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EMPOWER-NET is a European cooperation project
bringing together organisations from Germany, Italy
and Greece that work with FLINTA refugees and
migrants. The project was developed in response to
shared challenges identified by frontline organisations
supporting FLINTA refugees and migrants who have
experienced displacement, gender-based violence and
trauma.

Many existing support systems rely on Western, verbal
and individualised therapeutic models, which often fail
to reach individuals facing language barriers, unstable
legal situations or different cultural understandings of
mental health. At the same time, professionals
working in this field frequently experience emotional
strain and limited access to training or reflection
spaces.

EMPOWER-NET addressed these challenges by
creating a transnational partnership focused on non-
verbal, body-oriented and community-based
approaches to trauma support, while also
strengthening the role of cultural mediators and
frontline workers. 

About the EMPOWER-NET Project



Through exchange visits, workshops and collaborative
reflection, the project enabled organisations to share
practices, compare national contexts and develop
more inclusive and sustainable ways of supporting
FLINTA refugees and migrants.

The project also strengthened professional networks
across Europe and laid the foundation for continued
cooperation in the field of trauma-informed care.
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Project Objectives

Analyse existing trauma support
approaches and identify practices that
improve accessibility.

Strengthening
Trauma-Informed

Practice

Create opportunities for practitioners
to exchange experiences across
European contexts.

Encouraging
Transnational

Learning

Highlight the structural importance of
mediators within trauma support
systems.

Strengthening
Trauma-Informed

Practice

identify key challenges in trauma
support systems for FLINTA refugees
and migrants in Germany, Italy and
Greece.

Identifying Structural
Challenges in Support

Systems



What does FLINTA mean?

FLINTA is an acronym that stands for Women
(German=Frauen), Lesbians, Intersex, Non-binary,
Trans and Agender people.

The term is used in many social and support contexts
to recognise that these groups may face specific
forms of violence, discrimination and exclusion.

In the context of refugee support, FLINTA refugees
and migrants can be particularly vulnerable to
gender-based violence, displacement-related trauma
and barriers to accessing safe and inclusive support
services.



This toolkit is based on field observations and
practitioner exchange within the EMPOWER-NET
project. It gathers practices observed in organisations
working with FLINTA refugees and migrants in
Germany, Italy and Greece.

The toolkit does not replace clinical training and does
not provide psychotherapy guidelines. Instead, it offers
practical approaches that frontline practitioners, social
workers, community organisers and cultural
mediators can use to create safer and more accessible
support environments.

Many refugees face barriers that make traditional
therapeutic models difficult to access. These include
language barriers, fear of institutions, unstable living
conditions, and cultural differences in expressing
distress. Non-verbal and community-based practices
can create entry points for trust, emotional regulation
and engagement with support systems.

Non-Verbal and Community-Based
Approaches



Empowerment
Empowerment refers to strengthening individuals’
sense of agency, autonomy and informed decision-
making. In trauma-informed contexts this means
supporting individuals in making choices about
participation, communication and engagement with
services.

Key Terms

Safer Space
A safer space is an intentionally
designed environment that reduces
power imbalance and increases
participants’ sense of safety. It
involves spatial design, facilitation
style, respect for boundaries and the
possibility to opt out of activities.



Non-Verbal Approach
A non-verbal approach refers to formats that do not
rely primarily on verbal disclosure of experiences.
These may include creative expression, sound-based
practices, movement, or quiet parallel activities that
allow participants to engage without pressure to
speak.

Key Terms

Cultural Mediation
Cultural mediation goes beyond literal translation.
Cultural mediators often interpret cultural context,
social norms and institutional expectations, helping
bridge the gap between support systems and
participants.



Problem

Many FLINTA refugees and migrants hesitate to
narrate traumatic experiences verbally. 

Reasons may include:
 linguistic limitations
 cultural differences in expressing distress
 fear of institutions or authorities
emotional difficulty in verbalising traumatic
memories

In such situations, insisting on verbal storytelling can
unintentionally create pressure and lead to
withdrawal.

Module 1
Reducing Verbal Pressure



Practice
⟶ Sound grounding and art-based expression

Non-verbal activities allow participants to reconnect
with bodily sensations and emotions without requiring
immediate verbal disclosure.

Examples include:
 listening to simple rhythmic sounds
 drawing or painting exercises
 colouring activities
 collaborative art tables
 simple rhythm or percussion exercises

These activities can create a calm shared environment
where participants engage at their own pace.

Module 1
Reducing Verbal Pressure



Facilitation Steps

1. Prepare a calm
environment

Choose a quiet room
with minimal
interruptions.
Arrange chairs in a
circle or semi-circle to
reduce hierarchy.

2. Introduce the activity
as optional

Explain that
participation is
voluntary and there is
no expectation to share
personal stories.

Module 1
Reducing Verbal Pressure

3. Offer simple
materials

Provide accessible
materials such as:

paper and pencils
simple instruments
(drums, shakers)
 clay or soft
materials

Avoid complex
instructions.

4. Allow quiet
engagement

Let participants work
quietly. Silence should
not be treated as a
problem.



Problem
Institutional settings can unintentionally reproduce
power imbalances.

⟶ Rooms that resemble offices, interrogation spaces or
bureaucratic environments may increase anxiety and
mistrust.

Participants who have experienced traumatic
interactions with authorities may associate
institutional spaces with control and judgement.

Practice
⟶ Intentional spatial design

Small changes in the physical environment can
significantly improve the sense of safety and
openness.

warm lighting instead of harsh fluorescent lights
comfortable seating arrangements
visual elements such as plants or textiles
flexible seating (floor cushions, movable chairs)

Module 2
Safe-Space Design



Create “soft corners”
Designate quiet corners

with comfortable seating
where participants can
withdraw temporarily if
they feel overwhelmed

Module 2
Safe-Space Design 
Practical Suggestions

Avoid desk barriers
Whenever possible, avoid

placing desks between
facilitators and

participants. Circular
seating arrangements

reduce hierarchical
perception.

Parallel activities
Allow participants to

engage in low-pressure
activities such as drawing,
tea preparation or simple
crafts during discussions.

Parallel activities often
help reduce social pressure
and increase participation.

Predictable structure
Clearly communicate:
• the duration of the

session
 • the sequence of activities

 • the possibility to take
breaks

Predictability increases
psychological safety.



The practices presented in this toolkit are not
therapeutic interventions, but supportive approaches
that can improve accessibility and trust within support
environments.

They are most effective when combined with:
⟶ trauma-informed facilitation
⟶ cultural sensitivity
⟶ collaboration with specialised professionals

Small adjustments in communication style, spatial
design and activity formats can significantly improve
the experience of individuals navigating complex and
often stressful support systems.

Final Note for Practitioners



For further information please contact the
EMPOWER-NET project partners.
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