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Abstract 

In this contribution, a German probation officer provides some critical reflections and 

argues for an increasing need to enhance intercultural sensitivity among probation 

officers. If the probation service wants to avoid contributing to the social exclusion of its 

clients, changes on an educational, organizational, and political level are necessary. 
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Migration and the German probation service 

Social workers in many countries are increasingly confronted with clients with migrant 

backgrounds due to the vast growth of displaced persons. According to the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, 2016), around 65 million persons 

are displaced, an increase of around 50% during the last 4 years. This development has 

also had an effect on Germany where the number of asylum seekers has more than 

doubled from 2014 to 2015 (Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge, 2016). Many of 

the asylum seekers in Germany are already social work service users, especially in 

directly related fields like migration counselling. However, we can also expect a rise of 

non-German clients within the context of probation service where I am employed as a 

social worker [1]. I do not want to claim that migrants in Germany commit more crimes. 

Despite the fact that they are disproportionally affected by processes of illegalization and 

criminalization (Parkin, 2013) and confronted with circumstances which statistically 

increase the likelihood of deviant behaviour (e.g. for substance abuse, cf. Borges, 

Medina-Mora, Breslau, & Aguilar-Gaxiola, 2007), current evidence shows that these 

people do not commit more crimes compared to German-born citizens 

(Bundeskriminalamt, 2016). Nevertheless, we can expect that the mentioned risk factors 

they are facing as well as the increasing number of migrants will lead to a growing 

amount of non-German clients within the probation service. Some critical observations 

during my work in the probation service and the outlined development have raised my 

interest in the following question: Which specific challenges occur when probation 

service clients are also migrants? 
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Challenges for migrants and the probation officers 

In this chapter I want to elaborate on specific challenges occurring when probation 

service clients are also migrants. These challenges are based on my own personal 

observations while working in the probation service and on some critical reflections 

triggered by specific incidents. 

The most obvious challenge occurs due to language barriers between the 

probation officer and the client. Some clients either do not or rarely speak German. This 

is the reason why the judge often decides against supervision by a probation officer. For 

instance, I once got a client who arrived as an unaccompanied minor refugee from 

Afghanistan. He was convicted of grievous bodily harm, experienced a lot of violence 

himself in his biography and seemed to have pretty low practical life skills at least in 

terms of his self-management in a foreign country. Some months after his release, the 

judge wanted to end the probation supervision due to the client’s low German skills. This 

was a crucial moment for me because I realized that an indicator of needing support can 

lead to a withdrawal of support. Of course, the opportunities of social work interventions 

are limited when the client does not speak the same language. In this case, however, I 

could convince the judge to keep the supervision and offered the client a voluntary 

probation officer who had the time to go with him to the job centre and the immigration 

office and to support him in looking for a flat. To support somebody to fulfil these basic 

needs does not necessarily require that both people speak the same language.  
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Given the case that a client has sufficient German skills, there are additional 

barriers in terms of legal language. Legal language is very hard to ‘decode’. In the first 

year of my work in the probation service it was hard even for me to understand such 

language, for instance, the court judgements or the court orders. For many clients who 

have migrated from other countries that do not speak German it is nearly impossible to 

fully understand the content of the court hearings or the written court letters. This 

misunderstanding can cause serious consequences. The court orders formulate how the 

client has to behave during the probation period. These orders directly influence and 

often limit their fundamental rights, and if they do not understand these orders, the 

chance of incarceration is pretty high. Hence, a central responsibility of my professional 

work was to translate the legal and administrative language into an everyday language 

and to explain the basic principles of our justice system to clients who have not grown up 

in Germany.   

Another issue arises from cultural-specific communication barriers. The 

interaction between a social worker and a client with a different cultural background and 

often conflicting cultural standards (Thomas, 2010) can be demanding for both sides. For 

instance, a problem-centred interview or confrontational approaches might cause 

reluctance among clients who are not used to such direct communication. Furthermore, I 

remember a situation in which I reacted with reluctance because a Somalian client asked 

how my wife and my family is doing. Since German social workers are trained to keep 

personal distance from the client, such questions might irritate German social workers.  
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Besides the cultural influence on the professional work on an individual basis, I 

claim that the scientific knowledge underlying our professional work also reflects a 

Eurocentric or Western-centric perspective and leads to the neglect of non-Western 

norms and values. Social work practice is increasingly influenced by research evidence 

