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Forced marriage is a multifaceted phenomenon encompassing sev-
eral intersecting factors that relate to situations in which individu-
als are compelled to marry or stay married against their will. Forced
marriage is widely recognized as a violation of human rights and in
particular as a form of gender-based violence and honour-based vio-
lence. The harms and negative consequences of forced marriages are
multifold and challenge many service providers as well as the crimi-
nal justice system.

This report outlines the concrete challenges, factors and con-
cepts that must be addressed when developing effective responses to
tackle forced marriages and providing support to victims and persons
affected. It is targeted towards various professionals and practitioners
who may encounter victims of forced marriage or persons, families or
communities affected by the phenomenon in their line of work. The
content is based on a desk review of academic and other relevant liter-
ature, as well information collected by the EASY project partners: the
European Institute for Crime Prevention and Control, affiliated with
the United Nations (HEUNI), University of Lleida (Spain), Associacié

Valentes I Acompanyades (Spain), SOLWODI (Germany), and the Im-

migrant Council of Ireland, to identify approaches that have relevance
in the development of effective and victim-centred interventions for
victims of forced marriages.

The best practices were collected mainly via semi-structured
(individual or group) interviews with experts and/or survivors, that




T All interviewees partici-
pated voluntarily and filled
out a consent form, where
details such as the use of
the interview data were
described. The interviews
were recorded, transcribed,
and analyzed with the help
of Nvivo software.

2 A total of seven interviews
were conducted in Finland,
but most were group
interviews with 2—-4 people,
which explains the higher
number of interviewees.
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were based on a shared interview framework. The interviews were
conducted in the summer and autumn of 2023." The experts inter-
viewed included, e.g., NGO representatives and counsellors working
with topics related to forced marriage, migrant women’s rights, hon-
or-based violence and human trafficking, shelter/residential coun-
sellors, government officials and policymakers, and law enforcement
authorities from Finland, Germany, Ireland, and Catalonia (Spain).
The survivors interviewed included, e.g., victim-survivors who work
as mentors and/or had been supported by the interviewing organisa-
tion. Throughout the report there are quotes from the interviews to
demonstrate the challenges, experiences and solutions identified.

Finland Germany Ireland Spain Total
Experts interviewed 14* 4 5 6 29
Survivors interviewed - 2 - 2 4

Table 1. Number of persons interviewed to collect best practices by each country

and in total.

The best practices collected were also shared and discussed with part-
ners in a best practice workshop hosted by SOLWODI in Bonn, Ger-
many on 20-21 November 2023. Each partner identified 4-8 best
practices with a focus on themes such as proactive methods to iden-
tify victims, engaging with persons from impacted communities and
reducing the risk of forced marriage; ways to support and assist vic-
tims; training and awareness-raising activities targeting professionals;
multi-agency collaboration at local, national and international levels;
and municipal, regional or national strategies to tackle or address hon-
or-related violence and/or forced marriages. Ten of the collected best
practices were selected and summarised for this publication.
Moreover, in early 2024, the EASY project partners launched a
legislative overview which presents the results of comparative desk re-
search on the legal approach to forced marriage in Germany, Finland,
Ireland and Spain (Villacampa and Salat 2023). Therefore, this report

does not cover legislative frameworks and procedures in place in the
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four countries to address forced marriages and to protect the victims
as they are covered in detail in the legislative overview. The two reports
are complimentary. The ultimate aim of the EASY project is to enhance
support for victims/survivors of forced marriage and strengthen the
work against forced marriage in the four partner countries.

n


https://heuni.fi/-/legal-approaches-to-forced-marriage#6e81e406
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Forced marriage is any marriage entered
without one or both partners' full or free

consent and/or a marriage which one or

both parties cannot end or leave from,
and it may involve coercion or intensive

societal or family pressure.

Human trafficking is a crime in which the
perpetrator takes advantage of the vic-
tim's dependent status or insecure state
to lead them into forced labour, sexu-
al exploitation, forced marriage, forced
begging or criminality, illegal adoption, or
the removal of organs.

Gender-based violence (GBV) is violence
directed at persons because of their gen-
der or violence that disproportionally af-
fects persons of a particular gender. Ex-
amples of GBV include domestic violence,

sexual harassment, and forced marriage.

Honor-based violence is violence di-
rected at a member of the immediate
or extended family or close communi-
ty, perpetuated to preserve or restore the
“honor” of the family.

Harmful practices are practices involv-
ing women and girls that are grounded in
discrimination based on e.g., sex, gender,
or age and are often justified by invoking
sociocultural and religious customs and
values, as well as misconceptions related
to some disadvantaged groups of wom-
en and girls.

Continuum of violence, a concept devel-
oped by Liz Kelly (1988), refers to violence
(against women) as a normative, every-
day practice, instead of focusing on sin-
gle, severe acts of violence. The contin-
uum or spectrum ranges from behaviors
such as misogynist jokes on one end to
grave instances of violence on the other.
Anitha and Gill (2009) have used the con-
cept to refer to consent and coercion in
marriage as “two ends of a continuum,
between which lie degrees of socio-cul-
tural expectation, control, persuasion,
pressure, threat and force”.

Victim/survivor/person affected/person
at risk are some of the terms that may
be used to describe a person who has
experienced or is in threat of experienc-
ing a crime. The term ‘victim' is the sub-
ject of some controversy in the discussion
on people subjected to violent crimes.
In this report we refer mainly to victims
to denote people who are victims of a
crime in a legal and moral sense, and to
whom the crime has had very concrete
consequences in terms of their needs.
The alternative term ‘survivor' is not al-
ways fitting and may even cloud the re-
alities such persons face. However, we re-
fer to survivor interviews, as persons who
agreed to be interviewed can be seen as
having survived their experience of forced

marriage.
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This part examines the definitions and
manifestations of forced marriage, the role of family
and relatives, and how consent and coercion are at

the core of the phenomenon.
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1. Defining forced marriage

There is no internationally agreed-upon unequivocal definition of
forced marriage per se, but it can be described as a situation where
amarriage is entered into without the free and full consent of one or
both parties because of threats, deception and/or coercion (European
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights FRA 2014). Such coercion can
range from physical violence to various forms of psychological, finan-
cial, or emotional pressure, most often perpetrated by family mem-
bers or relatives of the victim.

