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1 Introduction
All over the world, violence against children is a severe problem. A UNICEF study shows
that in the 28 countries examined, three quarters of children between the ages of 2-4 were
regularly subjected to corporal punishment and psychological violence (cf. UNICEF 2017: 7).
A quarter of children below the age of 5 grow up in domestic violence situations (ibid.). The
authors conclude that: “Violence is both common and widespread – and no society is without
some level of violence against its youngest members” (ibid.). In a survey of the WHO
conducted in 133 countries, one in four adults stated to have been physically abused as a
child; 36% said that they had been emotionally abused (cf. WHO 2014: 70), and 20% of
women and 5-10% of men reported to have been sexually abused as a child (ibid.).
Almost all countries have established child protection systems to protect children from these
dangers (cf. e.g. WHO 2014: 24 et seq., OECD 2011: 257). How these systems are
established, their setup, structure and philosophy differ materially depending on social,
cultural, legal and professional developments (ibid.). Despite this, the OECD report “Doing
Better for Families” found that: “Child maltreatment has received less attention than other
aspects of child well-being in international comparisons” (OECD 2011: 245).
German-speaking countries in particular suffer from a lack of comparative studies on the
systems and practice of social work in different countries and regions (cf. Thole 2016: 19).
Such studies, however, hold the potential of allowing researchers to:
•

discover deficiencies in the principles of action and assumptions guiding a certain
system, which only become apparent by comparing these with other ideas and
systems;

•

challenge patterns of behaviour and principles;

•

learn from different experiences, thus making an important contribution to the
improvement of the protection of children and adolescents (cf. Witte et al. 2017: 48).

