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The extensive legislation which exists in countries of the European Union 
on Children’s rights increasingly tends to support not only the interests of 
children but also the educational function of adults who care for them. Given 
this international and European scenario, the idea of endorsing new guidelines 
for children who, from victims of violence become advocates of non-violence, 
may therefore seem to be superfluous.

The true objective of the research group is indeed not to reiterate in a different 
way what has already been stated and drafted in legislation, but to draw 
attention to the need to introduce a phase for a more careful definition of 
educational scopes in order to discourage “minimalist” solutions, which only 
guarantee rights, without however capturing the real possibilities of changes 
in educational methods.

Experience teaches us that the cycle of violence tends to create connections 
and confusion between perpetrators and victims when either of the persons 
involved is a child. These guidelines identify this intricacy and explain that a 
carefully planned educational strategy may interrupt and reverse cycles of 
violence.

Providing specific guidelines for children who experience violence (both 
as victims or perpetrators) and deviance, above all Mafia-type deviance, 
opens the intervention to new possibilities of investing not only at a social, 
psychological and pedagogical level but also at a criminal level, and introduces 
the choice of passing from perpetrators of violence to advocates of non-
violence, in other words from a repressive to a preventive intervention. 

The living conditions in which children who grow up in degraded, violent and 
Mafia-type environments are forced to live, taking into account the various 
situations that differ from case to case, make their situation very similar to 
those of persons who are “enslaved”. 

Introduction
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Exactly like the latter, these children grow up in an evident “condition of 
subjection”, they are exposed to and/or threatened with “violence”, or suffer the 
same directly, they are forced into “positions of inferiority”, they are “available” 
to the adults who care for them, they are victims of “educational abuse”, they 
are victims of “psychological abduction” and “mental manipulation”.
This is a very complex issue since it involves all the practices of intervention in 
the field of education.

These Guidelines propose an approach, that should ideally be subdivided into 
two sections: the first describes the stages of regulatory developments that 
report how, at an international level, the theme of protection of children has 
clashed with Juvenile Justice, the considerations that have led to the need to 
create new operational tools “dedicated” to the profiles of children who clash 
against the same and the “new sociological scenarios” in services. The second 
section is attempts to find an operative solution that encourages a new way 
of working for those who work with and for children, but also represents a 
new work frontier. The operative tools include, “peer education” as the elective 
strategy of intervention, and is an operative model that develops actions 
which recognise young people as the indispensible resources to construct 
and implement efficient processes for themselves and their peers. Finally, 
systematically developed recommendations are given to “assist”, or better, 
support, the operators of Partner countries who share the responsibility with 
respect to children, of deciding the most appropriate, or rather, increasingly 
appropriate, methods of assistance, in specific circumstance such as those 
experienced by these very children.

This is why these guidelines are based on the perspective of educational 
practice and its necessary intentionality.

In recent decades, the United Nations and the Council of Europe have 
introduced international laws on Juvenile Justice. These laws, which are 
specifically addressed to children and children who commit crimes, indicate 
the approaches and commitments on which the work of the States must be 
based with respect to children. The international community first expressed 
its interest in this theme in 1985, with the Resolution of the WHO General 
Assembly no. 40/33, pursuant to which the “Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Administration of Juvenile Justice1”, known as the Beijing Rules, were adopted. 
These rules, consisting of 30 articles, underline the need for specialised 
treatment which aims, above all, at social reintegration, and recognise that 
children, because they are in an initial phase of development, require particular 
care and assistance for their physical, mental and social development, as well 
as juridical protection in conditions of peace, dignity and security.

The document which undoubtedly “marked a radical turning point not only 
of the juvenile system as a whole, but also of the criminal system, passing 
definitively from a logic of the protection of interests to that of the protection 
of rights”2, is the Convention on the Rights of the Child3, approved by the 
General Assembly of the United Nations with resolution 44/25 dated 20 
November 19894. 

1  Available at http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/477/40/IMG/
NR047740.pdf?OpenElement, consulted in August 2012.

2  See E. Palermo Fabris, A. Presutti, “Law and juvenile criminal procedure”, cit., p. 20

3  Implemented in Italy by law 176/91.

4  Available at http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/crc.htm, consulted in August 2012.

Protection of children
at an international level

1.



1110

The Convention establishes four general principles which must be adopted 
by the State when dealing with children in conflict with law: the right to 
life, survival and development, the right to non-discrimination, the principle 
whereby the best interests of the child must be a primary consideration in 
all actions involving the child, and finally, the right of the child to express an 
opinion and be heard in all decisions involving the same.

At a European level, the Treat of Lisbon, states that the protection and 
promotion of the rights of the child is one of the objectives of the EU, which is 
also stated in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union that 
at article 24, paragraph two, provides that “in all actions relating to children, 
whether taken by public authorities or private institutions, the child’s best 
interests must be a primary consideration”5.

This turning point has produced the more incisive interventions introduced 
in recent years, such as the “Guidelines on Child-Friendly Justice” of the 
Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe dated 17 November 2010 
but, above all, the recent “European Union Agenda for the rights of the child”, 
dated 15 February 2011 of the European Commission. Prior to 2009 the EU did 
however provide incentives through the Recommendations of the Council of 
Europe, which though not binding, encourage and warn States to adopt, in the 
most appropriate manner, the principles set forth by the same. To this end, the 
first act to mention is Recommendation no. R (87) 20 on “Social reactions to 
juvenile delinquency”6. Right from its introduction, this Recommendation is in 
line with the project already approved at an international level by the previous 
Beijing Rules, and states that the penal system for minors should continue to 
be characterised by its objective of education and social integration and that it 
should as far as possible abolish imprisonment for minors.

Articles 2, 15 and 16 were drafted according to this logic, and first respectively 
encourage the development of diversion and mediation procedures to prevent 
minors from entering into the criminal justice system, and then suggest the 
use of alternate measures (such as probationary supervision), and above all 
measure which encourage reparation for the damage caused, and are thus 
intensively education, and finally the possibility of introducing an independent 
scale of sentences suited to the condition of minors, which are not only 
different to those which the law lays down for adults, but also more flexible.

5  Available at http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:083:0389:
0403:it:PDF, consulted in September 2012.

