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ABSTRACT

Background: Violence against women (VAW) is a central issue in gender studies and one that
has united feminist activists from around the world. But this does not mean that this struggle
is singular: indeed, one can say that there are many, diverse and sometimes even contra-
dictory struggles occurring throughout the world.

Objectives: To identify and analyze the different struggles faced by women from Roma
organizations in Spain in relation to VAW and their work with affected women.

Methods: Twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted among women actively
involved in Roma associations in different Spanish cities, in 2015. An inductive thematic
analysis was used to analyze the empirical materials.

Results: Our analysis resulted in three themes that captured different struggles that women
from Roma organizations have faced: ‘between persistence and rupture of restrictive gender
norms’, ‘invisibility and normalization of violence against women’ and ‘willingness and trust in
daily work with women'. The activities related to VAW carried out by the interviewed women
were more related to their personal initiatives and abilities than to strategies proposed by the
organizations they work for.

Conclusions: The results show the need to support the initiatives of Romani women and
their own struggles related to identity. This is what makes them true promoters of social
change and, more specifically, change related to gender relations both within and outside of
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Background

Violence against women (VAW) is a central issue in
gender studies and one that has united feminist acti-
vists from around the world. Women’s activism has
been associated with significant changes in women’s
knowledge and use of social and health services, as
well as changes in social attitudes about gender,
acceptance of this problem and increasing support
for local efforts [1]. According to a recent literature
review, VAW prevention programs should support
collective and pro-feminist activism to promote a
strong positive impact at both the community
(enabling an environment for equality and non-vio-
lence) and individual (inspiring women and men to
become agents of change) levels [2].

This paper focuses on the emergent work devel-
oped by Romani women in civil society groups. The
Roma is the largest ethnic minority group in Europe
with an estimated population of 10 million in the
European Union (EU) and several million more in
countries outside the EU [3]. It is characterized by a

range of different languages, customs and means of
ethnic self-identification. However, wherever they
reside, Roma populations are more exposed to social
exclusion processes than the general population are.
These social exclusion processes negatively influence
access to resources, social opportunities and the exer-
cise of basic rights, resulting in poorer outcomes in
terms of health and well-being [4,5]. Compared to the
general population, the health of the Roma popula-
tion is disproportionately affected by social determi-
nants including low levels of school attendance and
exposure to unsuitable living conditions [6]. This
community presents higher rates of morbidity and
mortality and worse self-perceived health, and it is
more likely to experience functional disability and
chronic health problems such as diabetes [7-9].
Prior studies show that the Roma community parti-
cipates less in the labor market and education system,
is more concentrated in urban areas with poor hous-
ing conditions and experiences discrimination [10]. It
has also been observed that the health indicators for
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the Roma population are generally at worse levels
than those of the most disadvantaged social class of
the general population [11].

In less than a decade, a number of Romani women
activists, mostly in Central and Eastern Europe, have
brought to light issues of multiple forms of discrimi-
nation (based on race, socio-economic status, sexual
identity and/or orientation and gender). Activists
have also noted the systematic exclusion of Roma in
accessing healthcare, employment, education and
political representation. More controversial issues
have also been highlighted, such as forced steriliza-
tion, early marriage, forced prostitution and VAW
[12-15]. To do so, Romani women have had to face
different struggles related to the intersection of dif-
ferent axes of discrimination such as sexism, racism
and classism [4].

Romani women have more often been studied as
patients or victims than as leaders of social change
[16]. In the case of VAW research, Romani women
have received little attention, although the few studies
that do exist indicate alarming figures. A study con-
ducted in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2011 estimated
that 43% of Roma women had experienced physical
violence by their partners and that 36% had been
abused psychologically [15]. In another study con-
ducted in Turkey, it was estimated that Roma
women have a three times greater risk of VAW
than women in the general population [17].

Currently, there are only a few studies about how
Romani women activists negotiate different, and
sometimes contradictory, ethnic and gender identi-
ties, from a position that involves struggling against,
comprehending, acknowledging and even sharing the
social norms dominant in their contexts [18-21].
Describing these struggles is important for develop-
ing VAW responses to Romani victims as well as for
enhancing the effectiveness of other sectors’ interven-
tions related to VAW.

