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INTRODUCTION

Red Cross mission: 
To improve the lives of 
vulnerable people by mobilizing 
the power of humanity.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
WHO THE “TEN STEPS” RESOURCE IS FOR 
Ten Steps to Creating Safe Environments is a resource for organizations and 
communities to help in the development, implementation and monitoring 
of concrete actions to prevent, reduce, mitigate and respond to interpersonal 
violence—physical, sexual, emotional and neglect.  
 
WHY THE “TEN STEPS” RESOURCE IS IMPORTANT 
Interpersonal violence—people hurting other people—is a catastrophic 
problem around the world and often occurs within organizations and 
communities. The consequences of violence are harmful and staggering for 
individuals, families and whole societies. To address violence, organizations and 
communities have a very important role.   
 
HOW THE “TEN STEPS” RESOURCE CAN BE USED 
Each of the ten steps is part of a process to reduce the risk of violence and 
increase protection. As one step interacts with the other steps, the success of one 
depends on the achievement of all the others. How much time each step, or the 
whole process, takes is up to each organization or community—however, the 
goal for all is to reduce risk as soon as possible.  
 
illustration:  
road map to Safe environments
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Advancing the Red Cross Red Crescent Fundamental Prin-
ciples and humanitarian values, we commit to work with 
people vulnerable to violence, with a particular focus on 
children and youth; to prevent, mitigate and respond to 
violence—locally and globally—through advocacy and pro-
moting change in knowledge, mindsets, attitudes and be-
haviours in order to foster environments that respect human 
dignity and diversity and are caring, safe and peaceful.
vision of the ifrC on addressing violence1

KEY MESSAGES
 interpersonal violence is a global humanitarian catastrophe with 

profoundly negative consequences.
 violence is preventable.
 organizations and communities have an important responsibility 

to prevent, reduce, mitigate and respond to violence.
 “Ten Steps” are concrete actions that organizations and 

communities can take to address violence. 



RespectED: Violence & Abuse Prevention

Ten STepS To CreaTing Safe environmenTS 10



KeY poinTS
 The level of interpersonal violence around the world is 

catastrophic. 
 The international red Cross red Crescent movement has declared 

violence a “great Humanitarian Challenge” affecting vulnerable 
people, especially children and women.

 There are different categories, types and forms of violence that 
have lasting and harmful impacts on individuals, families and 
communities.

 violence results from a combination of factors; abuse of power is 
a key element in acts of violence. 

STEP 1:
UNDERSTAND THE PROBLEM

Violence touches everyone—  
it is a global humanitarian 
catastrophe that affects all 
continents, countries and 
communities. 
ifrC global Strategy on violence prevention, mitigation and response2 
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2 STEP 1: 
UNDERSTAND THE PROBLEM 
 
Violence has no boundaries and can affect anyone of any gender, age, 
community, background, belief or status. It often remains a secret, hidden 
behind closed doors, and occurs in places where people should be safe: homes, 
schools, workplaces, refugee/IDP camps, communities, and institutions 
including faith and recreation.

Although the problem of violence is complex, it is something that can be 
stopped. Prevention and reduction are possible for individuals, families, 
organizations and communities. 

INTERNATIONAL FEDERATION OF RED CROSS  
RED CRESCENT NATIONAL SOCIETIES’ (IFRC)  
STANCE ON VIOLENCE

Violence is a global catastrophe that diminishes the health, dignity and human 
potential of each person it touches. The International Red Cross Red Crescent 
Movement has declared violence a “Great Humanitarian Challenge” affecting 
people around the world, especially the most vulnerable such as women, 
children and youth.3 One of the three strategic directions of the IFRC for  
2010–2020 is to: “Promote social inclusion and a culture of non-violence 
and peace.”4 This includes integrating violence prevention strategies into the 
internal systems of every Red Cross Red Crescent National Society. 
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OVERVIEW OF GLOBAL STATISTICS
 each day 4,200 people die from violence (1.6 million a year); 

more than 90 per cent of them in low and middle income 
countries; approximately 2,300 die from suicide, 1,500 from 
interpersonal violence and 400 from collective violence.5 

 each year, 16 million cases of injury, due to violence, are severe 
enough to receive medical attention in hospitals.6 

 500 million–1.5 billion children experience violence each year.7 
 an estimated one in 20 elderly people experience abuse.8 
 at least one out of every three women around the world has been 

beaten, coerced into sex, or otherwise abused in her lifetime—
with the abuser commonly being someone known to her.9 

 males are victims of nearly 80 per cent of all homicides, 60 per 
cent of suicides, and 80 per cent of violence-related injuries.10 

... [B]ehind the numbers there lie precious, vulnerable, 
ailing human beings...we simply have to get down to work, 
country by country, with an urgency that knows no bounds.
Stephen lewis11 

DEFINITION OF VIOLENCE
The IFRC defines violence as the use of force or power, either as an action or 
omission in any setting, threatened, perceived or actual against oneself, another 
person, a group, a community that either results in or has a high likelihood 
of resulting in death, physical injury, psychological or emotional harm, mal-
development or deprivation.12  

In essence, violence between people is when one person uses his or her power, in 
any setting, to cause harm physically, sexually or psychologically to a person or 
group of people.

CATEGORIES, TYPES AND FORMS OF VIOLENCE  
There are different categories, types and forms of violence. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) has developed a chart that describes each of the cate-
gories—self-directed, interpersonal and collective.13 The “Ten Steps” apply to 
interpersonal violence. Each category includes various types of violence. Cutting 
across these categories and types are different forms of violence: psychological, 
physical, sexual and neglect. 
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SPECIFIC FORMS OF INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE
emotional abuse is when a person in a position of power, authority or trust 
repeatedly attacks a person’s self-esteem verbally or non-verbally. This can be 
done through a variety of actions including rejecting, degrading, isolating, 
ignoring, terrorizing, corrupting and exploiting.

physical abuse is when a person in a position of power or trust deliberately 
hurts or threatens to injure another person. This includes hitting, throwing, 
pushing, grabbing, pulling, burning, chemical assaults, etc. 

family violence is any action in a family that causes physical, sexual or emo-
tional harm to another person in the family. This includes hitting, humiliat-
ing, or isolating family members. The impact is not only on the victim 
but on other family members, especially children, who are exposed to the 
violence.
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Witnessing 
violence teaches 
you violence 
and makes you 
hate.

Youth speaking out 
against violence15

neglect is chronic inattention to the basic necessities of life—such as 
clothing, shelter, nutritional diet, education, good hygiene, supervision, 
medical and dental care, adequate rest, safe environment, moral guidance 
and discipline, exercise, and fresh air. This directly impacts those who are 
dependent on others for these necessities—such as the young and the old.

Sexual violence is a broad term that encompasses sexual abuse; sexual 
assault; sexual harassment; and sexual exploitation, including forced prostitu-
tion and trafficking.

exploitation is when a person is treated as an object to be used, bought or 
sold for the gains of another person.

bullying and harassment are behaviours that 
are insulting, intimidating, humiliating, malicious, 
degrading or offensive; they can occur directly (in per-
son) or indirectly (using technology). Harassment is 
when these types of behaviours are based on discrimi-
nation against age, sexual orientation, gender, family 
status, disability, race, colour, ethnicity, religion, mar-
tial status, etc. Human rights legislation determines 
discriminatory bases and varies in each country.








gender-baSed violenCe (gbv)16 
gbv is used to distinguish common violence from violence that 
targets individuals or groups of individuals on the basis of their gender. 

gbv has been defined as violence that is directed at a person on 
the basis of gender; it is an umbrella term for any harmful act that 
is perpetrated against a person’s will, and that is based on socially 
ascribed (gender) differences between males and females.17  

it includes acts that inflict physical, mental, or sexual harm or 
suffering; threats such as coercion; and other deprivations of liberty. 

gbv includes sexual violence, sex trafficking, forced prostitution, 
spousal abuse, emotional and psychological abuse, female genital 
mutilation, forced marriage, infanticide of female children, and 
discriminatory practices based on gender. 

The majority of gbv cases are directed towards women and girls, but 
boys and men can also be victims/survivors.
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THE IMPACT OF VIOLENCE
Violence affects individuals, families, communities and whole societies. The 
consequences are felt across a lifetime or even generations. Violence has cata-
strophic human, economic and community-development consequences. Some 
of these can be measured and quantified, while others cannot; regardless, their 
impact is lasting, deep and profound. 

Human impaCT
The World bank has estimated that in industrialized countries, sexual 
assault and domestic violence take away almost one in five healthy 
years of life for women aged 15–44.18 
The united nations19 reports the impact of child abuse on health 
includes higher risks for cancer, lung disease, heart disease, bowel 
problems, liver disease and reproductive health problems. 
according to a study of 17,000 middle class patients,20 adults who 
experienced child abuse, compared to those who have not, are:
 103 per cent more likely to become smokers;
 95 per cent more likely to become obese;
 103 per cent more likely to become alcoholics;
 192 per cent more likely to become addicted to drugs; and
 43 per cent more likely to become suicidal.

eConomiC impaCT
 The cost of violence against children can cost countries billions  

of dollars each year.21  
 The cost of violence against children in some countries equals  

2 per cent of the gdp. 22

 The cost of violence against women each year has been estimated 
at $12.6 billion in the united States and $23 billion pounds in britain.23 

CommuniTY developmenT impaCT
 violence within communities has been shown to increase local 

businesses’ security costs by 50 per cent and the fear of losing 
investments by 37 per cent. it decreases motivation to expand 
business ventures by 39 per cent.24  

 Communities where homicide rates exceed 100 per 100,000 have 
been shown to also be characterized by rapidly rising population 
growth, large concentrations of adolescents and pre-adolescents, 
high household density, limited access to public sewers, limited 
job availability, and low educational achievement.25 
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1PREVENTION, REDUCTION, MITIGATION AND RESPONSE 
Actions addressing violence

 prevention means to keep violence from occurring  
in the first place.

 reduction tries to decrease the risk of violence  
occurring. 

 mitigation focuses on decreasing further risk of vio-
lence and reducing its impact when it does occur.

 response refers to an action or intervention to cope 
with and handle violence, or its consequences, after it 
has occurred.

Violence is not, however, an inevitable 
aspect of the human condition. In much 
the same way as infectious diseases and 
other threats to public health have been in 
the past, violence can be prevented and its 
impact reduced.
World Health organization27

ACTORS IN VIOLENT INCIDENCES

victims/survivors
Victims/survivors of violence can include anyone of any background, gender or 
other status who is subjected to an act of violence. The impact is direct for those 
who are targeted by violence and causes physical, sexual and/or emotional harm. 
Indirectly it can also impact the families, friends, neighbours, colleagues, and whole 
communities of those targeted; secondary or vicarious trauma often results. 

inflictors of violence
Violence can be inflicted by individuals, groups of people, organizations, com-
munities or societies. People who inflict violence may cause harm once or repeat-
edly; they may have complex motivations for acting out violently. Common to all 
perpetrators of violence is the misuse of their power. People who choose to inflict 
violence represent all groups in societies and are as diverse as the victims/survivors. 
Sometimes those who hurt others have in the past or are presently victims/survivors 
of violence at the hands of others.

it sucks and it’s 
too hard to find 
someone who 
cares and will 
do something 
about the abuse. 
You can’t trust 
anyone. i drink 
a lot—and yes, 
i have tried to 
commit suicide 
about three 
times in the past 
couple of years. 
i hate it! 