6  https://wcd.coe.int/com.instranet.InstraServlet?Index=no&command=com.instranet.
CmdBlobGet &InstranetImage=608029&SecMode=1&DocId=694290&Usage=2, consulted 
in September 2012.

Recommendation no. R (87) 20 is referred to and renewed by Recommendation 
no. R (2003) 20 concerning “New ways of dealing with juvenile delinquency 
and the role of juvenile justice”7. This document acknowledges “the fact 
that, although the overall juvenile crime rates remain more or less stable, 
the nature and seriousness of juvenile delinquency require new responses 
and new methods of intervention” and “that the traditional criminal justice 
system may not, by itself, offer adequate solutions as regards the treatment 
of juvenile delinquents, given that their specific educational and social needs 
differ from those of adults”.

Juvenile justice should therefore be seen as just one component in a broader 
community-based strategy for preventing juvenile delinquency, that takes 
into account the wider family, school, neighbourhood and peer group context 
(point 2), in which offending occurs, and the use of new resources to react 
to juvenile deviance. It will be necessary to develop new alternatives to 
formal prosecution, which should be applied according to the principle 
of proportionality, and reflect the best interests of the juvenile (point 7) 
while parents should be encouraged to become aware of and accept their 
responsibilities in relation to the offending behaviour of young children (point 
10). With this Recommendation, the Council affirms its the approach of re-
education and reintegration of the child, but calls for greater commitment by 
different parties in order to fully accompany the child along a path of progress 
and development, for which public and private institutions cannot be solely 
responsible, but which indeed requires the involvement of all those who 
belong to the world of the child.

The Council of Europe, recently provided States with useful and practical 
guidelines which make it possible to soften legal systems when they come 
into contact with children, in the criminal, civil and administrative system. 
These are the “Guidelines on Child-Friendly Justice” adopted on 17 November 
20108; right from the start they clearly state that the aim is to ensure that 
in any criminal, civil and administrative proceedings, all the rights of children 
are fully respected, with due consideration of the child’s level of maturity and 
understanding as well as to the circumstance of the case. Section three of the 
Guidelines, under “Fundamental Principles”, lists three basic principles: 

7  Available at http://www.minoriefamiglia.it/download/cons-europa-9-03.PDF, consulted 
in September 2012.

8  See http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/standardsetting/childjustice/Guidelines%20on%20
child-friendly%20justice%20and%20their%20explanatory%20memorandum%20_4_.pdf, 
consulted in September 2012.
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A. Participation: children have the right to be informed about their rights 
and given appropriate ways to access justice, and to be consulted and heard 
in proceedings involving them, taking into account their maturity and any 
communication difficulties. Article 25 adds a surplus to this right because 
it recognises that children have the right to be informed and consulted on 
alternatives outside court settings, such as mediation and diversion, obviously 
with a view to encouraging access to these proceedings;
B. Best interests of the child: States should guarantee the best interests 
of children in all matters involving or affecting them. This right consists of 
respecting their right to dignity, liberty and equal treatment, as well giving due 
weight to their views and opinions. In assessing the best interests of children, 
States should make, where necessary, an effort to establish a multidisciplinary 
approach.
C. Dignity: children should be treated with care, sensitivity, fairness and 
respect through any procedure or case, with special attention for their 
personal situation, well-being and specific needs, and with full respect for 
their physical and psychological integrity. Children shall not be subjected to 
torture or inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment;
D. Protection from discrimination: The rights of children shall be secured 
without discrimination on any grounds such as sex, race or ethnic background, 
age, language, religion, political or other opinion, and specific protection and 
assistance measures should be taken in the case of more vulnerable children, 
such as migrant children, refugee children or asylum seeking children, 
unaccompanied children, children with disabilities, homeless and Roma 
children;
E. Rule of law: the rule of law should be applied in full at all times. The following 
principles must accordingly be applied in any judicial proceeding against 
children: the right to a fair trial, the principles of legality and proportionality, 
the principle of the presumption of innocence, the right to legal advice and 
access to the courts.

The Council once again deals with the deprivation of liberty of children in part 
six of the Guidelines, and reiterates that any form of deprivation of liberty of 
children should be a measure of last resort and for the shortest appropriate 
period of time (art.19) as well as the need to hold children separately from 
adults, other than for exceptional reasons based solely on the best interests 
of the child (art. 20). Again with a view to promoting the reintegration into 
society of a child who has been deprived of liberty, States are asked to ensure 
that the child has the right to: maintain regular and meaningful contacts with 
parents, family and friends through visits and correspondence, (art. 21/a); 
receive appropriate education, vocational guidance and training, free time and 
sport (art. 21/b), and access programmes that prepare children in advance for 
their return to their communities (art. 21/c).

Despite the fact that these Guidelines have a range of action that goes 
well beyond children who come into contact with the criminal system, they 
undoubtedly make it possible to develop a form of justice which is made to 
measure for children: of particular importance is the intention of allowing 
children to participate more consciously in proceedings that involve or affect 
the same, in order to become active participants, according their level of 
maturity and development.

Finally, we cannot forget the recent fervour expressed by the European 
Institutions in the “EU Agenda on the rights of the child”, in the Communication 
of the Commission to European Parliament, the Council, the European 
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, dated 15 
February 20119. 

The Commission states its full intention of implementing the rights of the 
child in all European policies, affirming indeed that “in view of the strong and 
reinforced commitment to the rights of the child in the Treaty of Lisbon and 
the Charter of Fundamental Rights, the Commission believes that it is now 
the time to move up a gear on the rights of the child and to transfer policy 
objectives into actions”.
The Europe 2020 strategy gives a vision for the XXIst Century of a Europe 
that will offer the children of today better education and better access to the 
services and resources they need to grow up and allow Europe to enter the 
XXIInd Century. In this Communication the Commission supports a “EU Agenda 
for the rights of the child “o reaffirm the strong commitment of all European 
institutions and of all Member States to promoting, protecting and fulfilling 
the rights of the child in all relevant policies of the Union and to turn it into 
concrete results”. 

In the future, EU policies that directly or indirectly affect children should be 
designed, implemented, and monitored taking into account the principle of 
the best interests of the child enshrined in the EU Charter of Fundamental 
Rights and in the UNCRC. The basic principles are deep-rooted and indicate 
the path to follow:

specially planned prevention programmes to promote the prevention of 
crimes should be developed according to tried and tested approaches 
and regularly adapted to the changing needs of children.

