
1.13 Blaming Vs Empowering 
Objective 
 Increase awareness of and empathy for the difficulties that women who experience 

violence face when seeking support.  
 Highlight how unequal gender norms and behaviours can affect women’s ability to seek 

help and access care.  
 Encourage participants to think about what they can do as providers to offer an empathic 

response to survivors of violence.  
 
Time: 
45 minutes 
 
Resources required: 
Print out of character cards 
Print out of the story  
 
Instructions for facilitators  
 Print out the character cards before the activity. 
 Ask 11 individuals to participate in the activity (change the number of participants 

depending on the size of the group). Invite the others to observe.  
 Ask for one volunteer to play the role of Maya (change name according to country), a 

woman who has experienced violence. Ask the other 11 to play the other characters written 
on the character cards.  

 Provide each of the participants with a character card.  
 Instruct Maya to sit in the middle. She sits in a chair in front of and facing the other 

participants.  
 Instruct the other participants to stand around Maya in a circle, facing outwards (away from 

Maya). Each holds a shawl or newspaper sheet.  
 As facilitator, stand outside the circle and read the script of Maya’s story. Then, in the order 

of characters listed below, explain who Maya approaches for help.  
 Ask each character to step forward and read the first statement on the character card to 

Maya - friend, her mother, neighbour, her mother-in-law, community health worker 
(female), priest (male), police, social worker, lawyer, doctor. 

 Next, ask each character to reverse this process by reading the second statement on the 
character card to Maya - doctor, lawyer, social worker, police, priest, community health 
worker, HIS mother, neighbour, HER mother, friend.  

 
Activity resources 
Story (for facilitator to read)  
Maya is 35 years old. She has been married for 10 years. She has two children aged 7 and 9. 
Maya works in a garment factory sewing clothes for a big foreign company. Her husband, Lee, 
works for an automobile manufacturing factory. Soon after their younger child was born, Lee 
started beating her and eventually forcing her to have sex. This has continued for many years 



and has grown worse. Lee’s drinking has also grown worse over the years. One day when she 
had to stay late to sew clothes for a big order, the garment factory manager dropped her home. 
Lee saw them together and became very angry. He beat her so badly that her arm got 
fractured, and she had a big gash on her forehead, bruises everywhere and a swollen black eye. 
Her children saw this and became very scared that something would happen to their mother. 
Maya could not take it any more, as she was afraid for her life, and decided to take some 
action. She approached her friends, family, a social worker in an NGO, a doctor and the police.  
 
Character cards (to be printed and provided to participants who volunteer) 
---- 
Friend – Anita  
1. Blame: “Are you telling me that wonderful husband of yours loses his temper, hits you 

even? Ah, I can’t believe that! He is always so kind and jovial. You must have done 
something to make him angry.” 

 
2. Empowering: “I’m so glad you told me about this. Breaking the silence is the first step. What 

he is doing is not acceptable. You don’t deserve this. I will stand with you, Maya.” 
---- 
 
Mother – Grace 
1. Blame: “Try harder, Maya. You were always the most stubborn one of all your sisters. Their 

marriages are all fine. They always listen to their husbands. Why did you have to go and 
work at that factory of yours? You must have neglected your husband. That is why he must 
be angry.” 

 
2. Empowering: “Maya, you have tried so hard, but he hasn’t. Your stubbornness is your 

strength. If I were in your shoes, I don’t know if I would have struggled for so long.” 
---- 
 
Neighbour 
1. Blame: “The walls are pretty thin, Maya. People in the building are talking. These late shifts 

at work – it must be so frustrating for your husband. The poor guy was telling me that he 
now has to cook dinner on Wednesdays and Thursdays.” 

 
2. Empowering: “Maya, we can help out by watching the children when you have to work late. 

Let them come over to our apartment, and we’ll cook their favourite noodles. When you 
come home, there will be some for you too.” 

 
---- 
 
Mother-in-law  
1. Blame: “Don’t whine, Maya. You’re the one neglecting my son. Do you know how many 

times a day I have to text him and make sure he is ok? You are always at that factory. 



Besides, who’ll believe you now – remember those lies you told about my husband? That he 
tried to rape you?” 

 
2. Empowering: “I have worried for the longest time that Lee learned his abusive ways from 

his dad. I will advise Lee that he must get help. And I’m so sorry that I pretended not to 
notice that my husband was sexually harassing you.”  

---- 
 
Community health worker:  
1. Blame: “Maya, it is good to make peace with Lee. Is it really nice that your children see the 

two of you fighting? Why don’t you just listen to him and not argue back. He is such a good 
man – always laughing and talking to everyone in this neighbourhood.” 

 
2. Empowering: “Maya, you don’t deserve to be treated this way. This is abuse, and it’s bad for 

your health and for the children’s health. I have heard about this woman’s NGO that helps 
women who face violence. Let me see if I can find out more about this and give you some 
information. In the meantime, here are some painkillers. They will help with the pain you 
have in your arm.”  

