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Abstract
This article examines community-driven strategies developed within the Roma 
population to prevent and respond to gender-based violence, highlighting mecha-
nisms that support women’s safety while respecting Roma identity and cultural 
frameworks. Adopting a qualitative design grounded in Communicative Method-
ology (CM) and Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR), we analyzed 
N = 28 participants, comprising 6 semi-structured interviews with professionals, 8 
interviews with Roma women from two associations, one focus group (n = 6) with 
association members, and 8 Communicative Life Stories (4 women and 4 men) with 
Roma community members. Using reflexive thematic analysis, we identified three 
interconnected themes: (1) an unwritten inter-family pact, (2) community media-
tion—including the Roma mediator, and (3) women’s solidarity networks, notably 
the role of the mother-in-law. These mechanisms offer culturally embedded forms of 
support that challenge prevailing stereotypes portraying Roma culture as permissive 
of gender violence. By foregrounding Roma women’s agency and the community’s 
internal resources, this study underscores the importance of incorporating culturally 
specific mechanisms into formal support systems. Such integration can foster more 
inclusive and effective interventions that both protect and empower Roma women.
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Introduction

Violence against women remains one of the most pressing human rights challenges 
of our time. According to the 2024 EU Survey on Gender-Based Violence1, nearly 
one in three women in the European Union (31%) have experienced physical and/
or sexual violence since the age of 15. In addition, the report reveals that one in six 
women (17%) have been victims of sexual violence, including rape or other degrad-
ing acts, committed by either a partner or another person. Despite the prevalence, 
gender-based violence remains largely underreported, with only one in eight victims 
filing a report with the authorities (FRA, EIGE & Eurostat, 2024). This phenomenon 
affects women from all social, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds, albeit in different 
ways. Roma women are no exception; in some contexts, they face both interper-
sonal and institutional violence. Studies have documented high rates of domestic vio-
lence as well as the persistence of practices such as forced, early, or child marriages 
in certain Roma communities (Joamets & Sogomonjan, 2020; Martsenyuk, 2015). 
Velentza (2020), for example, focuses on early marriage in Roma communities in 
Transylvania, illustrating the need for careful interpretation of findings so as not to 
conflate distinct forms of gendered harm. While these practices are not exclusive to 
the Roma community, their prevalence and impact warrant closer attention.

International research identifies minority ethnic status as a significant risk factor 
for experiencing gender-based violence (GBV) even more so than age, income, or 
education (Breiding et al., 2008). While some scholars attribute this increased risk to 
systemic exclusion and discrimination, others (Erickson, 2017; Timmerman, 2004) 
point to perceived cultural traits of the minority itself. This latter view has been espe-
cially prevalent in studies of the Roma community, often portraying it as inherently 
patriarchal and more accepting of violence (Djikanovic et al., 2018; Vives-Cases et 
al., 2021). Yet, empirical evidence challenges this determinism: in Spain, a national 
survey found that 70.9% of Roma respondents considered GBV unacceptable under 
any circumstances (Vives-Cases et al., 2021), a figure that undermines stereotypes 
and points toward structural rather than cultural drivers.

Such culturalist assumptions contribute to the persistence of stereotypes that hin-
der a nuanced understanding of GBV. Gender-based violence is a complex and mul-
tifactorial phenomenon that demands intersectional analysis, considering how it is 
shaped by factors such as ethnicity, gender, class, and immigration status (Nixon & 
Humphreys, 2010). Despite the growing body of literature on GBV, there is still a 
lack of detailed, community-specific data on Roma women.

Although Spanish public strategies and policies recognize certain vulnerable 
groups—such as women with disabilities, immigrant women, young and elderly 
women—the specific realities faced by Roma women continue to be overlooked. 
Neither the State Pact against Gender-Based Violence nor the Organic Law 10/2022 
on the Comprehensive Guarantee of Sexual Freedom (Government of Spain, 2022) 
have fully incorporated an intersectional approach that addresses the unique barriers 

1  While this article primarily uses the term “gender-based violence” (GBV), it aligns with international 
frameworks that often refer to “violence against women and girls” (VAWG) to emphasize the gendered, 
structural, and systemic nature of the phenomenon (European Institute for Gender Equality EIGE, 2023).
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experienced by Roma women. This invisibility contradicts the principles of inclusive 
feminism and weakens the effectiveness of institutional responses.

One explanation for this gap may lie in the underreporting of violence among 
Roma women. As highlighted in the Report on the Situation of Roma Women in the 
Municipality of Bilbao (Kale Dor Kayiko, 2013), their presence in victim services is 
disproportionately low compared to their demographic weight. Recent reports by the 
Fundación Secretariado Gitano (2023) and the Council for the Elimination of Racial 
or Ethnic Discrimination (CEDRE, 2023) confirm that Roma women continue to 
face widespread discrimination in healthcare, education, and social services. These 
structural inequalities contribute to underreporting and mistrust toward institutions, 
exacerbating vulnerability to violence. Several reasons contribute to this pattern: (1) 
Roma women often turn first to internal community mechanisms for support; (2) 
reporting a fellow Roma to authorities is considered socially unacceptable, as the 
community tend to first use its own conflict resolution systems; (3) GBV tends to 
be equated exclusively with physical violence, leaving out psychological, sexual, or 
economic abuse.

Addressing GBV in Roma contexts therefore requires understanding not only the 
risks but also the protective factors embedded in community life. This study seeks to 
identify and analyze intra-community strategies to prevent and address GBV, focus-
ing on family structures, community mediation, and women’s solidarity networks. In 
doing so, it aims to highlight culturally embedded protective mechanisms, challenge 
deficit-based narratives, and inform the design of interventions that are both effective 
and culturally respectful.

This article advances a simple claim: intra-community mechanisms identified by 
participants—such as women’s solidarity, inter-family accountability, and commu-
nity mediation—do not replace statutory responses to GBV; rather, they create prac-
ticable bridges that can be coordinated with formal services when trust, timing, and 
risk conditions are met. Accordingly, we asked two research questions: What intra-
community strategies are currently employed within Roma communities to prevent 
and respond to GBV?; and, in what ways, if any, can these strategies be integrated 
into formal GBV interventions without undermining cultural identity?

Conceptual Framework

This study draws on three interrelated conceptual lenses to analyze gender-based 
violence (GBV) in Roma communities: intersectionality, community agency, and the 
dialectic between cultural resilience and stereotyping. Together, these concepts pro-
vide a framework for understanding how Roma women experience, confront, and 
respond to GBV within culturally specific contexts, while also navigating broader 
systems of structural discrimination.

Intersectionality

Intersectionality, first articulated by Crenshaw (1989), remains a foundational concept 
in feminist and critical race theory. It highlights how systems of oppression—such 
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as racism, sexism, and classism—intersect to shape unique forms of marginalization. 
For Roma women, this intersectional lens is particularly relevant, as they experience 
multiple, overlapping exclusions related to ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic sta-
tus (Macías & Redondo-Sama, 2012; Vives-Cases et al., 2021).