Youth participant of 
a red Cross 
violence prevention 
workshop26
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bystanders 
Bystanders or witnesses to violence are individuals, groups of people, com-
munities or societies who know, hear, see or are aware that violent acts are 
occurring. Bystanders are powerful actors—especially those in positions of 
authority—in determining the response and outcomes of violence. The action 
or inaction taken by bystanders can (where they have power and are safe to 
respond but do not) legitimize, fuel or prolong violence, or it can de-legitimize, 
contain or stop it. Bystanders may also be indirect victims who experience 
secondary or vicarious trauma. 

SETTINGS WHERE VIOLENCE OCCURS
Violence can occur in any setting:  homes, schools, institutions, workplaces and 
communities. It happens both in person and through technology—Internet, 
cell phones and computers. 

Homes: Although  homes are often considered the safest of all settings, vio-
lence between family members within homes is a common problem in every 
country and community. In fact, homes are perhaps the settings in which the 
most violence occurs—physical, sexual, emotional and neglect. Family mem-
bers hurt each other: adult to adult; adult or elder to child; child to child; adult 
to elder; child to elder. 

Schools: Schools are powerful institutions to shape the future, success, health 
and safety of children. School is a place where many children spend more time 
than with their families. Unfortunately, schools can also be places where not all 
children are safe. In many countries hitting children in school may be allowed 
by law, or accepted even where laws or policies from governments prohibit it. 
Students often experience emotional trauma from teachers and other students as 
in bullying. Sexual abuse against children from teachers, school administrators, 
other staff, and from other students are regularly reported around the world. 

i felt like leaving school. i cried. i feel horrible because before this hap-
pened they were my friends. i was thinking, “How am i going to face 
these guys? We attend class together. How am i going to be myself, 
like before?” ... i had to write my exams, so i just calmed myself down 
and tried to forgive them. i passed my exams, but it was hard. i still feel 
bad but i just take it out of my mind. i would leave this school if i could.  

School girl, assaulted by two classmates28
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institutions: Within communities, there are many types of institutions, includ-
ing places of worship, health care centres, orphanages, prisons and sports and 
recreation facilities. Within institutions, some people—including administra-
tors, religious leaders, coaches, doctors and nurses—have more power than 
others and may use that power to hurt people who are less powerful.

Throughout the world, an unknown number of children, 
most likely in the hundreds of thousands, are kept in orphan-
ages and non-penal institutions. Many of these children  
have been condemned to live a grim existence, and are  
subjected to shocking and at times deadly levels of abuse 
and neglect.
Human rights Watch29 

Workplaces: For many adults, and some children, work is a place where 
considerable time is spent. Within workplaces people interact with other staff, 
volunteers, people from partner organizations or the community, and clients 
and beneficiaries. Violence of all types can occur in these interactions, especially 
where there are power imbalances.  

CorporaTe SoCial reSponSibiliTY 
private, public and community-based organizations are expected to 
obey the law, even if it is not enforced, and to respect the principles 
of relevant norms of international law where national law is absent. 
Corporate social responsibility is a growing commitment among busi-
nesses, shareholders, lenders, insurers, suppliers, regulators, con-
sumers, employees and investors. among other human rights issues 
some businesses develop and implement socially responsible poli-
cies against violence in collaboration with communities, civil society 
organizations, governments and intergovernmental organizations.  

as the impact of corporations on societies expands, they are be-
ing challenged on their respect of international human rights trea-
ties, including violence prevention, and their due diligence through 
voluntary codes of conduct, self-regulation, external monitoring and 
legislated conduct. 
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Communities: Places where people live, work and interact make up commu-
nities, or are part of communities within communities. Violence in communi-
ties can occur in places that are visible and public or in places that are closed 
and away from the sight of others. All forms of violence can occur within 
communities.

urban violenCe  

as of 2007, for the first time in the history of humankind more than 
50 per cent of the world’s population live in urban areas. The cities 
of the developing world are expected to account for 95 per cent of 
urban growth over the next two decades.30 

Urban violence is a form of community violence; its very definition 
is based on the urban setting in which all kinds of violence happens. 
The violence that occurs behind closed doors of homes, schools 
and institutions directly impacts the violence that happens on pub-
lic streets; they are intertwined.

violence is a concern in urban communities around the world, 
though the risk is heightened where poverty, unregulated small 
arms availability and alcohol/drugs fuel the violent behaviours. 
urban violence can include gang violence, organized crime and 
interpersonal violence.

Technology: Not only can various forms of violence occur in in-person 
settings, they can also occur through technology—Internet, cell phones and 
computers. This is a new trend around the world. Although the full impact of 
violence through technology is not yet understood, it is clear that technology is 
re-shaping the ways that violence can occur, along with its speed and scale.
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1violenCe online
rapid and far reaching changes to technology have resulted in many 
positive gains. These include new ways to access information, such 
as how to stay safe, and also ways to access help and support for 
those who have been hurt by violence. However, individuals, espe-
cially children and youth, can be at risk of online violence in several 
ways. They may access or be sent unsolicited material that is inap-
propriate; people who want to hurt them may lure them though 
online discussions; or children can be abused and exploited in front 
of cameras, resulting in images of the violence being posted and 
distributed online for people anywhere in the world to see. 

emerging trends within violence online31 include:

 increasing prevalence of “home-grown” pornographic images 
that are produced by predators, and include live-streaming video 
images of children being abused;

 growing use of sophisticated security measures and of peer-
to-peer networking where information can be shared without 
downloading from websites;

 increasingly violent and graphic nature of images involving vio-
lence against younger children;

 unprecedented online bullying between young peers; and
 messaging on camera phones and instant messaging, where the 

invasion and manipulation of images is immediate.   

ROOT CAUSES OR SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF VIOLENCE
There is no single cause of violence. People hurt other people due to a mixture 
of complex dynamics between individuals, their families, communities and 
societies. Each factor is tied to the others. Factors combine to increase the risk of 
violence. The “ecological model”32 highlights these linkages.  

The factors that mix to result in violence can be described as “social determi-
nants” or root causes of violence: access to lethal means; alcohol and substance 
misuse; economic inequality and poverty; social distance between conflicting 
groups; lack of social welfare systems; weak criminal justice systems; gender 
inequality; and unstable, unsafe relationships between children and their parents 
and caregivers.33
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illustration: The ecological model of violence34

A combination of factors put women at risk of violence; each 
of these factors adds up and sends a clear message: because 
of their [gender], women can be treated in ways that humili-
ate and hurt them; tarnish and reduce their safety; and make 
them feel as though their worth is less than that of men. 
ifrC35  

POWER
Power can be used by people in positive or negative ways. When it is misused is a 
key root cause or social determinant of violence; one person has more power over 
another and misuses it to physically or emotionally hurt another person. 

INDIVIDUAL INTIMATE
RELATIONSHIPS

COMMUNITY SOCIETY/
CULTURE

Victim of child maltreatment
Psychological/personality disorder
Alcohol/substance abuse
History of violent behaviour
Gender Inequality

Poor parenting practices
Marital discord
Violent parental conflict
Low socioeconomic household status
Friends that engage in violence
Gender Inequality

Poverty
High crime levels
High residential mobility
High unemployment
Local illicit drug trade
Weak institutional policies
Inadequate victim care 
services
Situational factors
Gender Inequality

Rapid social change
Economic inequality
Gender inequality
Policies that increase 
inequalities
Poverty
Weak economic safety nets
Poor rule of law
Cultural norms that 
support violence
High firearm availability
Conflict/post-conflict
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SOURCES OF POWER
1.  relationships

2.  gender, age and social class 

3.  employment

4.  position in families, communities and society

5.  Knowledge and information

6.  Control of resources

7.  What rewards you can give or control

8.  physical size and strength

9.  Skills

POWER QUESTIONS:
1.  Where does my power come from?

2. How do i use my power in a responsible  
manner?

3.  What are the power dynamics within my family, 
organization and community?

4. What kinds of power do other people i live with 
or work with have, especially those who are 
very vulnerable?

5.  in what ways or in what situations am i vulner-
able to misusing my power?

POWER, CHILDREN & GENDER
because children are the smallest, weakest and most dependent 
members of society, they often have the least amount of power. This 
means that they may be denied their rights to participate in decisions 
that affect them, may struggle to access help when someone hurts 
them, and are vulnerable to others abusing their power against them. 

Similarly, in communities where women and girls are treated as less 
valuable than men and boys because of their gender, they can be at 
risk of violence. inequality, harmful attitudes about gender, control, 
and misuse of power can combine to heighten the risk of gender-
based violence.

i hope that the 
red Cross and 
other “helping 
societies” keep 
on caring for 
those who can-
not help them-
selves.… i myself 
have experienced 
a few forms of 
abuse, too.… 
Hearing about 
child abuse and 
talking about it 
with others really 
helps. i think this 
is a great idea 
to go and talk 
to others about 
the problem of 
abuse.  

Youth participant of a  
red Cross violence 
prevention workshop36
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KeY poinTS
 violence is a problem in all parts of the world and it affects people 

of all ages, genders, backgrounds and status.
 Some groups of people are at higher risk of violence than 

others; these groups can be based on age, gender, population or 
situation. 

 While all people live with some vulnerability to violence, they also 
have the potential to “bounce back” and protect themselves; they 
have resiliency. 

STEP 2: RECOGNIZE PEOPLE’S 
VULNERABILITY AND RESILIENCE

All communities have groups 
of people—often hidden—who 
may be neglected, marginalized 
or excluded for many reasons.... 
Many of them may live in 
circumstances where they are 
subject to violence, abuse and 
exploitation.
ifrC37
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2 STEP 2: RECOGNIZE 
PEOPLE’S VULNERABILITY 
AND RESILIENCE
VULNERABILITIES

Violence is a problem in all parts of the world, and it affects people of all ages, gen-
ders, backgrounds and status. However, some groups of people are at higher risk to 
experience violence than others. In general, people who are excluded, marginalized 
and treated as “different” or “less than” others are at elevated risk. 

vulnerable 
groupS

riSK 
faCTorS 

Sample 
STaTiSTiCS

age

Children Small size; physical 
weakness; high 
dependence; 
tendency to be 
trusting; limited 
understanding and 
knowledge; limited 
support systems; 
unawareness of 
their rights.  