In the 2014 the United Nations General Assembly declared that
forced marriage is a harmful practice that violates human rights and
is linked to other harmful practices and human rights violations and
that such violations have a disproportionately negative impact on
women (UN General Assembly 2015). In fact, the right to a ‘free and
full’ consent to a marriage is recognized in the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights (UDHR) (Article 16). Moreover, it is recognized
that consent cannot be ‘free and full’ when one of the parties involved
is not sufficiently mature to make an informed decision about a life
partner. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrim-
ination against Women (CEDAW), adopted in 1979, also states that
men and women should have the same right to enter a marriage, free-
ly choose a spouse and have the same rights and responsibilities during
marriage and at its dissolution. It also condemns child marriage.

Following a broad definition, even initially consensual mar-
riage can turn into forced marriage. If one of the spouses is unable to
break away from the marriage due to pressure from their families or
relatives in the form of threats, coercion or force, it may be a case of
forced marriage or trafficking for the purpose of forced marriage (UN-
ODC 2020, 70).

Chantler & McCarry (2020, 91) and Hong (2020) suggest that
forced marriage should be understood as a process and a behavior-
al pattern rather than as a single event, including cases where per-
sons have not yet been forced to marriage but are at risk of becoming
forced. Indeed, exertion of physical force is not needed for a case to
qualify as forced marriage. When the control is not physical, the vic-
tim may not be aware of their own situation at the time of abuse or
may consider it completely normal.
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2. Who are the victims of
forced marriage?

Various factors and root causes, such as poverty, social exclusion, pa-
triarchal relations, unequal power distribution, control over women’s
bodies and sexuality, gender stereotypes, prejudice, and the women’s
economic dependence can elevate the risk of forced marriages (e.g.,
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights FRA 2014; Nation-
al Rapporteur on Trafficking in Human Beings and Sexual Violence
against Children 2016; Térm3, Tuokkola, and Hurtig 2013).
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Various vulnerabilities are intrinsically linked to cases of forced mar-
riage (Askola 2018; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights
FRA 2014; Quek 2018). For example, for young people with a refu-
gee background and newly immigrated to the country, vulnerability
can mean limited knowledge of the country’s legal system and avail-
able options, fear and distrust of the authorities, low socio-econom-
ic status, limited language skills and social networks, as well as previ-
ous experiences of racism and discrimination (e.g., Askola 2018; Hong
2020).

Looking at victims of forced marriages through an intersec-
tional approach (Crenshaw, 1991), it is possible to see how different
aspects such as gender, age, class and migration status as well vari-
ous inequalities at different levels intersect and overlap and how var-
ious identities and social positions can affect the rights and opportu-
nities of victims. This approach considers not only individual factors
but also all the disadvantages that limit the opportunities of the vic-
tims (e.g., Anitha & Gill, 2009; Askola, 2018, 980-981; Viuhko, 2019).

While forced marriage disproportionately affects women, it is
important to acknowledge that boys and men can also be forced
to marry.

For instance, LGBTQIA+ individuals may experience pressure to mar-
ry in order to conform to perceived gender norms (Hansen et al. 2016,
48-49; M. M. Idriss 2022, 2-5; Samad 2010, 199-200). This was also
discussed in the Finnish expert interviews:

Men also are victims of forced marriage. In different situation it can be the family who organised [the
marriage] for kind of money thing or heritage or whatever, but also it can be people who belong to
sexual and gender minorities who are forced into marriage. (Finland, expert interview 2)

Additionally, heterosexual men may be compelled by their parents
to marry rather than have the autonomy to choose their own spouse
when they feel ready to marry. However, it is often more challenging
for men who are victims or at risk of forced marriage to share their ex-
periences due to factors such as shame, fear, and societal expectations
of masculinity (Hansen et al. 2016, 48—49; M. M. Idriss 2022, 5-6).

The consequences of marriage and the violence faced by girls and
women forced to marry may be more severe than for boys and men.
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3. Consent

It happened when I was 16 or 17. They didn’t propose anything to me. They just told me that this is
what it was, that I was marrying this boy and nobody asked me anything. Obviously I refused, but my

opinion didn’t matter to them at all. (Spain, survivor interview 2)

Consent is a key issue in differentiating forced marriages from
other types of marriage.

However, it is not easy to verify consent, as it is linked to social sys-
tems of family and marriage that are determined by symbolic and cul-
tural characteristics, which vary among different cultures. (UNODC
2020, 70) In very abusive situations, the victim’s consent should not
be considered a mitigating factor, taking into account the dynamics
between the victim and the abuser, the power structure, psychologi-
cal and other control, and possible manipulation (Pihlaja & Piippon-
en, 2023,22).

Previous research (Hong 2020; Pihlaja and Piipponen 2023, 21—
24; Toivonen 2017; UNODC 2020) indicates that a person may simply
be unable to refuse the marriage, as refusal to marry may lead to an-
ger and rejection by the whole community. The idea of free will and
consent to marry is a somewhat abstract and complicated concept, as
they are, in these cases, often rooted in traditions (Toivonen 2017; UN-
ODC 2020, 70). Legitimate consent for a commitment akin to mar-
riage necessitates decision-making capacity, knowledge, ability, and
adequate time for thoughtful consideration, which is free from coer-
cion, persuasion, or manipulation. Such conditions are seldom met in
instances of forced marriage.

