sebħ	(sebh.mt)

https://www.frauenhaus-suche.de/en/
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3.2.  Basic values

The basic values and commitments underpinning this document are child-centred and feminist, based 
upon the following:  

	� All measures, interventions, services and activities are carried out in a way that ensures the rights, 
safety, health, and well-being of the child.

	� Work with children is carried out in a way that is in line with their developmental abilities, but at the 
same time improves their skills and potentials.

	� Every child is treated with respect and esteem. Children will be heard, listened to and believed. 
The wishes of children will be respected (wherever this is possible within the safeguarding context). 

	� The agency and power of children will be recognised. Children are informed about their rights 
(on what is acceptable and not acceptable), and about the possibilities and available help in 
case they face a problem, or their rights are violated.

	� All children have equal rights. Protection and assistance to children are provided without any 
discrimination. When a child is suffering from multiple, intersecting forms of discrimination or dis-
advantaged positions, it requires specific attention and measures.

	� Children are provided with specific age-appropriate care and services, tailored to their needs and 
circumstances.

	� Zero tolerance of any forms of violence against children, and violence against women. Par-
tiality taking all child abuse allegations seriously.

	� The responsibility for violence is solely on the perpetrator, who shall be held accountable for 
any acts of violence. Victims of violence are supported based on their rights and needs. Means of 
intervention and services offered shall follow this approach.

	� Prevention by increasing children’s understanding of safety and to explore and promote behaviours 
which will contribute to a safe environment.

	� Responsibility to report any suspected or actual child abuse taking place within the organisation.

	� Accountability ensuring all staff, members, and associates are aware of their responsibility to re-
port suspected child abuse. The WSS will ensure that all staff are made aware of this responsibility.

	� Do no harm principle: any suspicion will be reported to the relevant internal or external responsible 
persons/entities, whilst ensuring that children and their families are not put at additional risk of 
facing harm by reporting the abuse.

	� Recognising the link between intimate partner violence and violence against children, and 
taking into consideration the effect of intimate partner violence on children. Treating children who 
witness domestic violence as victims.

	� Raising awareness amongst all internal and external stakeholders about intimate partner violence, 
domestic violence and its effect on children, and about the importance and effective ways of safe-
guarding and protecting children. 

	� Giving the choice to each woman to express her needs, and to explore her options. Recognising 
and respecting her feelings and experiences and supporting her to make safe choices for her and 
her children.

	� Regular assessment of children's safety and welfare, together with the safety of their mothers.
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	� Strengthening the relationship and bond of the children with their non-abusive/protecting 
parent and other family members.

	� Priority is given to ensuring the safety of the child and of the mother during custody and con-
tact/visitation arrangement and enforcement.

	� Partnering with caretakers and/or other relevant professionals to ensure the safety, protection and 
well-being of children.
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IV. Safeguarding areas and factors for protection 
Guidelines for safeguarding and empowering children should be established as guiding principles for the 
operation of services and institutions supporting victims of violence against women as a whole as well 
as for individual case management. The aim is to increase awareness and capacity to effectively sup-
port children affected by violence. The following safeguarding areas shall be covered by the guidelines:

	� Physical wellbeing within WSS and externally (in contact with other agencies, authorities or service 
providers, with the abusive parent, or during external programs);

	� Psychological and emotional well-being within WSS and externally (in contact with other agencies, 
abusive parent, and in schools);

	� Online safety;

	� A safe relationship with the non-violent parent, enabling mental and psychological stability and 
resilience. 

1. Potential risks for child safeguarding, whilst children and young 
people are involved with women's specialist support services

Children and adolescents living in a household where domestic violence occurs are “at an increased risk 
of experiencing emotional, physical, and sexual abuse, of developing emotional and behavioral prob-
lems, and are more likely to experience  other adversities in their lives”.53 Importantly, not only physical 
violence but also threats, control, and a climate of fear contribute to children's distress. It is therefore 
not enough and effective to focus solely on incidents of physical violence. Witnessing domestic violence 
has an impact on children's physical and mental health, as well as their social, emotional and spiritual 
development. Numerous studies show that witnessing violence is a clear form of child endangerment 
and can be just as damaging as when children are themselves victims of violence. Almost all children 
and adolescents who have ever been spoken to in different research about witnessing domestic vio-
lence describe these experiences as distressing and frightening.54   

In AWHZ’s shelter, every child is followed closely to identify the consequences of the violence they sur-
vived or witnessed. On average, 60-70% of the children at the shelter experience the following symptoms 
as a consequence of violence they survived and/or witnessed:

	� Depression

	� PTSD

	� Enuresis (bed wetting)

	� Tics

	� Problems learning in school

	� Sleeplessness

53 Holt S, Buckley H, Whelan S., 2008

54 Arai et al., 2019
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Children supported by WSS can experience various psychological consequences, including the 
following:

	� Their trust as well as their need for safety and protection are fundamentally shaken;

	� Age-inappropriate assumption of responsibility and parentification;55  

	� The ability to concentrate and academic performance are often impaired;

	� Sleeping disorders, nightmares, and behavioural problems can be amplified;

	� Aggressive behaviour or parent's withdrawal during childhood can prevent children from building 
positive relationships into adulthood;

	� Behavioural changes (acting up/more challenging).