Recent scholarship emphasizes that institutional barriers—such as culturally 
insensitive public services, underrepresentation in policy agendas, and stigmatizing 
narratives—compound the effects of interpersonal violence (George et al., 2021). 
Applying intersectionality thus enables a shift from pathologizing Roma women’s 
“vulnerability” to analyzing the systemic conditions that limit access to protection, 
justice, and support.

Community Agency

In contrast to individualistic understandings of agency, this study adopts the concept 
of community agency to explore how Roma families and networks mobilize internal 
mechanisms of care and accountability in response to GBV. This approach builds on 
frameworks in community psychology and participatory action research that recog-
nize the collective capacity to generate resistance and protection from within (Cam-
marota & Romero, 2014).

In Roma communities, such agency is expressed through strategies like inter-fam-
ily pacts, elder-led mediation, and female solidarity networks—often overlooked or 
misunderstood in dominant policy frameworks. These practices represent adaptive 
responses to institutional neglect and align with participatory research literature that 
highlights the importance of local knowledge and culturally grounded interventions 
(Gómez et al., 2019; Lokot et al., 2023).

Cultural Resilience and Stereotyping

Roma communities have historically been framed through deficit-oriented narratives 
that depict their cultural practices as incompatible with gender equality or modern-
ization. These stereotypes perpetuate a form of epistemic violence, denying the legiti-
macy of Roma women’s voices and knowledge systems (Burman & Chantler, 2005; 
Fine, 2018).

In response, this study adopts the concept of cultural resilience to foreground how 
Roma communities mobilize protective structures—such as respect for elders, inter-
generational solidarity, and informal justice mechanisms—to address violence and 
uphold women’s safety (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008; Lopez, 2019). These practices are 
not passive traditions, but dynamic responses to both internal and external challenges.

By centering cultural resilience, the research seeks to deconstruct stereotypes that 
depict Roma culture as inherently violent or patriarchal and instead highlights the 
transformative potential of community-led strategies when supported rather than 
undermined by institutional actors.

We frame Roma women’s responses to GBV at the intersection of structural con-
straints (poverty, racialization, antigypsyism) and community-based agency. Draw-
ing on intersectionality, we understand risk and protection as co-produced by gender, 
class, age, and migration status. We also draw on cultural resilience and collective 
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efficacy to conceptualize women’s solidarity networks, inter-family accountability, 
and community mediation as protective mechanisms that can operate in coordination 
with statutory routes rather than in opposition to them.

The lens of intersectionality is closely connected to our notions of community 
agency and cultural resilience. Considering these together allows us to capture not 
only how oppression operates at the intersections of gender and ethnicity, but also 
how Roma women actively create spaces of protection, solidarity, and transformation 
within those same intersections.

State of the Art

The analysis of gender-based violence (GBV) within Roma communities has been 
historically limited, often framed through stereotypical and culturalist perspectives 
that obscure the structural dimensions of violence. Recent research, however, has 
begun to shift toward more nuanced and intersectional understandings, highlighting 
the complex interplay of gender, ethnicity, and social exclusion (George et al., 2021; 
Vives-Cases et al., 2021). In terms of health, several studies have documented the 
physical and psychological consequences of violence among Roma women, includ-
ing anxiety, depression, migraines, rapid weight loss, and motor impairments, par-
ticularly among younger women (Kozubik et al., 2020). These outcomes, similar to 
those experienced by the general population, highlight the need for culturally com-
petent approaches that neither invisibilize nor stereotype Roma women’s suffering.

Intersectionality provides a valuable lens to understand how Roma women expe-
rience GBV as a result of overlapping forms of discrimination— linked to gender, 
ethnicity, poverty, educational exclusion, and institutional antigypsyism (Council of 
Europe, 2024; Macías & Redondo-Sama, 2012). Multiple studies show that Roma 
women face systemic barriers in accessing GBV services, ranging from mistrust of 
institutions to discriminatory treatment by professionals (George et al., 2021; Gómez 
et al., 2019). Professional biases—often expressed through patronizing attitudes, eth-
nocentric assumptions, or overly technical language—can erode trust and discourage 
Roma women from seeking help (Briones‑Vozmediano et al., 2018). Recent findings 
also indicate that structural and cultural limitations within primary care hinder proper 
identification and support for intimate partner violence (Briones-Vozmediano et al., 
2021; Duque et al., 2023). In Spain, despite awareness of existing support services, 
many Roma women delay or avoid seeking help, citing past experiences of institu-
tional racism, lack of cultural sensitivity, and rigid protocols focused exclusively on 
formal complaints (Pohjolainen & Pavee Point, 2015).

Some literature portrays Roma women as more tolerant of abuse, generalizing this 
perception to other minority groups (Briones-Vozmediano et al., 2018; Wasileski & 
Miller, 2010). Wasileski and Miller (2010) emphasize that many healthcare and social 
service professionals tend to perceive Roma women as “bad victims,” which under-
mines their access to institutional protection. This perception, rooted in culturalist 
stereotypes, not only diminishes empathy but also weakens professional responses 
to gender-based violence. According to Tokuç et al. (2010), belonging to the Roma 
community—more than to any other minority or immigrant group—places women in 
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a particularly vulnerable position when facing partner violence. New evidence from 
health settings documents persistent gaps in providers’ recognition and response to 
GBV among Roma women, including limited cultural competence and inconsistent 
referral practices (Radovanović et al., 2025). These findings mirror our participants’ 
accounts of mistrust and underline the need for targeted training and Roma-inclusive 
protocols.

These stereotypes have become deeply rooted in institutional spaces such as 
healthcare systems (Briones-Vozmediano et al., 2018). Some scholars argue that 
Roma women tend to prioritize their ethnic identity over their gender identity, lead-
ing them to accept patriarchal norms that contribute to victimization (Wasileski & 
Miller, 2010). Others attribute the normalization of violence in Roma communi-
ties to socioeconomic marginalization, referencing broader patterns that link lower 
socioeconomic status with higher social acceptability of violence (Vives-Cases et 
al., 2021). However, empirical evidence suggests that socioeconomic marginaliza-
tion, rather than ethnicity per se, explains these patterns (Vives-Cases et al., 2021). 
Contrary to assumptions of cultural acceptance, national data from Spain indicate 
that over 70% of Roma respondents consider GBV unacceptable (Vives-Cases et 
al., 2017, 2021). This challenges essentialist narratives and instead points toward 
systemic barriers, such as institutional racism, rigid service protocols, and lack of 
cultural sensitivity, that hinder reporting and access to services (Pohjolainen & Pavee 
Point, 2015).

In addition, studies suggest that men from Roma and other minority groups may 
interpret acts of violence not as abusive behavior but as legitimate efforts to protect 
their cultural privacy and maintain control within the family unit (Niu & Laidler, 
2015). While embedded in patriarchal logics, this is not exclusive to Roma culture; 
similar dynamics are found across ethnic and national contexts (Bovarnick, 2007; de 
Castella et al., 2011). Professional misinterpretations of such discourses can reinforce 
under-identification and perpetuate systemic neglect (Vives-Cases et al., 2017).