The intersectional approach for the study of
Romani women’s responses to VAW

This study used an intersectional approach as its
theoretical framework [22,23]. Introduced by Black
feminist scholars in the 1980s, an intersectional
approach assumes that the social locations of groups
and individuals are shaped by intersecting systems of
power relations, where gender is one axis of inequal-
ity and discrimination, alongside class, age, race/eth-
nicity and sexual identity/orientation. = The
intersection of these axes creates positions of privilege
and disadvantage, inclusion and exclusion, and these
positions affect how individuals perceive themselves,
how they are perceived and treated by others and
how they interpret problems [22,24].

Romani women experiencing VAW are jointly
exposed to at least three sources of oppression. They
may be oppressed for being female, for being Roma
and for being poor. In addition, the Roma commu-
nity in Europe is composed of several sub-commu-
nities differentiated by settlement model, culture and
religion, legal status, language and period of migra-
tion [4]. There are also differences within these
groups based on the political and cultural context of
their place of residence. These differences, in addition
to the intersecting systems of power relations (gen-
der, ethnicity, class and/or sexual orientation), inter-
act to create specific forms of subordination. The
consequences can include reduced access to informa-
tion about institutional VAW-related resources, lim-
ited trust in professionals due to discrimination,
difficulty discussing intimate relationship problems
with strangers (especially if they are men), language
or cultural issues, shame associated with being a
victim of VAW and/or fear of losing children,
among other issues [25,26].

The intersectional approach has also been pre-
viously applied to show how Romani activists usually
have to face many challenges related to their position
vis-a-vis the general discourse of the Romani move-
ment and the general feminist discourse [27] and the
controversial relationships across different genera-
tions. These challenges are present in their daily
work as cultural mediators in relation to different
health issues [28,29].

The main aim of our study is to identify and
analyze the different struggles that women from
Roma organizations in Spain face in relation to
VAW and their work with affected women. We con-
sidered the intersectional approach as the best
approach for achieving this objective.

Methods

A qualitative study based on 12 in-depth interviews
with Romani women who were actively involved in
Roma and pro-Roma Spanish associations was per-
formed in 2015 in different cities in Spain. This study
was part of a bigger project that aimed to analyze
primary health services’ and professionals’ readiness
to manage violence against Romani women in Spain.
The larger project also aimed to propose strategies to
improve responses in these cases, taking into account
the health professionals’ and Romani women acti-
vists’ perspectives.

Purposive sampling was carried out for the whole
project sample, including participants who were
involved in different types of associations (pro-
Roma but not exclusively Roma NGOs, Roma orga-
nizations, Romani women’s groups and feminist
groups of Romani women). The first strategy
employed to recruit participants was to contact a



Roma association in Alicante - where part of the
research team is located - and other relevant associa-
tions. These associations were identified through an
initial Internet search for Roma organizations that
had promoted VAW interventions or programs
involving health professionals. In addition, we
employed the snowball method - in each interview,
information was requested concerning possible con-
tacts. A total of 28 organizations were contacted, and
12 agreed to participate. Associations were contracted
to select interviewees, given their experience working
in VAW-related interventions.

The interview guide consisted of a few topics for
discussion without a predetermined sequential order.
The topics were related to perceptions about VAW
and existing responses in Spain in general, and in
relation to primary health services in particular.
Topics were also related to interventions and pro-
grams developed within the associations, and factors
surrounding the effectiveness of these program activ-
ities. Other themes related to interviewees’ experi-
ences as Romani women actively involved in Roma
associations. The topic of changes in Romani
women’s position emerged during the interview,
although it was not initially addressed in the guide
(Table 1).

The interviews lasted between 35 and 90 minutes
and were conducted in Spanish. The native language
of all of the participants was Spanish. Participants
were interviewed within the setting of Roma associa-
tions. We continued to conduct interviews until data
saturation was achieved, meaning that no new infor-
mation related to the project aim was emerging. In
keeping with the principles of the Declaration of
Helsinki and the Belmont Report, the purpose and
procedure of the study were explained, an opportu-
nity to ask questions was provided, and written
informed consent was obtained from each participant
prior to data collection. Participants were informed
that they could interrupt their participation at any
time during the interviews. Ethical approval was
sought from the Ethics Committee of the University
of Alicante.