 500 million–1.5 billion chil-
dren experience violence 
each year.39 

 150 million girls (14 per 
cent of the planet’s child 
population) and 73 million 
boys (7 per cent of the 
planet’s child population) 
have been subjected to 
sexual violence.40 

 only 2.4 per cent of the 
world’s children are legally 
protected from corporal 
punishment in all settings—  
homes, schools, institu-
tions, workplaces and com-
munities.41 

no violence against children is 
justifiable, and all violence against 
children is preventable.
pinheiro38 
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vulnerable 
groupS

riSK 
faCTorS 

Sample 
STaTiSTiCS

age

Youth physical, emotional, 
sexual changes; 
peer relationships; 
self-esteem issues; 
limited personal 
power; unaware-
ness of their rights.  

 on average 565 young 
people between the ages 
of 10–29 die each day from 
interpersonal violence.43 

 for every youth homicide 
there are 20–40 victims of 
non-fatal youth violence re-
ceiving hospital treatment.44 

 between 20 per cent and 65 
per cent of school-aged chil-
dren and youth report having 
been verbally or physically 
bullied in school in the previ-
ous 30 days.45

elderly Social isolation; 
physical and eco-
nomic dependence; 
limited access to 
support systems.

 The suicide rates of people 
75 years and older are 
approximately three times 
those of people aged 15-24 
years.47 

 on average, there are 
estimated to be two to three 
attempted suicides for every 
completed suicide among 
people over the age of 65 
years.48  

 globally, an estimated 1 in 
20 elderly people experience 
abuse.49  

Witnessing violence in the home 
or being physically or sexually 
abused, for instance, may condition 
adolescents to regard violence as 
an acceptable means of resolving 
problems.
WHo42 

There has been slow but increas-
ing awareness of elder abuse over 
the past 20 years. as challenging 
as it is for the population at large 
to acknowledge, it is even harder 
for older people to admit that they 
have been victimized.44 
oCHa46
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vulnerable 
groupS

riSK 
faCTorS 

Sample 
STaTiSTiCS

gender

Women discrimination; un-
equal power relations; 
local traditions and 
customs; financial 
dependence; societal 
roles; class struc-
tures; race; poverty; 
ethnicity; age. 

 at least one out of every 
three women around the 
world has been beaten, co-
erced into sex, or otherwise 
abused in her lifetime.51 

 it is estimated that one in 
five women will become a 
victim of rape or attempted 
rape in her lifetime.52 

 nearly 50 per cent of all 
sexual assaults worldwide 
are against girls 15 years of 
age or younger.53

men Social and cultural 
norms around mascu-
linity, power, and sexu-
ality; substance abuse; 
use of weapons.

 men are victims of 80 per 
cent of violence-related inju-
ries.55  

 men are victims of nearly 80 
per cent of homicides and 60 
per cent of suicides.56 

 There are three male suicides 
worldwide for every female 
suicide.57

female infanticide and prenatal sex selection, early marriage, dowry-
related violence, female genital mutilation/cutting, crimes against 
women committed in the name of “honour”, and maltreatment of 
widows, including inciting widows to commit suicide, are forms 
of violence against women that are considered harmful traditional 
practices, and may involve both family and community. 

un Secretary general’s Study on violence against Women50

The vulnerabilities of men to violence are often neglected and 
minimized; the unique risk factors associated with their gender are 
often lost.  
ifrC54



vulnerable 
groupS

riSK 
faCTorS 

Sample 
STaTiSTiCS

populaTionS

indigenous
people

lost land and re-
sources; loss of 
language, spirituality 
and traditions; rac-
ism; lack of liveli-
hoods; substance 
abuse; poverty; histo-
ries of violence; col-
lective and individual 
loss of identity.   

 The inuit of greenland 
reportedly have the highest 
rate of suicide in the world: 
it is the leading non-natural 
cause of death among the 
population.59 

 in Canada, aboriginal 
women are three times 
more likely to be victims of 
spousal violence than non-
aboriginal women.60, 61  

 in australia, indigenous 
people in remote areas 
are three times as likely as 
those in non-remote areas 
to have witnessed violence 
(30 per cent compared with 
10 per cent).62

Xenophobic
violence

immigration being 
viewed as a social 
problem, or per-
ceived as an econom-
ic, cultural or political 
threat to existing 
citizens; competition 
for limited resources 
and opportunities; 
being different. 

 in South africa in 2008, 
62 people lost their lives 
through xenophobic vio-
lence and thousands were 
displaced.64 

 in the united States in 2007, 
2,025 law enforcement 
agencies reported 7,624 
hate crime incidents involv-
ing 9,006 offences.65
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The layers of violence that have 
contributed to present-day chal-
lenges of first nations [indigenous] 
people are a direct result of forced 
assimilation, colonization and cul-
tural disintegration.
Canadian red Cross58

increasing migration means ... accommodating peoples of different 
cultures, races, religions and language. addressing the reality of in-
creased diversity means finding political, legal, social and economic 
mechanisms to ensure mutual respect and to mediate relations 
across differences.  
ilo, iom, oHCHr63
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vulnerable 
groupS

riSK 
faCTorS 

Sample 
STaTiSTiCS

populaTionS

persons with
disabilities

isolation; 
discrimination; 
dependency; 
being less 
physically able to 
defend oneself; 
communication 
challenges; 
cognitive ability; 
status in society.

 persons with disabilities are 
more likely to be victims of vio-
lence or rape, and less likely to 
obtain police intervention, legal 
protection or preventive care.67  

 violence against children with 
disabilities occurs at annual 
rates at least 1.7 times greater 
than for their non-disabled 
peers.68 

marginalized 
populations 
discriminated 
against due to:
 illness or 

disease (e.g., 
Hiv/aidS)

 sexual 
orientation

 caste or class
 being in 

detention

Stigma; 
exclusion; 
inequality; 
discrimination; 
isolation; status 
in society.

 men who have sex with men 
who are Hiv positive are more 
at risk of psychological, physical 
and sexual assault than their Hiv 
negative peers.70 

 in india, every hour two dalits 
[a group of people traditionally 
regarded as “untouchable” or 
of “low caste”] are assaulted; 
every day three dalit women 
are raped, two dalits are mur-
dered, and two dalit homes are 
torched.71 

 incarcerated women are far 
more likely to have had traumatic 
experiences in early childhood 
than incarcerated men, such as 
early sexual, mental and physical 
abuse. Half will also have experi-
enced domestic violence.72 
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in some coun-
tries, up to a 
quarter of dis-
abilities result 
from injuries 
and violence.  
un Convention on 
rights for people 
with disabilities66

There is emerging evidence 
connecting the rapidly expanding 
Hiv epidemic and gender-based 
violence, particularly among young 
women.
The foundation for aidS research69



vulnerable 
groupS

riSK 
faCTorS 

Sample 
STaTiSTiCS

SiTuaTionS

during and  
after disasters

Chaotic en-
vironments; 
breakdown of 
social, financial, 
environmental 
(e.g., shelter, 
safe community 
places) and/or 
political support;  
increased stress 
on families and 
communities.

 after Hurricane Hugo hit the 
uSa, child abuse increased at 
3 months, 6 months and 11 
months after the hurricane, com-
pared to the proceeding year—in 
the first three months there was 
a nearly 300 per cent increase.74 

 increases in intimate partner vio-
lence levels have been reported 
in the philippines after the mt. 
pinatubo eruption, in nicaragua 
after Hurricane mitch, in the uSa 
after the loma prieta earthquake 
and the eruption of mt. Saint Hel-
ens, and also in several refugee 
camps worldwide.75 

 in the great lakes region of 
africa more than 50 per cent of 
children in displacement camps 
have experienced some form of 
sexual abuse; in one camp the 
rate is 87 per cent.76 
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Significant levels of abuse of boys and girls [by humanitarian 
aid workers] continue in emergencies, with much of it going 
unreported. 
Save the Children77  

RESILIENCE
While all people live with some vulnerability, they also have the potential to 
“bounce back” and protect themselves from violence and harm; they have resiliency. 

resiliency is a blend of individual, relationship, community and cultural fac-
tors that help individuals be protected from different forms of violence and the 
impact of violence if it does occur. 


disaster after disaster pro-
duces irrefutable evidence that 
with displacement—be it as 
a result of natural hazards or 
conflict—the risks of physi-
cal abuse to women and girls 
rises substantially.  
ifrC73
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We, the Ministers of Health of the Americas... adopt the 
following “Ministerial Declaration on Violence and Injury 
Prevention in the Americas”... [We] agree that additional 
efforts are needed to address these major public health and 
development issues and therefore commit to... recognize 
violence and injuries as epidemic public health problems 
in our countries... [and] increase efforts to prevent violence 
and injuries, through actions for the promotion of health 
within a broad perspective of safe, healthy and sustainable 
environments. 
ministerial declaration on violence and injury prevention in the americas
merida, Yucatan, mexico79 

individual faCTorS
 assertiveness
 ability to solve problems
 Self-awareness
 empathy 
 Having goals and aspirations
 Sense of humour

CommuniTY ConTeXT faCTorS
 limited exposure to violence 

within family, community and 
peer groups

 government provision for peo-
ple's safety, recreation, housing 
and jobs when older

 access to school and educa-
tion, information and learning 
resources

 Safety and security

relaTionSHip faCTorS
 presence of positive mentors 

and role models
 perceived social support
 appropriate emotional 

expression and parental 
monitoring within the family

 peer group acceptance

CulTural faCTorS
 Tolerance for different ideolo-

gies and beliefs
 Having a life philosophy
 Cultural and/or spiritual 

identification
 being culturally grounded

Chart: resiliency factors78



KeY poinTS
 There are international, regional and national legal instruments  

that protect people from violence. 
 internationally there are legal instruments that apply to all people, 

and others that are specific for children and women. 
 nationally, most countries have at least some laws to protect 

people, especially the vulnerable, from different forms of violence.

All human beings are born free 
and equal in dignity and rights.  
Everyone has the right to life, 
liberty and security of person. 
united nations universal declaration of Human rights,  
articles 1 and 380

STEP 3: DEFINE  
PROTECTION INSTRUMENTS
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3 INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORK
In recent decades, a variety of international instruments for protection from 
violence have been developed and agreed to by most countries of the world. 

There are some instruments that lay out general rights and apply to all people, 
while other instruments have been developed with a specific focus on particular 
populations—most notably children and women. 

INSTRUMENTS FOR ALL PEOPLE 
 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948 
 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966
 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966 (and  

Optional Protocol)
 Geneva Conventions, 1949; Additional Protocols, 1977 
 Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination, 1979
 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989
 International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 

Workers and Members of Their Families, 1990
 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 

Especially Women and Children, supplementing the UN Convention 
against Trans-national Organized Crime, 2000

 Convention and Optional Protocol against Torture and Other Cruel, 
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, 2006

 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2007
 Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 2007

STEP 3: DEFINE  
PROTECTION INSTRUMENTS
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inSTrumenTS for CHildren
un ConvenTion on THe rigHTS of THe CHild (www.unicef.org/crc) 

On November 20, 1989 the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child. In January of 2002, the UN passed 
the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of 
Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography. 