These are also the objectives of the international comparative practice study on child
protection in Germany and Russia presented ere by the University of Applied Sciences
Emden/Leer (Germany) and Moscow Region State University (Russia).
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2 Background
The last two decades have seen a number of international comparative studies being
conducted and completed all over the world (cf. e.g. Merkel-Holguin/Fluke/Krugman 2019,
Witte et al. 2017, Hong 2016, Spratt et al. 2015/Schweizerischer Fonds für
Kinderschutzprojekte 2012, WHO 2014, Nobody's Children Foundation 2013, 2010, 2009,
Nederlands Jeugdinstituut 2012, Kojan and Lonne 2012, Gilbert et al. 2011, Kelly et al. 2011,
Munroand Manful 2010, Sajkowska 2007, Hetherington 2006, 2002, 1997, Freymond and
Cameron 2006, Sicher et al. 2000). Though laudable, these show significant deficits in terms
of both content and geography. Kindler (2010) points out that “apart from a few exceptions
(e.g. Sicher et al. 2000; Sajkowska 2007), especially East and Southern Europe remain
invisible” (Kindler 2010: 13). One striking omission is that Russia did not feature in almost
any of these studies (with the exception of Sicher et al. 2000, WHO 2014: 182), which leads
to very little being known in Germany about the child protection system and social work in
Russia in general (cf. e.g. Berrien et al. 1995, Johnson et al. 2014, Burkova 2006, 2007a,
2007b, Krieger 2015).
2.1 Child abuse in Germany and Russia
Violence against children continues to be a prevailing societal problem in both Germany and
Russia. In 2018, 136 children died as a result of domestic violence in Germany. Almost 80
percent of them were younger than six years of age at the time of their death. The crime
statistics for 2018 of the German Federal Police also quote 14,606 known cases of sexual
abuse of children pursuant to Section. 176, 176a and 176b of the German Criminal Code
(StGB) (Deutsche Kinderhilfe 2019), though the estimated number of unknown cases is
significantly higher. A representative study for Germany (Fegert 2017) has shown that 6.5%
of the people interviewed reported severe emotional abuse in their childhood and adolescence,
6.7% reported severe physical abuse and 7.5% reported severe sexual abuse. 22.5% of the
people interviewed told of severe physical neglect in their childhood and adolescence. In
2017, youth welfare offices in Germany initiated around 143,300 risk assessments regarding
the well-being of children, 45,700 cases of which were found to indeed pose a threat to a
child’s well-being in 2018 (cf. Statistisches Bundesamt 2018).
In Russia, the problem of child abuse in families is becoming increasingly apparent and
discussed, and is the most acute social, medical-social and psychosocial problem Russian
society is facing. The separation of domestic violence into its own independent, distinct social
problem occurred in early 1993. The impetus for initiating the public debate and the academic
research regarding this problem came from public women's organisations and specialists in
the field of psychology and sociology. Emphasising the importance of this burgeoning field of
research, sociologists have reported that around 40% of serious violent crimes were being
committed in the family (the victims were not only children, cf. Nesterova 2018). Scientists
and practitioners also found that violence, alcoholism and drug addiction have become the far
too commonplace in crisis families, and that action must be taken (ibid.).
Every year in Russia, up to two million children and adolescents are subjected to violence in
its various forms; about one million children aged 4-14 are beaten by their parents, more than
50,000 of them run away from home every year, fleeing from the beatings of parents and
other older relatives (Spirina and Spirina 2012).
According to the results of a study conducted by A. G. Gritsay and V. I. Spirina in preschool
educational institutions in the city of Armavir in the Russian Federation, violation of the
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rights of children are most often associated with degrading the child and causing them
physical harm; this may include physical punishment (25.0%), verbal abuse (15.0%), threats
(35.0%), deprivation of pleasure (25.0%) (cf. Gritsayand Spirina 2011), whereby "deprivation
of pleasure" is understood as, for example depriving a child of permission to go outside,
sweets, permission to watch television, etc. Both Russia and Germany have legal provisions,
institutions and procedures in place for combatting the societal issue of violence against
children. While Germany has had these in place for quite some time, it was only in the last
few years that Russia began establishing such mechanisms. The question now is how can such
different systems be compared in a way that allows deriving logical and helpful conclusions.
2.2 International comparative research
In addition to the development of theoretical conceptual frameworks for an international
comparison of child protection systems (cf. Kindler 2010, Müller 2010, Wulczyn et al. 2010),
a number of specific comparisons were also made in recent years. The table in the annex
provides an overview of the projects and empirical studies making an international
comparison of child protection systems. These vary significantly in terms of the countries
included, the selected topics and the applied methods:
One of the goals of these comparisons was the attempt to establish typologies of child
protection systems. The most wide-spread typology is the differentiation between two
fundamentally different functional orientations proposed by Gilbert (1997). He differentiates
between the “child protection” orientation and the “family service” orientation based on the
analysis of child protection policies and professional practice in nine countries (cf. ibid. in
more detail). Hetherington et al (2006), who differentiate between a “dualistic child welfare
system” and a “holistic welfare system” (cf. ibid.: 46 et seq.), proposes a similar dualistic
system. Freymond and Cameron (2006) supplement the typology put forth by Gilbert by a
third heuristic “generic system” and describe “community caring” as an orientation
accommodating special features of indigenous groups like the Aborigines in Australia or the
First Nations in Canada (cf. ibid.: 4 et seq.). To better reflect fundamental societal changes,
Gilbert et al. (2011) added a third “child focus” orientation to the already existing typology in
another analysis (cf. ibid.: 255). However, like all other authors, they found significant
variations and an increasing complexity of child protection systems among the countries and
in their development, which no longer allow for easy categorisation in their current state.
Instead, they assume a mix of orientations in different countries which are to be placed within
a three-dimensional matrix (between child focus, family service and child protection) (cf.
ibid.).
Many comparative studies highlight the necessity of considering cultural differences when
assessing child abuse. For example Europeans or Americans are likely to see it as completely
justified to allow a child to sleep alone in his or her own bed, while in some other cultures, for
example, African cultures, to leave a child to sleep in a separate dark room is considered
improper and cruel and a sign of a lack of affection. At the same time, for example, it is quite
normal for Africans to use hard child labour for the welfare of the family, as this is an
important part of the education of respect for their family; an emphasis on their duties. Many
people in Africa and Asia also employ harsh physical discipline on children, as well as
methods of treatment of children which would be interpreted in Europe as acts of violence
(for example, burning ulcers with hot metal, beating with sticks, etc.).
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The world health organisation reports a need for a cultural comparison of attitudes to abuse in
different countries, as well as an analysis of the experience made in different countries
regarding the protection of children from violence. For instance, it was noted that parents
from Korea, Egypt, India and the Philippines confessed to the use of physical violence,
beating their children for disciplinary purposes. In the Philippines, psychological violence
against children is used as a common form of punishment; intimidation, threats to leave a
child, abandonment, etc. (cf. WHO 2014).
Connoly and Katz (2019) criticise the typology proposed by Gilbert (1997) by claiming it is
focused on experiences in high-income countries and lacks relevance for many parts of the
world, particularly low-income countries where there are different challenges in protecting
children and where there are minimal resources to invest in child protection infrastructure (cf.
Connoly and Katz 2019: 383). Furthermore, Gilbert's conceptualisation focuses on the
processes of assessment of risk and/or need and intervention to protect children by designated
child protection workers and does not take into account the crucial role of health, education,
justice, housing and other sectors (cf. ibid.). They suggest an international child protection
system typology that has universal application and reflects two fundamental drivers of system
orientation: the role of children in societies and the nature of service systems. This values and
beliefs-based typology should allow placing child protection systems along a continuum in
ways that are a) more or less individual or community oriented and b) more or less formally
regulated (cf. ibid.).
Thus, it is worth noting the importance of taking the cultural factor in the definition of
violence against children into account. This lack of cross-cultural studies of attitudes to
violence against children as well as the lack of cross-cultural comparative analyses of the
systems of protection of children from violence in Russia and Germany, are the gap which
this study seeks to fill.
In summary, the objective of international comparisons should not be the categorisation of
countries in specific typologies (and even less any comparisons of their performance) but it
rather should be about learning from differences to determine the strengths and weaknesses of
the respective approach and identifying alternative strategies (cf. Hetherington 2006).
3 Methodology
The basis for this analysis is the research methodology developed at the “Centre for
Comparative Social Work Studies (CCSWS)” at the Brunel University London, which had
been used in two major international comparative research projects (cf. Hetherington et al.
1997, Hetherington et al. 2002, Hetherington 2006 for more detail). It is a type of “action
research,” using the perspective of practitioners as the empirical foundation in a qualitative
“bottom-up” approach (cf. Hetherington et al. 2002: 12 et seq.), with the objective: “… to
learn about the child protection system of the other country in terms of how it worked for
those directly involved in operating it; and to elicit the views of social workers in one country
about the practice and system of another” (Hetherington et al.1997: 43).
At the core of this methodology is a case vignette discussed by groups of practitioners in the
respective countries to gain an insight into how the researchers’ own and the other country’s
child protection systems work and to perform a joint comparison by experts. Hetherington
(2006) summarises the approach as follows:
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In each participating country, a group (or groups) of social workers and other relevant
professionals was established. Each group heard the same story, which was developed
over several stages. The group decided what would be most likely to happen to the
family in their locality. This provided a picture of the system in action. The group then
heard about the discussion and decisions made by a group in another country working
on the same case material. They identified similarities and differences between the way
the systems worked, as well as the anxieties and preoccupations of the social workers
within these systems. In making these comparisons, they reflected on their own system,
as well as on the other system. (p. 30).