In five longitudinal studies that are currently available, when violence at the partner level was known, 
the rate of child abuse that became known increased about four-fold in the following years. This shows 
that domestic violence is clearly a warning sign for later or already occurring physical violence against 
children.56  

Potential risks for child safeguarding can be divided into external risks and risks within WSS:

External:

	� Exposed to physical or psychological violence by the abusive parent;

	� Threat of kidnapping by the abusive parent;

	� Risk of infanticide and femicide;

	� Emotional risks related to going through court processes and interacting with other agencies (i.e. 
having to testify or to see and communicate with the abusive father);

	� Exposed to pressure/coercion by the relevant institutions or agencies;

	� The child worrying about the safety of the mother;

	� The child fearing their own safety.

Within WSS:

	� Exposure to inappropriate online content and/or content by others (i.e. older children);

	� Exposure to conflict with other children or mothers;

	� Violence among residents in the women's shelter;

	� Exposure to potential physical injury (i.e. accidents);

	� Safety coming in and going out of the shelter (i.e. to school or the playground).

55	 Parentification	is	when	the	roles	between	the	parent	or	caretaker	and	the	child	are	reversed	and	the	child	assumes	the	responsibility	of	taking	
care	of	the	parent.	Parentification	is	defined	as:	“a	disturbance	in	the	generational	boundaries,	such	that	evidence	indicates	a	functional	and/
or	emotional	role	reversal	in	which	the	child	sacrifices	his	or	her	own	needs	for	attention,	comfort,	and	guidance	in	order	to	accommodate	and	
care for the logistical and emotional needs of a parent and/or sibling.” (Hooper, 2007b, p. 323)

56	 Chan	et	al.	“Prevalence	and	correlates	of	the	co-occurrence	of	family	violence”
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2.  Key factors for protection

Children need to be encouraged and empowered to speak out against injustices. In violent situations, 
however, they need at least one independent confidant outside the family who will listen and believe the 
child unquestioningly.

Children need to be informed about what adults are allowed and not allowed to do. As victims, they often 
cannot get out of cycles of violence on their own. They therefore have a right to be surrounded by or in 
contact with adults who empower them to know alternatives to violent relationships.

Children are afraid of losing closeness, intimacy and security with their parents and other caregivers. In 
violent situations, children need to be provided with opportunities to receive support to go somewhere 
safe and fearless.

In order for this to be achieved, children have the right to: informed caregivers, an informed environment, 
informed support organisations and professionals. In addition, children are entitled to age-appropriate 
information, complaint mechanisms, and empowerment.

A good protection measure in the context of domestic violence and within the WWS must take into 
account the consequences of domestic violence on the mental health of children. Important aspects to 
consider are:

	� An early intervention and long-term support to avoid renewed domestic violence;

	� A qualified support system for the mother affected by violence;

	� Child-appropriate, low-threshold support for dealing with stressful feelings and understanding 
violence.

A protective factor that can mitigate the impact of violence on children is “a strong relationship with an 
attachment to a caring adult, usually the mother.”57 

Protection measures must be assessed by the extent to which they focus on the personal rights of chil-
dren and young people.

57 Holt S, Buckley H, Whelan S., 2008, Ibid.
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V. Procedures

The process of escaping/separation from the perpetrator is a dangerous period for the victims, both for 
the child/children and the mother, even with increased risks of lethality, the risk of infanticide and fem-
icide. Therefore, particular attention should be paid to this period. Furthermore, it is crucial to include 
related risk management and safety measures in WSS and also by other actors.

1. Risk management and prevention

As a general obligation, WSS shall identify potential risk scenarios for children and develop procedures 
to prevent and tackle harm and abuse. This involves assessing which risks CYP in WSS are potentially 
exposed to – i.e. within the service or through online platforms they continue to use as well as external 
contacts with friends, school and potentially their father etc. – and adapting risk assessments and 
safety planning accordingly. 