Some experts argue that valid consent cannot be granted for a
human rights violation like forced marriage. (Toivonen 2017, 13.) For
instance, individuals with a migrant background who are compelled
into a forced marriage in their home country might not have had a
genuine opportunity or understanding to challenge the impending
marriage or reject it prior to entering into the marital union, even if
their true intentions did not align with the decision to enter into the
marriage (Pihlaja and Piipponen 2023, 21).

The victim is a woman from Central Asia who is now in her late 20s. She was
forced to marry her cousin. The marriage was decided upon by her parents
when the cousins were small children. The woman had repeatedly rejected
the marriage, but she was forced into it by her family. There was physical,
psychological and economic violence during the marriage.

The woman wanted a divorce but the husband berated her, saying he had saved
her by bringing her to Finland, and that it cost a lot of money to bring her into the
country and she should pay this money back to him. Her family also pressured
her to stay in the relationship. They said she was a bad daughter, a bad wife
and should be ashamed of anting to leave the marriage. They stated that it was
the woman's responsibility to keep her husband happy, and that then he would
become a good husband.

The woman's uncle (the husband's father) put a religious curse on her, which to
this day, the woman believes is the reason for her unhappiness and challenges
in life. The woman was able to escape to her neighbor’s apartment, who then
contacted the police, and she was referred to a shelter.
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4. Manifestations of forced
marriages

According to the 2022 report produced by ILO, Walk Free and the In-
ternational Organization for Migration, the number of men, women,
and children living in forced marriages has risen globally. In 2021, an
estimated 22 million people were in a forced marriage. There has been
a 6.6 million increase between 2016 and 2021. (International Labour
Organization ILO 2022.)

EASY. BEST PRACTICE BOOKLET

In the European context, forced marriages are frequently associat-
ed with specific cultural minority communities and migrant groups,
where family and relatives play a crucial role in marriage decisions
(Anitha and Gill 2009, 5; Askola 2018; Hong 2020; Villacampa and
Torres 2021, 2). In the media, forced marriages are often stereotyp-
ically seen as an issue that concerns, in particular, South-Asian and
Muslim cultures and are not seen as manifestation of violence against
women (M. Idriss 2015, 3). Although forced marriages are not exclu-
sive to particular religions, they are linked to cultural and traditional
influences (Igareda et al. 2016, 30-31).

Within Europe, forced marriage can also occur in conservative

religious communities like Jehova’s Witnesses and Laestadians?, char-  *Laestadianism is the

acterized by strong male dominance over women (e.g. Linjakumpu, @rgest pietistic Lutheran
revival movement in the

Regardless of the geographical location, various factors Nordic countrioe.

contribute to the occurrence of forced marriages, such as,
cultural expectations or norms, agreements between families
and relatives, financial distress, debts and other financial
motives, or marriage migration schemes.

2015). The characteristics of forced marriage within closed communi-
ties in the Western world can also be observed, for instance, in Fun-
damentalist Mormon communities, where religious ceremonies facil-
itate polygamous marriages between underage girls and older men
(Quek 2016). However, these communities often tend to be forgotten
in discussions about groups susceptible to forced marriage.

Beyond religious groups, communal cultures, and closed com-
This was discussed also by the interviewed experts: munities like some Roma communities, also exhibit characteristics
of honor cultures (e.g., UN Women 2019). These traits can subject
women and young individuals to communal violence, encompassing
Whenever a girl is subjected, threatened or coerced into marrying someone imposed by the family, it is forced marriages and child marriages involving at least one party be-
because she is part of societies in which the role of women is one of submission to the will of the group. low 18 years old (e.g., Psaila et al. 2016). Such instances involving Ro-
They are communal societies in which everyone has their own role, and the woman’s role is clearly ma and/or Traveller children have also been encountered at least by
not a free one. She cannot choose her own life project, let alone the person she wants to marry or mate the interviewed Spanish and Irish experts. Some of the instances can
with. This is a very common situation. (Spain,expert interview 2) be linked to human trafficking and forced criminality, as described by

the interviewed Spanish expert:

Arrangement of (forced) marriage can also be an attempt to control a
young person’s sexuality and preserve the honor of the family or kin, On the other hand, in these cases more linked to the Roma ethnic group, it is true that we are talking
as well as an outright criminal activity in selling a person for marriage about minors who have been bought and sold and who have also been exploited not only through forced
in exchange for money or gifts. Drawing the line between the differ- marriage, but also for other purposes of exploitation, such as begging or forced criminality. (Spain,
ent reasons is not always easy, because forced marriages can be influ- expert interview 1)
enced by different motivations that are all linked together. For exam-
ple, in many countries, marriage traditions dictate that money and/
or benefits are exchanged between the families of the spouses in the

form of a bride price or a dowry (UNODC 2020, 68).

It is crucial to frame forced marriages as a phenomenon that can
touch persons of all backgrounds and circumstances rather than
associating it only with certain groups, cultures, or religions.

20 21
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5. The role of family and
relatives

Family and kinship relationships are both a key vulnerability fac-
tor and an integral part of the lives of those at risk of forced marriage
(Askola 2018, 995). These include e.g. intergenerational, and extend-
ed family relationships, community dynamics and the potential roles
of mothers as perpetrators of abuse in relation to children, especially
daughters (Aplin 2017; Askola 2018, 998).