(Okpych & Yu, 2014). This is also true for the German probation service, which is 

indicated by the rise of practice evaluations (e.g. Haverkamp & Walsh, 2014) or the 

implementation of risk assessment tools. These tools are usually based on criminological 

research evidence generated in North America (e.g. Andrew & Bonta, 2010). This is one 

indicator that the research practice neglects the Global South and that Henrich, Heine and 

Norenzayan’s (2010) observation might be transferable to social work. They claim that 

most psychological research is conducted in Western, educated, industrialized, rich, 

democratic (WEIRD) societies. Therefore, it can be questioned whether these research 

results are still valid when applying them in the context of social work with persons, for 

instance, from African or Asian countries, respectively in probation services in those 

countries.  

Regarding the concrete utilization of risk assessment tools, additional issues 

might occur in intercultural social work settings. I want to illustrate this by means of an 

example from my probation practice. My employer requires the probation officers to 

apply a risk assessment tool which serves as a basis to categorize the client by means of 

different factors. I had to apply binary codes, for instance, regarding whether or not the 

client has self-reflection skills (Beß & Koob-Sodtke, 2007, p. 253). In addition to the 

issue that the scientific generation of those risk factors might be culturally biased, the 
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application necessarily requires a hermeneutical judgment of subjects embedded in their 

individual cultural circumstances. I have often had the impression that clients with more 

collectivistic cultural backgrounds do not feel comfortable to speak about themselves and 

avoid reflecting on individual factors which might have caused their deviant behaviour. 

Do those clients have to be labelled as possessing ‘no self-reflection skills’? Should the 

concrete operationalization of the risk factors differ according to the cultural 

background? Such questions are demanding for the individual probation officer and 

require a high sensibility in terms of intercultural topics, which leads me to some 

concluding implications for the field of probation service and beyond. 

Conclusions and implications 

The outlined examples from my professional experience in the German probation service 

suggest that the recent findings of Krumer-Nevo, Elfassi, Sagy and Lavie-Ajayi (2016) 

might also be evident in German cultural contexts. They found that the correctional 

services in Israel enhance processes of social exclusion. Although they identified causes 

beyond intercultural topics, they emphasize the conflict of the client’s (sub-)culture and 

the mainstream culture (p. 43). Hence, the outlined challenges resulting from intercultural 

differences might serve as further drivers for exclusion processes increased in the name 

of social work. To counteract those phenomena, and more specifically to master the 

concrete challenges described above, I see a vast need to increase intercultural sensibility 

in many dimensions. First, it is important to implement intercultural trainings at both 

universities and courts where probation officers are employed. Although there are plenty 

of further education opportunities for probation officers, I have never seen trainings 
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regarding intercultural topics. If an individual probation officer wants to attend those 

trainings, she usually has to use personal resources. I believe that increasing participation 

in such trainings will lead to an increase of interculturally sensitive professionals. At the 

university where I completed my undergraduate studies, there were interesting courses 

focused on enabling students to develop intercultural competence. However, there was no 

mandatory seminar focusing on related topics. Since social workers have to work with 

migrants in all professional fields, it would be important to implement intercultural 

trainings in the curricula. This is necessary not only to develop appropriate reflections 

skills regarding intercultural interactions, but also regarding cultural hegemony 

embedded in the scientific knowledge we are confronted with. Given the fact that more 

and more migrants are among our clients, it is also important to mention related skills in 

job descriptions, which is still rarely done. In my opinion, efforts to enhance intercultural 

sensitivity among probation officers are the prerequisite to ensure equal opportunities for 

all clients. Even though I can only provide reflections on my own professional 

experiences in the probation service, the described issues might also be evident in other 

fields of social work. Social workers in fields related to correctional services might 

additionally be confronted with contradicting political interests. Since the political 

mainstream in many countries is not in favour of spending more money on improving 

services for criminal migrants, I see a clear political mandate to stand up for the interests 

of our clients and counteract the structural handicap of those clients. In this regard, I want 

to end this contribution with some admonitory words formulated by Krumer-Nevo et al. 

(2016): 
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[..] the educational and correctional services […], [are] manifesting 

institutional blindness in connection with the youth and hence contributing 

to the double exclusion of young men. […] Inclusion cannot exist if the 

community does not want to, or is not prepared to integrate young men 

within it (p. 36, 49) 
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Endnotes 

[1] Currently, I am on special leave to work on a Ph.D. at the Ludwig-Maximilians-

Universität Munich. 
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