Recommendations for safety and risk management checklists: the explanatory manuals shall be provid-
ed and made available to the service users (CYP and their mothers) to raise awareness about the safety 
risk that children are exposed to. This shall be done using simple language including visual elements.

Promising practice: AWHZ
Before organising any activity which intends to involve children or activities that 
have an impact on them, the organisation prepares a risk analysis in order to assess 
whether this activity could expose the child to abuse or neglect. The analysis in-
cludes the assessment of potential risks, determination of risk reduction measures, 
and checking whether appropriate measures have been taken. Every employee, asso-
ciate and volunteer receives instructions on where and how to report potential child 
abuse or neglect. In case of suspicion that a child's rights have been violated, such 
suspicion is reported to the president of the board of the organisation.
The coordinator of the operational team of the shelter checks whether the child 
protection policy is implemented and informs the board president about it. An inter-
nal evaluation is carried out at least twice a year, which includes checking whether 
child protection standards are implemented, how effective these standards are and 
whether they need to be improved. At the same time, it is assessed to what extent 
child protection measures have been implemented according to the prepared risk 
analyses.
Also, within AWHZ, there are rules that children are never left unsupervised. They 
have their own space, a children’s playroom, which is overseen by a shelter worker or 
one of the women tenants to minimise the possibility of risk.

1.1. Online safety

When it comes to online safety, it must always be remembered that digital violence is a form of violence 
against women. Digital violence, also online violence, is a generic term for forms of gender-specific 
violence that uses technical aids and digital media (mobile phones, apps, internet applications, emails, 
etc.) and/or gender-specific violence that takes place in digital space, e.g. on online portals or social 
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platforms.58 Digital violence does not work separately from offline violence, it usually represents a sup-
plement or reinforcement of violent relationships and dynamics.59 In the WSS facilities, special care 
should therefore be taken to address online/digital violence, both in preventing and handling such vio-
lence, as well as to improve online safety and security. WSS shall pay particular attention to introduce 
measures to prevent further violence, stalking and control (including tracking of stay) by the perpetrator 
using the online space. 

1.2. Safety and privacy

Safety and privacy of children and of their mothers shall be of primary consideration while using chil-
dren’s images and stories in online and offline publications and other communication means and chan-
nels of the WSS. Images and other information revealed shall not be exploitative and shall not violate the 
dignity of children. Such usage must be based on the consent of the CYP or their mother (depending on 
age), defining from which age children can provide this consent themselves. Particular attention shall be 
paid to ensure that images and other information revealed do not pose any danger to the victims, such 
as their identification, or their place of stay. 

2. Children's and young people's development and abuse prevention

It is essential to determine which internal and external services are available to CYP within and through 
the WSS that may support them. Furthermore, it is vital to increase children's understanding of feeling 
safe, developing their self-confidence, exploring and promoting behaviours which will contribute to a 
safe environment, in a manner appropriate to their age e.g. 

	� developing children’s levels of self-esteem and confidence

	� enabling children to explore and express feelings

	� informing children of their right to feel safe at all times

	� increasing children’s ability in safety planning

	� empowering children to identify their own personal support network

	� exploring how choice of behaviour can affect the feelings of others, and

	� identifying healthy ways to manage conflict

3. Children's safety during child custody and visitation procedures

In case of domestic violence, in post-separation settings the perpetrator often tries to maintain power 
and control over the mother and children through custody, contact and visitation arrangements. There-
fore, the procedures, decisions on and exercising of child custody, contact and visitation are likely to 
risk the rights, safety and protection of the child and the mother, including the risk of femicide and 
infanticide.

Risks regarding the physical and psychological safety and well-being of victims may occur during 
child custody and visitation procedures. Risks may occur if the relevant authorities have no specific 

58	 Council	of	Europe	Portal,	“Cyberviolence	against	women”

59 Bff; ”bff: active against digital violence”
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knowledge, competence or awareness: history of violence is thus neither assessed, recognised nor  
taken into consideration during court hearings or other procedures, and authorities do not adopt (inter-
im) protection measures.

There is a risk also posed by the custody and visitation decisions and arrangements that do not (duly) 
take previous violence into account. When the perpetrator has contact or visitation rights, the risk may 
occur in and/or around visitation occasions. During the picking up and bringing back children that are in 
shelters, children are anticipated to be exposed to a high risk of physical danger, including risks for the 
mother and also for the staff. Risks may take the form of abducting the child, abusing or stalking the 
mother, and threatening or harming the staff. The perpetrator might use visitation occasions to continue 
violence against children or to try to turn children against their mothers.

It is recommended:

	� To specifically train staff of the WSS and other services and be prepared for the risks and negative 
impact on the children and the mothers in relation to custody, contact and visitation issues.