9  Available at http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0060:FIN:I
T:PDF, consulted in September 2012.
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diversion from judicial proceeding should be a key aim of all Juvenile 
Justice systems. Suitably trained operators and sufficient resources 
are required to build up confidence in the process and the enforcement 
of power should be subject to strict limits, that should in turn be 
periodically reviewed.

diversion should focus on the needs of children and should be offered 
both to first-time and repeat offenders. It should be clearly included by 
laws and the child must express its consent to its use.

the sentence should be based on the best interests of the child 
and should take into account not only the seriousness, but also the 
circumstances of the crime. Judges should be trained and assisted by 
professionals when in making the decision.

priority should be given to community-based measures rather than 
imprisonment, with an educational and restorative purpose.

small centres with a sufficient number of well-trained operators that 
provide education and reintegration programmes are fundamental to 
prepare the child for his or her reintegration into society.

The question of how Juvenile Justice functions in Europe has opened an 
important debate because, as previously mentioned, the importance of Justice 
Systems in reducing the risk of marginalising and criminalising young people, 
above all in the case of deprived children with particular problems, is today, 
more than ever evident, Despite different cultural traditions and approaches 
which are anything but similar, in different countries, Member states agree 
that it is necessary to adopt specific guidelines as the basis to create shared 
operative and legislative solutions, even though in some cases they may differ. 
The principles of fully respecting the dignity of children; their best interests; 
less intrusion of justice systems; the right to full legal protection in all stages 
of the judicial proceeding; etc. are indeed agreed by all countries, and the 
different systems should be assessed and evaluated according to these 
principles.

Merely listing the principles which should be adopted, does not however 
appear to guarantee that efficiency of systems which today represents, an 
authentic tool of welfare policies: policies that, in other words, should be 
primarily intended as actions to recover and reintegrate into society, segments 
of the population, who for various reasons are disadvantaged, rather than as 
securitarian or repressive type policies.

It is therefore not surprising that many European bodies (Council of Europe, 
European Commission, Agency for Fundamental Rights) are, as previously 
mentioning, calling for a radical reconsideration of juvenile justice models, 
above all in Countries where, historically, custody measures prevail over 
educational or alternative penalising measures. 

For example, there are still many contexts where the objective of what is 
today known as child friendly justice has not yet been attained; a justice system 
which, in other words, does not yet implement its rehabilitative function in full 
even with respect to segments of foreign children. 

Defining new work tools 2.
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The centrality of the child is the aspect that characterises any type of 
intervention and consequently identifies the project and the voluntary 
acceptance of the child to following an educational process of change and 
personal growth.

The need to work for justice (and not only criminal justice) that is closer to 
children, is dictated by the full awareness today that the impact with justice 
systems is always traumatic - for anyone – and obviously the more so for 
children. Given the differences in justice systems, some of the principles 
supported by the Guidelines for child friendly justice may already seem to be 
guaranteed in some Countries. It is not however the acceptance of this or that 
principle which gives meaning to the invitation to reconsider Justice systems 
so as to make them friendly for children.

The objective of improving the efficacy of reintegration policies is a consequence 
to and congruent with the previous objective: only if the juvenile justice system 
is perceived as a tool that guarantees the full social reintegration of children, 
and thus as a system that looks beyond its limits and boundaries, rather than 
as penalty and control system, will juvenile justice be friendly, not only to 
children but also to all the social stakeholders. 

It is quite obvious that when the re-educational function of a closed system 
with a penalising functions fails, this demonstrates that the approach is not 
only ineffective but also the limitations of its social function (and this is what, 
indeed, happens in systems that tend to encourage detention type measures, 
where because of the emotional reaction produced at times by the brutality 
of some crimes, less attention is paid to the risk of condemning many young 
people to social marginalisation); if the system is however an open one and 
all the educational agencies are called to implement the principles stated by 
international charters, the failure of rehabilitation processes is the failure of a 
social system as a whole and for failing to accept responsibility for its children. 

The treatment operative model is a summary not only of a cultural process but 
also an operative and organisational union of international and national laws, 
based on two fundamental cornerstones: the residual nature of detention 
and reintegration into society and the labour world. This, indeed, is the most 
important challenge to face: that of working to ensure that the processes 
of rehabilitation and reintegration of children are indeed the result of an 
intervention that starts from Juvenile Justice, under whose guidance, they 
are able to actively involve everyone in the community who can take action in 
favour and in the best interests of the child.

As previously mentioned, this change necessarily entails the need to create an 
intervention model that recognises the equal importance of all the stakeholders 
(and thus involving the family) in the development of effective educational 
processes, above all because today the European juveniles systems are facing 
problems of enormous social, ethical and operative importance, that place the 
profiles of the children involved in their services.
One of the most important questions faced by Justice systems today is that of 
the different “typologies1” of children who clash with the system2. 
The change in the type of users of the Juvenile Justice Services, which is 
reflected by what may be defined as a greater “variety” in the origin and social-
family conditions of children, means that today a great deal of attention is 
focused on young people who come from social and family backgrounds that 
may be defined as “sufficiently appropriate” and who, before their first impact 
with the services of the Justice system, had a “regular” upbringing.

1  The term “typology” of children is used only for heuristic purposes, and we are aware 
that a categorisation of this kind needs to be reduced, taking into account a number of 
internal variables.

2  Here again, there has been a change of direction with respect to the epistemological con-
sideration of deviance: passing from the idea that the family is responsible for “producing” 
deviance (the “criminal family!”) to reconsidering the family as a resource and element of 
resilience in the educational process of the child . Going beyond the idea of the “criminal 
family”, which was a concept dear to some etiological theories on deviance, led to the need 
for a more detailed analysis of the characteristics of the different “typologies” of children 
who commit crimes. The classifications of juvenile deviance are primarily based on the type 
of crime committed. Crimes in the “predator”, “expressive” and “attacks against a person”, 
link the act to the reasons – which more or less conscious – that drive the offender to 
commit the crime: economic reasons in the case of the first group; actions which express a 
difficulty, in the second; problems in controlling anger through to involvement in pathologi-
cal relationships, in the last case. Currently, an extreme sign seems to come from the extra-
ordinary prevalence of psychopathological forms such as cases of borderline psychosis and 
serious identity disorders during adolescence, which are the determinants of deviant and 
violent behaviour.