To counter these essentialist views, other scholars argue that ethnicity alone 
does not explain the prevalence of gender violence. Instead, social integration plays 
a crucial role. Ramirez (2007) suggests that Roma men’s lack of integration into 
mainstream society is a more powerful predictor of violent behavior than cultural 
belonging per se. Despite welfare state developments, Roma women remain among 
the most segregated groups, and it is their lack of social protection—not their cultural 
identity—that exacerbates vulnerability (Wasileski & Miller, 2010). This vulnerabil-
ity is further compounded by what has been called “triple discrimination”: Roma 
women face marginalization as women, as ethnic minorities, and as individuals with 
limited access to formal education (Macías & Redondo-Sama, 2012). As such, their 
exposure to violence is best understood through the intersections of sexism, racism, 
and classism (Pohjolainen & Pavee Point, 2015).

Against this backdrop, authors like Bovarnick (2007) argue that GBV is not exclu-
sive to cultural minorities but is an endemic issue rooted in patriarchal structures 
across societies. From this perspective, GBV emerges as a structural problem embed-
ded in global patriarchal systems, transcending ethnicity, class, religion, and national 
origin (Bannenberg & Rössner, 2003; de Castella et al., 2011). Comparative work on 
intersecting marginalizations among ethnic minorities and LGBTQ + refugees shows 
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how structural inequities—rather than cultural essences—shape exposure to violence 
and access barriers (Gümüş & Kjaran, 2025). This reinforces our intersectional read-
ing of Roma women’s experiences.

Nonetheless, Roma communities have developed informal mechanisms that play a 
protective role in intimate partner violence cases (Aiello et al., 2013). These practices 
reflect forms of community agency that challenge deficit-based narratives and under-
score the presence of protective cultural logics. Recognizing these forms of agency 
aligns with calls in recent feminist and participatory research to validate localized, 
collective responses to GBV (Lokot & Hartman, 2023; Wallerstein et al., 2020).

Solidarity among Roma women is also central to GBV prevention and interven-
tion. Networks of trust, often composed of female relatives and neighbors, act as 
early detection and support systems (Valls et al., 2023). These dynamics echo pat-
terns in other minority and Indigenous contexts, where women’s informal networks 
are vital to survival strategies (Burman & Chantler, 2005; George et al., 2021).

Organizations working with Roma women also emphasize that, like women in 
general, they often remain silent in abusive situations due to self-blame, denial, fear 
of retaliation, or hope for improvement. In the Roma context, this silence may also 
reflect a desire to avoid further stigmatizing an already marginalized community 
(Pohjolainen & Pavee Point, 2015). Thus, there is no causal relationship between 
ethnic identity and exposure to violence. Instead, risk increases through complex 
interactions among social, cultural, and structural factors (Gulliver & Dixon, 2015; 
KAMIRA, 2015; Pohjolainen & Pavee Point, 2015). This reinforces the need for 
approaches that respect cultural specificity while safeguarding women’s rights.

Considering this, Bovarnick (2007) calls for an examination of both global patri-
archal traditions and culture-specific values that either perpetuate or counter gender 
violence. Recent studies have begun to explore such transformative elements within 
cultural minorities. These include the intervention of respected family figures like 
mothers-in-law (Niu & Laidler, 2015), religious identities as sources of resilience 
(Niu & Laidler, 2015), solidarity networks among women within the same ethnic 
group (Raghavan et al., 2009), and the role of socio-educational programs (Cheng 
& Lo, 2016).

More recent studies highlight the importance of identifying transformative ele-
ments within Roma communities—particularly in times of heightened vulnerabil-
ity, such as during the COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, Roma-led responses to 
the health crisis demonstrated strong internal solidarity mechanisms and culturally 
rooted practices that helped mitigate structural barriers (Valero, Elboj, & De Botton, 
2024; Council of Europe, 2024). These findings reinforce the need to rethink domi-
nant approaches to social intervention. Valero, Elboj, Plaja & Munté 2021 or George 
et al. (2021) argue that effective social work with Roma populations must incorporate 
cultural competence, long-term trust-building, and collaboration with community-
based agents. This growing body of research supports the idea that addressing GBV 
in Roma contexts requires not only recognizing systemic inequalities but also valuing 
existing community-based strategies as part of the solution.

Noting that similar patterns have been observed in other Roma communities across 
the Balkans and Eastern Europe, it is necessary to bring our findings into a broader 
European context. Research conducted in Serbia, Romania, and Bulgaria (Petričušić, 
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2025; Radovanović et al., 2025) has underlined how different forms of exclusion-
most especially the intersections of ethnicity, gender, and poverty-shape both the 
risks of GBV and the construction of community protective practices. Such compara-
tive insights reinforce the transnational importance of our findings and highlight the 
potential efficacy of community-based participatory approaches across diverse Roma 
contexts.

Beyond Roma-specific contexts, studies in Indigenous and minoritized popula-
tions globally offer valuable comparative insights. In many of these communities, 
collective responsibility and culturally embedded practices (e.g., spiritual ceremo-
nies, community councils, female circles) serve as tools for preventing and resolving 
violence (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008). These approaches demonstrate that effective 
responses to GBV must not only address individual behaviors but also engage with 
communal structures and norms. From a practical perspective, Vives-Cases et al. 
(2017) outline key strategies to improve Roma women’s access to healthcare in cases 
of intimate partner violence. These include training professionals in cultural sensitiv-
ity, strengthening partnerships with Roma associations, and fostering collaboration 
with community-based actors. Such recommendations align closely with our find-
ings, which highlight the need for support services that are embedded in the everyday 
contexts and cultural realities of Roma women.

Methodology

Recent methodological work on GBV in Romani and Traveler lives underscores the 
need for participatory designs, reflexive ethics, and sustained trust-building with 
communities, aligning closely with our CM/CBPR approach (Gay y Blasco, 2025). 
This scholarship cautions against extractive designs and supports the integration of 
advisory boards and co-interpretation to ensure epistemic justice. Accordingly, this 
study adopts a qualitative design grounded in Communicative Methodology (CM), 
(Gómez et al., 2011), complemented by principles of Community-Based Participa-
tory Research (CBPR) (Israel et al., 1998; Wallerstein et al., 2017). Both approaches 
emphasize the co-production of knowledge through egalitarian dialogue and the 
active involvement of participants throughout the research process. In line with these 
frameworks, the research was conducted with Roma individuals rather than on them, 
recognizing their lived experience as a valuable source of knowledge. More recent 
work by Gómez et al. (2019) has emphasized how the Communicative Methodology 
not only enables the co-creation of knowledge but also enhances social impact by 
integrating participants as active agents in the research process.

Both approaches share a foundational commitment to epistemic justice, egalitarian 
dialogue, and social transformation, making them especially suitable for conducting 
research on sensitive topics such as gender-based violence (GBV) within historically 
marginalized communities.

CM is a well-established methodology in European research and has been suc-
cessfully applied in previous studies on gender-based violence (Puigvert, 2014; Vidu 
et al., 2014), on Roma communities more broadly (Aiello et al., 2013; Gómez & 
Munté , 2016), and in studies focusing specifically on GBV within Roma populations 
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(Amador, 2019). Furthermore, CM is endorsed by the European Commission as a 
scientifically valid and ethically appropriate method for research involving socially 
vulnerable groups (European Commission, 2010).

