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BACKGROUND
Violence against children (VAC) is recognised throughout Europe and internationally as a 
serious human rights, legal and social justice issue. The consequences of child violence 
can be significant and severe; child abuse and neglect for example can affect a child’s 
physical and mental health in the acute stages potentially impacting their ability to 
participate and function in society in the long term.  Although not all child victims will 
have problems, children who are maltreated are at increased risk of either perpetrating 
or becoming victims of multiple types of violence, such as bullying, community youth 
violence, intimate partner violence and suicide, and severe cases of child abuse and 
neglect may also lead to death (Krug et al, 2002; Pinheiro, 2006).

Violence against children is understood by the European Commission to mean all forms of 
physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment 
or exploitation, including sexual abuse (European Commission, 2015). Across the larger 
European region it is estimated that 18 million children have suffered some form of sexual 
abuse, 44 million children have experienced physical violence and around 16% have 
experienced physical neglect (Sethi et al., 2013). 

Welfare and child protection 
approaches vary considerably 
across different countries, but 
European Union (EU) Member 
States are nonetheless obliged 
by international and European 
standards to protect children 
from violence and to set up 
child protection systems 
(European Union, 2000; 
European Commission, 2011; 
2015; UN General Assembly, 
1989; UN General Assembly, 
2011). Although the focus of EU 
initiatives has previously been 
more on targeted interventions 
to address specific areas of 
violence, such as trafficking 
or online abuse, the need for 
comprehensive prevention and 
protection responses supported by 
integrated and coordinated child 
protection systems is recognised 
and supported by a number of 
recent policy documents and 
reviews (Council of Europe, 2009; 
European Commission, 2015; 
FRA, 2014). 

While evidence-based strategies exist to prevent VAC, the degree to which these prevention 
strategies have been adopted and implemented in the EU varies. A report by the European 
Child Safety Alliance (ECSA) in 2014 indicated that out of the 29 countries participating, 
only 66% had a specific national strategy related to child maltreatment and for other VAC 
related policies assessed implementation was reported 
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as incomplete in 20-40% of participating countries. Most concerning was the fact that 
few were able to quantify the level of implementation, suggesting a lack of monitoring or 
evaluation. Overall, the report found that because many of the child protection policies 
have been developed and modified over many years, it is challenging to identify the 
adoption and implementation of specific evidence based actions. There also appears to be 
less objective oversight and monitoring of both the level of implementation and the impact 
of policies in this area compared to policies to prevent unintentional injury and data to 
support action are limited (MacKay & Vincenten, 2014).  

The most important findings were the differences between countries that create the 
potential for both inequalities for children and families and opportunities to address those 
inequalities through exchange of good practices. However before good practices can be 
exchanged, more detailed information regarding existing policies is needed to understand 
country issues and identify gaps and solutions. 

PIECES – Policy Investigation in Europe on Child Endangerment and Support was a two 
year initiative led and coordinated by the ECSA in partnership with experts in Austria, 
England, France, Lithuania, Romania and Spain. The project aimed to conduct in-depth 
investigations of select policy issues in violence against children in the EU28 plus Norway, 
in order to provide a better understanding of how those policies are being implemented, 
monitored and evaluated. The intent was that the knowledge gained will assist in further 
defining good practice in the field of children and violence.

The target audience for the results are national and European governments and agencies 
who assess, set policy and invest in the prevention of violence against and by children as 
well as researchers in the field of child maltreatment, with the aim of ultimately preventing 
violence against all children in the EU with a focus on the most vulnerable children.

There were four steps taken to gather data on selected policies: 

1.	 Developing a list of key informants who had knowledge about the adoption, 
implementation and monitoring of policies to address VAC in the EU28 plus Norway, in 
order to ensure the collection of valid detailed data on existing policies.

2.	 Ranking policy initiatives and selecting six policy areas for more detailed study. This 
was done with the input of key informants to ensure the six policies selected would 
have the most benefit to the field in Europe.

3.	 Developing and conducting online surveys covering the six policy areas to capture 
a range of issues such as scope, target audiences, roles and responsibilities, 
infrastructure, barriers and enabling factors related to adoption, implementation 
and monitoring, including the level at which these activities/factors occur (national, 
regional, municipal, community, etc.). 

4.	 Analysis, synthesis and expert consultation on survey results and the identification of 
gaps, recommendations for good practice, issues to be considered when transferring 
polices to other Member States and priorities for further research.
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POLICY AREAS EXPLORED

The six policy areas selected were: 

1.	 National plans/strategies addressing violence against children

This investigation involved an in-depth look at the content of existing national 
plans/strategies addressing violence against children to assess what was and was 
not covered. The investigation used a children’s rights framework to explore key 
areas of provisions for primary prevention, protection, bringing justice, overcoming 
harm and child participation and their implementation including the legal 
framework, system response, resources, capacity, coordination and cross sector 
working responsibilities.