Case vignettes are used both in international comparative research (cf. Hetherington et al.
2002: 13/14) and (in isolated cases) also in national research projects (cf. e.g. Kutscher 2010).
Limitations and possibilities are discussed extensively in Hetherington et al. 1997: 50-55 and
Hetherington et al. 2002: 19-23 (cf. also Mabbett and Boldersum 1999, Cooper 2000).
3.1 Research design
In a first meeting, questions about the case which developed in four stages were answered
individually by the participants in writing (ibid.). In each stage, they were to answer: What
would you do? Why would you do that? What are the legal restrictions and options? What is
the theoretical or conceptional basis of your perspective? (ibid.). Subsequently, the case was
then discussed with others in the group. The discussions were moderated by the research team
making sure that the following topics would be considered in all groups:
•
•
•
•
•
•

“the plans they might make with the family or its individual members;
rights and responsibilities of the characters in the study;
the roles and tasks of professionals (…);
family and individual dynamics in the case;
political and social factors which might influence thinking about the case; and
organisational and institutional factors affecting their response to the case.”
(Hetherington et al. 1997: 44)

The participation of specialists from institutions and organisations from the rural areas of
Aurich and Moscow region in this study helped identify two additional indicators:
1. features of assistance to families and children in rural areas, in comparison with an
urban environment;
2. the impact of distinctive features on the construction of a system of assistance to
families and children in rural areas.
These are also the topics for the analysis of the content of the discussions, which were
recorded and transcribed (Katz/Hetherington 2006).
In a second meeting, short descriptions of the respective other child protection system and the
answers of the other practitioners were presented to the practitioners and then discussed; what
is the same, what is different, interesting or unexpected (cf. Hetherington et al. 2002: 16).
This is intended to encourage them to reflect on their own system since: “The participants in
this second, reflective, stage were asking not only ‘why do they do it that way?’, but ‘why do
we do it differently?’ They were questioning their taken-for-granted assumptions” (ibid.: 14).
With this approach, four different types of data were generated:
1.

a description of the functioning of the system prepared by experts,
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2.

information about the concerns of the people who work within this system,

3.

the practitioners’ view of the differences and similarities between the systems

4.

the views of the practitioners on these differences (cf. Hetherington 2006: 30 et seq)