At the same time, CBPR has gained recognition internationally as a rigorous, 
ethical, and effective approach for engaging communities as co-researchers in stud-
ies that seek to address health and social inequities (Oetzel et al., 2020; Wallerstein 
& Duran, 2010). CBPR emphasizes long-term collaboration, power-sharing, and 
actionable outcomes, and has been increasingly recommended in feminist and anti-
racist research for its ability to center community agency and situated knowledge 
(Cammarota & Romero, 2014; Fine, 2018).

Recent scholarship has emphasized the importance of combining participatory 
approaches like CBPR with culturally responsive and context-specific frameworks 
when researching GBV in ethnic minorities (Baird et al., 2022; George et al., 2021). 
This study responds to those calls by drawing on both CM and CBPR to develop a 
culturally grounded, community-led, and socially relevant analysis of intra-commu-
nity strategies addressing GBV.

The integration of CBPR principles into the Communicative Methodology 
employed here allowed for:

	● The collaborative definition of research priorities, grounded in concerns ex-
pressed by Roma women and community professionals.

	● The co-design of interview tools and thematic focuses aligned with Roma cul-
tural values.

	● The inclusion of community voices in the interpretation and validation of find-
ings.

	● The involvement of an Advisory Board composed of Roma and non-Roma wom-
en with experience in gender-based violence, social intervention, and Roma ad-
vocacy.

This dual framework ensured that the study was ethically grounded, culturally sensi-
tive, and oriented toward institutional change. It also allowed for the identification 
of transformative practices within Roma communities that are often overlooked by 
mainstream GBV research and policy.

Participants

The fieldwork was carried out as part of the Spanish R&D&I project “SARTUCUE”. 
The sample comprised 28 participants selected through purposive and snowball 
strategies to ensure heterogeneity and relevance to the research aims: (a) six inter-
views with professionals who support Roma GBV survivors (two Roma and four 
non-Roma); (b) eight interviews with Roma women from two associations; (c) one 
focus group (n = 6) with members of those Roma women’s associations; and (d) eight 
Communicative Life Stories (CLS) with Roma community members (four women 
and four men). Participants represented a diverse range of profiles, including both 
professionals with experience in supporting Roma GBV survivors and members 
of the Roma community themselves. The sample was intentionally heterogeneous, 

1 3

Page 9 of 27     15 



Gender Issues           (2026) 43:15 

including individuals of different ages, genders, educational backgrounds, belief 
systems, socioeconomic statuses, and varying levels of involvement in community-
based organizations. A full profile is provided in Table 1.

Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews (professionals), Communi-
cative Life Stories (community members), and one focus group (association mem-
bers). Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 min, were conducted in Spanish, and were 
audio-recorded and transcribed. Interviews were held in community centers, NGOs, 
or participants’ homes, ensuring a culturally safe and familiar environment. Pseud-
onyms were used to protect participant identities. Before participation, all interview-
ees received an information sheet and signed a written informed consent form, which 
explained the study’s aims, voluntary nature of participation, the right to withdraw at 
any point, and the measures for anonymity and data protection.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using a thematic approach informed by the principles of Com-
municative Methodology (CM) and participatory qualitative research. The goal was 
to identify transformative elements—community-driven strategies that contribute to 
the prevention or resolution of gender-based violence—as well as exclusionary ele-
ments—barriers that reproduce or exacerbate violence and inequality (Gómez et al., 
2011; Vidu et al., 2014). Transcripts were coded manually using a combination of 
inductive and deductive strategies, which allowed themes to emerge from the data 
while being guided by prior research on gender-based violence in ethnic minority 
communities (Baird et al., 2022; Braun & Clarke, 2006). Coding was conducted by 
two researchers who worked independently at first and then collaboratively refined 
the coding structure. Any discrepancies in interpretation were discussed and resolved 
through dialogue, in keeping with the CM emphasis on co-interpretation and shared 
meaning-making.

We conducted a reflexive thematic analysis (RTA). In line with RTA’s interpre-
tive orientation, we did not quantify “theme prevalence.” In purposive, information-
power–driven samples, counting codes or mentions neither signals importance nor 
supports statistical generalization; in RTA, themes are valued for their analytic con-
tribution, coherence, and explanatory power, not their frequency (Braun & Clarke, 
2019, 2021; Malterud et al., 2016). Accordingly, rather than report counts, we dem-
onstrate robustness by (a) showing breadth—whether patterns cut across Roma 
women, elders, and practitioners; (b) attending to convergence, divergence, and devi-
ant cases; and (c) offering thick description with illustrative extracts. Transparency 
and trustworthiness were strengthened through reflexive memoing, an audit trail, 
collaborative coding discussions, and Advisory Board triangulation. This approach 
avoids implying unwarranted generalizability from a non-probabilistic sample while 
remaining faithful to RTA’s epistemology.

The final thematic map identified three overarching community-based strategies:
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Code Technique Role Profile
Prof_1 Interview Roma 

mediator
11 years working at a Roma Association, 3 years at a 
woman association, and another 3 in a shelter. Works 
periodically with more than 80 Roma women, run-
ning support and training groups. She is Roma, and 
given the trust built, it is common for women experi-
encing gender-based violence (GBV) to approach her 
to share their situation and seek help.

Prof_2 Interview Gender Equal-
ity Officer, 
Program for 
the Equal-
ity of Roma 
Women

2 years heading this service. Previously, 5 years at 
Social Services and at the Employment, Housing 
and Literacy Service of a Roma Association. She is 
a Roma woman; through the service she manages, 
she conducts the first interview with Roma women 
seeking help for GBV issues.

Prof_3 Interview Police officer Non-Roma. Reported no training in GBV or on the 
Roma community.

Prof_4 Interview Social support 
officer

Roma woman who supports Roma women victims of 
GBV through the service. Reported several institu-
tional trainings on GBV.

Prof_5 Interview Care and 
training 
professional

Non-Roma GBV expert. The organization generally 
works with any women who approach it, although 
few Roma women have done so.

Prof_6 Interview Women’s 
support and 
counseling 
professional

GBV expert and president of the municipality’s 
Gender-Based Violence Commission.

Ent_1.1_Entr Interview Director Roma woman, approximately 40 years old. Her 
training on GBV in the Roma community has mainly 
consisted of online empowerment workshops, em-
powerment courses, gender equality officer courses, 
and prevention and awareness workshops on GBV. 
In 2018–2019 she attended classes in the Master’s 
program on equality between men and women at the 
University of the Basque Country.

Ent_1.2_Entr Interview Association 
social worker

Roma woman. 7 years as a social mediator at the As-
sociation. Leads women’s groups for empowerment, 
self-esteem, etc.

Ent_1.3_Entr Interview Roma 
mediator

Roma woman. Member of the Association. 55 years 
old. Over 15 years collaborating with the Association

Ent_1.1_GD Group 
discussion

Roma 
mediator

Roma woman. 40 years old. Recently affiliated. 
(Mediator 1).