Data analysis

The interviews were digitally recorded and then tran-
scribed verbatim. We followed the six steps of the-
matic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke [30].
Each author carried out steps one and two on their
own; these steps involved familiarizing ourselves with
the data and generating initial codes. For step three,
we compared initial codes and searched for potential
themes together. Author 3 then returned to the tran-
scripts to organize all relevant data within the poten-
tial themes. All four authors met in person and
worked electronically to carry out steps four through
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Table 1. Interview guide addressed to women from Roma or
pro-Roma associations in Spain, 2014-2015.

As a part of the work of your association, do you carry out any
activities related to intimate partner violence in the Roma
population?

(IF YES) Can you tell me about these activities?

In your opinion, are these programs directed towards intimate partner
violence in the Roma population effective? Why?

(IF NO) Are you aware of, or have you participated in any activity
outside of your association related to intimate partner violence in
the Roma population?

In your opinion, are these programs directed towards intimate partner
violence in the Roma population effective? Why?

Is there a collaborative relationship between the administration and
your association that supports intervention related to intimate
partner violence with Roma women?

(IF YES) How would you describe this collaborative relationship
(administration/association)?

Does your association attend to victims of abuse?

(IF YES) Do you know if the Roma women who suffer abuse and who
attend your association also attend a healthcare center after having
suffered an attack? Why?

(IF NO) In your personal experience, do you believe that Roma women
who are victims of abuse attend a healthcare center after having
suffered an attack? Why?

Is there any collaboration between the health system and the
association that serves to facilitate a first contact between a health
professional and a Roma woman suffering abuse?

(IF YES) Could you describe this collaboration (health system/
association)? And how would you describe the relationship between
the two?

(IF NO) Do you think such a collaboration is necessary (health system/
association)? Why?

In general, what are the principal characteristics needed by workers
attending to these cases of violence in Roma women?

With respect to cases of abuse, what do you think is the general
response to cases of intimate partner violence? What about cases of
Romani women who suffer from this violence?

In general, what improvement is needed in these cases? In the primary
care setting, what do you think is most needed by health
professionals so that they can properly attend to Roma women who
suffer violence?

six together, including reviewing themes, defining
and naming themes and producing the report. Five
preliminary categories emerged during this process,
and they were condensed into the three final themes
described in the Results section (Table 2).

Results

Our analysis resulted in three themes that captured
different struggles that women from Roma organiza-
tions in Spain faced in relation to gender norms,
VAW and strategies for confronting VAW: ‘between
persistence and rupture of restrictive gender norms’,
‘invisibility and normalization of VAW’ and ‘willing-
ness and trust in daily work with women’.

Between persistence and rupture of restrictive
gender norms

The first struggle that informants negotiated was
related to continuity and change in restrictive gender
norms for Roma women. In general, the interviewees
perceived that Roma women faced various forms of
oppression and discrimination on a daily basis. These
forms of discrimination stem from Spanish society in
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Table 2. Themes, categories and main codes generated from the interviews with women from Roma or pro-Roma associations in Spain, 2014-2015.

Willingness and trust in daily work

Invisibility and normalization of Violence Against Women

Between persistence and rupture of

with women

(VAW) in the Roma community

restrictive gender norms

Themes

Need for specific VAW measures

Signs of particular/unique

Delinking ethnicity from

Social changes in the Roma

Generational ruptures

Categories Social construction of Romani women's

within a general intervention

model
— From a model of information and

experiences of VAW

experiences with VAW among

Romani women
- Invisibility as a way to avoid

community. Are they real or

apparent?
- Women who lead processes of

gender identity

among Romani women
- Romani women face

- Access to education and

- Elements of multiple discrimination: for

Selected

support to a model of intervention

and social empowerment.

greater obstacles
- Extended family is key to

further damaging the image
of the Roma community.
- VAW is similar between

change are also sanctioned by
the community and by men.

- The mirage of equality

employment as elements

being a woman, Roma, low education level

and low income, among others.
- Persistence of traditional notions about

codes

that emancipate women.