	� To address the priority of the rights, safety and protection of children and mothers, which the paren-
tal rights of the father shall not overwrite, within the internal regulatory framework and practice of 
the WSS.

	� To also address within the internal regulatory framework and practice of the WSS the importance 
of ensuring that the exercise of any visitation or custody rights does not jeopardise the rights and 
safety of the children and their mothers.

	� To conduct specific risk assessment and management concerning the custody, contact and visi-
tation procedures, decisions and practices. Risk management measures and intervention shall ad-
dress both physical and psychological safety and well-being, and pay attention to both the child, the 
mother and their relationship. Staff shall periodically review related risks, and the effectiveness of 
risk assessment measures, and make the necessary changes accordingly. If the relevant custody 
and contact/visitation decisions that are in force, or exercising custody and visitation endanger the 
rights and safety of the children and/or the mother, there are mechanisms in place for notifying the 
authorities in charge of changing/reviewing the relevant decisions.

	� Staff to not apply or encourage methods and practices that are harmful, dangerous and traumatis-
ing for the children and the mothers (e.g. mediation and other dispute resolution etc.)

Promising practice: AWHZ
AWHZ has developed internal protocols with the Centres for Social Welfare (CSW) 
according to which in cases of supervised child contact, the CSW have to invite the 
perpetrator 15 minutes earlier before the child/children arrives. After the meeting, the 
perpetrator has to stay 15 minutes longer to avoid the risk of following or attacking 
the mother or another person with the child/children outside of the CSW premises. 
The CSW are obliged, in cases of domestic violence, to carry out consultations with 
the abused woman about divorce and child custody separate from the perpetrator.
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4. Code of Conduct 

To ensure consistent commitment and adherence of all staff within WSS to ethical behaviour and con-
duct whilst interacting with CYP, they will be asked to commit to a clear code of conduct.

What are the key components of the code of conduct? 

	� Principles of working with children

	� Policies for working with children

	� Employees’ obligations and responsibilities (what they have to do, what they should not do)

	� Standards of procedure

	� Responsibility for implementation

Staff will commit themselves to:

	� Treating children and young people fairly and without prejudice or discrimination;

	� Respecting differences in gender, sexual orientation, culture, race, ethnicity, disability, and religious 
belief systems;

	� Challenging discrimination and prejudice;

	� Promoting relationships that are based on openness, honesty, trust, and respect;

	� Exercising caution when discussing sensitive issues regarding children with other staff or interns;

	� Ensuring that contact with children and young people is appropriate and relevant to the work or a 
project that staff members are involved in;

	� The privacy and identity of the child are respected and the consent of the legal guardian is given 
for the participation in the activities of the organisation, the use of information about the child, and 
publication of photographs.

Staff will absolutely avoid the following: 

	� Developing inappropriate relationships with children and young people;

	� Belittling or disbelieving them;

	� Engaging in behaviour that is in any way abusive (including having any form of sexual contact with 
a child or young person);

	� Acting in a way that can be perceived as threatening or intrusive;

	� Making sarcastic, insensitive, derogatory, or sexually suggestive comments or gestures regarding 
children and young people.
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5. Reporting abuse 

All persons who are involved in direct work with children or carry out activities that have an impact on 
them are responsible for the protection of children. To reduce the risk of child abuse, WSS must have 
codes of conduct, recruitment procedures, ongoing training and communication to make clear that child 
abuse will not be tolerated. Child abuse may take place within WSS or outside of it. Any abuse that 
happens to the children that is not the direct responsibility of the WSS is still the organisation’s respon-
sibility to report to relevant authorities.

Each WSS should have a clear policy on its commitment to child protection from harm. It should place 
clear responsibilities on the staff to protect the children and report the abuse and support the staff in 
complying with their responsibilities. Procedures also must be clearly defined and the staff must be 
trained on the content of these procedures. These safeguarding measures must be regularly monitored 
and reviewed. 

All acts of abuse have to be reported to the persons in charge and relevant authorities. In case of suspi-
cion that there has been a violation of the rights of a child or children, abuse, neglect and/or exploitation, 
the staff of WSS are obliged to initiate proceedings to protect the rights of the child. All staff, associates 
and volunteers have to be aware and able to recognise potential signs of abuse of CYP. Procedures have 
to be developed and made available to everyone so that there is clarity on steps in dealing with potential 
abuse of CYP.

In cases where there is reasonable belief that corruption within the authorities will prevent adequate 
protection of children and prosecution of child abuse, alternative means of reporting abuse must be 
identified, such as international organisations protecting children('s rights).