Ent_1.2_GD Group 
discussion

Roma 
mediator

Roma woman. 40 years old. Recently affiliated. 
(Mediator 2).

Ent_1.3_GD Group 
discussion

Participant 
in a Roma 
association

Roma woman. 20 years old. Connected to the as-
sociation for 2 years.

Ent_1.4_GD Group 
discussion

Roma 
mediator

Roma woman. 50 years old. Pastor of the congrega-
tion. More than 30 years collaborating with the Asso-
ciation. (Mediator 3).

Ent_1.5_GD Group 
discussion

Roma 
mediator

Roma woman. 50 years old. 8 years collaborating 
with the organization and working in its activities. 
(Mediator 4).

Ent_1.6_GD Group 
discussion

Social worker Roma woman. One and a half years working with 
Roma women at the Association.

Table 1  Profile of the participants
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1.	 The unwritten inter-family pact to prevent and sanction violence;
2.	 Community mediation as an alternative to formal legal mechanisms;
3.	 Women’s solidarity networks, including the role of older women and 

mothers-in-law.

Each of these themes encapsulates a range of practices and meanings that were care-
fully analyzed to uncover their protective functions, limitations, and implications for 
policy and intervention.

This analytical process not only produced descriptive categories but aimed to 
generate actionable knowledge that could be integrated into culturally responsive 
interventions and service provision. In line with both CM and CBPR, the emphasis 
remained on identifying forms of agency and resistance within the Roma community 
that are often overlooked in mainstream research and policy approaches.

Code Technique Role Profile
Ent_2.1_Entr Interview Association 

president
Roma woman, 40 years old. Involved since the As-
sociation’s inception.

Ent_2.2_Entr Interview Association 
program 
officer

Roma woman, 24 years old. 1 year as a volunteer 
and later engaged as the Association’s facilitator.

Ent_2.3_Entr Interview Participant 
in a Roma 
association

Roma woman, 50 years old. Has known the Associa-
tion for more than 3 years and participates in its 
activities.

Ent_2.4_Entr Interview Participant 
in a Roma 
association

Roma woman, 30 years old. Trained in the Associa-
tion’s school lunch monitor course.

Ent_2.5_Entr Interview Participant 
in a Roma 
association

Roma woman, 30 years old. Trained in the Associa-
tion’s school lunch monitor course. Has participated 
in the Association’s activities for 10 years.

Com_1M_2M Communi-
cative life 
story

Roma women 
victims of 
violence

Mother and daughter; both survivors of GBV (counts 
as 2 participants).

COM_1H Communi-
cative life 
story

Respected 
Roma man

Roma man. Pastor of the Evangelical Church.

COM_2H Communi-
cative life 
story

Roma man Roma man.

COM_3H Communi-
cative life 
story

Roma man Roma man.

COM_3M Communi-
cative life 
story

Roma woman Roma woman.

COM_4M Communi-
cative life 
story

Roma woman Roma woman.

COM_4H Communi-
cative life 
story

Roma man Roma man.

Table 1  (continued) 
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Ethical Considerations

The study was approved by the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation (Span-
ish National R&D&I Program Addressing Societal Challenges 2015) and complies 
with national regulations on research ethics and data protection. All participants were 
invited to voluntarily take part in the research and provided written informed consent. 
The consent form clearly explained the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature 
of participation, and the right to withdraw at any time without consequence. It also 
detailed that Communicative Life Story would be audio-recorded and transcribed for 
analysis and subsequent dissemination through articles and reports, always ensuring 
participants’ confidentiality and data protection in accordance with legal and ethical 
standards.

A key component of the CM and CBPR framework was the establishment of 
an Advisory Board (AB). The AB was composed of Roma and non-Roma women, 
including leaders of Roma organizations, researchers, and practitioners with exten-
sive experience in GBV prevention. This board provided input during the study 
design phase, validated the interview protocol, reviewed emerging findings and 
ensured the cultural sensitivity, scientific robustness, and ethical soundness of the 
research process and conclusions.

Results

We present three interconnected themes that describe how Roma communities 
mobilize culturally embedded mechanisms to prevent and respond to GBV: (1) the 
unwritten pact between families, (2) community mediation, and (3) solidarity among 
women, including the pivotal role of the mother-in-law. Each strategy is described 
below.

The Unwritten Pact Between Families as a Mechanism for Collective Prevention

Family networks are a fundamental source of protection in Roma communities, play-
ing a central role not only in everyday life but also in resolving serious issues such 
as GBV. When a Roma couple becomes engaged, it is customary to hold a formal 
gathering that includes family elders and other respected figures, whose presence 
legitimizes the commitment between the families. Beyond celebration, participants 
describe this moment as the origin of a socially binding understanding that frames 
GBV not as a private issue but as a matter in which both families are accountable.

In practice, this pact tends to operate through family meetings convened by 
respected figures, close monitoring by relatives, and decisions that are socially 
enforceable; however, we do not present these as a fixed sequence, since cases vary.

When a Roma couple gets engaged, it is usual to celebrate a marriage proposal 
where relatives participate and where people of respect have a prominent role in 
the public formalization of the commitment. This engagement ceremony marks a 
verbal, though unofficial, pact between families, who take joint responsibility for 
the couple’s well-being. If violence is detected, the victim’s family may invoke this 
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pact and demand accountability from the aggressor’s family. When safety cannot be 
ensured, the woman is supported in leaving the relationship and returning to her fam-
ily with her children.

“When a marriage breaks down, the elders convene a family meeting… and it 
is declared that the marriage is over.” (Com_4M).

Family intervention functions as a deterrent, where the shared concern of multiple 
relatives exerts pressure on the perpetrator. The fact that violence becomes a matter 
of public concern within the family breaks the isolation typically associated with 
intimate partner violence. These pacts are grounded in moral authority and cultural 
legitimacy, often more effective than formal interventions perceived as disconnected 
or distrusting. Rather than seen as a substitute for institutional services, these pacts 
function as a first line of defense that enables prevention and early containment. 
Besides parents, the whole family intervenes if something happens, and the role of 
the elders is crucial.

In this way, they establish a relationship between the families and a verbal com-
mitment that obliges them to ensure the couple’s well-being and intervene in the 
event of detecting a threat to that well-being. For example, faced with a case of 
gender violence, the victim’s family can claim against the aggressor’s family the 
violation of this unwritten pact if an episode of violence occurs. On the other hand, 
suppose the well-being and safety of the woman are not guaranteed. In that case, the 
relationship does not have to continue, and the victim’s family can mediate so that 
she separates from the aggressor and returns to her family with her children.

“Unwritten but deep-rooted commitment, it may lead to major conflicts between 
families if a man has mistreated a woman. The victim’s family comes to her 
defense, and if the other family does not want to admit it, they have problems, 
and the woman automatically returns home (parents”) (Com_1H).