The Convention has been signed by every country in the world (192 countries); 
only two countries have not ratified it into law. It is the most rapidly and univer-
sally accepted international treaty in history.  

The Convention on the Rights of the Child outlines the many ways that societies 
are responsible for their children. Its overriding theme is the best interest of the 
child for survival, protection and safety, health, education and participation.  

Five articles deal directly with issues of child abuse and neglect, and four articles 
address parental rights and responsibilities.

States Parties shall take all appropriate legis-
lative, administrative, social and educational 
measures to protect the child from all forms 
of physical or mental violence, injury or 
abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, mal-
treatment 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. 
 
un Convention on the rights of the Child, article 1981 

Other international instruments for the safety of children 
include: Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Traffick-
ing in Persons, especially Women and Children, supplement-
ing the UN Convention against Trans-national Organized 
Crime, 2000; A World Fit for Children, 2002; UN Guide-
lines for Alternative Care of Children, 2009; and Resolutions 
of the UN Security Council 1261 (1999), 1314 (2000), 
1379 (2001), 1460 (2003), 1539 (2004), 1612 (2005), 
and 1882 (2009) relating to the use of children in conflict.

for three years 
i tried to tell 
a numerous 
amount of teach-
ers, friends and 
adults [that i was 
being emotionally 
abused]... finally 
last year some-
one listened–the 
school nurse...  
i am coping and 
beginning to un-
derstand. There 
is hope.  

Youth participant of 
a red cross violence 
prevention workshop82
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inSTrumenTS for Women
un ConvenTion on eliminaTion of  
diSCriminaTion againST Women (CedaW)

CEDAW is often referred to as the “Treaty for the Rights of Women” or the 
“Women’s Treaty.” It was adopted by the United Nations in 1979 and outlines 
the rights of women with a focus on non-discrimination and equality. 

Although violence is not directly referred to in CEDAW, it has significant rele-
vance as issues of discrimination and equality are closely connected to violence. 
In addition, the monitoring body for CEDAW now interprets the definition of 
discrimination to clearly include violence:  

“…discrimination includes gender-based violence, that is, violence that is 
directed against a woman because she is a woman or that affects women dispro-
portionately. It includes acts that inflict physical, mental or sexual harm or suf-
fering, threats of such acts, coercion and other deprivations of liberty. Gender-
based violence may breach specific provisions of the Convention, regardless of 
whether those provisions expressly mention violence.” 83 

Other key instruments for the safety of women and girls include:

 Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women, 2000;

 Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and Registra-
tion of Marriages, 1964;

 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, UN General As-
sembly, 1993; and 

 Resolution 1325 of the UN Security Council, 2000, which relates to women, 
peace and security.

naTional frameWorK
Each country also has its own national laws or criminal codes to protect people 
from violence. Most countries also have human rights legislation. The laws are 
unique in each country, but often include protections from sexual, physical 
and emotional violence and harassment. Within countries, there may also be 
specific state/provincial/territorial/regional laws.
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DUTY OF CARE AND LIABILITY
Duty of care is a legal concept that applies in some countries and 
defines when a person or institution must protect others from 
harm. in certain circumstances, persons or institutions must exercise 
reasonable care to ensure that others are not harmed. for example, 
when an employee/volunteer/officer acting on behalf of a child- or 
youth-serving organization causes harm to a child in his/her care, that 
person, as well as the organization being represented, can be found 
legally responsible to pay damages to the child. in this scenario, the 
person who causes harm can be found directly liable, and the organi-
zation can be held vicariously liable for the harm done by the person 
who acts on its behalf. 

While a legal duty of care may or may not apply in a country, all adults 
and organizations everywhere have a moral and ethical duty to pro-
tect people in their care. 

No argument against gender equality, whether based on 
traditions, customs or outright bigotry, can disprove the 
claim that women’s rights are good for children and ulti-
mately good for the world. 
uniCef84
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KeY poinTS
 preventing violence and creating safe environments requires a 

team approach. 
 best practices for creating a prevention team include gaining 

diverse participation, having an appropriate budget, establishing 
clear terms of reference and ensuring accountability. 

Never doubt that a small group 
of thoughtful, committed 
citizens can change the world. 
Indeed, it is the only thing that 
ever has.
margaret mead85

STEP 4: 
CREATE A PREVENTION TEAM
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STEP 4: CREATE A 
PREVENTION TEAM
The first step in designing, implementing and monitoring a comprehensive risk 
management strategy is creating a safe environments team. This includes identi-
fying a focal point and a prevention team to lead the change-making process and 
to ensure there is accountability for creating safe environments. 

A prevention team needs to involve the decision makers within an organization 
or community and representation from different stakeholders. Although every 
organization or community has different structures and is unique in size and 
resources, when choosing a team, it can help to ask the following questions: 

 Who are the decision makers?
 Who represents the people?
 Who has knowledge of legal systems—or where can that knowledge 

be found?
 Who determines budget allocations?
 Who is responsible for communications and messaging within the 

organization or community?
 Who oversees programs and services?
 Who are the change makers/influencers?

Teamwork is the ability to work together toward a common 
vision, the ability to direct individual accomplishments toward 
organizational objectives. It is the fuel that allows common 
people to attain uncommon results.
andrew Carnegie86 

From within the prevention team, a focal point needs to be identified. Coor-
dinating the development, implementation and monitoring of comprehensive 
prevention strategies must be part of their formal job description and role.
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Once the group membership of the prevention team is established, terms of ref-
erence need to be written with their mandate clearly identified, the frequency of 
their meetings scheduled, and the overall outcomes of their work determined. 

BEST PRACTICES FOR CREATING A PREVENTION TEAM 

 involve leadership and decision makers to ensure decisions are  
acted on and people are held accountable.

 Select leadership and decision makers from multiple sectors, ages, 
diverse cultural and social backgrounds, and both genders.

 ensure all team members are educated on prevention of violence. 
 decide how the focal point will work with the team.
 Consult with and involve community members of diverse cultural  

and social backgrounds, including women, children and youth. 
 Set aside an appropriate budget for the prevention team.
 establish clear terms of reference with timelines for the prevention 

team.
 establish a reporting/accountability system for the prevention  

team—who will it report to?

In addition to an organization’s or community’s prevention team, it is effective to 
partner with external agencies. Partnering with child protection or other protec-
tion services, women’s groups, police and organizations that deliver and support 
prevention programming can help organizations or communities develop skills 
to not only prevent violence, but to also learn how to respond effectively if harm 
does occur. 

Partnering with outside legal support, where there is not adequate legal support 
internally, is very important to make sure policies and strategies are consistent 
with legal standards and protect the organization or community from liability. 
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The Committee on the Rights of the Child, which moni-
tors implementation of this Convention [Convention on the 
rights of the Child], has recommended to governments 
across the region and the world that they should systemati-
cally: Prohibit all forms of violence, including all corporal 
punishment, however light, in the upbringing of children in 
their homes, in schools, in care institutions, penal systems 
and any other place; Undertake—at the same time—educa-
tional and awareness raising campaigns to inform parents 
and others about children’s right to protection and about 
non-violent methods of disciplining and raising children.
Save the Children87



KeY poinTS
 organizational or community mapping is a critical building block 

for risk assessments.
 risk assessments measure and evaluate the potential for violence 

to happen. a risk must be known before it can be managed.
 When risk is not managed, it can have negative ethical, human 

rights, image, legal and financial consequences for an organization 
or community.

 There are practical tools that can be used to conduct risk 
assessments.   

Violence ... is not random.  
It is predictable. 
If it can be predicted, 
it can be prevented.
World Health organization88

STEP 5: COMPLETE  
A RISK ASSESSMENT
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risk is the possibility of suffering loss, a chance that something might hap-
pen that will have a negative impact—such as emotional, physical or sexual 
violence against children, youth, adults or elders—on an individual, organi-
zation or community. It is measured in terms of the consequences and the 
likelihood or potential for harmful behaviours. Once the risk is known, it 
can be managed through comprehensive risk management strategies.

MAPPING COMMUNITIES AND ORGANIZATIONS
Before an actual risk assessment is undertaken, it is important to map out the 
organization and/or community. 

KEY QUESTIONS FOR MAPPING  
ORGANIZATIONS/COMMUNITIES

 What is the physical layout of the organization or community?

 What are the communication systems within the organization or 
community?

 Who is vulnerable within the organization or community?

 What are the vulnerability, risk, or access points where people can 
be harmed?

 What are the specific risk factors for vulnerable people? 

 Who could possibly harm others?

 What protective systems exist?

 Where are the protective systems or people?

 How do people access the protective systems? 

STEP 5: COMPLETE A 
RISK ASSESSMENT
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GENDER ANALYSIS89 

a gender analysis should focus on men, women, girls and boys. a 
gendered response recognizes that a range of factors cause inequali-
ties between men and women, boys and girls. around the world 
these inequalities can result in women and girls having less access 
to resources, assistance and power within society. gender-sensitive 
programs respond to the different needs and experiences of gender in 
conflict, disasters and emergencies. They also address the issues and 
structures that result in women and girls, boys and men, being disad-
vantaged and disempowered in different situations.

ensure both men and women are represented on assessment teams.

 include men, women, girls and boys in the sample population being 
assessed.

 ensure that data is broken down by gender during collection and 
analysis to improve quality of programs. 

What transpired after that shall remain forever inscribed in 
my mind. I was bloodied and aching all over. Then he was 
ordering me out of the truck. I jumped into the mud and 
my school bag landed with a thud at my feet as he threw it 
after me. In the weeks that followed I had many nightmares 
about the incident. I found myself hating all men, including 
those male teachers I had used to admire so much. I felt 
dirty all the time and could still smell my rapist on me. The 
result of the [medical] examination shocked me more than 
the rape itself. Not only was I pregnant but I had also been 
infected with HIV.
 
nine-year-old girl relating her story of becoming Hiv positive  
after being sexually abused by a teacher90

STep 5: CompleTe a riSK aSSeSSmenT
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RISK ASSESSMENTS
In any organization or community—whether a school, community centre, 
place of worship, workplace, sport facility, hospital, orphanage or residential 
camp—people can be at risk of violence. This can occur on an organization’s 
premises or within a community’s boundaries, including places such as change 
rooms, showers, bedrooms, vehicles, offices or isolated areas. Risk can even 
come from an organization’s or community’s own personnel. 

Risk can be direct such as acts of violence including abuse, exploitation, 
bullying or harassment; or a lack of care that causes physical injury or 
emotional damage (e.g., neglect, forcing children to participate without proper 
clothing or protective gear; lack of supervision). 