— Empowered youth.

understand how women - Working to prevent VAW in a

make decisions
- The importance of

subtly ‘hidden” way.
- Personal empathy and implication

Romani and non-Romani

women.
- VAW normalization among

- Conflicts of identity.

being ‘a Roma woman’ linked to cultural

identity.
- Consequences of traditional gender norms

- Transition of models of

of association representatives

informal help-seeking

resources

femininity.
- Examples of the rupture in

Roma. Real or an excuse?

for women’s health and wellbeing

traditional roles and their

consequences

general, the Roma community in particular and even
their own families. Being aware of the reality faced by
Roma women was considered key to working with
them, as the following quote illustrates:

...I think it is important to recognize the Romani
woman’s role — and the behaviors that generate a
man’s control of a woman - because one can under-
stand how to work with these women. .. (Asociaciéon
Gitana (AG), 10)

According to interviewees, Romani women are
subjected to ideal notions of femininity that empha-
size motherhood and being a faithful wife, and that
prioritize the needs of the family over women’s own
needs. The interviews also revealed that these notions
of femininity have also been present in the past in
Spanish society:

The problem with the Roma population is that we
mirror the majority society, but we are 100 years
behind... In the machista Spanish society of the past,
no Roma women who smoked were frowned upon.
Towns’ women in mourning used to cover themselves.
Even today, Roma women continue to do this. (AG, 6)

The importance of marriage and the fact that
Roma women begin reproducing at an early age
(child mothers) can collide with women’s life aspira-
tions related to education, labor and economic eman-
cipation etc.:

There is the role of the adult woman (related to
sexual life, being a mother, taking care of the house-
hold) and the role of the child that is beneath, and
dependent on (in this order), her husband (who is
beneath his parents), her in-laws and her parents.
(AG, 10)

The interviewees understood these gender norms
as hindering women’s capacity for decision-making,
empowerment and freedom, in addition to having
consequences for women’s mental health:

There is a very important part of Romani women
who live in a cage all of our lives without really being
able to do what we want or what our body tells us;
[...] and you can’t do what you choose, your life
doesn’t belong to you, nor your person, and in the
long run this affects you psychically. (AG, 1)

However, some of the interviewed women high-
lighted the existence of changes in gender relations,
and they even included themselves as protagonists in
processes of change and personal empowerment. This
is especially the case for younger women, although it
is also present in the discourse of some older
informants:

Now I don’t care at all what they think of me and
what they say, even in my home, it doesn’t matter,
my life is my own, I only have one life. But I didn’t
realize this until very recently, OK? But I do want to
communicate this message to other young women,
and I am in a hurry to do things and try to change



things in the place where I am and in the way that I
can. (AG, 1)

In my 43 years I have learned that I shouldn’t stop
doing what I want [...] In my culture I have respect
for everyone, but if I light up a cigarette here in front
of an 80-year-old Roma man, he can look at me the
way he wants, because I am free and I decide. (A.G, 6)

The rupture with restrictive gender norms was not
seen as problem-free. In fact, it can be a difficult
process due to cultural socialization and social pres-
sure, and it can even generate a certain sense of false
rupture:

That darn subconscious and the education they have
given you... you have learned it from childhood and
it is rooted in you... It is very difficult to break with
this, maybe impossible, one tries, makes an effort,
but at some point it comes out. (AG, 2)

...there are many people [...] Romani and non-
Romani who think they are free, but they aren’t,
they live in a glass vase OK? [...] They are like
helium balloons that rise, but when they rise you
can pull on their string and pull them back down.
(AG, 6)

Capacity-building, labor market participation and
social support from associations were considered key
elements for producing substantial changes. With
these necessary elements, a hopeful eye was cast
again on younger women:

The outcome that I see is that boys and girls don’t
drop out of their studies. I think that education is the
starting point... Because they see the change in what
they want to change. (AG, 4)

Invisibility and normalization of VAW in the
Romani community

The second struggle that informants negotiated was
related to the magnitude and perception of VAW
within the Roma community and in comparison
with the general population. Two main elements of
this struggle were raised: attempting to prevent
further negative stereotypes being directed against
Roma people, while at the same time acknowledging
the specific characteristics of VAW when the victims
are Romani women.