Women in the family are often the first to detect abuse and seek solutions. In many 
cases, mediation is led by the victim’s mother and is not necessarily aimed at main-
taining the relationship, but rather at organizing separation and childcare arrange-
ments. At that time, the women themselves seek mechanisms to end this situation. In 
this sense, family mediation is one of the main ways. The victim’s parents can meet 
the aggressor and their parents to discover and stop the situation of violence. The 
mediation can be led directly by the victim’s mother and does not have to be aimed 
at maintaining the couple’s relationship; instead, it can be focused on managing the 
separation and sharing the children.

“I tell my daughters not to put up with a man mistreating them at all. You are 
not orphans, you have a father and you have a mother. The day a man lays his 
hand on you, you take your things, your children, and you come. I have put 
up with it, my mother has put up with it, they don’t have to put up with it.” 
(Ent_1.3).
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As mentioned, we have seen with community and associations interviews family 
pacts go first, as has been also confirmed by professionals: “The first approach is 
within the family… to avoid problems for her family. That is their main approach.” 
(Prof_2).

Across accounts from Roma women, mediators, and “Roma of respect,” the 
unwritten inter-family pact surfaced as a culturally legitimate mechanism for early 
detection, rapid de-escalation, and, where necessary, organized separation. Its protec-
tive value lies in making the couple’s well-being a collective responsibility, thereby 
widening the circle of accountability beyond the aggressor. At the same time, partici-
pants underscored limits: the pact’s effectiveness depends on the aggressor’s family 
acknowledging and acting on the breach; when that recognition is absent, women 
rely on their natal families to exit the relationship or ultimately consider formal ser-
vices. This pattern complements scholarship that foregrounds community agency and 
culturally embedded safeguards, while cautioning against cultural determinism.

Taken together, the pact functions as a culturally legitimate first line of protec-
tion that can either contain risk quickly or escalate the matter to broader community 
mechanisms. Its efficacy appears contingent on inter-family cooperation and on the 
ability of respected women to intervene early. When cooperation fails or violence 
escalates, cases typically move toward community mediation (Section “Community 
Mediation”) or into formal services. This sequencing helps explain why some situa-
tions are resolved without formal complaints while still reflecting a clear normative 
rejection of GBV.

Community Mediation

Beyond dispute resolution, community mediation in our sample operates as a cultur-
ally legitimated early-warning and accountability mechanism, typically mobilized 
before (and sometimes instead of) formal reporting. Anchored in the authority of 
respected elders and in the inter-family pact, it can produce enforceable social sanc-
tions—from public reprimand to temporary banishment—while organizing practical 
safety steps. At the same time, its protective capacity is contingent: when kin sup-
port is fragmented or the aggressor’s family is non-compliant, mediation may delay 
recourse to state protection and expose women to retaliation.

Community mediation is typically carried out by respected elders who uphold 
Roma values and are known for bringing peace to conflicts. Outcomes depend on 
whether the couple remains together or separates, and measures are tailored to the 
circumstances. Analytically, mediation channels collective agency into concrete 
safety planning (e.g., negotiated separations, childcare arrangements) while preserv-
ing inter-family peace; however, it is not a substitute for risk assessment, evidence 
preservation, or legal remedies. Mediation is sought by both families and rests on 
mutual agreement to respect the decisions reached. While not limited to violent situ-
ations, it is frequently used to resolve disagreements before they escalate. Its effec-
tiveness hinges on compliance: sanctions “work” because non-compliance carries 
reputational costs across dense kin networks—precisely what also explains uneven 
outcomes across cases.
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In such situations, Roma women may turn to elders or the broader community for 
support—especially if the aggressor’s family fails to act. Several participants framed 
GBV as morally unacceptable within community codes, but emphasized that the path 
to protection depends on whether the aggressor’s family assumes responsibility.

Linked to the unwritten inter-family pact, mediation decisions can entail conse-
quences for breach (e.g., restricting contact with children or, in serious cases, banish-
ment). Where relatives enable or fail to prevent abuse, sanctions may extend to them. 
In practice, these measures function as community-level deterrents that protect the 
woman’s immediate safety and incentivize family-side intervention.

This encourages family responsibility for prevention and timely intervention. Yet 
when this responsibility fails, participants stressed the need to “switch tracks” to 
statutory options without incurring penalties in welfare or credibility: " The figure 
of mediators (respected Roma) is very positive. They are called when the family 
cannot mediate, and they achieve what neither the police nor any other authority can 
achieve. Their aim is that there is peace.” (Com_4H).

When intervention by the woman’s family or the aggressor’s family fails, formal 
resources are used:

“When a woman seeks outside help, it is because she does not have the sup-
port of her husband’s family or her own family. That’s when she looks a little 
helpless. Maybe his own family is far away or the relationship is not good or 
because the man’s family does not want to respond for various reasons. That is 
when women contemplate the possibility of resorting to the general resources 
of society.” (Ent_1.2_Entr).

This marks a typical transition point: where kin support is absent or exhausted, 
women look outward to formal services; where mediation achieves separation and 
safety, some women prefer to remain within community pathways.

However, this reliance on community resolution may also delay or prevent formal 
legal action. Some professionals highlight the need for protection mechanisms that 
do not require legal complaints, as many women are afraid of repercussions within 
their family networks.

Participants described community-led mediation as a first-line response that is 
both value-driven and outcomes-oriented (reconciliation or separation), typically 
convened by respected elders whose legitimacy facilitates compliance. The breadth 
of these accounts—spanning Roma elders, mediators, and practitioners—suggests 
mediation is routinely activated before formal pathways are considered. Yet inter-
viewees also identified boundary conditions: in ongoing or severe abuse, mediation 
may unintentionally prolong exposure if not coupled with culturally coordinated 
routes to protection. Divergent accounts are informative here: while some saw medi-
ation as decisive (including sanctions such as restricted contact or, in extreme cases, 
banishment), others emphasized that lack of coordination with official services and 
pressure to file a complaint can alienate victims. Together, these narratives point to 
the need for bridging mechanisms that preserve the community’s conflict-resolution 
role while ensuring timely access to legal safeguards when risk escalates.
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“Many women say, ‘My family is already supporting me. We’ve already sepa-
rated, and respected Roma have intervened, but my social worker keeps insist-
ing I file a complaint or I’ll lose my minimum income. There are so many 
barriers.” (Prof_2).

These testimonies point to a sensitive interface with institutions: requirements tightly 
linked to legal complaints can collide with culturally legitimate resolutions, generat-
ing hesitation or delays in help-seeking even when safety has been secured through 
mediation. Overall, the data portray mediation as a proximate, legitimate, and rapid 
response with clear limits; designing smooth hand-offs to formal protection when 
risk is high or kin support fails emerges as a practical necessity.

Solidarity Between Women and the Role of the Mother-in-Law

Mutual support among Roma women is a key protective factor. When a potential case 
of violence is detected, women often gather around the victim, offering emotional 
support and a safe space where she may choose to disclose her situation. Dialogue is 
highly valued in Roma culture, serving as a tool to help break the silence. Participants 
described these women’s circles as a low-threshold, proximity-based safety net that 
provides immediate containment (staying close, accompanying the woman outside 
the home), practical problem-solving (childcare, safe lodging, escorting to trusted 
relatives), and continuous monitoring of risk. This collective presence reduces iso-
lation—a known amplifier of danger—and helps the victim articulate boundaries 
before conflicts escalate.