2.	 National data sources on violence against children 

This investigation involved an in-depth exploration of existing routinely collected 
administrative data and periodic surveys in the area of violence against children, 
including suicide as a potential outcome of abuse.

3.	 Reporting and follow-up of violence against children 

This investigation explored in-depth the reporting mechanisms for violence against 
children and the processes for following-up reported cases. It also looked at 
specialisation of staff working in child protection services and the way training is 
organised in child protection agencies.

4.	 National Home Visiting and Parenting Programmes

This investigation involved an in-depth exploration of national home visitation 
programmes (both population-based and targeted programmes) and family support 
programmes in early childhood (parenting programmes, etc.).

5.	 National Multidisciplinary Child Death Review 

This investigation involved an in-depth look at national multi-disciplinary child 
death review committees to identify current practices and the benefits of these 
reviews for improving policy and practice for monitoring, preventing and responding 
to violence against children.

6.	 National awareness activities on violence against children 

This investigation involved an in-depth look at national awareness raising campaigns 
related to violence against children.

For each of the six policy areas explored data was also collected on whether children were 
consulted on policy/programme development and implementation (child participation) and 
whether child poverty and other inequalities were considered during policy/programme 
development, implementation or monitoring (child inequalities).

A description of the project methods and limitations can be found in Appendix 1 on pages 
30-31). Results of the individual policy areas can be found in six working papers available 
online at www.childsafetyeurope.org/PIECES. This report provides a summary of the project 
findings, with a particular focus on cross cutting issues that emerged during the analysis. 
The implications for enhancing child protection and VAC prevention efforts in the EU are 
highlighted.
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KEY FINDINGS

RESPONSE

Experts from all 28 EU Member States plus Norway were invited to participate and, due to 
decentralisation of responsibility for aspects of policy related to VAC in the UK, attempts 
were made to obtain a completed survey for England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and 
Wales (total n=32: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Spain, Sweden and the UK where a separate respondent was sought for England, N. 
Ireland, Scotland and Wales). 

An average of 13 respondents per country were invited to participate across the six surveys 
(range 5-20). For the majority of countries there was a different respondent for each survey. 
Overall the response rate for all six surveys was 60% with 116 surveys completed out of a 
possible 192 (six surveys and 32 countries). Response rates for each of the six policy areas 
varied as shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Survey response rates 

Policy area
National 

plans 
(P1)

National 
data 

sources 
(P2)

Case 
reporting & 
follow-up 

(P3)

National 
home 

visiting & 
parenting 

programmes 
(P4)

National 
multi-

disciplinary 
child death 

review 
(P5)

National 
awareness 
campaigns 

(P6)

Response  
rate  
(# of 
countries)

59% (19) 59% (19) 72% (23) 47% (15) 72% (23) 53% (17)

The response also varied in terms of coverage of the policy areas by country (Table 2). Only 
nine of the 32 countries (28%) had at least one respondent to all six policy areas. The 
median number was three and there was at least one respondent to one of the surveys for 
all EU Member States except Estonia.
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Table 2: Coverage of countries* by surveys

Number of surveys Countries*

0 EE

1 CZ, HU, MT, SL, UK (N. Ireland, Wales)

2 IE, UK (Scotland)

3 CY, DE, IT, LV, NL, PL, PT, SE

4 FR, LU

5 DK, FI, LT, NO

6 AT, BE, BU, CR, EL, ES, RO, SK, UK (England)

*Codes used to identify countries are the two letter ISO country code: AT Austria, BE Belgium, BU Bulgaria, 
CR Croatia, CY Cyprus, CZ Czech Republic, DE Germany, DK Denmark, EE Estonia, EL Greece, ES Spain, FI 
Finland, FR France, HU Hungary, IE Ireland, IT Italy, LT Lithuania, LU Luxembourg, LV Latvia, MT Malta, NL 
Netherlands, NO Norway, PL Poland, PT Portugal, RO Romania, SE Sweden, SK Slovakia, SL Slovenia, UK (N. 
Ireland, England, Scotland & Wales)

Respondents included people working in non-governmental organisations (NGOs) (40%), 
government (35%) and academics and practice experts in the area of violence against 
children (18%). The type of organisation the respondents represented varied with each 
policy area covered by the surveys (Table 3). 