The goal is not “to create hierarchies of good practice” (cf. Hetherington et al. 2002: 16), nor
does the study claim to be able to describe what would happen in a statistically normal case or
“on average” in a country (cf. ibid.: 13). Rather, the study strives to understand and describe
different paths taken by practitioners in different countries for handling the same case, these
paths being possible within the parameters dictated by the structures and the culture in a
specific place at a specific time: “We are never saying ‘this is how it always works in Italy’,
or even ‘this is how it always works in north east Italy’, but say ‘this is how, within the
structures and culture of Italy, it can work’” (ibid.: 21). Therefore, such work is rather the
start of a common understanding of the respective other system (cf. Hetherington et al. 1997:
50 et seq.), the opening up of a dialogue (cf. ibid.: 54).
3.2 Sample
The research methodology chosen for this study requires the group composition to include 6-8
participants, the composition of whom may vary depending on the roles and responsibilities.
However, all participants should be working in child and welfare services in the same location
(cf. Katz and Hetherington 2006: 431). Two groups of practitioners were chosen to provide
the German perspective:
1st Group (N=8): 1 social worker working for the youth authority “Jugendamt” (general social
service department “Allgemeiner Sozialer Dienst”)/ 1 social worker working for the youth
authority “Jugendamt” (advice centre for families)/ 1 social worker working for the youth
authority (service for foster children)/ 2 kindergarten teachers (one of whom in a management
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position)/ 1 social worker, working at a (special needs) school/ 1 teacher working at a (special
needs) school/ 1 social worker working for a non-governmental youth welfare service
(“Ambulante Erziehungshilfe” needs-based support for families, children and youths)
2nd Group (N=6): 2 social workers working for the youth authority (general social service)/ 1
kindergarten teacher (private)/ 1 social worker working for the local education authority/ 1
teacher working at a (special needs) school/ 1 psychologist working for a non-governmental
youth welfare service (violence prevention hotline)
There were also two groups of practitioners from Russia:
1st Group (N=5): 3 kindergarten teachers/ 2 school teachers
2nd Group (N=3): 1 specialist working at the department for guardianship/ 1 director of an
outpatient family counselling centre/ 1 specialist working for the Commission for Juvenile
Affairs and Protection of Their Rights
The first group discussions were held in the period of March-August 2018, the second group
discussions in the period of March-June 2019. As a further development, “service users”, i.e.
parents and/or family members, were also included in this study in Germany as of June 2019;
attempts to do this had failed in the past (cf. Hetherington et al. 2002: 17).
4 Preliminary findings
This section discusses selected statements of practitioners from Germany and Russia on the
individual stages of the case study from the first discussion meetings (see the figure on the
research design). The focus here is on the professionals from the responsible state institutions
(in Germany the youth authority “Jugendamt” and in Russia the “District Commission for
Juvenile Affairs and the Protection of Minors’ Rights”). The statements are first summarised
in a purely descriptive manner to allow for an initial insight into how the participating
practitioners would approach the case within the scope of their systems. A more detailed and
theory-guided analysis will be performed at a later time.
4.1 Case example: Stage 1
Mrs Schmidt contacts the social services department. She says that she is worried about her
daughter's marital problems. She is not specific about the nature of the marital problems. She
also expresses concerns about the nature of the relationship between her son-in-law and her
granddaughter, her daughter's child by a previous marriage. Her daughter's family comprises:
Father: Johannes age 40
Mother: Valerie age 33 (Mrs Schmidt‘s Daughter)
Daughter: Franziska age 13 (Mrs Schmidt‘s granddaughter, Johannes' step-daughter)
Son: André age 4 (Mrs Schmidt's grandson)
The family is not known to the social services department.
Germany: The professionals from the general social service department (“Allgemeiner
Sozialer Dienst”) of the youth authority (“Jugendamt”) would first try to clarify the exact
nature of the grandmother’s concerns? The social workers would ask her if she had discussed
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it with her daughter and what the latter thinks about it. Is the grandmother willing to disclose
her concerns if she has not talked with her daughter about it?
Workers from the general social service department of the youth authority are not allowed to
ring the family’s doorbell directly after only this one phone call providing them with rather
unspecific information. In addition, the social workers are not allowed under any
circumstances to obtain information from third parties (e.g. from the school).This means that
the first thing that must happen, the only real thing that can happen at this point, is that the
grandmother needs to speak with her daughter and encourage her to seek pedagogical
consultation.
One other matter that the social workers are to clarify is whether the girl’s biological father is
entitled to custody. If this is the case, they would be required to include him when talking
about the girl and issues regarding the girl. For now, the stepfather does not have anything to
do with the girl.
Based on the description of a bad relationship between the stepfather and the pubescent
stepdaughter, the social workers would think along the lines of sexual abuse, but would
initially handle this matter carefully. They deemed it a problem that even if the grandmother
manages to get her daughter to ask for support from the youth authority , there are still no
specifics as to how the youth authority can help; they cannot really intervene because there is
nothing tangible to intervene in.
The general social service department of the youth authority would also need to determine
their own responsibility (competent youth authority office? Social worker responsible for the
district?), since it may also be a matter of financing assistance. At this point, the professional
also explained that there is an additional problem: People calling in and reporting cases
anonymously assume that the youth authority then has to come and do something and they
also expect to be told what happened. However, this is not possible due to data protection law
and also conflicts with the basic approach that a relationship must first be established with the
persons concerned to really enable the social worker to provide assistance. They said they
would refer the grandmother to various counselling options for the daughter (by a counselling
centre or the youth authority itself) and offer that she come to the youth authority with her
daughter (if the latter is willing to do so). Furthermore, as a first step, they would recommend
to any person seeking advice to contact third-party counselling centres, since there is a
prevailing image of the youth authority coming in and taking children away, both in the
society in general and in some families, and parents are very afraid of this.
