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Abstract

Between 2001 and 2005, an experimental community spousal abuse prevention
program was conducted among immigrants from Ethiopia residing in Beer-Sheva
(hereinafter: “the Program”),' accompanied by an ongoing evaluation whose results
are summarized in this Report. Program participants consisted of professionals and
volunteers from the community and social service institutions, who maintained
direct and extended dialogue with one another. Based on the evaluation results,
a handbook (published separately)* was compiled for professionals seeking to
develop programs of this type in other localities in Israel.

The Program is the result of a joint initiative by several national and municipal
bodies, including the Ministry of Social Services, the Beer-Sheva Municipality,
JDC-Israel and Ethiopian immigrant leadership associations. Its chief goal was to
prevent or reduce the incidence of spousal abuse among immigrants from Ethiopia
in Israel, beginning with an attempt to understand the phenomenon in its unique
cultural context. The following objectives were defined to achieve this goal:

(a) Developing a system of volunteers for mediation between the Ethiopian
immigrant population and the establishment

(b) Reinforcing internal community leadership

(c) Developing “cultural competence” among professionals

(d) Compiling a handbook for operation of community programs addressing
spousal abuse

The Program was conducted at the Domestic Violence Prevention and Treatment
Center in Beer-Sheva by a broad-based steering committee, coordinated by
a professional of Ethiopian immigrant origin and supervised by an external
professional consultant. It consisted of three components, each addressing a
specific goal:

(a) Setting up a mutually acceptable mediation service and assigning volunteers of
Ethiopian origin to deal with domestic violence.

(b) Offering leadership training and development for Shmagaleh (community
elders).

(c) Providing the relevant professionals with social sensitivity enrichment.

' The Beta Israel community only.

2 L. Kacen, G. Soffer, D. Moshayov, R. Salomon, H. Cohen and L. Keidar (in press). 4
manual of conducting family peace programs for immigrants from Ethiopia.
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Evaluation methods

Evaluation was conducted according to a qualitative paradigm adapted to
experimental programs of this type. Qualitative methods allow the researchers
to exercise their own discretion in determining parameters to be evaluated
and thereby enabling intense observation of the significance each participant
accorded to the program, using tools deemed sensitive to cultural diversity. The
evaluation which began about a year and a half after the beginning of the program
demanded reconstruction of learning processes and also required the staff to
win the participants’ trust. Data included interviews with program participants,
operators and policymakers at the national and local level, as well as observations,
conversations and document analysis.

Two additional salient features of evaluation should be noted: First, the
evaluation process bears an action research character, wherein accumulated
knowledge is fed back to the planners to help them promote the program’s goals.
Furthermore, we stressed the cultural diversity between the evaluation staff and
program participants, along with our commitment to participants. We made sure
that drafts of the report would be submitted to program participants for their
approval and comment before publication, as well as confirmation of the findings
as we interpreted them, thus honoring the trust they accorded us by consenting to
participate and expressing themselves openly.

Evaluation findings

The evaluation findings comprise four principal parts. The first sums up
accumulated data on spousal violence during a period of cultural transition, while
the other three address principal aspects of the Program directly: Volunteer-based
mediation, traditional (Shmagaleh) leadership development, community leader
recruitment and cultural sensitivity development among professionals.

It is important to mention at this point that the results relates to those couples
who have violent relations. There are many families of Ethiopian origin who have
relations with no violence.

Spousal violence among immigrants from Ethiopia (Beta Israel)
during a period of cultural transition

Immigration to Israel shattered traditional social frameworks and altered social
perception of family structure. The “instructive blows” accepted as part of the
conventional social norms in Ethiopia are perceived in Israel as “violence”
that deviated from prevailing public mores. Extended families were dispersed
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geographically, Kesim and Shmagaleh lost their authority, women were empowered
and accorded economic freedom, while men were neglected, losing their status and
especially their respect. In Ethiopia, the man was the head of the household and
enjoyed the greatest respect, whereas in Israel, Ethiopian immigrant men could not
find jobs, encountered financial difficulties and did not receive the same measure
of respect from their wives and children that they were accorded previously.

Immigration led to several changes that intensified spousal abuse within families:

(a) Role reversal: Women became breadwinners and sought equality; the balance
was upset and violence erupted accordingly.

(b) Undermining of traditional leadership status: The Ethiopian leadership
institution, although still respected by some community members, was not
recognized by official immigration and social services; most women appealed
to the country’s social services to solve their spousal problems, while men
opted for the traditional institutions that displayed a better understanding of
their position.

(c) The lack of cultural sensitivity among social service and law enforcement
officials sometimes unintentionally engendered frustration and violence.

(d) Difficult financial straits exacerbated tension and violence.