Changes within the 
services: new sociological 
scenarios 

3.
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Although even this segment of users of the Juvenile Justice services, do merit 
a detailed analysis, they are not the scope of this investigation and we will 
therefore concentrate on the segment of children whose deviant behaviour 
is in some way associated to the family and social contexts to which they 
belong, organised around codes of deviance.

Although we are aware that the type of users of the Juvenile Justice has 
changed, this project concentrates on a specific segment of users involving 
children whose life is a sum of many factors of fragility. In this case, the most 
complex question that the different Juvenile Justice systems face is what 
action to take as regards processes that very often seem inevitably to lead 
to a deviant behaviour by children who sometimes show signs of deviance 
even very early in life, and consequently enter the Juvenile Justice systems 
very early, according to the age at which they may be prosecuted in different 
countries, and then continue their deviating career and finally enter the adult 
Justice system.

There is a great deal of prejudice against these children, so that more often 
than not the tendency by society is to isolate, rather than to reintegrate them. 
These children may be described as the fragile souls of “difficult children”: 
children who identify a difficulty, a dissonance with respect to the norm-
image. To general categorisation of these children could be the following:

Children at risk: children who live situations of both material hardship 
(poverty, economic insecurity) and relational deficiency (parents who 
refuse or abandon their children, more or less intentionally). From this 
perspective, this intervention is important in terms of prevention: there 
is a social perception of risk, the perception of creating a world at risk.

Maladjusted children: in addition to material and relational problems, 
when these children face situations they consider painful or inadequate 
educational conditions, they assume a depreciative or challenging 
behaviour or behave in an irregular manner (they run away from home 
or drop out of school). Here again, the child has problems in seeing 
himself as a person, which is caused by educational deficiencies.

Children who commit crimes: these are children who have broken the law 
and who thus clash against justice. This is quite obviously considered 
to be a humiliating experience, in which their anti-social behaviour, 
does nothing more than underline the perception of an increasingly 
greater difficulty in the process of building their self-esteem. 

In most cases, these are children involved in organised criminal 
activities, namely with groups that are in net opposition to the civil 
society and in which “illegal activities acquire a sort of legitimisation”. 
In this case, the difficulty of these children is that their vision of the 
world clashes against the vision that delegitimizes the same according 
to shared assumptions.

It follows, that these children suffer a series of “checkmates” from the 
primary stakeholders in the network: first and foremost the family, followed 
by the school and other educational agencies, who are unable to stop the 
child from entering the Juvenile Justice system and, later the failure of the 
Justice System which is unable to stop them from repeating crimes and thus 
entering the adult criminal world, creating an authentic deviant career. These 
are quite clearly children who have many family, social, cultural and economic 
vulnerabilities.

What strategies, and forms of prevention and support should be 
promoted to encourage social inclusion at school, in the labour world and                              
the local community?

This question is first and foremost linked to how one may reconstruct inter-
generational ties, and the ability of the adult community to support these 
children and itself in educational responsibilities and tasks. This means not 
only promoting a culture for the protection of children and the rights of the 
child, in order to develop protection factors in families and the territory, but 
disseminating and sharing the educational responsibility for children, as a 
social responsibility rather than delegating the same to special services that 
moreover do not have sufficient resources to face this task.
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These Guidelines are inspired by the above premises, and are intended as 
a preliminary tool to plan the project and modus operandi agreed by the 
different stakeholders, under the guidance of the Juvenile Justice systems 
whose function, as we know, does not simply end with the re-education of 
the child, to then “re-consign the same” to society (and thus delegating to 
society the task of caring for the same); indeed, as we have seen, more and 
more often they tend to assume a sort of responsibility with respect to the 
child, which continues through to the complete and successful reintegration 
of the same.

And this should apply the more so to children who live in strongly deprived 
contexts and who require interventions which restore and give back to them 
their full dignity, above all because these are children who face many hardships 
and difficulties, which in many cases turn into deviance: deviant children who 
are orphans not only of their families, but of all the educational agencies, who 
are unable to accept, listen to and accompany them. Vulnerable children, 
whose anti-social and deviant behaviour may be interpreted as possible 
expressions of psycho-social difficulty caused by a “health deficiency”, rather 
than as the result of an individual/subjective characteristic.

It is indeed sufficient to study the proxemics of relationships and the internal 
dynamics of groups of adolescents who live in any deprived context, to 
understand how the pivot of the relationship is often violence, in all its forms, 
both physical, verbal, psychological and expropriative.

Violence, which in all its versions generates two possible responses: affiliation 
or victimisation. Both responses consign to society “non citizens”, the former 
because they are generators of abuse, the latter because they are resigned to a 
world of lawlessness. 

Guidelines: objectives4.
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An adolescent who experiments violence as a form of relationship and 
perceives an advantage, tends to repeat this behaviour, confirming to himself 
and his peers that this dynamic is functional, if not the only one to follow. 
At the same time, an adolescent who suffers violence experiences a grave 
feeling of inferiority, lack of self-esteem, anger and strong feelings of revenge, 
that not only triggers a process of victimisation may also turn into general 
resentment against society.

Adopting a pattern of violent behaviour often seems to be a stage, if not an 
inevitable consequence, of those who unfortunately experience, as previously 
mentioned, forms of social violence in degraded and degrading contexts, which 
suffocate any desire for emancipation. The inability to accept the possibility 
of experimenting other, different and healthier realities, which results from a 
lack of knowledge and experience of many adolescents who live in conditions 
of hardship appears to be a widespread and common characteristic. The 
prospective of living a different and “better” condition, becoming familiar 
with “healthier” places, the idea of not necessarily having to “defend” oneself 
and to “fight”, “opening one’s mind” and culture in general, are fundamental 
prerequisites to proposing any type of intervention to combat violence and 
lawlessness.

The need to provide appropriate replies to the social, relational and personal 
deprivation of these children, leads to the need to formulate a culture of social 
work that, in terms of planning, encourages the introduction of supporting 
interventions, based on the observing and meeting the needs of not only of 
children, but also of their families, in order to protect their rights.