At the same time, however, they would also tell the grandmother that they are not allowed to
inform her about the further course of this case due to privacy issues. The problem with this is
that it very frequently causes the persons making the report to get the impression that the
youth authority is not actually doing anything, just because they are not given any information
about it.
If the parents make contact at this point, show awareness of problems and express a desire to
receive support, the participating social workers said that they believe that some help in
raising the children could be set up, specifically family assistance or a parenting counsellor
for the older daughter.
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If not, nothing else can be done at this stage for the time being. At most, the grandmother can
be told that she may contact the youth authority on-call service via the emergency call centre
outside of the office hours if fights and acute violence towards the children occur.
Russia: The employee from the “District Commission” explained that “all information of
educational institutions and social centres about events of child abuse is reported to us in the
Commission for Juvenile Affairs since we are the coordinating authority in the district”.
The employee went on to explain that it would be checked in a case like this why it is not the
daughter but the grandmother who is raising the alarm because of the concerning relationship
between her son-in-law and the granddaughter. In this regard, it is important that the
grandmother talks to her daughter and tells her about her concerns regarding her
granddaughter. Furthermore, the social worker also stressed that it may not be overlooked that
the 4-year-old André is also growing up in the family. It is important to ensure the well-being
and safety of this child as well.
However, if this is confirmed to be a case of child abuse (in the present case suspected
molestation), the Commission will initiate proceedings to protect the child’s rights. After the
decision about initiating proceedings against child abuse was made, a task group is
established which includes professionals of the Help Centre for Families and Children or a
welfare organisation. This task group usually consists of 3-4 persons (more is not possible for
psychological and ethical reasons) and includes: 1) an employee of the Commission for
Juvenile Affairs; 2) a representative of the authorities for social protection; 3) a representative
of the guardianship office; and 4) (if needed) a police employee. once established, the task
group determines the nature of the problem: If they problem is a psychological one, it calls in
a psychologist, if it is a crime, it involves the police. The task group assesses the social risks
for the child and prepares a rehabilitation schedule for the family and the child. All
participants in the discussion expressed the view that work with the family where child abuse
is discovered should be carried out with the family as a whole. It would be counterproductive
to only consider the child concerning whom the Commissions on juvenile Affairs was
contacted. Helping the child rather requires observing and monitoring the dynamics of family
members and, in case of a deterioration of the situation, to take measures. This work is
performed in co-operation with a social medical psychological-pedagogical council which
exists in each city district, the educational organisation the child attends and the organisation
for social protection of the population. While working with the family and rehabilitating the
child, the dynamics of the changes in the child’s living conditions are monitored
continuously. This is performed in line with the severity of the case, either daily or weekly.
The results of the monitoring are then used to make corrections to the social workers’
activities to ensure an effective influence on the family and providing psychological, social,
medical and other support to the family and the child. When the task group becomes aware
that the child is no longer threatened, it will decide whether to terminate the proceedings
against violence and child abuse. However, in most cases, the decision is made to appeal to
the court for revocation of custody rights and to the guardianship office to find a guardian or
adoptive parents.
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4.2 Case example: Stage 2
Valerie and Johannes have refused to see the social worker so there is no further contact with
the family until one month later, when the worker at the playgroup attended by André
contacts the social services department because she is concerned about him. She says that his
attendance at the playgroup is irregular, that he is excessively violent towards the other
children and that his mother seems depressed.
Germany: The kindergarten workers would first prepare a risk assessment based on these
observations in their team. This, at first glance, would not be deemed something that would
necessarily constitute a reason to contact the youth authority in their opinion. Rather, this is
their daily routine (that children come irregularly, that children hit each other, that mothers
behave a bit strange); they are not real, serious indications giving rise to a suspicion that the
child’s well-being is at risk. They would, however, document everything in detail from that
time on.
The kindergarten workers would try to have a very tactful, non-confrontational talk with the
mother and the son (separately) to find out the reasons for non-attendance and the mother’s
perceived depression. If the relationship is not good, great care must be taken.
If more specific information is available and if the kindergarten workers have been
exchanging their views with one another, they are obligated to follow a procedure pursuant to
Section 8 of the eighth volume of the German Social Code (SGB VIII). Accordingly, they
would be expected to consult a professional experienced in these matters and then return to
the kindergarten with new insights. They would then seek a dialogue with the parents, and if
they are successful, they can gain the parents’ goodwill, and a successful co-operation can be
established. In the worst case, they could lose the parents’ trust due to them getting a feeling
of being ambushed and remove the child from the kindergarten.
The social workers of the general social service department of the youth authority confirm
that the observations are not specific enough at this point and that they will give appropriate
feedback to the kindergarten. Kindergarten attendance is not mandatory, and the children
“hitting” one another may also just be a trial of strength among the kids; this does not
constitute a threat to the child’s well-being. Calling the youth authority would be excessive,
too early and too unspecific. They also experience cases in which children are taken from the
kindergarten if the kindergarten has contacted the youth authority.
Russia: A kindergarten teacher said that she would “first find out what had happened to
André and what kind of help he needs, carefully and without violating his personal
boundaries”. She would then explain to the other children that they should not treat him badly
because all children of the group are very good and warm-hearted and should support each
other. She would observe in which situations André gets more aggressive and would try to
defuse the aggression. Secondly, at the same time as working with André, she would try to