Risk may also take an indirect form. This includes:

 not developing, implementing and monitoring policies and procedures 
such as codes of conduct;

 not training personnel or community members on prevention policies and 
procedures;

 not giving all people involved prevention and safety messages;
 not monitoring and holding personnel or community members account-

able for safety policies and procedures; and
 not maintaining equipment, facilities and premises.

ConSeQuenCeS of noT aSSeSSing and addreSSing riSKS

ethical  Jeopardizing the safety, health and human dignity of 
organization’s personnel and participants or community 
members.

Human 
rights

 violating human rights as defined by national, regional and 
international laws and instruments.

image  damaging the organization’s or community’s own credibility. 
 eroding respect and trust granted to the organization and 

its personnel or community members.

legal  violating laws.
 posing significant risk management and liability concerns.

financial  affecting the financial base of the organization or commu-
nity through liability cases.

 affecting donor/investor/customer/program base.
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It is important for an organization to admit that some degree 
of risk is inevitable in their programs. It is how they handle 
the risk that is important ... To protect themselves in the 
event of future litigation, organizations must show that they 
are taking reasonable measures to reduce risks.
volunteer Canada91

RISK MANAGEMENT CHECKLIST

for organiZaTionS and CommuniTieS    
yes no partial comments

Does yoUr orGaniZation or commUnity HaVe...

A prevention team to lead the mapping, 
development and integration of violence pre-
vention policies, procedures and systems? 

A finished mapping that highlights non-safe 
and safe areas and helping resources? 

A screening process for all personnel?

A code of conduct?

A harassment policy?

A child protection policy (if your organization 
interacts with children or youth)?

A safe, clear, confidential and accessible 
complaint structure for everyone?

A clear, well-defined investigation process?

are premises...

Assessed for areas where vulnerable people 
may be isolated or at increased risk of harm?

Adapted to provide safety and prevention 
strategies—e.g., lighting, communication 
devices, sanitation facilities?

Used to visibly display information on safe 
environments, such as preventing violence?
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for organiZaTionS  

yes no partial comments

Do orGaniZations...

Complete a full screening process on all 
their personnel? 

Require all their personnel—staff and 
volunteers—to sign a code of conduct?

Provide a copy of and briefing to all of 
their personnel on their priority policies 
including code of conduct, harassment 
policy and child protection policy?

Publicize their priority policies with full 
endorsement from senior management?
are orGaniZational partners...

Provided information on the 
organization’s code of conduct, child 
protection, and harassment policies and 
procedures?

Required to sign agreements to adhere 
to the same code of conduct and 
organizational policies?

Communities are made up of a variety of organizations and institutions such as 
education, business; faith, recreation and culture and health and care centres. 
Risk assessments may be conducted specifically within organizations or may 
cover the whole community. 

Some risk assessment questions are specific for organizations.  
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CHECKLIST FOR SCREENING YOURSELF

do you...

 Think that physically or emotionally hurting other people can some-
times have positive consequences? 

 Say degrading or hurtful things to others, including those with less 
power than you, when you are angry?

 lose control of your temper and act out in aggressive ways to-
wards others?

 lose control of your behaviour and emotions when you have been 
drinking?

 become angry or upset when you fail to have your own way?

 accept the emotional and physical boundaries, including sexual, 
set by others for themselves?

 become jealous easily?

 Think others are scared of how you will act or what you will do to 
them or others when you are upset or do not have your way? 

 Try to control others by being aggressive, intimidating  and by not 
taking the opinions or emotions of others seriously? 

 use your power in ways that shame, belittle or hurt others?

for  individualS   
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KeY poinTS
 developing, implementing and monitoring appropriate policies 

and procedures can help reduce the risk of violence.
 all organizations and communities have a responsibility to ensure 

that they have appropriate policies and procedures to address 
violence.

 Key policies include: a process for screening personnel, a code 
of conduct, a harassment policy, and, if an organization works 
and interacts with children or youth, a child protection policy.

Policies provide a road map for 
the organization and its members. 
The value and importance of 
good policies for an organization 
cannot be over-emphasized.
Hilary findlay and rachel Corbett92

STEP 6: DEVELOP POLICIES  
AND PROCEDURES 
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STEP 6: DEVELOP POLICIES  
AND PROCEDURES
Once an organization or community has measured its risk of violence, it needs to 
manage the risk. This can be accomplished through the development, implementa-
tion and monitoring of comprehensive risk management policies and procedures. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF POLICIES AND PROCEDURES
Policies and procedures are critical aspects of risk management. Organizations, 
institutions and communities are not only accountable for adhering to national 
and local laws and acts, but also should:

 provide a safe environment for all people in their environment;
 follow fair procedures;
 respect human rights;
 comply with relevant laws to report violence; 
 avoid criminal actions;
 protect people from compromising situations and false allegations; and
 protect the organization or community from liability.

Internal policies and procedures are the laws an organization or community 
makes for itself. They provide a road map for its members. 

BEST PRACTICES FOR POLICIES AND PROCEDURES
Internal policies and procedures should:
 be clear and accessible for everyone;
 reflect the philosophy and values of the organization or community;
 respect the best interests of the child, if the organization interacts with children;
 recognize gender specific vulnerabilities and promote gender equality;
 establish a standard of behaviour, which exceeds the minimum standard 

required by law;
 provide continuity as members come and go; and
 ensure that issues are dealt with in a consistent fashion.
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The development of risk management policies is a balance 
between encouraging positive interactions and discourag-
ing inappropriate and harmful interactions. The goal is for 
children and youth to enjoy their experiences within an 
organization while also being safe from violence, abuse, 
harassment and bullying.
The united States Centres for disease Control and prevention93 

APPROACHES TO IMPLEMENTING  
POLICIES AND PROCEDURES
There are two approaches to developing policies on safe environments: 

1.  Integrate issues into existing organizational/community policies; or
2.  Develop separate, stand alone policies. 

The strategy used will vary for each organization or community based on their 
own needs and context.

INTEGRATED VERSUS STAND  
ALONE POLICY DEVELOPMENT94 

advanTageS diSadvanTageS

integrated  minimizes the number 
of policies. 

 avoids confusion 
among new and old 
policy formats, mes-
saging and directions.

 integrating policies can be 
difficult if existing policies are 
not written to allow changes.

 outside assistance may  
be required to help with  
integration.

Stand 
alone

 Can draw greater at-
tention to safe environ-
ment issues—leading 
to increased under-
standing of the issues 
and their importance.

 a separate policy may not 
be consistent with other 
policies—leading to possible 
confusion, complexity and 
procedural errors.

Whether integrated or stand alone, policies and procedures are living docu-
ments that require ongoing modification, updating and revisions based on 
organizational or community experience and learning. Designing, implement-
ing and monitoring policies and procedures are ongoing activities.  
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PRIORITY POLICIES AND PROCEDURES
There are many policies and procedures that can be developed to build safe 
environments. A few key ones are critical and become the building blocks for 
others—a process for screening personnel, a code of conduct, a harassment 
policy, and, if an organization works and interacts with children or youth, a child 
protection policy.

1. SCreening poliCieS

personnel are defined as any paid staff, volunteers, or governance personnel 
who have involvement with an organization. In order to ensure that appro-
priate personnel who are committed to safe behaviour are selected for your 
team, ten elements of screening are recommended.  

Screening is a continuum of steps taken over time, designed to reduce risk 
and identify any person who poses a risk to children, youth or other vulnerable 
people. Screening personnel applies to everyone in an organization—no  
exceptions! All personnel should be screened using the organization’s or 
community’s policies and procedures.

Keeping and maintaining screening records—application form, interview form, 
personal and police reference checks—in a secure storage space is a key step 
to ensure confidentiality of all personnel. This applies for staff, volunteers and 
participants.  

TEN ELEMENTS OF SCREENING95  

1.  Job Design: What is the risk factor?
2.  Job Description: What job is the person to do and is it clearly defined?
3.  application form: are the applicants required to fill in an application 

form? does the form require essential information?
4.  recruitment process: How and where are people being recruited?
5.  interviews: does the interview assess the applicants’ responses 

to safety, diversity and violence prevention issues? are applicants 
informed about your organization’s values and code of conduct?

6.  reference Checks: are specific questions asked around applicants’ 
suitability for working with vulnerable populations?

7.  police/Criminal record Checks: are there systems for this in the 
country? is it appropriate to use them as a screening option? is per-
mission given? are the results documented and kept secure? How 
often are checks required?
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8.  orientation and Training: does training include risk management 
and reduction? do the applicants understand that training is part of 
the screening process?

9.  Support, monitoring and evaluation: How often do supervision 
and evaluation occur? What is the monitoring plan?

10. participant/Client follow-up: are clients asked to participate in 
the evaluation of the service delivery?

2. Code of ConduCT

Codes of conduct provide the minimum expected behaviour of all personnel 
within an organization. To be most effective, the code of conduct should be 
integrated into the organization’s culture and operations, such as performance 
reviews. 

For a code of conduct to be effective, it is essential that systems be in place to 
support it. This requires procedures that ensure:

 all personnel sign the code of conduct;
 signatures are documented by the organization; 
 personnel receive a briefing on the code of conduct; 
 there is a clear reporting mechanism that all personnel understand and 

to which they all have access—providing options for multiple reporting 
lines is effective to ensure all personnel feel safe and comfortable to report 
any concerns (common reporting lines include direct supervisor, human 
resource personnel, ombudspersons, senior leadership, a workplace or 
protection focal point or a reporting hotline/email address.); 

 reporting of any concerns of violence is mandatory; 
 the investigation process is understood by all personnel, especially manag-

ers, and that when concerns arise, there is a clear process to follow;
 confidential information is kept confidential and stored securely; 
 personnel are monitored and supported in achieving their commitments 

as outlined in the code of conduct—this can include having information 
and support accessible through a focal point and integrating the code of 
conduct into performance appraisals; and

 all personnel, without exceptions, are held accountable for following the 
code of conduct. 
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KEY INCLUSIONS FOR CODES OF CONDUCT96  

Codes of conduct should clearly define the following:
 abuse of power;
 types of abuse of power/violence: physical, sexual and emotional 

abuse; exploitation; bullying and harassment;
 discrimination including on the basis of age, gender, disability, reli-

gion/faith, ethnicity, political belief, sexual orientation, language and 
family status;

 appropriate/inappropriate use of media and technology; 
 rights and responsibilities of all personnel, including responsibility to 

report any concerns about violence;
 safe, confidential and clear reporting lines for breaches of the code 

of conduct; and
 clear sanctions, disciplinary procedures and appeal processes.