5.1. Responsible staff members

All staff within WSS, including paid, full-time, part-time, associates and/or volunteers are responsible for 
ensuring the protection of children from abuse and neglect. In order to ensure clear and transparent pro-
cedures, each WSS should appoint a children’s safeguarding lead and a deputy-safeguarding lead. This 
person’s obligation is to make clear that all staff who come into contact with CYP, directly or indirectly, 
are responsible for reporting abuse should they become aware of it. They should also be made aware of 
codes of conduct, obligation to report and relevant procedures. 

The safeguarding lead should be a person of high enough stature within the WSS who can ensure com-
pliance with the standards of child safeguarding. In large and complex organisations, there should be a 
larger number of such designated persons across different departments/activities. This person should 
not be the head of the organisation because the WSS needs to ensure that there are alternate routes of 
reporting. This role should be shared among several people.

The leadership of WSS, in cooperation with the staff, should develop a written procedure for reporting 
suspected child abuse within the organisation and outside of it. These procedures should include poten-
tial abuse by the abusive parent outside of the WSS (for example during child contact), potential abuse 
in other institutions as well as potential abuse within the WSS.
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5.2. Potential perpetrators of violence

	� Abusive parent

	� Staff in shelters and other external agencies working with children

	� Residents in shelters, including other mothers and children

5.3. Key principles of reporting 

1.	Recognising abuse: in order to recognise a possible safeguarding concern, everyone who forms 
part of an organisation needs to know what abuse can look like for children (teenage girls in particu-
lar), what to look out for, and be open to tackling risks with those at the centre of concern.

2. Responding to an account of abuse: the need to respond appropriately by taking into account 
specific children’s rights and needs, so that those at the centre of the concern can be supported 
effectively and engaged in possible solutions. 

3. Recording an account of abuse: creating a record of the account of abuse, any concerns or 
observations that the person who noticed the abuse may have, any agreements or discussions they 
made with the person reporting the abuse and the actions they and other people have or have not 
taken.

4.	Reporting an account of abuse in close collaboration with the child at the centre of the con-
cern, or the mother where appropriate age-wise and reporting or passing on information on the ac-
count of abuse to the responsible internal and external entities, so that the child/children are given 
all the support they need and are as safe as possible. 

5. Consequences for the responsible person: if the person responsible for the abuse is a 
member of staff, associate or volunteer at WSS, there should be disciplinary procedures in place to 
determine the gravity and consequences for this person.

6. Other key child safeguarding measures and procedures 

 J Criminal background checks for all staff
 All potential staff, associates and/or volunteers should bring official proof (certificate) that they have 

no criminal record. 

 J Staff recruitment & orientation
 The organisation’s commitment to child safeguarding should be outlined in the job advertisements and 

clearly communicated during the interviews with the prospective staff members, associates and/or vol-
unteers. As part of the process of recruitment, the interviews should include a discussion about child safe-
guarding, child abuse, and the prospective staff member’s understanding of these concepts. References 
and criminal checks should be mandatory for all persons working with or coming into contact with children.  
All staff should agree and comply with the code of conduct related to child safeguarding, both within 
their work in the organisation, but also outside of work as the principles of child safeguarding should 
apply generally to WSS staff. 
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 J Staff training 
 Regular education and training on child safeguarding are essential in ensuring adequate and consist-

ent protection of CYP from abuse, both outside and within the WSS. All those employed or otherwise 
engaged with working with CYP in WSS should have regular access to this training at the beginning of 
their work or engagement with the organisation, with regular refresher courses every 1-2 years. 

 J Access to support
 All staff, associates and volunteers in charge or otherwise involved in working with children, both di-

rectly and indirectly (working only with mothers, for example) should have access to advisement and 
support from designated personnel in case of any concerns about child safety. This should be commu-
nicated clearly, including in writing, to the persons at the beginning of their work with the organisation. 

 J Conversations about consent 

 J Proper training about domestic violence for staff of child protective services and 
agencies involved in working with children 

 All staff of child protective services and agencies should also undergo extensive training on all aspects 
of domestic violence, including its causes and consequences, dynamics, coercive control, international 
standards in prevention and combating VAW and DV, with a particular focus on the effects of such 
violence on CYP and standards and procedures of protection. The training should include how to avoid 
secondary victimisation and provide a victim-centred response.

 J Risk assessment
 Risk assessment on child safeguarding should be part of the regular risk assessment work performed 

by the organisation. Each WSS should identify its own points of risk regarding the impact it has on CYP. 
These risks should be evaluated  based on their impact on CYP and safeguards should be put in place 
to mitigate risk.
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