talk with his mother. Involving a psychologist in working with the mother is also an option.
Another kindergarten teacher shared her colleague’s opinion and stressed that “it would be
necessary in any case to clarify with the mother what she has done to resolve this situation,
which kind of help she believes to be necessary and how the kindergarten and I as the
kindergarten teacher can help. As the kindergarten teacher, I can prepare the necessary
documents to send the child (André) away for treatment for stabilising his health. The child
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could spend the time at the health facility with his mother. In addition, it is necessary to
determine the situation in the family; the results would allow us to plan measures to support
the child and the family. If the situation in the family poses a threat for the child, the
Commission must be contacted. If we think we can handle the situation on our own, we will
do so”.
In the opinion of the Commission employees, the kindergarten teacher must report it to the
kindergarten director if she notices a problem with a child (with André). The kindergarten
director must pass on this information (about suspected child abuse) to the office for
education. The director of the office for education must pass on this information to the
Commission for Juvenile Affairs. They are all part of a well-developed system. If a child
(André) is frequently absent from the kindergarten, the Commission for Juvenile Affairs as
the co-ordinating authority is required to inquire with the health care authorities (with the
paediatrician regarding the child’s – André’s – health). A social worker will also visit the
family and review the child’s living conditions. In particular, the specialist stressed that “all
directions and decisions of the Commission for Juvenile Affairs and the Protection of Minors‘
Rights are binding for all subjects of the preventative system for early detection of cases of
breaches of children’s rights”.
4.3 Case example: Stage 3
Two weeks later, the social worker has seen Valerie once, but did not get much information
from her. Franziska’s teacher contacts the social services department. Franziska has asked her
teacher if she can talk with a social worker. She has run away from home for three days and
has just returned. She complains of violence between her parents. She also expresses a
concern that her relationship with her step-father is more intimate than she would like it to be,
but she will not say more about it.
Germany: The worker of the general social service department of the youth authority assumes
that the child means she wishes to talk to social worker from the youth authority. Since the
child concerned very clearly expressed her desire to talk to the social worker, the school may
call them, as this is child’s right. Usually, this takes place via the guidance counsellor or the
school’s principal. This would actually be something they do regularly, and they would then
drive to the school since this is a safe space and it would be difficult for the children or
adolescents to come to them in the afternoon and to manage both the distance and their
embarrassment. They would usually set this in motion in 15-20 minutes and then have a talk,
in most cases in the presence of the guidance counsellor or another trusted third party, to hear
what the girl wants to talk about and to provide information about her legal situation and her
options. In case of doubt, it is not even necessary for the girl to say in detail what her
stepfather is doing; rather, it is sufficient that there is violence in her home and she does not
feel safe there. The social worker then has the authority to find a place to stay for the girl for
the time being, regardless of whether the parents agree to this or not.
The purpose of talking with the girl is to give her the opportunity to get something off her
chest and to provide her with security and a safe space. The girl is legally entitled to removal
from her home at her own wish, also independently of age limits. However, it requires
contacting and including the biological parents (not the stepfather). They must be informed
about the facts and agree to the removal from her home. If they object to it, the social worker
has no choice but to contact the court. At the same time, the younger brother must also be
considered.
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The specialist from the counselling centre who has experience in this regard notes that
teachers can seek anonymised counselling in cases of acute danger to a child’s well-being
pursuant to Section 4 of the German Act on Co-operation and Information in Child Protection
(KKG) and may also provide the name in this case. They also made it clear that in case of a
removal of the child from the home, the employees of the youth authority may not discuss
certain things with the school without a release from confidentiality by the parents. However,
if this is discussed with the parents beforehand, 90% agree to this. Another option for the
social worker to consider is the girl discussing the issue with a specially trained professional
in a counselling centre for sexual abuse if she wants to.
For the other workers of the general social service department of the youth authority a risk
assessment would be made within the team at this point the latest. Not only for the girl but
also her younger brother. Depending on the results of the assessment, they would also notify
the family court. The parents would need to agree to a removal of the girl from her home. If
they do not, the social worker must inform the court of this within 24 hours. In light of the
collected information and experience, the family court should be informed. This enables the
family court to take measures for the protection of the children if are unwilling or unable to
step up their cooperation, e.g. the removal of the younger brother from the home as well to
remove the children from the danger zone for the time being and then establish what is
actually going on in the family as a follow-up. At this time the latest, the social worker would
inform the parents that they are responsible for protecting the child’s welfare and advise them
that someone else will make the decision for them if they do not accept the help offered and if
the family court is informed of this. However, the predicament is that their position is not
always the crucial factor for the judges’ decisions. It is not a rare experience that children and
adolescents were in situations in which it was clear to them that the child’s well-being was in
danger and it was actually clear from the beginning that the parents will not accept noninstitutional help. Nevertheless, the judges decided that the children should be returned to the
family, non-institutional help should be established, and the further development of the
situation should be monitored. As social workers, they would frequently take the position that
a limit has been reached for the protection of the child’s well-being, and a removal from the
home and clearing is required, i.e. a period in which it is clarified what is actually going on,
what the family needs to allow the children to return home. The children are moved to
emergency foster care or a clearing residential group, and, together with the parents, they
work out what this familial system needs in order to become functional again and to allow