There is also a long history of practices in which marriage has
been used as a strategic tool for achieving economic, political and/or
cultural goals or to gain social capital and elevate the status of certain
families. Thus, by marrying off their daughters, the families can obtain
some benefits and (financial) security (Psaki et al. 2021; UNODC 2020,
35). Recognizing this layer of vulnerability is critical to understanding
why so many victims of forced marriage or those at risk of forced mar-
riage do not seek help as outlined by the interviewed Spanish expert:

We think that more than deception, it is pressure from the family and the whole community. What

has been explained to them is that this is the way things are done and no other way. We see it from our

Western values, but if we try to put ourselves in their place, their situation is very complicated because

to get out of there they have to break with their family, and that is not easy. (Spain, expert interview 5)

22

Victims of forced marriages encounter pressure,
violence, threats and coercive behavior displayed by
family members, the community, and others in an
attempt to force them to follow instructions (e.g. Dank
et al. 2017, 6-8). They include pressures related to one’s
family, culture and immigration status, e.g.,

o religion, e.g., in situations where victims experience
manipulative religious reasoning to convince them to
marry;

o strong cultural expectations of marriage by certain
age, particularly for women;

o families’ refusal to accept the partner chosen by the
victims themselves;

o pressure to marry an individual with legal immigrant
status that would provide a direct path to citizenship;

o parents’ fear of excessive “westernization” of their child.

EASY. BEST PRACTICE BOOKLET

The pressure most commonly comes from the close family mem-
bers of the victims. The pressure exerted by the family can range from
weekly to daily gentle reminders, that the person has to start focus-
ing on getting married, to extreme threats such as saying a parent or
grandparent would commit suicide if the victim does not agree to the
marriage. (Dank et al. 2017, 6-8.)

The circumstances and vulnerability factors that influenced on
the background of the forced marriage situation may have often aris-
en over the years, or they have been an integral part of the victim’s
life, for example through the customs of the community or childhood
home conditions (Pihlaja & Piipponen, 2023, 21). The ability to reject
marriage may be compromised when other women in one’s family or
community have experienced similar situations.

Family members pressuring or coercing a victim into marriage
might even believe they were acting in the victim’s best interest, view-
ing the marriage as an expression of love, despite the anticipated dy-
namics and power imbalances within the marital relationship (Kel-
ly 1988; Anitha and Gill 2009; Lilja et al. 20204a; Pihlaja & Piipponen,
2023,21).

Forced marriages are most often contracted in traditional
closed communities where divorce is also often heavily stigmatized:
once the marriage is over, the couple is expected to stay together. It
is also possible that parents and other relatives who have themselves
entered into a similar union are not necessarily receptive to the idea of
divorce. (Haenen 2015, 116-117.)

23
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6. Subtle means of control in
forced marriage cases

It is common that the means of forcing some to marry are so subtle
that they may fall outside the criminal law definitions. They can in-
clude elements like intimidation, isolation, and control. This makes
the identification of cases of forced marriages not only a challenge
for criminal justice actors, but also for social and health services and
NGOs. Moreover, it is even more difficult to recognize the situation if
legislation or policy define forced marriage narrowly as only applica-
ble to very specific cases (Chantler and McCarry 2020, 106).

The concept of coercive control developed by Stark (2007) is
a useful tool to describe the all-compassing phenomenon of forced
marriage, and can be used as a lens through which to describe the
complex dynamics of forced marriage.

Coercive control refers to subtle controlling behaviour by
which the perpetrator of violence coerces the victim, with
whom they are in close contact (Stark 2007). It emphasizes that
understanding individual acts of abuse requires considering the
broader context in which they take place.

An act that seems harmless in one context can be experienced very
differently when it is viewed as part of a pattern of behaviour, which
has possibly continued for years (Boyle 2019, 22). Based on Pihlaja
and Piipponen’s (2023) observations and experience in working with
clients of Victim Support Finland, for this very reason it may also be
challenging for outsiders to identify the abuse and the underlying dy-
namics behind it, and to understand why the victim did not leave the
situation, even if they were seemingly free to walk away and ask for help.

There is a lot of fear and uncertainty. And of course men can deliberately stir up this fear again in order

to continue to bind the woman to them. (Germany, expert interview 1)

24

Many of the interviewed experts in Germany, Finland, Ireland and
Spain also described the multifaceted and all-compassing forms of
psychological, sexual, physical and economical violence, abuse and
threats encountered by the victims during their marriage, which can
also entail exploitation of their labour not only by their husbands, but
also their relatives and family members.

EASY. BEST PRACTICE BOOKLET

Also, sometimes when they get married, the husband also in most of the cases is very violent. In some

of the cases if the husband already has other wives, the other wives have been also violent towards

them especially when they are younger. They also have to do a lot of the housework, so it’s almost

like domestic violence and labour exploitation because they have to be and are treated like servants.

(Ireland, expert interview 2)

It may be useful for practitioners to expand their understanding of
forced marriage by placing different acts of violence as a "continu-
um" where one act leads to another. Following this, Anitha and Gill
(2009) suggest that placing honor-based violence on the continuum
of gender-based violence allows us to see continuities across a variety
of cultures, thus challenging the notion that only certain cultural val-
ues provide a unique justification for these crimes.

25
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7. Consequences and impacts
of forced marriage

There are several different types of consequences of forced marriag-
es for the victims. At worst, victims of forced marriage may have been
subjected to serious abuse and mistreatment in the context of mar-
riage, including gender-based violence, sexual abuse, rape or forced
pregnancy, as well as domestic slavery, forced begging or forced crim-
inality (see also UNODC 2020; Villacampa 2020, 18).

Such experiences can have serious long-term effects on the vic-
tims. They can cause severe trauma, anxiety and mental health prob-
lems, including self-harm and deprivation self-esteem, shame, guilt,
memory loss, post-traumatic stress disorder, sleep disorders and de-
pression as well as physical problems such as chronic pain, fatigue, de-
terioration of condition pre-existing illnesses, injuries, sexually trans-
mitted diseases and reproductive or sexual health complications
(Koskenoja et al. 2018, 113; Pascual-Leone, Kim, and Morrison 2017, 56).