More specifically, project interventions whose aim is to psychologically 
strengthen adolescents involved in violent dynamics, reprocess the method 
of response to violent dynamics and strengthen educational and cultural skills 
may help to: 1) re-evaluate the creative skills of children in educational projects; 
2) define educational projects based on the real interests of adolescents; 3) 
define emancipating processes that may act as a “springboard” to accept 
social realities characterised less violence and crime.

Guidelines: tools5.

What are the possible responses to stem the spreading of violence in 
relationships and adolescent dynamics in deprived contexts?

The attention on more efficient working methods, even at a European 
level, to promote the involvement and active participation of young people 
in interventions planned for young people, opens a central debate on 
the definition of how to choose from the “arsenal of methodologies and 
technologies” available, which skills social workers should have and what 
results to expect from the processes introduced. 

But it is necessary to take a step back.

The theme of “active participation” by young people has, in time, created 
great interest which, starting from an input of the European Community has 
in recent years won the debate on social, cultural and educational polities, 
leaving the fundamental aspects and the significance of this approach, in 
the background. Over the years, many different projects under the broader 
meaning of “active participation” have been developed, but these are not 
however all based on the same theoretical assumption: namely, that the 
active participation procedures for young people must be seen as primarily 
as a development process, over and above the communicative aspect, and 
should thus be structured as educational processes.

It is quite obvious however, that not all the experiences based on theoretical 
principles involving experiences between young people may, automatically, be 
considered as educational experiences: “Believing that any authentic education 
process comes from experience does not mean that all experiences are authentically 
or equally educational. Experience and education cannot be considered as 
equivalent. Some experiences are, indeed, anti-educational.
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Any experience which stops or misdirects further experiences is anti-educational”1. 
For these experiences to b educational, they must indeed comply with specific 
requisites, above all, continuity and interaction. 

The first underlines the importance of ensuring that the process of personal 
growth is increasingly open: not all growth is educational, and only growth 
that allows a person to acquire a new open-mindedness towards personal 
improvement is indeed educational. In addition to continuity, which is the 
development factor, the other aspect that confirms that the experience is 
educational is interaction: this is intended as the fact that a person is always 
in the presence of people, objects and events that do not belong to its way of 
being. In other words, the growth process does not occur in a vacuum, but is 
characterised by continuous environmental conditioning that inevitably occur: 
an educational process must, in other words, create a psychic space in which 
to think and process the life experience while maintaining a regulatory ability, 
consisting of discipline and penalties, and that is therefore normo-syntonic 
with the social structure.

From this perspective, educational experiences of growth are those that 
offer children a context of experience within which skills that they possess 
or acquire may be used, from critical thinking to the ability to think, from 
cooperation to participation and from integration to a sense of belonging: 
improving life skills and strengthening the identity of each child become 
a form of primary prevention based on recognising the right/duty of young 
people to accept responsibility for their life process and health, and the right/
duty to take positive actions for themselves, while promoting constructive 
and effective social relations.

This is why particular attention should be focused on realities that promote 
and work through methods that encourage the use of the educational model 
between peers, because this methodology recognises young people as the 
primary players in the promotion of their well-being. This operative model 
(as will be analysed in more details in the next paragraph) develops actions 
that recognise young people as indispensible resources for the construction 
and activation of effective processes for themselves and their peers, in 
relations and integration with competent adults, who acts as facilitators of 
the processes. 

1  John Dewey, Experience and education, Florence, La Nuova Italia, 1968, pages 10-11

5.1  Peer education in non-school contexts
Even though the elected application context of peer education has traditionally 
been the school context, in recent years this has spread increasingly to non-
school contexts, even if not much research has been carried out on peer 
education projects in non-school contexts with respect to research on the 
application of peer education in schools.

An analysis of peer education experiences outside the school2 show that PE is 
a particularly useful method even when it is necessary to reach young people 
outside the school environment. In this case, action may be taken:

through formal structures such as sports associations, children’s 
homes/hostels, socialisation centres for young people, etc.; 

through groups for young people who do not belong to a specific 
organisation or association and meet spontaneously.

If, in the first case, these are contexts which are not schools but have an 
“institutionalised” structure supervised by adults, in the second case the 
contexts are informal and self-managed. In the latter case, there is however 
one difficulty that should be noted: young people outside institutional 
organisation contexts generally belong to ‘minority’ cultures that it is difficult 
for traditional professionals and social marketing messages to reach, and it 
may be extremely difficult to access these groups unless one belongs to ‘that 
group’. In these cases, there is a frequent risk of not being able to reach (or 
effectively involve) the beneficiary target.

5.2  Structuring the methodology
Peer education is an educational project whose aim is to promote a relationship 
between young people and adults that entails a sort of “capsizing” of the 
traditional educational model, which tends to involve young people in more 
or less constrictive and manipulative methods, involving programmes and 
contents established unilaterally by adults. Peer education, on the contrary, 
aims at recognising and promoting an active role of young people, who 
become conscious players in their training: the educational relationship in 
this way becomes an experience in which integration between educators and 

2  When the peer is outside the school, F. Cristini, F. Poser, L. Scacchi, A. Perri, Franco Angeli, 
2012.
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“students” is based on symmetry, equality, complementarity and reciprocal 
control, while the traditional educational relationship is asymmetric, and the 
power is concentrated only on one side. It follows that the construction of each 
and every peer education intervention, and thus the working methodology, 
must necessarily consider the role that adults must have in the peer project, 
in order to encourage conditions where peer educators are induced to create 
a work group and produce shared initiatives, to develop a project entrusting 
only in themselves.

Peer education, which is formulated strictly in the context to which the 
intervention is directed, namely that of particularly vulnerable or violent 
children, who live in particularly deprived contexts, or deviant children, who 
clash against Justice, must include the involvement of a sufficient number 
of adolescents to create one or more groups of peer educators, with the 
prevalence of adolescents who have freed themselves from the use of 
violence as a method of relationship, within which, and thanks to the strength 
of relationships between peers, alternative methods of response to violence 
are entrenched, the psychological capacity of adolescents to control and 
avoid violent dynamics are strengthened, and above all, the desire and need 
to acquire cultural and human skills is created, which are the best ways to 
prevent violence.