everyone to live together well so that the child may develop positively. However, the judges
then say that this is not sufficient yet and send the children back to their families.
Russia: The Commission’s specialist makes it clear that the school is obligated to report this
case to the Commission. The unified on-call service for the Moscow region can be contacted
using the phone number 112. This phone number gathers all incoming calls about difficult
situations, including a child running away from home. The parents whose child has run away
from home may also call this phone number. The employees of the Commission for Juvenile
Affairs working with families in the risk group stress towards the parents that the parents
should not be apathetic and irresponsible and that they should immediately call the phone
number 112 when needed – if a child has disappeared. The call to the unified on-call service
is then forwarded to the Commission for Juvenile Affairs. In addition, the Commission
reviews educational institutes 4 times a year to identify the children belonging to the
following groups: 1) children in difficult living conditions; 2) children in a socially dangerous
situation (like Franziska); 3) children in families in which the parents do not fulfil their
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parenting obligations (in which the situation is not critical for the time being but there is a risk
of child abuse). This means that such a case would definitely become known to the
Commission in some way, even if neither of the parents, the grandmother or the child
themselves had reached out for help.
Franziska’s case is, socially speaking, a dangerous situation. According to the provisions of
the Gouverneur of the Moscow No. 101 territory “On working with families in a dangerous
situation”, the child (Franziska) is offered a room in the social district rehabilitation centre for
minors if the employee of the Commission for Juvenile Affairs and the Protection of Minors’
Rights sees that the information is correct. The child can be placed in the centre upon request
by the parents or the child themselves. Such removal is to be considered an urgent social
measure (e.g. a child is immediately admitted at night, solely based on the child’s statement, a
refusal is not possible – there is no time to form a task group). They can only take the child
away from the family and into their care with a representative of a law enforcement agency,
and failure to do so would be a violation of the rights of the family. However, the social
worker has the right to visit the family and assess the child's living, economic and
psychosocial conditions.
4.4 Case example: Stage 4
In the course of discussions with the social worker, Franziska decides that she wishes to stay
at home but that she wishes to continue to have help from the social worker. Eight days later,
the playgroup worker contacts the social services department again. She says that André is
increasingly violent and distressed. The worker has suggested that Valerie should take him to
the doctor, but she has refused. The worker is worried about André. Franziska says that the
domestic violence is continuing, but that her mother does not wish to leave home. Franziska
says no more about her relationship with her step-father.
Germany: For one of the social workers of the general social service department of the youth
authority this is now an unambiguous situation that requires talking to the mother one last
time and then informing the family court. They have received additional information that the
situation is becoming worse and coming to a head and that the person having custody of the
children is not willing to change anything. They would invite the mother one more time to
drive home how serious the situation is and to stir her from the inaction to which she has
resigned herself, either because she is too weak, or because she does not want to take action.
They would tell her clearly that she is obligated to protect her children if she becomes aware
that the other parent is a danger to them. In case of doubt, the issue of a restraining order
against the stepfather within the scope of proceedings for protection from violence should be
explored.
At this stage, it becomes a case for the courts, regardless of what will be decided. There will
be a hearing and the possibility that the mother will co-operate then. It is now a situation in
which nothing more can be achieved by goodwill; after all, this option has been exhausted.
Another professional of the general social service department of the youth authority said they
would “talk up” family assistance, a short-term crisis intervention with a relatively high
number of hours to the parents, reminding them that they do not have much choice anymore.
If necessary, they would set up a parenting counsellor for the girl. And if the parents do not
co-operate, they would inform the court of this in any case, obtain the order for removal from
the family and initiate a clearing, also to ease the burden on the mother.
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Russia: The practitioners considered it vital that André see a psychologist to work on his
behavioural problems and his psycho-emotional condition. This also means that the
employees of the Commission for Juvenile Affairs and the Protection of Minors’ Rights need
to call in a psychologist into the task group when working with André (they may e.g. use the
fairy tale therapy method for diagnosis). Every kindergarten has a medical specialist (who is
to examine the child) and a psychologist (diagnosis, working with André and supporting him)
who can help with the process. For their part, social and psychological centres also have
independent psychologists available (help for Franziska, for the mother and the whole
family). All these tasks are carried out under the supervision of the Commission.
5 Conclusion
The analysis of the group discussions held between the various practitioners has revealed both
commonalities as well as differences in the ways in which different systems attempt to resolve
the problem of violence against children.
Commonalities:
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Violence against children is a relevant and prevalent problem in both Germany and
Russia, and both countries exhibit a large number of cases involving abuse of
underaged children.
Both countries have clear procedures regulated by law for working with families in
which child abuse has been diagnosed. A system has been put into place which is
designed to help both children and the family as a whole to deescalate and mitigate
cases of domestic violence.
There is a great level of awareness on the topic of the prevention of violence against
children.
Practitioners are trained and educated throughout their career to allow them to provide
the best possible assistance to children in critical situations.
Both countries are developing social-pedagogic and psychological methodologies for
intervening in crisis situations and for providing systematic support.
Various organisations are working together in order to form networks for supporting
children who suffer from violence.
In Germany, NGOs and other non-governmental information and counselling centres
have been working with children who have fallen victim to violence for quite some
time now. In Russia, the last decade has seen several public foundations taking on a
similar role in the fight against this problem.