VAW, its consequences and victims seem to be
invisible, even for Roma organizations. This fact
tended to be interpreted by the interviewees as a
strategy to avoid further damaging the image of the
Roma community. In this way, one of the intervie-
wees explained an experience with a report pro-
duced by her organization that wasn’t published
in the end:

There was the knowledge that the rest of the Roma
entities would take over because it was a way to say,

GLOBAL HEALTH ACTION e 5

‘Well, we’re going to add more fuel to this fire and to
these stereotypes that people have about the Roma
community.” (AG, 8)

Although sharing this common agreement around
the invisibility and silence surrounding VAW, some
informants highlighted that the situation is similar
for the non-Roma population. In general, these inter-
viewees considered that the magnitude and risk of
VAW in the Roma community are probably similar
to those registered among the general population.
This could be interpreted as an effort to delink their
ethnicity and its cultural elements from the possibility
of a greater risk of abuse in Roma couples:

Just as there are people in the culture who understand a
woman’s role to be a certain way, well there are also
people in the Spanish culture who still understand that
a woman has to stay at home, and that is the way it is.
So, well, of course, there are people who understand it
that way, but I don’t think that it’s the Roma culture,
the Roma culture is something else [...] the risk factor
is being a woman and the concept of Roma culture [... .]
is advancing more and more. (AG, 5)

However, interviewees coincided in signaling the
greater obstacles faced by Romani women in compar-
ison with the general population in being able to
escape from VAW situations. Specifically, they
emphasized the contradictory role that can be played
by members of the community and the family, taking
into account the importance of the extended family
within the Roma community:

When a Roma woman marries, well, that is where there
are many more problems. Because the Roma woman,
in principle, becomes part of the other clan, OK, a part
of her husband’s family, OK? Then, if she separates,
OK?, two things happen: one is that she should leave
her children, OK? [...] The children become part of her
husband’s family [...] Later if they go with their
mother, it is considered a dishonor. (AG, 7)

If this type of problem is painful and complicated for
a woman, for a Roma woman it is much more so,
since given that she moves in relationship to the
extensive family, the problem complicates very
much the family relationship, because her husband,
besides being her husband, is a close family member
(cousin). (AG, 9)

Another related topic that emerged in the inter-
views relates to the supposed normalization of the
violence, and specifically VAW, within the Roma
community. Some informants seemed to acknowl-
edge the existence of this normalization when they
spoke as members of their community and as women
that have suffered themselves the consequences of a
differential socialization related to gender:

I think we are not conscious of the fact that we are
giving it power with the words that become recorded
in the subconscious, ‘you have to bear it because he
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is your husband... It is normal that he gives you a
smack. Ah! Well we have all had to bear it honey.’
These phrases that form part of daily life penetrate so
deeply that when it’s your turn to go through the
situation you look back and you say, ‘no, well this is
normal’, you think, ‘ah! Well if my cousin’s husband
hits her and there is no problem, then I will have to
bear it” And at the end it becomes something nor-
mal. (AG, 2)

Furthermore, some of the informants considered
that the opinion that VAW is more tolerated within
the Roma people could affect formal responses
related to detection and attention from agencies,
organizations and professionals outside the Roma
community:

Because if you think about it right now, here in the
street [a boy insults a girl] and everyone joins in.
[But if] they're gypsies, [...] everyone leaves.
Because ‘no, they see it as normal, they’ve normal-
ized it’. (AG, 6)

However, some interviewees directly rejected the
existence of a normalization of VAW inside the
Roma community. Actually, they pointed out the
presence of informal strategies to deal with situations
of violence, and specifically VAW. These strategies
usually involve the implication of extended family
members and/or people with authority within the
community.

Willingness and trust in daily work with women

Finally, the third struggle that informants negotiated
was related to developing strategies to address VAW
in their daily work with Roma women. Interviewees
highlighted that strategies don’t need to be different
from those that exist for all women, but should be
improved in terms of quality and response capacity:

We don’t need any specific resource for Roma
women [...], all [...] we need is that the resources
we have are of good quality and are well coordinated.
(AG, 7)

However, during the interviews, informants men-
tioned that they themselves needed to develop speci-
fic and culturally sensitive strategies that approach
VAW in an indirect way, formulating the problem
in a diffuse manner:

it’'s a subtle question, we work on these issues but
mask it; it’s what the colleagues from Valencia told
you, that in the Roma women’s violence group they
don’t call it that... (AG, 3)

They perceived that the Roma community gener-
ally rejects reporting crimes to the police, thereby
making it difficult to develop VAW prevention stra-
tegies that focus on law enforcement and legal
mechanisms:

It is unthinkable that a woman denounces her hus-
band [...], not just because of her husband but
because of the whole environment, and even those
who aren’t family members would say “What type of
woman would go and denounce her husband?, even
if her eyes are like this [gesture of a hand and
swollen eye], she shouldn’t denounce him. (AG, 1)