This is how a survivor interviewed in Spain described the im-
pact of her being pressured to marry against her will:

I was in a state of depression because I couldn't see a solution. I didn’t have the capacity to make
a decision because I didn’t see myself as valid. I didn’t have the financial resources to be able to get
ahead. I also didn’t have enough information about what I could and couldn’t do, etc. [..] I felt bad
because I thought [..] that I was the one who was hurting my parents by not following what they
considered [marrying their chosen spouse]. (Spain, survivor interview 1)

This part outlines some of the key consequences Other possible consequences of forced marriages include missing out
of forced marriage, which also hinder service on education, economic dependence, and social isolation (Dank et
provision to the victims as well as create obstacles al. 2017). Many of these adverse effects are more severe for girls and
in seeking assistance. women because of the mentioned gender-specific consequences such

as early or forced pregnancy and childbirth (UNODC 2020; Zimmer-
man, Hossain, and Watts 2011). Resisting or refusing forced marriage
can also lead to various harmful consequences, such as violence, os-
tracism from the family, and social isolation (Askola 2018, 978-980).
Dank and colleagues (2017) interviewed individuals who had
escaped forced marriages and faced difficulties in trusting others and
challenges in functioning within society. Long-term consequences
included lowered expectations with life goals and ambitions. Forced
marriage experiences or even the threat of marriage significantly im-
pacted the victims’ ability to pursue higher education, affecting their
studies due to PTSD, depression, and anxiety. (Dank et al. 2017, 10-11.)
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8. Obstacles in seeking help

There are many recognized obstacles which prevent victims of forced
marriage from seeking help (e.g., UNODC 2020; Lilja et. al. 2020;
Dank et. al. 2017, 10-11). Factors such as fear, dependency and lack of
information of rights and available services were also highlighted in
many of the best practice interviews conducted in the four countries:

The fear, the pressure. I mean, when you think about how difficult it is for a woman who has been raised

in Germany to separate from a partner without something else going on. How bad must it be if that is

the only person you have in a foreign country? (Germany, expert interview 1)
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vulnerable position in certain countries, making them easily accessi-
ble to human trafficking networks (Lilja et al. 2020, 44—45; Villacam-
pa & Torres 2021, 6). This risk should be taken into account when or-
ganizing services for those at risk of forced marriage and victims of
forced marriage.

Many women are fearful of the reactions within their commu-
nity if their experience were to become public knowledge (Villacampa
2020). This could lead to ostracism and stigmatization of the wom-
an, her children and her extended family (UNODC 2020, 42.). Instead,
victims of forced marriages may be more willing to use low-threshold
services offered by NGOs, crisis centers or health-care services.

Seeking help can be difficult especially for women who have
migrated to another country on a spousal visa because they are
dependent on their husbands for their residence permit and have
poor knowledge of the local language and the services available.

The complexity of family and kin dynamics associated with forced
marriage is often the factor that leaves the individual with very few

28

options, which often have incredibly large, even unsustainable conse-
quences for their life (Askola, 2018, 996—998). Intimidation and fear of
violence, shame, lack of awareness of available help, reluctance to get
one's parents or relatives in trouble, and worry about what will hap-
pen to siblings are all possible reasons for not seeking help. (Askola
2018, 995-96; UNODC 2020b, 42—43.) Interviewed German experts
also pointed out that some victims fleeing prospective forced marriage
face problems finding shelters or housing options where they could be
accommodated together with their chosen partner.

Living alone, separated from family and community, is also a
factor that increases vulnerability, and may increase the pressure to
return to a dangerous family situation (Askola 2018, 997). For exam-
ple, young people who leave home to avoid forced marriage may al-
so be atrisk of becoming homeless due to lack of appropriate support,
or they may end up in situation of exploitation or human trafficking
while they are on the run or during their migratory journey (e.g., Asko-
la 2018; Lilja et al. 2020).

Avoiding forced marriage can thus also trigger the process of
human trafficking.

Fleeing a potential forced marriage situation and being abandoned by
family, which amounts to having no social networks or support from
home, having escaped with no funds or documents, as well as coping
with past experiences of abuse, can put young women especially in a

Non-governmental organizations and community-based organi-
zations play a key role in reaching out and providing information to
such persons. (UNODC 2020, 42.) Moreover, many dependencies re-
lated to accommodation, livelihood, residence permits and child cus-
tody can make seeking help difficult for the victims. (Anitha and Gill
2009, 10-12; Askola 2018; Koskenoja et al. 2018; UNODC 2020, 89).
One of the interviewed survivors described her difficulties in finding
information on available services and options:

It may also be challenging for the victims to recognize their own situ-
ation as a forced marriage, because the culturally constructed percep-
tions of forced marriage do not necessarily correspond to their own
situation. Furthermore, seeking help may be even more difficult for
men in a situation of forced marriage (Dank et al. 2017, 10-11).
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9. Challenges in providing
assistance to victims of
forced marriages

Research findings show that people do not know about the existence
of services for victims of forced marriage, and they experience obsta-
cles related to bringing the situation to light or are otherwise reluc-
tant to seek services (Love et al. 2019). Victims of forced marriages are
often referred to domestic violence services, which do not necessarily
have the skills to recognize violence in connection with a forced mar-
riage, even though intimate partner violence is common in cases of
forced marriage (Askola 2018, 998; Jelenic and Keeley 2013, 26; Lyne-
ham and Richards 2014, 27; Tyldum 2013).

According to Lyneham (2013) forced marriage cases are often
likely to be detected as incidents of domestic violence and are likely to
be treated as such. On the other hand, what makes identifying forced
marriage complicated is precisely the fact that perceptions of victims
of forced marriage and its features are often related to physical vio-
lence rather than mental violence or cultural pressure (Chantler and
McCarry 2020, 94).