“Roma women support each other a lot. If someone is going through some-
thing, we go to her house, see what she needs, maybe take her out. We stay 
close because you never know about the abuser.” (Com_1M).

In our data, this “staying close” operates as everyday safeguarding: it normalizes 
seeking help within kin networks, lowers the emotional cost of disclosure, and cre-
ates room for safer decisions (e.g., planning separation) without immediate exposure 
to inter-family confrontation.

Participants portrayed these actions as protective tactics deeply embedded in 
everyday relationships.” A friend helped me leave him. She didn’t judge me, just told 
me: ‘You’re worth more than that.’ That gave me strength.” (Com_4M). Such exam-
ples reveal that female solidarity builds emotional resilience and enables resistance, 
especially when institutional trust is low. These networks also provide the emotional 
validation that is often missing from formal services.

Elder women are especially respected, and their interventions are culturally legiti-
mized. When they detect abuse, they can directly confront the aggressor. Ignoring 
or disrespecting them is highly frowned upon, as it violates community codes of 
respect. Interviewees stressed that this authority grants older women standing to set 
non-negotiable limits (“this must stop”), to summon relatives from both sides, and 
to activate further steps if necessary. One participant contrasted an intervention that 
halted a Roma aggressor—who complied out of respect for elders—with a similar 
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attempt involving a non-Roma aggressor, where her authority was not recognized; 
this contrast underscores how communal norms legitimize decisive action and can 
interrupt violence quickly within Roma settings. Women’s solidarity emerged as 
an early-warning and containment layer: female relatives and neighbors create safe 
proximity, sustain daily check-ins, and encourage disclosure without forcing pace—
practices that participants linked to Roma norms of dialogue and mutual care. This 
solidarity was reported by Roma women and mediators alike, indicating cross-role 
breadth.

One of the interviewees highlighted that, despite the interventions are more com-
mons among the older ones, “Daughters also stand up for their mothers. I’ve seen 
girls confront the father and tell him to stop.” (Com_3M).

This quote reveals how intergenerational solidarity among women can generate 
protective dynamics, especially when younger generations internalize zero tolerance 
discourses and intervene to support their mothers.

Among these figures, the mother-in-law holds a particularly influential role. Fol-
lowing marriage, ties with in-laws grow stronger, and younger couples often rely on 
them for guidance. The mother-in-law can detect and address conflicts early, and if 
needed, she has the legitimacy to reprimand her son or call for family intervention. 
Accounts depicted the mother-in-law as an ambivalent figure: in many narratives she 
is a protective gatekeeper who can discipline her son and mobilize family support for 
the woman; in others, she may reproduce harmful norms, discouraging external help 
or minimizing non-physical abuse. Recognizing this ambivalence is analytically use-
ful: it suggests that engaging mothers-in-law within culturally attuned programming 
could convert a variable influence into a consistently protective one, while avoiding 
simplistic portrayals of either ‘ally’ or ‘obstacle’. Because of her everyday prox-
imity to the couple, she is often the earliest detector of control, jealousy, or verbal 
aggression, and can mobilize kin resources before harm escalates. When aligned with 
the victim’s safety, her gatekeeping accelerates protective actions (temporary sepa-
ration, childcare arrangements, convening elders). Participants also acknowledged 
variation: where a mother-in-law minimizes abuse or prioritizes family cohesion over 
safety, progress stalls and cases more frequently require escalation to respected elders 
or formal services.

This early intervention can prevent the need for community mediation, which 
often results in more serious consequences. As one Roma association leader noted:

“The mother-in-law plays a fundamental role—both in supporting the couple 
and addressing challenges. That’s why our role as mediators is to work with 
mothers-in-law, with women, and with the community—to ensure that every-
one has a point of support, and that support is us.” (Ent_2.1_Entr).

Overall, the pathway that emerges from the testimonies is sequential: women’s soli-
darity creates immediate safety and disclosure; mothers-in-law act as privileged bro-
kers to resolve or escalate; and, if risk persists or cooperation fails, cases move to 
community mediation or to formal resources. This sequencing helps explain why 
some survivors prefer community routes initially while still reflecting a clear nor-
mative rejection of GBV and a readiness to involve institutions when communal 
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mechanisms reach their limits. Taken together, women’s solidarity and the strategi-
cally engaged role of elder women operate as informal, proximal safeguards that 
can complement—rather than substitute for—formal services when coordination and 
trust are in place.

Discussion of the Results

The aim of this study was to identify and analyze intra-community strategies acti-
vated by the Roma population to prevent and address gender-based violence (GBV), 
as well as to explore their potential for integration into institutional interventions 
without eroding cultural identity. The findings highlight three key pillars—unwrit-
ten inter-family pacts, community mediation, and female solidarity networks—that 
challenge dominant deficit-based narratives about the Roma community and reveal 
internal social capital that, under specific conditions, can play a crucial role in the 
protection of women.

These intra-community strategies contest the widespread academic perception that 
Roma communities are passive or tolerant in the face of GBV. On the contrary, our 
findings illustrate that Roma families and community structures play a central role 
both in prevention and response. Collective organization within the community—
based on a strong sense of belonging, respect for elders, and well-established female 
solidarity networks—legitimizes the active involvement of multiple agents in the 
detection and resolution of cases. This shared responsibility for ensuring women’s 
safety and non-violence in intimate relationships is not new: it constitutes a historical 
mechanism that has enabled Roma communities to survive centuries of persecution 
and exclusion (Duque et al., 2023).

The unwritten inter-family pact, which is activated once a couple formalizes their 
relationship, implies that both families assume joint responsibility for the well-being 
of their members. Breaching this pact may lead to community sanctions, including, 
in more severe cases, the expulsion of the aggressor. Rather than a punitive measure, 
this expulsion is conceived as a protective strategy for the victim, aimed at avoiding 
continued exposure to violence and reducing the risk of retaliation. Recent findings 
from Romania and Slovakia reveal similar family-based pacts that act as a first filter 
for conflict resolution and the protection of women (Bojinca, 2020). This mechanism 
is interpreted here as a form of cultural resilience (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008; Lopez, 
2019), though its effectiveness may be limited by family disputes, internal power 
dynamics, or the tendency to minimize non-physical forms of violence, as noted by 
Duque et al. (2023)..

Community mediation represents another key strategy, deeply rooted in Roma tra-
ditions and documented in Spain (Duque et al., 2023). It is carried out by legitimized 
figures such as respected elders, seasoned mediators, or community leaders, who may 
intervene on their own initiative or at the request of the parties involved. This process 
aims not only to halt the violence but also to preserve family harmony and avoid 
inter-family conflict, while ensuring accountability from the aggressor—and when 
necessary, their family. However, recent studies warn of potential risks: delays in 
reporting, superficial agreements, or pressure on the victim to avoid formal services 
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(Burman & Chantler, 2005; Duque et al., 2023). These dilemmas point to the need 
for hybrid models in which community mediators work in close collaboration with 
public services, thereby reducing institutional mistrust and facilitating safe referrals 
(Jara Gómez, 2021).