---- 
 
Priest 
1. Blame: “Maya, marriage is not a contract you can walk away from because you don’t like 

the terms; it’s a lifelong promise taken in front of God. If you pray harder, things will work 
out.” 

 
2. Empower: “As your pastor, I’m here to support you, Maya. It is your husband’s duty to be a 

caring spouse and father instead of terrifying you and the children. God does not condone a 
human beating another human.” 

---- 
 
Police 
1. Blame: “Hey, lady, why is there so much commotion? The neighbours are complaining. You 

shouldn’t fight so much with your husband. The poor man is always working hard to take 
care of his family. If you want to file a complaint, you can, but let me tell you it’s not our job 
to come between a husband and wife. This is your private matter, and you should sort it out 
within the family.” 

 
2. Empower: “I have arrested your husband, ma’am. We can keep him overnight. If you wish 

to file for a restraining order, you can do that, and it will help you stay safe. We will drive by 
to check that you are ok tomorrow. For tonight you and your children are safe, so rest 
easy.” 

---- 
 
 



Social worker 
1. Blame: “We have many programmes for women like you. Here is a number of a lawyer who 

can help you if you agree to leave your husband. But If you won’t leave your husband, it will 
be difficult to help you.” 

 
2. Empower: “I can give you some information about what options you have, Maya. But it’s 

best not to make a big decision when you’re in a crisis. Tell me what would be most helpful 
to you right now, and then we can discuss some options so that you can decide what you 
would like to do.” 

---- 
 
Lawyer 
1. Blame: “These kinds of cases are very difficult. It will cost you a lot of money and time. Have 

you thought about your children? What will happen to them without their father? I will 
need a witness or someone else who can verify that you are telling the truth about your 
husband beating you and forcing you to have sex. Besides, once you get married, legally you 
have agreed to have sex whenever he wants.” 

 
2. Empower: “No one deserves to be treated like this, Maya. While it is the case that the law 

does not recognize forced sex by your husband as a crime, physical abuse is recognized as a 
crime. You have several options. First of all, think about whether you want to file a 
temporary restraining order. This could give you some time to think about what you want to 
do and what is best for you and your children. I can help you in this process.” 

---- 
 
Doctor 
1. Blame: “Your X-ray shows you have a fracture. We will need to put it in a cast. It will heal in 

a few weeks. Did you say this happened because you fell down the stairs? Well, you need to 
be more careful next time. Now, don’t cry – you can see I am very busy. I don’t have time 
for all this emotional stuff. Please go to the nurse. She will get your arm into the cast, and 
then you can be on your way.” 

 
2. Empower: “Maya, I can see from your X-ray that you have a fracture. I also see several 

bruises that are beginning to fade. Once we put your arm in a cast, it will heal in a few 
weeks. I can give you some pain medicine so that you are more comfortable. I’m concerned 
about your health, and I’m wondering if everything is ok in your home. I see many women 
facing problems like you, and they trust me to confide their problems. If you feel 
comfortable, you can do so as well. I will not tell anyone else. Has Lee done something to 
hurt you?” 

---- 
 
Discussion 
Ask:  
 How did Maya feel?  



 How did each of the other characters feel? (Ask for volunteers.)  
 How did the observers feel? (Ask for volunteers.)  
 How did you feel about the survivor’s options for help and about the choices she was able 

to make? Probe: Was she always free or did she have the power to make the decision and 
seek help?  

 How did the people that Maya approached respond to her? Probe: How could they have 
done this better?  

 
Take-away points 
 This exercise illustrates the challenging decisions that women and girls face in handling 

violence and how people respond to them.  
 Women and girls make important safety decisions all the time, and they are the experts on 

their own situations. Often, however, they have few, if any, options for seeking help and 
support. Many factors may prevent a woman/girl from obtaining help, including economic 
barriers, social stigma, provider attitude, legal obstacles and threats of physical violence.  

 When violence against women and girls is considered normal, survivors often feel that they 
must simply accept it. Many survivors are not believed, blamed or are dismissed. Hence, 
they may feel compelled to stay in violent situations. These situations result from unequal 
gender norms in our communities. Violence against women and girls is never justified. It 
does not matter whether or not a woman is married, what she wears, how she acts, what 
her religion is, or any other factor. It is important to NEVER place any kind of blame on the 
woman.  

 Health-care providers can help survivors in several ways on the path to healing. They can:  
o reach out to women who they suspect are experiencing violence and ask them 

about it  
o listen to survivors’ stories  
o show empathy, which can make a big difference to how a woman feels  
o believe women’s experiences and not blame them for the violence  
o ask them about their needs and concerns, and encourage them to look for options  
o support them to make decisions that are right for them, and respect the survivors’ 

wishes and choices 
 
Adapted from WHO (2019) Caring for women subjected to violence: A WHO curriculum for 
training health-care providers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