According to Dank et al. (2017, 13-15), the main challenges in
service provision to victims of forced marriage include:

1. clients’ lack of knowledge about services related to helping vic-
tims of forced marriage

2. obstacles customers face when contacting the services

3. lack of culturally sensitive services

»

the need to increase resources and training to ensure appropri-
ate services for forced marriage clients.

Increasing service provider expertise is crucial to effectively
assist forced marriage victims. Clients may hesitate to seek
help if they fear discrimination based on race, ethnicity, or
religion. Culturally sensitive services that consider backgrounds
and values can alleviate these concerns.

Challenges in services include the need to gain more expertise in in-
volving family members, supporting clients under 18, enhancing
women's empowerment and education, and addressing emotional
pressure. Safety and emergency plans are beneficial for those at risk of
physical violence. (Dank et al. 2017, 13-15.)
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Forced marriage, the help you need is not just for getting a divorce, you need so much more. It is so

much more than just (forced) marriage, it entails such comprehensive forms of violence: psychological,

physical, economical, you name it, they are all present in forced marriages. (Finland, expert interview 7)

Moreover, sometimes the services are not effective, or can have poor
results. Villacampa (Villacampa 2020) found that service providers
were sometimes unable to understand the complexity of the family
situation with sufficient seriousness, which resulted in a worsening
of the overall situation. The support team should understand the vic-
tim's situation and community norms but connections to the victim's
community and the support person's age may also impact their views
on marital practices (Villacampa 2020, 16). This was also highlighted
in the expert interviews in Finland and Spain.

In conclusion, the following graph summarises the complex
and multifaceted nature of forced marriages and related factors and
challenges, as well as the forms of violence and consequences of such
marriages. Service providers should take note of these factors when
designing interventions, engaging with communities and groups at
risk, and providing services for victims of forced marriage.

Graph 1. Factors and root causes of forced marriage (middle ring) and the means,

manifestations and consequences of forced marriage (outer ring).
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This part outlines the assistance needs of victims of
forced marriage and persons at risk and describes
some of the key best practices from Germany,
Finland, Ireland and Spain which have been

developed to provide services to such persons.
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10. Responding to the needs
of the victims and persons
at risk

Victims of forced marriages and persons at risk have various assis-
tance needs based on their individual circumstances. These were also
highlighted in the best practice interviews.

Help and services are often needed with both short- and long-
term assistance, e.g., with issues related to

first with accommodation and physical security, later with
finding permanent housing

residence permits

divorce or marriage annulment

child custody

physical and mental health, such as doctor and possible
therapy appointments

social services

daycare for children

family/social relationships

economic security and jobs.

The victim's long-lasting subordinate position may increase the need
for intensive support even in everyday matters, such as handling money
matters or using public transport (e.g., McCarthy 2018). Also interviewed
Finnish experts emphasised the need for comprehensive support:

The kind of person who has been totally repressed, that she is empowered and learns to do these things,
it doesn’t happen very quickly. When she moves to a new home under a new identity, apart from
psychosocial support, she needs practical help on how to pay bills, how to use a bank card. There isn’t
really help for that. Usually it’s social services, the social worker who has time to visit once every two
weeks, and it may not be nearly enough. (Finland, expert interview 4)
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The interviewed survivors highlighted various types of assistance
they had received. A survivor interviewed in Germany described
how she was made aware of the available services during a meeting:

When I had my social workers around me, there were so many possibilities, such endless
possibilities, that I said, “Wow, I didn't find all that myself.” (Germany, survivor interview 1)

Moreover, the victims of forced marriage interviewed in Villacampa's
(2020) study concluded that they would need an empowerment pro-
cess where they are heard and understood, as well as distance from
their family of origin, at least temporarily. During the empowerment
process, the victim should receive comprehensive help — emotional and
psychological support, emergency shelter and long-term accommo-
dation, financial assistance, job opportunities, and a culturally aware
support network and professional training — from people who under-
stand the complexities of family conflict (Villacampa 2020, 358-359).
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11. Best practices in victim
service provision

Several best practices were identified regarding service provision to
victims of forced marriage in the four countries. They are mainly pro-
vided by NGOs, some of which also run shelters and/or crisis centres
targeting migrant women and girls, in particular. Comprehensive ser-
vices are needed to respond to the individual needs of victims and

persons at risk, as in the best practice identified from Spain.
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Shelters or other housing services are important for (potential) vic-
tims of forced marriage, because to disentangle from the situation, the
victim needs to physically leave their home, both to distance them-
selves from the family and community involved in the process of
forced marriage, their spouse as well as to ensure their own safety.

Things like [separation] don’t always go smoothly. Under certain circumstances, women can run

the risk of being subjected to violence, and it is important to ensure that they are accommodated in

a protected environment. [...] In my opinion, there is a complete lack of awareness of how dangerous

such things can be for women and that anonymous accommodation is often the only way to protect

these women. I mean, it is a huge problem throughout Germany that there are simply far too few places

for such women. That would also be an important point: supporting education, offering protection,

providing legal support. (Germany, expert interview 1)
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Abest practice regarding a dedicated shelter for victims of forced mar-

riage was identified in Germany.

Beyond housing and shelter, the survivor interviewees as well as the
interviewed experts emphasized the importance of social and psycho-
social support for persons affected by forced marriage.
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Above all, [victims need] emotional and psychological support. Everything else will work itself out, but

without therapy you won't recover. (Spain, survivor interview 2)

According to the interviewed experts, ideally, the support should be
provided by a professional specialised in the subject of forced mar-
riage. While psychosocial support may take the form of therapy or
counselling, social support can include, for instance, having a support
person that can accompany the victim through different procedures
such as filing a police report, going to an interview, looking for a home
or ajob, or applying for financial support. Such best practice examples

were identified in Finland and Germany.
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Finally, a survivor interviewed in Spain stated that victims also need
economic resources, because money can also be used as a way of con-

trol, and many victims do not have access to (their own) money or do

not have any previous savings. In the long term, financial indepen-
dence can be achieved by entering the labour market. Since victims of
forced marriages come from different backgrounds, some have the re-
quired qualifications or experience while others may need help with
accessing educational or training opportunities as well. Several of the
interviewed survivors highlighted the importance of education and fi-
nancial independence in getting control over their lives.