Codes of conduct are preventative tools. They are a dem-
onstration of a resolve to self-police and to set and uphold 
proper standards and discourage behaviours that ... violate 
human rights, undermine the mandate and bring the organi-
zation into disrepute.
united nations97 

CHARACTERISTICS OF AN EFFECTIVE  
COMPLAINT MECHANISM98  

Safety: a safe complaint mechanism will consider potential dangers 
and risks to all parties and incorporate ways to prevent injury or harm. 
This will include ensuring confidentiality, offering physical protection 
when possible, and addressing the possibility of retaliation against 
witnesses.
Confidentiality does not mean “keeping secrets.” Confidentiality is a 
responsibility to handle information in a way that maintains trust and 
safety for people. it means information given in confidence is only 
passed on in specific situations and only to those who need to know—
according to organizational policies and procedures. information is 
secure but not at the expense of legal, ethical and moral obligations. 
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Secrets involve keeping issues hidden and quiet. Secrets about violence 
cannot be kept; to get help and keep vulnerable people safe, harm 
against them muST be discussed and brought out of the shadows. 
Transparency: a mechanism is “transparent” when members of the af-
fected community know it exists, have had input into its development, 
and possess sufficient information on how to access it and ensure it is 
adhered to.
accessibility: a mechanism is accessible when it is available to be 
used by as many people as possible from as many groups as possible 
in all places where an organization is operational. Communities must be 
told how to complain and be actively encouraged to make complaints 
when problems arise.

3. HaraSSmenT poliCY 

An harassment policy is critical to outline the definition and discriminatory 
practices of harassment including sexual harassment, personal harassment and 
abuse of power. The harassment policy needs to be based on international and 
national human rights legislation.

4. CHild proTeCTion poliCY

In addition to a screening policy, code of conduct and harassment policy, it is 
essential that all organizations that work with children and youth have a spe-
cific child protection policy. While the code of conduct addresses issues related 
to safety in a general way, and may highlight the needs of children, it alone is 
not adequate.

A child protection policy allows an organization to build on and add to the 
foundations in a code of conduct. It provides an opportunity to specify the 
vulnerabilities of children to violence, abuse and exploitation; what is accept-
able and unacceptable contact with children; the roles and responsibilities of 
adults in the organization towards children; and reporting options for concerns 
about child safety. A child protection policy helps to ensure the unique needs of 
children are properly met by everyone in the organization.
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VALUES THAT GUIDE A CHILD PROTECTION POLICY

 The “best interests of the child” are primary.
 all children—girls and boys—of all abilities and backgrounds have 

equal rights to safety in all settings and locations.
 violence and abuse against children are never acceptable in any 

form, location or setting.
 Children are vulnerable to violence and abuse due to their size, age, 

physical and psychological maturity, dependence and lack of power. 
While all children may be vulnerable in some settings, some children 
may have a heightened risk of abuse and violence across all settings. 

 violence against children has damaging and often long-lasting reper-
cussions for children, their families and their communities. 

 all organizations and adults are responsible to provide safety for the 
children in their care.

Key points to include in a child protection policy:

4.1 The age of a child needs to reflect at minimum the local laws and the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

4.2 Definitions of violence must include physical, sexual, emotional/psycho-
logical, bullying and neglect. 

4.3 Appropriate and inappropriate behaviours must be covered, including safe 
contact:
 Any contact between personnel and children should be visible to others-

include another person when meeting with a child, or if privacy is 
needed, it can be out of hearing but ensure it is within sight of others.

 “Two-deep leadership”: at least two personnel accompany children on 
overnight trips, during activities, while in transport or during any una-
voidable out-of-program contact. If two personnel are not available, 
ensure that at least two children are together with any one personnel. 

 Prohibit touching of any children by any personnel, or limit touching 
to “safe” areas of the body such as hand-to-shoulder. 

 Never allow touching to occur out of visibility of others, even in the 
event of tending an injured child. If privacy is needed, have another 
staff or child present.
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 Any touching that is resisted or refused by a young person must be 
respected.

 Limit staff, volunteers or other personnel from being present while 
children shower, change or use toilet facilities, unless a child requires 
assistance due to a disability.

 Prohibit children of considerable age differences from showering at the 
same time.

 Prohibit the use of alcohol or illicit drugs for children, staff and volun-
teers at all the organization’s functions.

4.4 Access to children must be outlined: 
 Limit unsupervised access to the organization’s premises.
 Limit unsupervised physical access to children.
 Define areas which are “off-limits” to staff, other personnel and/or 

children  (dangerous or isolated places, storage rooms, etc.), and which 
areas require staff supervision.

 Do not have individual personnel—staff or volunteers—drive indi-
vidual children home.

 At the end of an event, be sure that no one child is left behind alone.
 Define appropriate use of and access to shower, toilets and locker 

room facilities.
 Ensure access routes to toilet and shower facilities are well-lit and vis-

ible.
 Prohibit staff from using shower facilities at the same time as children. 
 Out-of-program contact should only occur in groups, and never on a 

one-to-one basis.
4.5 Complaint procedures in the child protection policy need to reflect the 

same procedures as in the code of conduct.

When I started my teaching career there was a little girl in 
my class who had been sexually abused. At that time I did 
not know what to do. If I had this knowledge at that time, I 
could have done something to help that girl. 
adult participant of a red Cross workshop on violence prevention99
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ADDRESSING THE PREVENTION OF ABUSE OF POWER,  
INCLUDING SEXUAL ABUSE AND EXPLOITATION, IN POLICIES

addressing abuse of power is a key issue that applies to policies for 
creating safe environments free of violence. organizations can develop 
a separate policy for abuse of power that highlights unique issues such 
as sexual abuse and exploitation; or they can mainstream the issues 
into key policies so that they are highlighted and built into existing or 
new policies and procedures. 

5. SupporTing poliCieS and proCedureS 

5.1. education and training policies  

Education and awareness are important ways to ensure all personnel understand 
how to create safe environments, learn prevention strategies and feel confident in 
their ability to handle sensitive situations and contribute to building safe envi-
ronments. Organizations need policies and plans that ensure that all personnel 
are educated on their code of conduct, child protection and harassment policies, 
gender equality systems, other related policies and the complaint process.

When children are in a program or institution, parents, caregivers and guardians 
need to be educated on the organization’s safe policies and procedures. Caregivers 
have the right to know where their children are at all times, who is with them, 
who has access to them, and what activities are occurring. They have the right to 
be informed and consulted.

5.2. policies for premises

Premises are constantly being used and changed. Monitoring their safety and 
making ongoing improvements is necessary. Policies can include:

 a clear monitoring schedule for all premises;
 defined levels of maintenance, including lighting, and privacy and cleanliness 

of shower and toilet facilities;
 defined access to the premises including who, when and where; and
 strategies to improve visibility and safety.
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STRATEGIES TO IMPROVE VISIBILITY AND SAFETY100 

 landscape to ensure open, visible spaces with no possible  
concealment.

 Have clear lines of sight throughout the building.
 Secure areas not used for program purposes to prevent people, 

especially children, from being isolated (e.g., lock closets and 
storage rooms).

 install windows in doors or ensure some type of visibility.
 institute a “no closed door” policy.
 install bright lighting in all areas.
 ensure there are secure and private showers and toilets for females 

and males.
 use prominent spaces to post information on safe environments.

It is not only what we do, but also what we don’t do, for 
which we are held accountable.
molière101

5.3. media, photography and filming policies 

Participants should have information and provide consent before they are cap-
tured on film or photographs or used in other media.

 Ensure participants are asked permission before being photographed or 
filmed. Respect those who do not wish to be on film.

 If a picture is to be posted in any public place (including bulletin boards, 
publications or websites), the subject (and parents if the subject is below 
the age of 18 years) must sign a waiver giving permission.

 Video and digital cameras, including cell phones with cameras, must be 
prohibited from being used in changing rooms, bathrooms and showers.

 When media want to photograph/film an event or activity, the organization 
or team should have the option to grant or withhold permission; partici-
pants need to be alerted and given the choice to opt out.
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Perception is reality. For instance, one person’s perceived 
teasing may be another person’s perceived threat. The or-
ganization’s policies should spell out in clear and simple lan-
guage what the organization considers violent behaviour and 
what consequences will ensue if the policies are broken.
nonprofit risk management Centre102 

5.4. Technology policies

Clear policies for personnel and beneficiaries are needed on:
 camera phone use, including in changing rooms, bathrooms and showers;
 Internet access;
 use of webcams; and
 appropriate and inappropriate information, communication, and use of 

chat rooms, instant messaging, social networking sites, blogs, Twitter and 
YouTube.

Policies don’t protect people; it’s how they are implemented.
northway, davies, mansell and Jenkins103 

5.5. policies for visitors

Visitors who have, or potentially could have, contact with vulnerable people 
should be screened and monitored to ensure safety. 
 Prohibit contact between vulnerable people and individuals who have not 

been screened by your organization; or
 Provide visiting volunteers or staff with the organization’s policies on ac-

ceptable conduct. Explain that the policies will be enforced, and provide 
direct supervision of the visitor while he or she is in contact with vulnerable 
people in the organization’s care.

5.6 partner policies

 Provide information and training to partner organizations to ensure they 
understand your organization’s commitment to safe environments.

 Integrate into agreements/contracts with partners your organization’s expec-
tations for, and commitment to, safe environments.

 Clearly define the actions and consequences that will take place if partners 
breach their commitment to safe environments.
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ACCOUNTABILITY

For policies and procedures to be effective, all people, including managers, 
need to be held accountable for their role in creating safe environments. To 
have expectations listed on paper and then take no action when issues arise 
renders the policies and procedures meaningless. 

Many women feel they have few options to stop the 
violence against them—the camps lack security and the 
country has very poor systems to address violence once 
it happens. Police often downplay violence—domestic 
and sexual—they only get serious when a large number of 
people support the victim. 
Woman in a disaster situation participating in a red Cross consultation104

STRATEGIES TO ENSURE ACCOUNTABILITY

1.  respond to concerns about violence.

2.  ensure all personnel understand and acknowledge their responsi-
bilities and role in creating safe environments. 

3.  integrate compliance and implementation of safe environments 
into all staff performance appraisals.

4.  report progress and gaps on safe environments at least once a 
year to the board of governors/governance/senior leadership.

remember ... ensure all your policies and procedures for 
safe environments are vetted through the organization’s legal 
department or external legal counsel.

Let us focus ... on a more practical, more attainable peace, 
based not on a sudden revolution in human nature but on a 
gradual evolution in human institutions. 
John f. Kennedy105 
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KeY poinTS
 education increases knowledge and allows people to understand 

how they can address violence.
 Safe, participatory education that builds on the knowledge and 

experience of participants is the most effective.

Tell me and I’ll forget. Show me 
and I’ll remember. Involve me and 
I’ll understand.
Chinese proverb106

STEP 7: EDUCATE ADULTS,  
YOUTH AND CHILDREN
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Education increases knowledge, and informed people have power. As organiza-
tions and communities learn how to prevent and reduce violence, the safety of 
everyone is enhanced. 

Educating people on prevention and risk management increases their sense of 
ownership and develops the attitude of a collective responsibility to create safe 
environments.