From this perspective, acquiring the awareness of, and the prospective of 
adopting behavioural and social patterns that do not include violence and 
prevarication as the only and fundamental tools of survival, represent the 
enzymes, and catalysts of any emancipation process, or of any desire for 
development.

From the perspective of creating groups of peer educators with the above 
objectives, it is necessary to take into account the problems that adolescents 
and young people in general experience when there is no reference adult 
figure. In order to resolve these difficulties, a relationship with one – or better, 
several, reference adults, should be created between groups of adolescents, 
who will, in different ways, act as guide and support, and who should be 
authoritative, fair, understanding and caring.

These adult figures can protect the peer groups, monitor and supervise 
how things are going, act as a positive example to follow, and deal with any 
problems and difficulties that may occur in the groups.

Defining the above educational processes, entails two possible risks however: 
the first is the duration of the processes, and the second are the characteristics 
of the adults who are to help the peer groups during the emancipation process. 
As regards the duration of the groups, it should be taken into account that 
if this is too short it will not be possible to change the internal dynamics of 
relationships of the adolescents.

Educational processes which are too brief would only allow adolescents to 
perceive the possibility of experimenting alternative relational models, but 
would not permit these methods to become structured and entrenched 
as acquired models, and would simply create a feeling of disappointment 
and frustration in the group of adolescents, who would lose the support, 
restraining action, guide, and prospective of a better life model, just after they 
have started to experience it. This disappointment and frustration, would not 
only increase their mistrust of the adult world and educational processes, but 
would encourage them to adopt violent behavioural models.

As regards the risk related to educational processes which are too long and 
restraining, the greatest risk is that adolescents become dependent on the 
group and consequently find it difficult to experiment the dynamics acquired 
within the group, in the extended society.

As regards the possible difficulties related to the characteristics of adults who 
work with the peer groups, it is particularly important to choose these and the 
roles entrusted to them very carefully. The role of the educator in this field 
carries an enormous responsibility and requires particular sensitivity, so that 
adults who act as guide and educator of peer groups must cover both the role 
of an authoritative adult, with the ability to offer advice and guidance, and the 
role of someone who has experienced the same difficulties and has managed 
to overcome them through the same process offered to the same, not by 
running away, but by facing problems and resolving them with a healthy and 
ethical lifestyle.

The time required for each peer group to complete the educational and 
emancipation process, according to the characteristics and abilities of each 
individual, will be decided by adult educators according to their sensitivity.
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1
Manipulation

when the adults 
or planners of an 
action “use” the 
beneficiary young 
people.

2
Decoration

when the adults 
“use” young 
people to 
strengthen an 
idea.

3
Tokenism

when young 
people are called 
as “witnesses” at 
public meetings, 
which give a 
message or make 
requests which 
strengthen the 
theme of the 
meeting, but 
whose aim is not 
to receive a 
concrete response.

4
Assigned but
informed

when the real 
“players” (young 
people) are 
informed of the 
objectives of the 
project and play 
an active role in 
its realisation.

5.2.1  More about the role of adults
 
In the adult-young people interaction there is the risk that adults may 
underestimate the skills of young people, just as there may be many projects 
planned by adults in which young people are “users” (and where they 
cover specific roles), that are extremely successful (theatre shows, musical 
groups, dancing etc.), but where young people are “directed” by adults in 
“performances”.
The following scale of participation is a chart of the different “gradients” of 
participation by young people in projects for young people and the type of 
relationship that ties the same to adults, within the projects: as indicated, this 
goes from a first level where young people are substantially “excluded” from 
the project (step 1 – Manipulation) to a level that includes the full participation 
of young people who take part in the project.

Levels of partecipation3
Consulted and
informed

5
when the 
objectives of the 
project are 
established by 
even by 
consulting the 
children.

6
Adult initiated,
shared decision
with children

when general 
objectives are 
defined by the 
person who 
proposes the 
project (adult), but 
the operative 
decisions are 
made together 
with all the 
beneficiaries.

7
Child initiated
and directed

when adults have 
the role simply of 
facilitating and 
providing tools to 
attain the 
objectives 
established by 
the beneficiaries 
(children).

8
Child initiated,
shared decision
with adults

when the 
beneficiaries of 
the projects 
(children) initially 
define the 
objectives and the 
operative 
decisions are 
made and 
implemented 
together with 
adults, even 
during the project.

3   Text from “Children’s participation – From Tokenism to Citizenship” by Roger Hart, 
Published by Innocenti Essays (no. 4) – Florence – on behalf of Unicef.
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Peer education is an opportunity for professional experts to pass on their 
knowledge and experience to children. This process must start by taking into 
account what children think about how to face problems, even if their opinions 
may appear to be non-professional or non-conventional with respect to 
consolidated theories. This must done so as to give children the feeling that 
they can ‘manage’ the work carried out, by using an open-minded attitude, 
good communication skills, and ensuring reciprocal respect and trust. But 
there are, or rather there must be, personal boundaries and boundaries 
dictated by the role, between the adults and peer group.

The European guidelines state that peer education is an opportunity for 
expert adults to pass on their knowledge and experience to young people: 
adults must therefore not only be pleasant and approachable, but must also 
set clear and specific boundaries to maintain the reference role they cover 
for young people. The balance between control and the concession of power 
is not easy to manage and mostly depends on the success of interventions 
(Walker, Avis, 1999).

The allocation and assumption of power must be a process that occurs in time 
and that gradually involves peer educators, allocating to the same growing 
responsibilities. The role of adults must follow a gradual evolution, from 
trainers/promoters of interventions to consultants of peer educators (Pellai, 
Rinaldin, Tamburini, 2002), while maintaining a monitoring and support 
function for the actions of the project.

It may indeed occur that adults play a preponderant role in the planning, 
management and evaluation of interventions: if on one hand there is a 
significant and gradual development of the involvement of young people 
in the creation of processes, the objectives of preventing difficulties and 
promoting active citizenship continue to be defined above all by adults, and 
the criteria used to identify educators from peers range from young people 
who volunteer freely and – on the other hand – a priori selection by adults.

