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3 - Ethical and intercultural issues to be aware of when working with refugees
Aim: 	To raise volunteers’ awareness of issues relating to refugees’ background and some of the sensitivities that can arise.
Introduction
It is important to avoid raising issues that could distress members of your group or make them feel uncomfortable. If sensitive issues are raised they may give rise to conflicts within the group and cause individuals to withdraw from provision
Some topics that are commonly addressed in an open way in European societies may be considered taboo in non-European cultures. Others may be avoided or at least not discussed in public, including:
Family status: in some cultures, being an orphan, or a single woman after a certain age, or a widow without family is considered unusual and something to be ashamed of; also, in some contexts polygamous families are accepted but family members may prefer not to talk about their situation.
Sexual orientation is not something people are expected to talk about.
Discussing illness or handicap, including mental disabilities, is often sensitive.
European and non-European societies may have different perceptions of gender roles and relationships within the family. For example, where extended families are the norm and there is a recognized head of the family, that person may be considered the highest authority, taking decisions for family members or expecting to be consulted before family members themselves take decisions. Also, the social status of siblings may be determined by their age and gender, and this may be reflected in the order in which they speak in a public setting or are expected to benefit from external support (see also Tool 14 Diversity in working groups).
Recommendations
It is advisable not to ask personal questions about refugees’ situation in their country of origin or the experiences they have had travelling to Europe (see also Tool 1 The geopolitical context of migration). Such questions can be painful for refugees who have lost their family or a good situation in their country of origin. You should aim to create an atmosphere in which refugees feel able to express themselves and to share whatever information about themselves they consider appropriate, but expect different members of the group to behave differently. If one person talks about a lost relative or her life in her country of origin, that does not mean that all group members will be prepared do the same.
You should not ask the refugees you are working with to talk about traumatic experiences they may have had before or after leaving their country of origin (see also Tool 24 Identifying refugees’ most urgent needs). While travelling, circumstances may have led them to do things they are ashamed of; they may have been detained; or they may have seen such things happening to other group members. 
In Europe one is considered a child up to the age of 18, but in other contexts teenagers may be considered adults, are expected to care for themselves and establish a family as early as the age of 14. Young people aged 16–17 may tell the authorities that they are alone, even though they have relatives or family in the area, because they know that institutions in Europe provide additional support for unaccompanied children.
Always respect the privacy of the people you are working with, but never accept practices that are contrary to human rights, the rule of law and equality between human beings.
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