Differences:
1.

2.

Germany has several decades of history of dealing with child protection, whereas
Russia started its systematic social work with children and families in case of abuse
later (since 1991). It is for this reason that most decisions regarding cases of violence
against children are made by the guardianship offices and the Commission for Juvenile
Affairs and Protection of Their Rights , which are the remit of the local authorities. It
is only in the last two decades that social organisations were allowed to play a real role
in the rehabilitation of victims of violence.
The case responsibility in Germany lies with individual experts from the youth
authority (in cooperation with others) while in Russia there is a multi-professional
group convened by the Commission for Juvenile Affairs and Protection of Their
Rights.

Social Work & Society, Volume 18, Issue 3, 2020
ISSN 1613-8953 ▪▪▪ http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:464-sws-2435

14

Social Work & Society ▪▪▪ M. Herschelmann, N. Komarova, T. Suslova, A. Nesterova & P. Fischer:
Child protection in Germany and Russia from a practitioner’s point of view: Preliminary findings from
an international comparative research project

3.

In Germany, schools, kindergartens and similar institutions are obliged to actively
seek out signs of child abuse, to speak with children, parents, work to provide help and
(only then!) report the matter to the proper authorities. In Russia, teachers and
educators provide independent assistance and support to children suffering from a
negative psycho-emotional living situation caused by domestic violence. Nevertheless,
should they come to the conclusion that the living situation with the family constitutes
a real and present danger to the life and well-being of the child, they are obliged to
report this to the Commission for Juvenile Affairs and Protection of Their Rights and
to help protect the child’s rights.
4. Kindergartens in Germany work in cooperation with external medical and
psychological staff. In Russia, Kindergartens have their own medical and
psychological staff (but also cooperate with external staff).
5. In Russia, the child’s health and psychological well-being is examined and diagnosed
with the participation of a medical-psychological-pedagogical commission; Germany
has no such practice.
6. In Germany, the youth authority works with schools and kindergartens in a caserelated manner, whereas in Russia the “Commission” screens schools and
kindergartens four times a year to locate children in difficult situations, socially
endangered children and children at risk.
7. Russian parents are likely to view police officers as a person of trust, while in
Germany this is not the case.
8. There is a large variety of artistic contests in Russia to support victims of child abuse;
Germany only has a few of those. On the contrary, Germany has more initiatives in
place which work with fathers in cases where, for example, the child has been taken
away from the family following a reported case of abuse, while Russia has fewer
offers of this nature.
These are only preliminary results and must be analysed in depth.
6 Limitations of the approach
The following restrictions must be considered in this kind of analysis: There are many gaps in
information and understanding in relation to the studied countries, and this work is
provisional and merely provides a beginning to understanding other systems (cf. Hetherington
et al. 1997: 55/51). Furthermore, the groups of social workers examined in each country were
quite small, and may not be representative of their peers, thus making generalisations difficult
(cf. ibid.). But it is to emphasise that in this approach
“we do not seek to make generalisations about ‘what Belgian (or German or etc) social
workers think’ or ‘what English social workers think (or do)’. What we have is a series
of pictures. These pictures show us how a certain set of events might be handled in
different countries, and what the thinking behind the action would be; they show us that
picture and they show us a reflection of that picture through the eyes of a group of social
workers in another country” (ibid.).

Aside from the complexity of both child protection systems and the different cultural
backgrounds, the language barriers make it difficult to reach a mutual understanding.
Language and the understanding of problems differ between countries and there can be false
similarities in which things appear equivalent that are not (cf. Hetherington et al. 2002: 19).
There could be variations in the underlying meaning of words which might appear to translate
easily (cf. ibid.: 20). In some cases, different terms exist for the same issue, and the necessary
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written translations can sometimes be misunderstood, unclear or ambiguous. It is therefore
important to be aware of the potential ambiguities and uncertainties of language and
conceptualisations at every stage of the work and to allow time for discussing and resolving
uncertainties in understanding (cf. ibid.). Actual understanding can frequently be achieved by
personal dialogue only. There are also differences in the conventions and traditions of
academic research between western and eastern Europe which could potentially lead to a
breakdown of communication or difficulties in understanding one another (cf. Breitkopf and
Vassileva 2015). In addition, the groups‘ compositions in Germany and Russia are slightly
different. Despite these difficulties, valuable initial insights into the different child protection
systems could be obtained. They must be explored further in future research and be analysed
with regard to self-reflecting insights regarding the researchers’ own system obtained in the
second round of discussions.
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