Female solidarity networks emerge as a third essential pillar, consistent with 
recent studies on female leadership and GBV prevention in Roma communities (Jara 
Gómez, 2021; Valls et al., 2023). Women in the immediate environment—neighbors, 
friends, relatives—are often the first to detect signs of abuse and receive the vic-
tim’s disclosure. These networks may activate community mechanisms or intervene 
directly, especially when backed by respected elder women whose cultural authority 
legitimizes confrontation with the aggressor. A particularly notable case is the role 
of the mother-in-law who, due to her close relationship with both the victim and the 
abusive son, may mediate, de-escalate conflict, and coordinate a family response 
before broader intervention is necessary. This finding, rarely documented in the liter-
ature, suggests that empowering and training such figures could be key to reinforcing 
community-based protection (Bojinca, 2020; Valls, 2023 Duque et al., 2023).

A transversal element across all these strategies is the protection of those who sup-
port victims, often referred to as “second-order victims.” Recent literature (Duque et 
al., 2023) confirms that community rejection of retaliation against those who inter-
vene on behalf of women strengthens the willingness to act early. However, these 
protective dynamics remain largely invisible or misinterpreted, as some studies con-
tinue to frame Roma social networks as mechanisms that exacerbate victimization 
(Raghavan et al., 2009), overlooking their roles in containment and prevention.

Nonetheless, these strategies are not always sufficient to address a problem as 
complex and widespread as GBV. Research shows that Roma women rarely turn to 
official services—not due to an absence of violence, but because of the systemic bar-
riers that hinder access (Duque et al., 2023). As Erickson (2017) warns, stereotypes 
may lead professionals to delegate case resolution to the community itself or, worse, 
treat victims with suspicion or discrimination. This generates a perception of two 
parallel and incompatible support systems—community-based and institutional—
forcing victims to choose between them. Bridging this divide requires embedding 
official services within the community so they are perceived as close and trustworthy, 
fostering collaboration and mutual recognition (Burman & Chantler, 2005; Valls et 
al., 2023).

The practical implications of these findings are clear. The identified transforma-
tive elements can serve as entry points for designing culturally adapted interven-
tions, avoiding the framing of Roma practices as obstacles. Examples include the 
development of legal services within the community to facilitate access to the justice 
system (DePrince et al., 2012), the strengthening of alliances between community 
and external services to cover basic needs such as childcare or job training (Lipsky et 
al., 2012), and the implementation of community health workers who, in addition to 
providing culturally relevant health education, can directly support GBV survivors.

Taken together, the findings support the relevance of an intersectional approach 
(Crenshaw, 1989; Nixon & Humphreys, 2010) and the value of participatory method-
ologies such as Communicative Methodology and CBPR for accessing situated and 
culturally relevant knowledge (George et al., 2021; Wallerstein et al., ). Public poli-
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cies must move beyond the binary of internal vs. external mechanisms, recognize and 
build on existing community resources, and ensure that professionals working with 
Roma women in GBV contexts are trained in cultural competence. These findings 
invite a rethinking of how research and public policy approach gender-based violence 
in Roma communities. Recognizing the existence of internal protective mechanisms 
does not mean replacing institutional responses, but rather integrating them into an 
architecture of intervention that combines the best of both systems. This approach 
would not only reduce access barriers and institutional mistrust, but also contribute to 
strengthening community agency and respect for cultural identity. From an academic 
perspective, these results offer evidence for a shift in focus: from deficit- or stigma-
based frameworks to asset-based and collective-capacity models, fostering a more 
nuanced and comprehensive understanding of GBV prevention and intervention in 
culturally diverse contexts.

Conclusions

Taken together, our findings respond directly to the research questions. Regarding 
RQ1, we identified three intra-community strategies that operate as immediate, legiti-
mate responses to GBV: (i) an inter-family pact that distributes responsibility for the 
couple’s well-being and enables rapid mobilization and the imposition of social sanc-
tions; (ii) community mediation led by respected elders, which functions as an early 
warning and accountability mechanism, often organizing separation processes and 
practical safety measures; and (iii) female solidarity networks—including the role of 
mothers-in-law as watchful and protective figures—that detect risk early and shield 
survivors through proximity and moral authority (see Sections “The Unwritten Pact 
Between Families as a Mechanism for Collective Prevention”, “Community Media-
tion”, and “Solidarity Between Women and the Role of the Mother-in-Law”).

Regarding RQ2, the data suggest concrete pathways for respectful integration 
with formal systems: co-management of cases with recognized community media-
tors; protection protocols not conditioned on formal complaints and accompanied 
by phased preservation of evidence; culturally competent risk assessments that treat 
compliance by in-laws as a variable rather than an assumption; and warm referrals 
from mediation to statutory protection services when risk escalates. These measures 
directly address the barriers reported by participants (pressure to file complaints, pen-
alties in social benefits, weak institutional coordination), while leveraging the speed, 
trust, and accountability inherent to intra-community action. In line with CBPR-
related approaches documented in other minoritized contexts, this bridge preserves 
community agency without Romanticizing it, and strengthens the timeliness, safety, 
and legitimacy of interventions.

The study’s main contribution is to show that these culturally rooted resources, 
with built-in social enforceability, can serve as strategic allies of public policy when 
articulated without eroding Roma identity and aligned with participatory frameworks 
(CM/CBPR).

Based on the findings, we propose four implications for practice and policy:
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	● Formal case co-management channels with mediators and respected elders, in-
cluding “warm referral” protocols from community mediation to statutory re-
sources when risk increases.

	● Protection pathways not conditioned on formal complaints, alongside protocols 
for phased evidence preservation and culturally competent risk assessment (treat-
ing in-law compliance as a variable, not a given).

	● Structured training in cultural competence for health, social, and justice profes-
sionals, co-designed with Roma agents.

	● Programs that strengthen female networks (early detection, safety, referral), 
without overly institutionalizing them or displacing their community-based le-
gitimacy.

Some limitations of this study are apparent. First, the non-probabilistic qualitative 
sample herein used (N = 28) limits the generalisability of findings. The results pre-
sented here should therefore be framed as contextually grounded rather than statis-
tically representative, with transferability dependent on specific local contexts and 
Roma sub-groups. Second, though the triangulation of data sources-professionals, 
associations, and community members-has enriched the analytical depth of this study, 
future research might extend to other territories and also incorporate cross-national 
comparative designs. Third, further studies may use longitudinal or mixed-method 
approaches as a way to track how community-led strategies against GBV evolve 
over time. Further work will need to broaden the range of sites and subgroups studied 
while retaining the CM/CBPR orientation that underpins this research.

In any case, this being a qualitative study, our goal is not one of statistical gener-
alization but rather one of providing empirical evidence that contributes to ongoing 
debates and highlights four key implications for the stakeholders involved. This arti-
cle ultimately decenters deficit-oriented narratives, documents internally developed 
protective mechanisms, and offers concrete steps that can be taken to strengthen the 
bridges between community members and institutional guarantees.
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