Substantially, although the role of adults in peer education projects is different 
with respect to traditional educational methods, it is in any case fundamental. 
The interaction between the responsibilities of the adults involved in peer 
projects (teachers, experts, education authority, operators, local health 
authorities etc, etc…), is indeed indispensible to promote and support the 
project and the interventions planned by peer educators. The adults involved 
in peer education projects must however work with young people:

in a collaborative manner, respecting the centrality of their role;

without adopting a condescending manner when presenting ideas and 
suggestions and without influencing the decisions of peers;

by exerting their best efforts to ensure the feasibility of interventions; 

by collaborating together, over and above their “specialisation”.

As previously mentioned, there are indeed different “ways of implementing 
peer education” according to different approach methods (that in turn refer 
to different theoretical reference models), and which in turn presuppose 
different levels of responsibility and participation of adults. 

As previously mentioned, the “pure” peer education model, which uses 
solely “training” techniques with respect to a specific theme presupposes 
recognising the active role of young people in the realisation of peer education 
projects, but does not include their participation in the planning and creation 
of activities which are instead established a priori by adults. This is the model 
most commonly used in the United States and Anglo-Saxon countries.
 
The “mixed” model, on the other hand , is characterised by an approach which 
tends to develop a greater involvement of young people, while the subject 
and objectives of interventions are in any case planned by adults. Finally, 
the “Empowered Peer education” model, is a process involving a reciprocal 
exchange between adults (for example teachers, operators) and children, 
with agreed planning right from its initial stages. Students play an active and 
proactive role during the entire process: from planning of interventions, to the 
educational and assessment stage.
 
The project intervention themes and methods are chosen autonomously by 
young people, who are the main players in the realisation of the activities 
proposed. Adults essentially have the task of supporting and helping young 
people to identify their needs/expectations and in the autonomous planning 
of activities relevant to the different themes to promote the participation of 
young people.

In peer education project therefore, adults may substantially have the 
following roles:

Adult with neutral role
The adult may assume a neutral position, with respect to the technical and 
programmatic contents of the project. 
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The role of the adult is obviously to conduct the discussion, in other words 
to listen to, stimulate and direct participants, without however going beyond 
an imaginary threshold, or potentially invading the territory by expressing an 
opinion on the contents. It should of course be noted that this possibility is 
certainly not excluded. The adult may express an opinion on the discussion 
in its role of moderator/activator, and through verbal behaviour (with concise 
verification references), or non-verbal behaviour.

The principle of a “neutral presence” is considered a guidance, a constructive 
technical-professional type rule, that may, if necessary, be varied or 
integrated. A number of virtuous meanings of “neutral presence” are as 
follows: the adult is placed at a “goal” level, namely above (or better still next 
to) the group, in order to better understand and accompany the same. His or 
her strength, that will be referred to as “active ingredient” or “enzyme”, is that 
of not participating in the game of the parties (either with me or against me), 
and at the most guarantees presence and space to the positions, and protects 
the contents proposed.

In this case, the adult must therefore have the ability to remain on and 
between the parties, to be among them; neutral mostly means involvement 
and participation in the objectives and problems of the group. With its measure 
of neutrality (of partial implication), he or she can better act as catalyst and 
channelizer; the person who translates meanings which would otherwise be 
incomprehensible; of animator, the person who summarises the points of 
view, that may generate actions. To conclude, a “neutral presence” is the part 
of the role with which the adult tends to avoid taking a position as regards the 
thematic contents of the group.

Adult as facilitator
The adult may become a careful but discrete ‘facilitator’, who develops 
energies, offers experience and knowledge, helps to reorder ideas and actions, 
encouraging relationships and offering materials and tools: a facilitator must 
create the background on which the young people move autonomously, in 
other words he or she should act as a flexible and dynamic container whose 
purpose is to protect and encourage peer educators to recognise each other 
gradually, as active players, in the realisation of their project. Only in the initial 
phase of the work, will the group leader have great visibility, that will gradually 
fade away, until it becomes, ideally, a silent presence: substantially, once the 
process has been started, the adult becomes an assistant that the young 
people may turn to, for an opinion, knowing however that the responsibility of 
what they are doing is theirs alone. 

Adult as trainer
Right from the start of the peer education process, even through the use of 
methodological supports placed at their disposal by adults, young people may 
be placed in the condition of recognising a tool in the group that facilitates, 
accelerates and multiplies the results they may produce individually. In this 
case adults cover the specific role of activators and promoters of spontaneous 
collaboration processes: the teacher, educator adult or operator constructs 
skills and methods to help the research. The educating adult is seen as an 
“accompanying” figure, who helps to create new languages to communicate 
and provide meaning together with the adolescents. The image of an “adult 
who thinks”, and asks questions together with the young people without 
providing standard answers, but who creates a climate of dialogue and trust 
that the young people may perceive.

Adult as “control and verification agent”
Projects for young people that involve peer education interventions must be 
approved formally. It is therefore appropriate to request opinions, advice and 
support from adults, for example teachers, if the field of application is the 
school, or from the educational figures involved right from the preparation 
stage of the intervention. In this case, the reference adults must plan meetings 
with the young people in small groups or during assemblies, based on the 
principle of discussion in focus groups or other formal techniques, or meetings 
to discuss the questions with opinion-leaders and charismatic personalities in 
the different association or youth groups.

5.2.2  Peer educators: recruitment criteria
The selection of peer educators is a very delicate aspect that must be made 
according to criteria that may differ according to objectives and activities. 

May peer educators be recruited from volunteers?
Should peer educator comply with specific criteria?
What are the required requisites?
Is “self-recognition” of these requisites accepted?
Is anyone delegated to make this choice? What is their role (peers, 
teaches)?
What is the setting in which peer educators will work?

Generally speaking, the selection criteria are based on the need to promote, 
in the different groups who have contacts with adults, critical and creative 
thinking in order to develop a sense of personal and community effectiveness.
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Three main aspects should be taken into account when recruiting peer 
educators:

they should be accepted by the target group. The ideal peer educator is 
a young person who is appreciated and loved by his or her peers, who 
is reliable, credible and someone that other young people turn to for 
advice;

they must have a personality with the ability to adapt to the educational 
process in which they participate and the work they carry out, in other 
words: they must demonstrate that they 1. have a certain ability to 
assert their ideas; 2. be open to change; 3. have the ability to work 
or be part of a team; 4. are interests in the theme and scope of the 
project, and the specific intervention methods;

they must be appropriately motivated and involved in the project and 
always play an active role. Peer educators who complete a project 
often participate in the same for altruistic reasons and want to inform 
their peers of the problems related to the project. Peer education may 
offer the opportunity of developing social skills or other specific skills 
such as talking to media, public speaking and acting. There are different 
ways to encourage young people to become peer educators. Students 
may, for example earn educational credits for their work or young 
people may be allowed to become members of youth associations 
without paying the membership fee. Moreover, during the project 
tours and excursions may be organised. Local financers may be very 
useful in this sense. The adults involved in a project are very important. 
In the interviews carried out on the projects currently underway, peer 
educators considered the adults who participated in the project to be 
credible and reliable persons, “people like them” whom they could 
turn to for help or advice. The relationship between intermediaries 
and peer educators is very important and must be based on a spirit of 
collaboration3.