The teacher, if indeed wise, does not bid you to enter the 
house of their wisdom, but leads you to the threshold of 
your own mind. 
Kahlil gibran107 

EFFECTIVE TRAINING
Effective training on safe environments requires that members of an organiza-
tion or community understand the material and feel confident using what they 
have learned. Some best practices to achieve these goals are:

 Ensure training is participatory—participants are involved and actively 
engaged.

 Incorporate different ways of knowing into the training: visual, verbal, 
body movement, music, problem-solving, group work, etc.

 Build on participant knowledge.
 Ensure material is accurate, current and clear.
 Ensure material is culturally sensitive and relevant to the local context.
 Use experienced facilitators who understand the issues and can engage the 

group.
 Prioritize the creation of a safe environment where people feel safe to dis-

cuss the issues and ask questions.
 Provide refreshers on the training at regular intervals.
 Evaluate the training using standardized evaluation forms.

STEP 7: EDUCATE ADULTS,  
YOUTH AND CHILDREN
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SAFE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 

educating on violence prevention issues requires special attention to  
safe environments because the issues may:

 trigger memories of being abused or of when a loved one has  
been abused,

 elicit strong feelings and emotions,

 involve discussing issues that are not normally discussed,

 create discomfort, 

 challenge preconceived ideas.

Trust is established through dialogue.
paulo freire108 

EDUCATING CHILDREN AND YOUTH
All children and youth need to receive violence  prevention education and mes-
saging. To promote understanding and confidence to be safe, it is best to adapt 
education to be age-appropriate and to address the specific needs of boys and 
girls. Children and youth should be provided an understanding of:

 their rights—the Convention on the Rights of the Child;
 the types of violence: emotional, physical, sexual, neglect, bullying, harass-

ment and exploitation;
 prevention strategies to help keep them safe in the home, school, commu-

nity or on the Internet;
 how and where to report violence; and 
 how to help a friend who is being or has been hurt by violence.

[We commit to] renounce violence, promote non-
discrimination and respect for diversity, and a culture of 
peace in the world.
Youth of the red Cross red Crescent movement, 150th anniversary of the battle at Solferino109
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EDUCATING ADULTS
Adults include:

 all staff in an organization or community, including  
managers and senior leadership;

 volunteers;
 board and governance members, elected officials;
 interns;
 persons on contracts of any duration; and
 members of an organization or community. 

All adults should receive education on:

 the organization’s code of conduct or the commu-
nity’s goal to become a “safe community”;

 the types of violence: emotional, physical, sexual, 
neglect, bullying, harassment and exploitation; 

 how to prevent or reduce violence;
 how and to whom to report concerns about vio-

lent behaviours;
 the organization’s or community’s violence preven-

tion policies;
 risk management policies;
 healthy motivation/discipline techniques; and
 human rights legislation including the Conven-

tion on the Rights of the Child, the Convention on 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women, and 
local laws and acts that address violence.

Sometimes they 
ask us to find 
them girls. They 
especially ask us 
for girls of our 
age. often it will 
be between eight 
and ten men who 
will share two or 
three girls. When 
i suggest an old-
er girl, they say 
that they want 
a young girl, the 
same age as us.

Three youth speaking 
about humanitarian 
workers110 
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THE BENEFITS OF TRAINING ON SAFE ENVIRONMENTS

Training community members and organizational personnel on safe 
environments can help them to:

 clearly understand and commit to safe environments;
 understand their role in reporting and handling disclosures of 

violence; 
 understand local laws and organizational policies for reporting 

violence; and 
 identify behaviours that may pose a risk to the organization or 

community, its members, or children, youth and other vulnerable 
people.

EDUCATING PARENTS/CAREGIVERS

As the leading figures in a child’s life and in order to create equal knowledge, 
parents/guardians need to receive, at minimum, the same level of prevention 
education as their child or youth. Parents, caregivers and extended family 
members can be strong representatives and advocates in promoting the safety of 
children or youth while participating in educational, sport, culture, religious/
faith, recreational or community activities. 

Empathy is the single greatest inhibitor of the development 
of propensity to violence.
WHo and liverpool Jmu Centre for public Health111 
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KeY poinTS
 it is the responsibility of adults to respond to disclosures of violence.
 How a disclosure of violence is handled is an important factor in the 

psychological impact of violence. 
 adults need to understand what they need to know, what they need 

to do and when they need to do it when a disclosure of violence  
occurs.

A wound will not heal  
until the matter is given  
words and witness.
Clarissa pinkola estes112

STEP 8: RESPOND TO 
DISCLOSURES OF VIOLENCE
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Many people do not talk about their experiences with 
violence because they are:
 scared;
 ashamed;
 in denial;
 caring for the person who hurt them;
 not wanting the person who hurt them to get in trouble;
 blaming themselves, thinking the violence is their fault;
 confused; or
 unable to trust.

Studies and experience show that how a disclosure of 
violence is handled is a significant factor in determining 
the level of the psychological impact. Therefore, the 
person responding to the disclosure needs to follow 
specific steps while asking three basic questions:

1.  What do I need to know?
2.  What do I need to do?
3.  When do I need to do it?

WHAT DO I NEED TO KNOW?
The first thing all adults in an organization or community need to know are 
the laws and policies that are in place to protect vulnerable populations and 
prevent and respond to violence.

Secondly, it is important to know how people disclose their harmful 
experiences. There are essentially two ways the secret of violence is revealed: 
purposefully or accidentally. Regardless of how a person tells, disclosures are 
usually mixed with several strong emotions—relief, guilt, fear and chaos— 
because now someone knows the secret. 

i have been 
sexually abused 
four times. 
i really want 
help but i’m 
too scared. 
my friend 
had the same 
thing happen 
but won’t tell 
anyone. no one 
understands. 
i’m scared. 

Youth participating 
in a red Cross 
violence prevention 
workshop113

STEP 8: RESPOND TO 
DISCLOSURES OF VIOLENCE

72
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purposeful disclosures are when an individual decides to tell someone 
about her/his violent experience either through words, art or drama. When 
a person decides to tell, she/he usually wants the situation to change, but 
is also often afraid of the consequences that the change may bring; this is 
especially true when it involves children. 

accidental disclosures are when an individual reveals violent experiences  
through behaviour such as drug use, self destruction, anger, shame, fear, etc. 
Behaviours can have many meanings, and are the result of numerous fac-
tors. This complicates accidental disclosures as observers try to make sense 
of what they are seeing, hearing or sensing. Sometimes the behaviours are 
indicative of violent experiences.

WHAT DO I NEED TO DO?
for CHildren 

When violence is suspected or when violence is disclosed, 
adults have a responsibility to take aCTion.

action 1: Acknowledge the child’s situation and feelings.  
 Carefully listen to what the child says, but do  
 not interview the child.

action 2: Comfort the child and ensure that the child  
 is safe.

action 3: Take notes and document what the child says and/ 
 or what you see; take action—report the violence  
 immediately through the appropriate channels.

remember ...  
You do not have to be 100% certain violence has occurred. 

if you suspect it, report it. The safety of a child may be at risk. 

The authorities have the responsibility to 
 determine the facts and evidence, not you.

FOR ADULTS 
When an adult discloses violence, many of the same steps can be taken as when 
handling a disclosure from a child: acknowledge her/his situation, ensure she/he 
is safe through accessing support and help as requested; comfort the person, and 





We are beaten 
mercilessly in 
school. as a 
result we are 
unable to sit 
properly.

Child experiencing 
corporal 
punishment at 
school114
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TeCHniQueS for reSponding: dos and don’Ts

 do ask general, open-ended 
questions: “do you want to tell me 
about that?”

 do state observations: “i see you 
have bruises on your legs.”

 do validate feelings: “i see that 
you are upset.”

 do express concern: “i need to 
know that you are safe; let’s try to 
get some help.”

 do let the person know clearly 
what decisions and actions 
need to be taken: “Here are the 
decisions we need to make and 
the people we need to talk with.”

 do noT ask leading questions 
like, “When, why, where, how 
did this happen? Who did this 
to you?”

 do noT draw conclusions 
like, “Have you been beaten?”

 do noT analyze through 
remarks like, “You must hate 
your father for doing that!”

 do noT make promises such 
as, “everything will be alright 
if you report.”

 do noT become part of the 
secret, especially if it involves 
violence against children: 
“if you tell me, i won’t tell 
anyone.”

carefully listen to what they say. However, there are also key differences between 
disclosures from children and adults.

 Protection and criminal laws, where they exist for addressing violence, may 
be different for adults and children.

 For handling disclosures involving children there may be a duty of care to 
report regardless of the child’s view; for adults there may not be a duty of 
care and the adult may have the final choice in what actions are taken.

 While according to international human rights instruments, men and 
women must have equal rights, in some locations the rights of adults may 
vary based on gender. 

Key questions to consider:

 What are the local laws related to violence against adults, or specific 
categories of adults, such as women or the elderly?

 What are the formal or informal procedures for reporting violence against 
adults?

 What are the support systems for adults who have been hurt by violence? 
 Does the adult want your help in reporting? 
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WHEN DO I NEED TO DO IT?
Concerns of violence against a child or adult should be treated as very serious. It 
is important to respond as soon as it is safe. 

ANONYMOUS ALLEGATIONS
Anonymous allegations are sometimes believed less than  
reports with people’s name attached. No one wants to 
create rumours circulating within an organization or com-
munity, especially when that rumour has the potential to 
destroy an individual’s career or reputation. While it is im-
portant to use common sense in responding to the “rumour 
mill,” it is equally important to not neglect potentially seri-
ous information. Documenting the allegation is important 
in order to record and track the alleged happenings.

REPORTING
Everyone in an organization and community should know 
to whom and how to report concerns about violence. 

Different forms of violence can require different responses; abuse, harassment 
and bullying often have unique legal responses according to local laws. Any of 
these types of violence may involve criminal acts and therefore must be reported 
to legal authorities. All violence against children must be reported to child pro-
tection or other authorities as appropriate. Harassment is a human rights issue 
while bullying is a relationship issue—each may constitute criminal behaviour 
in some circumstances. However, many forms of harassment and bullying can 
be handled internally within an organization using policies and procedures. 

They took us 
into the bush. 
one raped me, 
then beat me 
with sticks and 
whips. i was 
unable to walk 
afterwards. 
people came 
and carried us 
back to the 
camp. 

internally displaced 
woman115

SOME SOURCES OF SUPPORT FOR PEOPLE  
IMPACTED BY VIOLENCE

Training community members and organizational personnel on safe 
environments can help them to access:

 Traditional support networks 
 local support networks
 peer support

 Women’ s groups
 Counsellors
 alternative therapies
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KeY poinTS
 Creating safe environments can have societal, organizational or 

individual barriers, and there may be unique barriers for children and 
women. 

 There are concrete steps that organizations and communities can 
take to overcome barriers.

 overcoming barriers has many benefits, including that safety is 
worth it!