Table 3: Survey response by type of organisation responding  
  	   (total n=120 as more than one respondent for some surveys)

NGO Academic Government Other* Total

National plans n (%) 5 (26) 7 (37) 7 (37) 0 (0) 19 (100)

National data n (%) 8 (42) 0 (0) 7 (37) 4 (21) 19 (100)

Case identification & reporting n (%) 12 (44) 8 (30) 7 (26) 2 (7) 27 (100)

National home visiting & parenting 
programmes n (%)

8 (53) 1 (7) 2 (13) 4 (27) 15 (100)

National multi-disciplinary child 
death review n (%)

4 (17) 5 (22) 14 (61) 0 (0) 23 (100)

Natioal awareness campaigns n (%) 11 (65) 1 (6) 5 (29) 0 (0) 17 (100)

Total across six surveys n (%) 48 (40) 22 (18) 42 (35) 10 (8) 120 (100)

*Other - intergovernmental organisations (e.g., WHO, UNICEF), private contractors/companies 



POLICY SUMMARY

Table 4 provides a summary of which of the 32 countries have implemented seven specific policies or programmes explored as part of the surveys of the six 
policy areas covered by PIECES (P4 covered two programmes): national plan(s), national data on incidence or prevalence of physical violence*, mandatory 
reporting of suspected VAC for professionals, national home visitation programme, national parenting support programme, national multi-disciplinary child 
death review and national awareness campaigns. 

Based on the PIECES survey results alone, no country has implemented all seven of the specific policies/programmes examined. The most complete set of policies 
implemented based on responses received was in Denmark, Lithuania, Norway and Spain where responses confirmed five out of seven had been implemented. 
This was followed by Croatia, Denmark, England, Lithuania, Romania and Spain where responses confirmed five out of seven had been implemented.  However, 
it is important to note that data are missing due to some countries not responding to some of the surveys.

Table 4. Summary of countries that have implemented seven specific policies/ programmes covered by policy areas researched based on PIECES 
results

     In place         Not in place        No response

Country
National 

plans

(P1)

National data on 
incidence or prevalence 

of physical violence*  
(P2)

Mandatory 
reporting for 
professionals

(P3)

National home 
visitation 

programme

(P4a)

National 
parenting support 

programme

(P4b)

National multi-
disciplinary child 

death review

(P5)

National 
awareness 
campaigns

(P6)

Austria

Belgium

Bulgaria

Croatia

Cyprus

Czech Republic

Denmark

England

Estonia

Finland

France
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Country
National 

plans

(P1)

National data on 
incidence or prevalence 

of physical violence*  
(P2)

Mandatory 
reporting for 
professionals

(P3)

National home 
visitation 

programme

(P4a)

National 
parenting support 

programme

(P4b)

National multi-
disciplinary child 

death review

(P5)

National 
awareness 
campaigns

(P6)

Germany

Greece

Hungary

Ireland

Italy

Latvia

Lithuania

Luxembourg

Malta

Netherlands

Northern Ireland

Norway

Poland

Portugal

Romania

Scotland

Slovakia

Slovenia

Spain

Sweden

Wales
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Examining the PIECES findings in conjunction with other recent studies (FRA, 2014; MacKay & Vincenten, 2014, Sethi et al., 2013) provides a more complete 
picture of the current situation for these seven policies or programmes (Table 5). The results suggest that no country had implemented all seven of the specific 
policies/programmes examined. The highest number implemented based on the combined results is five out of seven, which is the situation for Austria, 
Denmark, England (UK), Lithuania, Norway, Romania, Spain and Sweden, although which of the seven does vary. The two specific policies with the highest 
proportion in place across the countries examined were national plans and mandatory reporting of suspected VAC for professionals.  Again in interpreting these 
results, it is important to note that specific wording of policies and programmes varies between countries and the findings reported do not reflect quality of 
implemenation.

Table 5. Summary of countries that have implemented seven specific policies/ programmes covered by policy areas researched 

     In place         Not in place        No response

Country
National 

plans

(P1)

National data on 
incidence or prevalence 

of physical violence*  
(P2)

Mandatory 
reporting for 
professionals

(P3)

National home 
visitation 

programme

(P4a)

National 
parenting support 

programme

(P4b)

National multi-
disciplinary child 

death review

(P5)

National 
awareness 
campaigns

(P6)

Austria

Belgium

Bulgaria

Croatia

Cyprus

Czech Republic

Denmark

England

Estonia

Finland

France

Germany

Greece

Hungary

Ireland
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Country
National 

plans

(P1)

National data on 
incidence or prevalence 

of physical violence*  
(P2)

Mandatory 
reporting for 
professionals

(P3)

National home 
visitation 

programme

(P4a)

National 
parenting support 

programme

(P4b)

National multi-
disciplinary child 

death review

(P5)

National 
awareness 
campaigns

(P6)

Italy

Latvia

Lithuania

Luxembourg

Malta

Netherlands

Northern Ireland

Norway (plus)

Poland

Portugal

Romania

Scotland

Slovakia

Slovenia

Spain

Sweden

Wales
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