The victim is a young woman from South-East Europe. Her parents began making
preparations for her to be wed at the age of 19. When choosing a future husband
for her, the parents made sure that he was as wealthy as possible, because they
expected their daughter to be able to provide for them through a profitable
marriage.

The woman did not want to marry, and especially not a man, as she was attracted
to women. The family became very angry at her refusal and began to threaten
her. She fled to Germany with her brother. Although she seemed to flourish in
Germany, her relationship with her brorther deteriorated. He controlled her and,
on behalf of their parents, was supposed to make sure she remained "pure"” and
did not tarnish the family honour, because she was soon to be married off.

The pressure from her family took a mental toll on the woman. She participated
in an NGO-organized business management course and had hopes of self-
employment. However, her prospects of staying in Germany were slim and
preparations for her to leave the country began during the course. She dropped
out of the course, gradually lost contact with the NGO staff, and her current
whereabouts are unknown.
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12. Proactive methods to
engage with persons from
impacted communities and
share information on rights

Many of the interviewed experts highlighted the importance of using
proactive methods to work together with impacted communities

and to provide information and low threshold consultations e.g., in
cooperation with schools, youth services and other relevant actors.
Preventative work with families, young people and communities were
identified as best practices in the four countries by the interviewed

experts, as in this best practice from Finland.

EASY. BEST PRACTICE BOOKLET

Continuous, proactive community engagement was also highlight-
ed as a best practice by Irish experts as a way of tackling forced mar-
riage in a culturally sensitive way while making sure there are no mis-
understanding about the laws and norms of host communities by the
migrant or ethnic minority communities. Moreover, this type of work
may allow for victims still trapped in forced marriages to become
aware of the fact that forced marriage a crime and that there are path-
ways to exit the situation and get the help they may need.

There should also be bottom-up approaches whereby the community is empowered to identify these issues

and then you work with other stakeholders in an environment of trust. (Ireland, expert interview 3)
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Similarly, a Spanish expert raised the importance of working together
with leaders or mentors of the affected communities, who understand
the legal reality of the issue in the country of residence and can con-
vey this information in the communities. On the other hand, they can
“translate” the cultural discourse and context to local support workers
to help create more appropriate intervention methods. They can also
help with the identification of cases.

It is about us having an understanding of other realities that are in society and that we have no idea

about, that we know nothing about. We must work from an intercultural perspective and at different

levels. We must be more receptive. (Spain, expert interview 4)
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A Finnish expert interviewee stated that there should be more op-
portunities for preventive work, through grassroots outreach
work and cooperating with, e.g., imams, who are central fig-
ures in many communities. They argued that preventive work is
the most cost-effective option which also reduces human suffer-
ing — without it the work becomes more about “putting out fires”.

In addition to working with families and communities, distributing
information and raising awareness, the role of schools was highlight-
ed by interviewed experts in the four countries. In Spain, they have for
example put up information posters in schools with a QR code.

Schools are obviously an important element of prevention because they have a great potential for

proximity to girls. It is necessary to provide training so that they can detect and prevent [forced

marriages]. Workshops can also be held in high schools and schools, specialised workshops can be held in

which forced marriages are placed within the context of gender-based violence or in which it is explained

what they represent. (Spain, expert interview 2)

However, a challenge that emerged from the interviews was that since
many of the preventative and victim support activities are organized
by NGOs and the work of NGOs is often project-based, the future of
funding can be uncertain. Consequently, there is a risk that good prac-
tices established within project work cannot be implemented long-
term due to a lack of continuous funding.
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13. Criminal justice system
and best practices in
cooperation between NGOs
and law enforcement

Compared to more widely recognized forms of intimate partner vio-
lence, many victims of forced marriage may be very reluctant to trust
the authorities if they come from marginalised communities where
people often have negative experiences with the criminal justice ac-
tors or process (Askola 2018, 998). Such sentiments were echoed al-
so by many of the interviewed experts in the four countries, including
an Irish expert:

We however need stronger communications with migrant communities so victims know that they can
come forward and get support. (Ireland, expert interview 5)

Victims’ reluctance to approach the authorities may stem from con-
cerns about implicating their parents, triggering potential retaliation
from their husbands, or tarnishing their family's reputation (UNODC
2020, 42). This was evident also from one of the survivor interviews:

I wasn't able to make a complaint of my parents. I was thinking about the family I lived with. But,
thinking about the repercussions it could have for my parents on an emotional level, I wasn't able to make
the decision. It came out as a resounding no because apart from the emotional burden it could create for
This part describes the roles of collaboration me, I didn't want to face legal proceedings. (Spain, survivor interview 1)

and strategies in tackling forced marriage and
introduces some of the related best practices from
the partner countries. Moreover, previous research has presented cautionary views about
using only criminal law as a tool to combat forced marriages, as this
can lead to a situation where the victim may be forced to report their
own family members to get legal protection (Villacampa 2020, 18; see
also UNODC 2020, 42). It may thus be easier for victims and persons
at risk of forced marriage to seek assistance at least first via NGOs and
to take some time to consider whether to contact the police about

their situation.
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Interviewed Finnish experts highlighted the importance of go-
ing over what filing a criminal report means, so that the victim has all
the necessary information to make an informed decision.