If ideas are to take root and 
spread, they need champions... 
people who have the skill, 
motivation, energy, and 
bullheadedness to do whatever is 
necessary to move them forward. 
ashoka foundation116

STEP 9:  
MEET THE CHALLENGES
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The path to a safe environment is full of challenges. 
However, a committed organization and community  
can overcome the following barriers.

BARRIERS: SOCIETAL
 Diverse understanding of protection issues and the 

meaning of safe environments 
 Complex issue—violence can be perpetrated by a 

variety of people in a variety of situations 
 Weak or overburdened protection systems within 

communities and societies
 Many different legal, social and cultural contexts

BARRIERS: ORGANIZATIONAL/COMMUNITY
 Complex or very grassroots organizational or community systems
 Issue not prioritized
 Fear of the issue and disclosures
 Overburdened staff/volunteers or community members
 Lack of funding; the prevention cost is perceived as too high 
 Lack of experience in developing and implementing policies

STEP 9: 
MEET THE CHALLENGES

So much abuse. 
We need to 
own it, work it 
through so it 
does not come 
back to haunt us, 
terrify us in our 
dreams.
elder in an indig-
enous community117 

Common TenSionS in meeTing organiZaTional/ 
CommuniTY CHallengeS

Confidentiality vs. accountability

integration vs. program silos

vulnerability vs. prioritization

need vs. Capacity

Complex issues vs. Simplified solutions

long-term  
results

vs. pressure for immediate, 
conclusive results
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everyone has the 
right to be safe 
from violence.
ifrC118

BARRIERS: INDIVIDUAL
 Emotional issue
 Lack of awareness/training
 Inevitability myths
 Fear
 Shame
 Unsure what to do, where to start

BARRIERS: CHILDREN AND WOMEN
 Not being asked/no participation
 Not trusting the people in their lives
 Not being heard or believed
 Lacking control over the process
 Highly dependent (economically, socially, etc.)
 Lacking knowledge of resources
 Ineffectual responses by people or systems

RESPONSES TO THE BARRIERS
1. iT TaKeS Time, buT iS doable!

Responding to barriers and developing a risk management strategy is a process 
and it takes time. However, once the Ten Steps are implemented, greater safety is 
provided for everyone in the organization and the risk for liability is reduced.

2. We Have a duTY of Care!

This duty imposes a standard of care upon individuals. Conduct that does not 
meet this objective standard may constitute negligence, and may result in liabil-
ity for the individual and the organization.

3. if We don’T, iT’S negligenCe!

Negligence is ... 
 when an adult in a position of responsibility refuses to act when they are 

aware of violence;
 often influenced by the mistaken belief that violence will “work itself out”; 
 passing the buck: “that’s what the police are for”;
 condoning or supporting the behaviour; and/or
 taking no preventative action through risk management practices.
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4. iT Can be reQuired for inSuranCe ...  
and SaveS moneY!

Many insurance companies are now requiring that 
organizations/institutions adopt a comprehensive risk 
management strategy in order to be eligible for insur-
ance. Implementing risk management strategies saves 
money and reduces risk of liability. 

5. We Have a moral and eTHiCal duTY!

It is our moral and ethical duty to provide safe environ-
ments for all vulnerable people and personnel.

6. SafeTY iS WorTH iT!!!

There are both short- and long-term benefits to ensur-
ing everyone within an organization/community is safe. 
Safety is a very achievable goal. Each individual, organi-
zation and community has an important role to play. 

[T]here will be rocks in the road ahead of us. They will be 
stumbling blocks, or stepping stones: It all depends on how 
we use them.
unknown author

i was abused 
physically, men-
tally and sexually 
all through my 
life. i was sadly 
disappointed in 
our government’s 
system...they did 
not believe me- 
telling me that i 
made it up. The 
help is too slow 
for children who 
are asking for 
help noW.
Youth participant of 
a red cross violence 
prevention workshop119



KeY poinT
 once systems are developed to create safe environments, it is 

equally important to maintain them.

I object to violence because when 
it appears to do good, the good is 
only temporary; the evil it does is 
permanent. 
mahatma gandhi120 

STEP 10:  
MAINTAIN SAFE ENVIRONMENTS
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STEP 10: MAINTAIN 
SAFE ENVIRONMENTS
1. REVIEW POLICIES EVERY TWO YEARS  
 Keep current; adapt as needed.
 Ensure implementation through training and regular refreshers for all 

personnel and community members.

2. DEVELOP AND IMPLEMENT BEST PRACTICES
 Involve personnel, community members and beneficiaries.
 Use the lens of “do no harm” and, if working with children, “best interest 

of the child.”
 Recognize that insurance does not equal risk management.
 Ensure equal rights for all includes community members, personnel and 

beneficiaries of all ages and genders.
 Evaluate progress through reviews and benchmarking.
 Address challenges.

3. BE A SAFE ORGANIZATION
 Ensure continuous risk management learning.
 Develop clear messaging.
 Be committed to an ongoing comprehensive risk management strategy.
 Nurture an environment of openness and transparency.
 Make the commitment to safe environments visible through posters, bro-

chures, emails and websites.

This is the time for all those working towards violence 
prevention to renew their efforts, scale up their work and 
move forward with even more vigour and determination. 
Confronting violence is not enough—violence must be put 
in retreat. This is the moment to tip the scales.
Secretary general, Canadian red Cross121  
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4. MONITOR AND SUPPORT PERSONNEL AND PROGRAMS 
 Ensure all personnel and community members understand and acknowledge 

their responsibilities and roles in creating safe environments.
 Integrate compliance and implementation of safe environments into all 

organizational personnel performance appraisals.
 Review the commitment to the code of conduct during performance  

evaluations.
 Hold managers accountable for safe environments.
 Develop and keep current a data base system on personnel. 

model Safe, proTeCTive, HealTHY beHaviourS
 be mindful of your own attitudes, beliefs and behaviours.
 Choose to use your power in positive ways.
 Think about the impact of your actions on others and yourself.
 When making decisions, consider the principle of “do no harm”.

5. MONITOR RISK
 Monitor risk issues, trends and legislation.
 Review the risk assessment checklist every two years.
 Define gaps and develop a plan with timelines to ad-

dress the gaps.

6. BUILD INTERNAL CAPACITY
 Develop risk management skills and knowledge. 
 Define internal “champions.”
 Develop partnerships within communities.
 Use pilot programs and approaches and grow and 

evolve as an organization.

7. MAKE “SAFE ENVIRONMENTS” A PRIORITY
 Budget for support for creating and maintaining safe environments into all 

program and services.
 Demonstrate “buy-in” from governance, management and service  

delivery partners.
 Include the “safe environments” status in yearly reports.
 Celebrate successes!

i vow, as a young 
person in this 
society, to put 
an end to this 
violence for the 
next generation. 
You can stand by 
me or you can 
turn your back.
Youth formerly living 
on the streets122
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VIOLENCE IS PREVENTABLE

Interpersonal violence is preventable, not inevitable. it can often be 
predicted, and as such, it can be responded to through prevention, 
mitigation and reduction actions. 

violence is a learned behaviour that can be unlearned or not learned in 
the first place.  

over the past several generations, there have been dramatic 
improvements in many areas of human health related to illness and 
injuries. interpersonal violence needs to be seen in the same way, and 
addressed comprehensively so it too can be added to the list.   

Many who live with violence day in and day out assume it 
is an intrinsic part of the human condition. But this is not so. 
Violence can be prevented. Violent cultures can be turned 
around. 
nelson mandela123 

REMEMBER: 

 interpersonal violence is a global humanitarian catastrophe with 
profoundly negative consequences.

 violence is preventable.
 organizations and communities have an important responsibility to 

prevent, reduce, mitigate and respond to violence.
 “Ten Steps” are concrete actions that organizations and 

communities can take to address violence.



The world is too small, our wisdom 
too limited, our time here too short 
to waste any more of it winning 
fleeting victories at other people’s 
expense. We now have to find a 
way to triumph together.  
bill Clinton124
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IFRC AND  
CANADIAN RED CROSS
The Canadian Red Cross is part of the International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent societies, and together with 186 National Societies around 
the world it is focused on one strategic goal: To improve the lives of vulnerable 
people by mobilizing the power of humanity.

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement operates under seven 
Fundamental Principles. They are: 

Humanity The Red Cross endeavours to prevent and alleviate human suffering 
wherever it may be found, protecting life and health and ensuring 
respect for the human being.

impartiality The Red Cross is guided solely by the needs of human beings and 
makes no discrimination as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, 
class, or political opinions.

neutrality In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the Movement 
may not take sides in hostilities or engage at any time in 
controversies of a political, racial, religious, or ideological nature.

independence The National Societies must always maintain their autonomy so 
that they may be able at all times to act in accordance with the 
principles of the Movement.

Voluntary service It is a voluntary relief movement not prompted in 
any manner by desire for gain.

Unity There can be only one Red Cross or one Red Crescent society 
in any one country. It must be open to all. It must carry on its 
humanitarian work throughout its territory.

Universality The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, in which 
all Societies have equal status and share equal responsibilities and 
duties in helping each other, is worldwide.

Virtually every Canadian is touched by the Red Cross sometime in their life:  
www.redcross.ca
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RESPECTED: VIOLENCE & ABUSE PREVENTION  
The Canadian Red Cross, through its RespectED: Violence & Abuse Preven-
tion program, has worked on preventing violence against children since 1984. 
RespectED programs have reached millions of people in Canada. RespectED 
programs are now also being implemented by other Red Cross and Red Cres-
cent National Societies in different parts of the world.  

RespectED programs address violence against children, 
relationship violence, bullying and harassment, and help 
organizations create safe environments for children in 
their care. 

RespectED programs for children, youth and adults 
are available in multiple languages, a variety of delivery 
formats (including in person and online) and are 
adaptable for local circumstances. To learn more, visit: 
 www.redcross.ca/RespectED. 

evidenCe baSe for ReSpeCTED
 RespectED programs are based on a public health 

approach with a commitment to ongoing, rigorous 
monitoring, evaluation and improvement of programs.

 All programs are evaluated through partnerships with 
independent, external partners.

 Evaluations of all programs have shown significant 
increases in participants’ prevention knowledge, 
attitudes and skills.

 Evaluations of RespectED programs have been 
published internationally and in specific countries.

 

RespectED reduces the toll of intentional 
injuries on our young people and our 
communities.
paul Kells, founder of Sean Kells Community Safety award127 

i will work as 
hard as possible 
to promote and 
prevent child 
abuse through 
education and 
providing alter-
natives to physi-
cal punishment. 
i will protect 
children at all 
costs. Children 
do not have a 
voice but i can
and must be 
that voice. 
adult participant in a 
red Cross work-
shop on violence 
prevention125 

i would like 
to thank you 
because i found 
out things i 
never knew—it 
gave me hope.
Youth participating 
in a red Cross work-
shop on  violence 
prevention126 
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