Evaluation of the Program’s four goals

1. Setting up a system for mediation between the Ethiopian immigrant
population and the establishment: A course was opened for volunteers,
attended by 24 men and women of various ages from the Ethiopian immigrant
community, including unemployed persons, meeting over a period of about
a year and a half. Study sessions, guided by the group coordinator (the
steering committee consultant), examined violence within the community,
Israeli law, rights and obligations, social service institutions and policies
and other pertinent topics. Towards the end of the course, the volunteer
group initiated and operated seven cultural mediation projects involving the
Beer-Sheva police, the National Insurance Institute, schools, the Domestic
Violence Prevention and Treatment Center, the community theater (established
within the Ethiopian immigrant community for public transmission of social
messages) and establishment of a Shmagaleh group. The group succeeded
in developing open dialogue about spousal violence within the community
and between it and the establishment, running the community theater — with
accompanying discourse about the subject with the audience — and setting
up a Shmagaleh group. The remaining projects operated for a short time
only and were terminated primarily because of a lack of financing, that also
prevented continued training of volunteers after the first group completed the
course. The group’s learning process and motivation, as well as obstacles to its
development, are detailed in this Report.
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2. Traditional (Shmagaleh) leadership development: The Program sought to
train traditional leaders as mediators in spousal conflicts and as consultants to
professionals by enriching them with cultural information about the laws and
customs of the host society. A group of about 15 Shmagaleh from the Gondar,
Tigri and Walkite communities, organized by volunteer course graduates,
participated in weekly training sessions over a five-month period, during
which participants learned about Israeli laws, met with representatives of the
establishment and discussed possible means of eliminating spousal violence
in their communities. The program’s success is evident in course participants’
ongoing efforts at organizing and conducting activities. The Shmagaleh
consolidated themselves as a Council of Elders that engages in advising
establishment officials, mediation and conflict resolution. They formulated
work procedures and now function independently at the Municipal Mediation
Center under the guidance of a community worker. Development of this
program and Shmagaleh working methods are detailed in this Report.

3. Developing cultural competence among professionals: This Program
component was not implemented as stipulated, although professionals were
exposed to cultural information about the Ethiopian immigrant community
during and in parallel to Program operation. Beneficiaries of such enrichment
included establishment representatives who met directly with the volunteer and
Shmagaleh groups, as well as two groups of professionals who participated in
special programs: One taking part in the Journey to Sudan course that took
place at the Central School for Social Service Workers in Beer-Sheva and the
other in a cultural sensitivity development workshop offered to employees of
the Domestic Violence Prevention and Treatment Center. Generally speaking,
this goal was not achieved as originally planned.

4. Compiling a community spousal violence prevention program handbook:
Based on information derived from the experimental Program, we drafted
a manual (L. Kacen, G. Soffer, D. Moshayov, R. Salomon, H. Cohen and L.
Keidar (in press). Conducting Family Peace Programs for Immigrants from
Ethiopia, to be tested in two major Israeli localities. Once the trial run is
completed and the handbook updated accordingly, it will be distributed as an
official document and professional resource.

Conclusions and recommendations

The most important achievement of the experimental program in Beer-Sheva is
its having broken the taboo on open discussion of violence within and outside
the community. Since then, domestic violence has been discussed openly among
immigrants from Ethiopia and an extensive television campaign on the topic was
launched recently. Unfortunately, we do not possess any empirical evidence of a
reduction in the incidence of spousal violence among immigrants from Ethiopia
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in Beer-Sheva, although we are aware that the number of applications to the
Domestic Violence Prevention and Treatment Center is again on the rise.

During the Program, discourse concerning spousal violence that took
place between the establishment and the community revealed intercultural
misunderstandings concerning values, behavior, theory and social representation (as
detailed in the Report’s Conclusions). We are certain that these misunderstandings,
exacerbated by tensions within families, continue to intensify spousal violence.
Consequently, any steps taken to prevent such violence must begin with awareness
of these misunderstandings and adoption of cultural sensitivity principles in all
activity or dialogue with the community, including ethical-cultural sensitivity,
cultural capability, community involvement, mediation, common dialogue
space, boldness, coordination and evaluation. These principles, formulated as
recommendations at the end of the Report, direct efforts towards reducing cultural
gaps simultaneously in two target communities — the group possessing a special
culture (the minority) and professionals and establishment officials representing
the majority society — by creating a common dialogue space.

On the background of these findings and the cultural conceptions that originate in
this Report, we recommend planning local prevention programs at the community
level, along with provision of individual solutions. Each program should involve
cooperation with the community’s local leadership from the planning stage
through implementation and evaluation, manifesting full transparency and trust.
Philanthropic models cannot work in a community that insists on its honor
and autonomy. As indicated, more detailed practical recommendations may be
found in the Manual. At present, we conclude with several significant targeted
recommendations for immediate application: Developing special programs to
empower men, accompanying current empowerment programs for women;
conducting workshops providing men and women with everyday dialogue skills —
particularly those concerning conflict resolution — and finding temporary housing
solutions for men barred from their homes by restraining orders.
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