Many times with my clients — they might in the end like to withdraw from the whole process because
they get scared, because suddenly they are involved in so many processes that probably they didn't fully
grasp what it implies, what it means. [...] It's a duty of the social worker or someone to explain those
and offer those, to work slowly and make sure that the person knows that they can take some time to
think, and that you can think of different scenarios together, like if we do this, what happens? What will
your family say? If we do a crime report, what happens when the information goes to your husband or
ex-husband. (Finland, expert interview 2)

Some of the interviewed survivors in Spain and Germany had reported
their case to the police and had excellent experiences, while others de-
cided not to approach the law enforcement authorities at all, as men-
tioned previously. An interviewed survivor in Germany highlighted
the importance of meeting an encouraging police officer, who treat-
ed her with respect:

The police officer who was responsible for me supported me all the time. He said we would do this and
that and we would take care of your documents. [...] We'll take care of everything. He always gave me this
encouragement and this courage, and to this day I am still very, very grateful to him. (Germany, survivor
interview 1)

Similarly to the survivors, also the interviewed experts from victim
services in the four countries had both positive and negative experi-
ence of dealing with law enforcement authorities.

The possibility of having an anonymous meeting with the pre-
ventative police unit in the premises of an NGO or a shelter was iden-
tified as a best practice both by the police as well as several Finnish
NGOs who assist victims of forced marriages. Having such meetings
to consult with the police can significantly lower the threshold for re-
porting a crime.
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Another best practice identified in Spain concerns the approach of the
Catalan police to tackle forced marriages. It is important to note that
it is not necessary for victims of forced marriage to file a formal com-
plaint with the police to access this specialised service.
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Overall, there is a need to build capacity of the law enforcement au-
thorities to understand what forced marriage is and to lower the
threshold for reporting if more victims are to be encouraged to con-
tact the authorities.
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14. National, regional, local, municipal
or other strategies to tackle or address
forced marriages

Itis evident that the abuse, exploitation and violence in the context of forced marriage has a
deep impact on the victims.

Responding to their specific needs requires multidisciplinary approach not
only from the service providers but also from the law enforcement and other
authorities and actors.

Ultimately such cooperation requires strategical processes and development of standard operat-
ing procedures and cooperation models as well as the establishment of relevant networks and ex-
change of information between different actors.

The key best practice identified concerns the protocol for forced marriages which was re-
leased already in 2014 in the Girona area, and in 2020 in the whole territory of Catalonia.




HEUNI 2024

Furthermore, parallel to the revision of the Catalan protocol, some ini-
tiatives have emerged at regional level in some Catalan territories that
also want to have their own tools to offer a more specialised response
to the phenomenon of forced marriage.

In Germany, there is also a federal level network of counselling
centres on forced marriage (BuKo) where counselling and accommo-
dation centres from different German States get together annually to
network and share experiences and expertise. The network prepares

position papers (aimed at political leaders) which outline e.g., policy

demands related to the issue of forced marriage, and hosts roundta-
bles. (ALDONA e.V. 2022.)

As the Catalan example shows, a strategic approach towards
preventing and addressing forced marriage can be beneficial, as it
leads to a more structured way or working, in which different actors
are able to cooperate in order to tackle the issue in a comprehensive
way and ensure that the victims or persons at risk do not fall between
the cracks when in need of services from different entities.




This report has highlighted what we know about forced marriages as a phenomenon, its manifestations, profiles of the victims, role of families and
relatives and the multifold harmful consequences over the lives of those individuals who have been forced to marry or who have been affected by the
threat of forced marriage. In particular women and girls subjected to or at risk of forced marriages frequently face psychological, physical, and sexual
abuse, violence and threats, emotional manipulation, coercive control and/or isolation. The victims are often also extremely dependent on their spouses
or families in terms of finances, accommodation, food and clothing, residence permits. Such power dynamics can create an additional barrier for victims to
seek help as they might implicate their own relatives in the process, jeopardise their residence permit or risk losing their home, income and/or custody of
their children.

Key action points

Many of the identified challenges can be
solved with innovative approaches that

take into account the complex nature of the
phenomenon and the individual needs of the
victims.

To be able to develop holistic and victim-
centered approaches to support victims
of forced marriage, professionals need

to understand also how their intervention
may affect the victims, their families and
communities. Indeed, it may be useful to
consider forced marriage as a process and
a behavioral pattern rather than a single
event.

This report has highlighted some of the best
practices identified in Germany, Finland,
Ireland and Spain to assist and shelter
victims, to work together with affected
communities and families, to raise awareness,
lower the threshold for contacting the

law enforcement and to strengthen
multidisciplinary cooperation.

A holistic, victim-centered and gender-
sensitive approach is very much the key in
responding to the issue of forced marriages.

Adapting an intersectional lens, which

observes age, race, ethnicity, gender and/
or class belonging, for example, allows for a more
nuanced understanding of consent and coercion
in the context of forced marriage.

Victims benefit best from multidisciplinary
support, which is coordinated amongst actors
who understand the consequences of forced
marriages (including how it affects relations in the

family and community) as well as the needs of the
victims, and who possess culturally sensitive tools
to support victims. Best practices place strong
emphasis in the (potential) victims' safety, therapy
and their empowerment.

Relying solely on the criminal justice approach

to tackle forced marriages is ineffective.
However, close cooperation between law
enforcement and victims service providers,
including the opportunity to consult the police
anonymously, may lower the threshold for filing
criminal reports.

Capacity building of law enforcement

and criminal justice authorities to better
understand the manifestations and consequences
of forced marriage is needed to improve the
identification, investigation, and prosecution of
relevant cases.

Close cooperation with affected communities

is needed to address and prevent forced
marriages, to increase awareness and dialogue,
to encourage assistance-seeking and to prevent
community shaming, as well as to offer low
threshold opportunities for (potential) victims to
seek information and support.

Development of a joint
strategy, guidelines for
co-operation between
authorities and
professionals as well
as the establishment
of relevant networks
form the basis of
a comprehensive
approach to protect
the rights of victims
of forced marriages.
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