Denouncing him is impossible, they don’t denounce
them, and the protocol that requires [them to
denounce] in order to get out of the situation she is
in, this doesn’t serve Roma women. [...] You have to
create strategies among women who have worked
with Roma women, create strategies to help them
have the power to say, ‘help me because I am in
this situation’, otherwise they won’t do it. (AG, 6)

Sometimes interviewees depicted carrying out
VAW prevention strategies more in response to
their own sensitivity and willingness to effect change
than to the ultimate goals of their organizations. It
can even be concluded that VAW prevention strate-
gies were their own initiative rather than the direc-
of their organizations. Consequently, the
personal commitment of the interviewees combined
with a strong awareness of the phenomenon and its
impact on the lives of women and families was cri-
tical for the development of VAW prevention, detec-
tion and treatment:

tives

Yes, we have worked in the area of equality, and
transversally I pushed to make them take on the
topic of gender violence because I think it is funda-
mental. (AG, 11)

Before it was something hidden, and now they just
express it, right? So this causes you to become more
conscious of it, right? Because sometimes it’s like, if
you don’t know you can’t help at all because they
don’t tell you. Unless you see something... [then]
you can talk and tell her ‘when you want to, take my
phone number and call me’. (AG, 11)

In this sense, the informants highlighted the role
that they play individually and their organizations
play in building trust with community members,
including affected women, aggressors and family
members:

Roma women need their time; they need trust to be
able to speak about it. [...] The woman who suffers,
she doesn’t tell just anyone, it has to be someone of
extreme confidence, that knows; they have to know
that you aren’t going to turn anyone in, that it’s
going to stay between you and her, and you can’t
always find someone like that among the profes-
sionals or the family members. (AG, 1)

Finally, the elements mentioned put the intervie-
wees into the contradictory situation of having to
approach the topic mostly with the same resources
that exist for VAW in general, but with the knowl-
edge that the point of departure is different.



Discussion

Cultural traditions, taboo and invisibility, willingness and
trust are present in the discourses of the interviewees in
relation to their experiences working with Roma women
dealing with situations of violence. All of these factors
give rise to tension and conflict. The activists constantly
move between respect and rupture of the dominant gen-
der norms; invisibility of VAW and the desire not to
further damage the image of their community; the will-
ingness to help the women but also the awareness that
they need (and sometimes lack) institutional support; and
knowledge of the ways in which informal networks can
generate responses to VAW, although they can also hin-
der the rupture with the abuser.

In Roma families, women and men’s roles are strictly
defined by patriarchal norms [25]. The expectations
related to being a woman and being Roma are intimately
linked to one’s position in the family. The importance of
marriage in addition to the fact that Roma women bear
children at a young age (child mothers) can contrast with
life aspirations in terms of education, the labor market
and economic independence. The majority of the women
we interviewed (all of them Roma women involved in
civil society organizations) have tried to break with this
stereotypical image, in greater or lesser measure, reclaim-
ing an active role in denouncing different sources of
discrimination by sex, ethnicity, social class and gender
[31]. However, they often highlight the relevance of
knowing, understanding and even respecting elements
of the dominant gender norms when it comes time to
work properly with Roma women.

References to the effects of what is called a ‘mirage of
equality’ are found within this conflictive discourse,
which alludes to achievements in terms of legislation,
political agendas and public discourse that have yet to
be extended to the daily lives of women and men [32].
In this context, the interviewees mention women born
in recent decades as possible protagonists of change, but
who, at the same time, live with different forms of
inequalities and sexism [33]. Furthermore, the real pos-
sibilities of breaking with one’s traditional position can
be impaired by the fact that the Roma population does
not generally participate fully in society [34]. Roma
people in Spain suffer greater levels of poverty and
unemployment and have greater difficulties in access
to housing and to continuing in the educational system.
Levels of racism and discrimination towards this group
are high [35]. This rejection, perceived by the Roma
population, is reflected in distrust towards institutions
and services managed from outside of their community.