3  See Cesvot, Periodical of the Tuscany Voluntary Services Centre, I Quaderni, Things for 
young people. Innovative process of peer education, Florence 2006, pages 133 ff.

5.3   Evaluation
The evaluation of efficacy in peer education projects is one of the most debated 
aspects at a theoretical and methodological level. Many authors have pointed 
out the problems related to the evaluation processes of this methodological 
approach.

One of the most important problems involving peer education is the lack of literature 
on the evaluation of projects. This has a negative impact on the definition of new 
policies in that the absence of evaluation methods makes the decision-making 
process and identification of priorities difficult. Numerous factors contribute to this, 
not the least of which is the ‘gap’ between healthcare operators and researchers, 
the lack of agreement on the use of the term ‘Peer education’ and the fact that peer 
education on AIDS is a relatively new and innovative approach4.

Generally speaking, in the evaluation process, it is necessary to reconsider 
all the elements that make up the project and evaluate, their consistency or 
congruity. In other words, the following aspects must be considered in the 
evaluation: 
 

the theoretical reference framework that contextualises problems 
both from an epidemiological and psychological-social point of view, 
and makes it possible to understand how the project may produce an 
impact with respect to the problem examined;

the aims and objectives that comply with principles of consistency with 
respect to the model, including clarity, pertinence and measurability so 
as to check the “integrity” of the project starting with the results and 
conclusions so as to identify the objectives defined and the assessment 
research questions;

the context, including the partnerships and stakeholders and, in 
particular, the project setting, describing the main characteristics 
and indicating any facilitating or obstructing factors, as well as any 
incentives for participants. The way requirements were ascertained 
should also be indicated clearly, if the project is based on a regulatory 
requirement or a need perceived by the target population;

4  European guidelines on peer education among young peers for the prevention of HIV by 
Gary R. Svenson, European Commission, 1998.

a.

b.

c.

a.

b.

c.
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a description of the target population specimen, with full social-
demographic details and the number and type of researchers and each 
stakeholder involved;

the methods that give a detailed description of the reference 
methodology characteristics and the data collection method, the 
quality criteria and indicators used to decide whether the objectives 
and targets were actually attained. Any factors or problems related to 
the method selected and the relevant effect thereof on data should 
also be indicated;

the data produced with the project, ensuring above all that tables 
and diagrams are clearly understandable, including the process that 
led to the analysis of data, results and conclusions and any problems 
encountered in data analyses that may affect the final conclusions.

Although these indications are valid for any type of high quality education 
project to prevent juvenile difficulties, in the case of the peer education 
methodology it is necessary to analyse the costs of the entire methodological 
process which is particularly complex as a whole, in the same detail in order 
to understand the validity, the ethical aspects and feasibility of the same and 
how its application produce the results of effective prevention of difficulties 
and the concrete and active participation of young people.

All children who commit or suffer acts of violence have the right to have a 
network of “protecting” adults, who will listen to them, decode their requests 
for help and support them in a process of positive growth. As mentioned 
above, the legislative panorama at an international and community level has 
been significantly developed to strengthen measures to protect children, 
while restating the role of services. 
There is still much to be done however to ensure that institutions (healthcare 
and s.a. services, schools, the courts and police force) recognise each other 
in a common methodological process, which sets roles and responsibilities, 
avoiding any intervention “gaps” and duplications. But any operator may 
also measure itself and work within a concrete network of actions, to create 
activities whose scope is to generate synergies in a perspective of building 
community work together, at least at significant comparison levels.
In this way, Member states are committed to defining intervention 
programmes for children who are victims and/or commit acts of violence, in 
order:

Recognise children who are victims/commit acts of violence, who grow 
up in culturally deprived social and economic conditions and the children 
of the Mafia as a group with specific and different characteristics.

Plan a “dedicated” multidisciplinary and multiagency intervention from 
both a legal and psychological-social-pedagogical point of view. 

Encourage person to person relationships, during acceptance and 
listening stages, focusing above all on the “internal world of the child.

Build relational opportunities, with adults and between peers, far from 
violent and Mafia type forms of feeling and thinking, based on legality that 
may be concretely experimented.

d.

e.

f.

a.

b.

c.

d.

Recommendations6.
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Plan the educational proposal so that it is linked to a context; capable 
of creating interest, with clear ethical references.

Guide the educational and/or judicial intervention so as raise 
awareness of the damage caused to “victims”, society and oneself, 
through concrete programmes of re-composition.

Promote actions of mediation and social reparation in the places where 
children live every day (sports, free time organisations, school, etc..).

Intervene in the growth processes of a child by focusing on time and 
“places preferring other places” with respect to those generally used 
by Operators and Services, that offer opportunities which capture 
the interest of children and attract them in directions typical of the 
development needs of adolescents.

Define, through careful educational work and scrupulous networking 
“friendly integration programmes”, that promote new and potential 
possibilities of belonging, while creating emancipation processes 
that may act as a “springboard” for the acceptance of social realities 
characterised by less violence and crime.

Support and accompany the pedagogic and development capacity of 
peer education theories, as a tool which may promote experiences of 
responsibility, trust and commitment towards oneself and peers.

Support specialised and dedicated psychological-social-educational 
teams, with operators from the world of solidarity with the ability to 
introduce new scenarios of belonging and trust.

Ensure the integrated training of operators of the Magistracy, the 
police force and Juvenile Justice, the Territory and the private social 
sector on themes of education to overcome sectorial approaches and 
ensure synergetic actions.

e.

f

g.

h.

i.

j.

k.

l.
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