Representatives of the Roma movement continue
their struggle against different forms of discrimina-
tion with a certain tendency, according to those
interviewed, not to prioritize changes in gender iden-
tities, relations and violence. This generates a conflict
between Roma activists and feminists, and between
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women’s organizations and the whole of the Roma
community. The conflict is usually represented by
men who defend the rights of the Roma community
with little attention to gender inequalities. This rup-
ture situates Roma women and their organizations
outside of their own community [18,21]. For some
authors, the disconnect between the defense of Roma
community interests and the defense of Roma
women is generated by a social context in which
gender and ethnicity are erroneously assumed to be
mutually exclusive rather than interrelated [36,37].

The invisibility of the real dimensions of VAW
among Roma women is recognized by the intervie-
wees. Some of them interpret this invisibility as a
general characteristic of VAW, known as the ‘tip of
the iceberg’ concept. This refers to the fact that the
cases of VAW that are filed and those collected
through investigations are only a part of the whole,
and they are generally the more severe ones. The
existence of other forms of violence remains hidden
[38]. However, some interviewees consider this invi-
sibility, in the case of Roma women, to be - to a
certain point — understandable, without which VAW
could become an anti-Roma tool [27]. This could be
related to the explicit rejection by some of the infor-
mants of the supposed normalization of the problem
in the Roma community. In any case, the intervie-
wees try to frame the topic of VAW by putting
emphasis on the barriers to access to services and
on the need for improvement in social services (edu-
cation, employment, income, empowerment, and
youth and women), avoiding the criminalization of
the community and Roma men [18].

Willingness or personal motivation has been identi-
fied in other contexts (for example, primary health care)
as a key factor in generation of responses to VAW [39].
This motivation could go hand in hand with training,
awareness of issues of gender and/or - as our intervie-
wees argue — the experience of having worked with
women in this situation. Despite the potential of this
willingness, the interviewees claim the need for greater
support and commitment on the part of their own
organizations and other institutions. In consonance
with the informants, for Wasileskia and Miller [40],
success in the elimination of interpersonal violence
within Roma families is linked to the application of
policies that increase the quality and accessibility of
social services as well as improvement in the social
position of Roma families. However, these policies will
not be sufficient unless Roma women are directly impli-
cated by encouraging them to become links between
their communities and different resources.

Certain study limitations should be considered in
interpretation of the results. The principal limitation
is that we have analyzed a series of topics that were
not initially included in the interview guide. This
could have conditioned the information collected
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and resulted in a lack of depth in some of the topics
discussed. Another limitation is that the interviewers
were not Roma women, although one of them was
linked to an organized Roma movement. Finally, it is
worth commenting that the interviewees were linked
to different types of associations (Roma, pro-Roma,
feminist and Roma women’s associations). This is a
limitation that could influence the saturation of the
discussed topics, although it is also a strength given
the need to collect the opinions and experiences of a
wide range of Roma organizations.

We applied the criteria described by Lincoln and
Guba to enhance trustworthiness in qualitative
research [41]. Transferability was enhanced by select-
ing participants’ profiles based on their ability to con-
tribute to the research question. Triangulation of
researchers from different disciplines and with differ-
ent levels of familiarity with the setting was also used
to enhance credibility. We also made an effort to con-
textualize the results in order to help readers evaluate
to what extent our results might be applicable to other
similar settings. To enhance dependability, the study
adopted an emergent design throughout the research
process, which contributed to making Roma women’s
opinions and experiences in their dealing with VAW
cases more visible. We also responded to constant
change even when that implied modifications to the
planned schedule or the interview guides. Quotations
were also used to enhance confirmability. In order to
stay closer to the text, the original Spanish version was
used for coding, and translation into English only took
place when categories and themes had emerged.

Conclusions

This paper contributes to an underdeveloped topic:
the analysis of Roma women, not as victims, but as
protagonists of social change. Our results show the
presence of numerous conflicts related to their
intersectional position along different axes of dis-
crimination. These conflicts were grouped into the
following blocks: ‘between persistence and rupture
of restrictive gender norms’, ‘invisibility and nor-
malization of VAW’ and ‘willingness and trust in
daily work with women’. The work carried out by a
large part of the interviewees related to VAW
responds more to their own initiatives and personal
abilities than to strategies adopted by the organiza-
tions they are part of. It is worth highlighting that
VAW, which underpins gender inequalities, seems
not to form part of the fundamental core priorities
of Roma and pro-Roma organizations. Finally, the
results show the need to support the initiatives of
Romani women as well as their own identity strug-
gles, which are what make them true promoters of
social change.
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