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Introduction 

Ottawa Inuit Children’s Centre (OICC) has embarked on a project to work with stakeholders in improving 
systems and services for Inuit women and children affected by violence in Ottawa. The goal of 
Sannginivut: Strong Voices for Stronger Communities is to reduce barriers and better support Inuit 
women and children by providing educational resources and training to build the capacity of agencies.  

In year 1, we completed three research reports for the project: 1) interviews with Inuit women affected 
by violence, 2) interviews with services providers, and 3) a promising practices literature review. This 
report on promising practices has been reviewed and approved by the project Advisory Group.     

Literature Review Method and Results 

Method 

The literature review was intended to: 1) collect and examine relevant information about issues 
affecting Inuit women and children who experience violence, using an Inuit cultural lens and gender-
based analysis; and 2) identify approaches, models and promising practices related to systems change in 
meeting the needs of Indigenous women and children affected by violence. Topics to be investigated 
were: 

 contributors to violence against Inuit women; 

 ways to support Indigenous women in seeking help and breaking the cycle of abuse; 

 barriers and solutions (policies, protocols and practices) to providing culturally safe services for  
Inuit; and 

 proven practices in addressing gaps in services and lack of system coordination, especially in the 
areas of mental health and addictions. 

We conducted a “rapid” rather than comprehensive review of published and unpublished articles, 
reports and resource materials on Indigenous and Inuit family violence issues and barriers to services; 
collaborative, systemic approaches to family violence; and frameworks for culturally competent 
prevention and intervention.   

We completed a Google and a Google Scholar search as well as briefly checking online journal article 
databases of the Carleton University Library. The searches focused on materials published in English 
between 2006 and 2016, using these keywords in different combinations: 

 Indigenous, Aboriginal, Inuit; 

 family violence, violence against women, sexual assault; and 

 systems, coordination, cultural safety. 
 
The following websites were visited and searched for relevant content: 

 Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, and Tungasuvvingat Inuit; 

 Inuvialuit Regional Corporation, Nunavut Tunngavik Inc., Makivik Corporations and Nunatsiavut 
Government;  

 National Aboriginal Circle Against Family Violence and Native Women’s Association of Canada; 

 Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, Status of Women Canada, Public Health Agency of 
Canada and Health Canada;  

 NWT Status of Women and Quilliit Nunavut Status of Women; and 
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 the five Canadian violence against women research centres. 
 
Finally, the researchers contacted about 20 individuals and organization representatives thought to have 
relevant materials, including the Government of Nunavut Family Violence Specialist, staff at the Stop 
Family Violence initiative at Public Health Agency of Canada and community inter-agency committees. 
One in-person visit was conducted, with violence prevention staff at Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada.    

Results 

The documents searches, personal contacts and Pauktuutit visit resulted in 39 documents that were 
reviewed, including 18 documents specific to Inuit.  
 
Communications, documents and website content with direct practical relevance to improving 
community-level systems responses to violence against Indigenous women were reviewed and included 
in the report.   

Indigenous1 Women and Violence 

A Better Understanding of Violence against Indigenous Women 

Indigenous women’s organizations, governments and researchers have been writing about violence 
against Indigenous women for several decades. They have amassed considerable knowledge about the 
particular factors that contribute to the higher rate of victimization and systemic problems in addressing 
the issue. Much of this analysis centres on the societal context in which violence occurs. For example, a 
recent report prepared for the BC government on violence against Indigenous women identifies 
historical and contemporary factors that contribute to the disproportionately high rate of violence.    

There is clear consensus across the reports reviewed on the root causes of violence against 
Aboriginal women and the existing vulnerabilities that make Aboriginal women far more 
susceptible to being victims of violence than their non-Aboriginal counterparts. The root 
causes may broadly be traced to years of colonial policies and practices that sought to 
exclude Aboriginal people economically and socially, and that attempted to destroy their 
cultures. Such policies have created a legacy of transgenerational poverty, dislocation and 
trauma that underpins the disproportionately high rates of violence and abuse that 
Aboriginal women and girls suffer today.  

Byrne, Abbott, & Gottfred, 2011, p. 3 

 

Beyond being Indigenous, increased vulnerability results when women are poor and economically 
dependent on others, young, have poor self-esteem, struggle with substance abuse, and have 
inadequate access to culturally appropriate support and assistance. According to the authors, a lack of 
integration and coordination between services exposes Indigenous women seeking help to “cracks and 
gaps in the social and judicial safety net” (p. 4). Report recommendations include: 

 an expansion of culturally-appropriate, community-based services in prevention, intervention 
and post intervention; 

                                                           
1
   Indigenous is the preferred term to Aboriginal among First Nations, Inuit and Métis. 
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 adequate cultural sensitivity education and training for all non-Indigenous personnel that work 
with Indigenous clients;  

 development of standards and protocols for how police and other services respond to cases of 
family violence or of missing and murdered women; and 

 culturally appropriate alternatives to the mainstream justice system (Byrne, Abbott, & Gottfred, 
2011).   

 
However, an Australian author addressing family violence in Indigenous communities cautions against 
relying on the criminal justice system alone to address Indigenous family violence, observing that in 
many cases it escalates, rather than reduces violence (Nancarrow, 2007). 

Barriers to Using Services 

A number of reports and articles document barriers faced by Indigenous women seeking services related 
to violence. Those living in urban areas in particular experience: 

 low awareness of available resources; 

 lack of transportation; 

 poor relationships with the police; 

 lack of faith in the effectiveness of the resources; 

 lack of privacy in communities and the consequent shame about accessing resources; 

 complex relationships among the victim, the abuser, their families and other community 
members;  

 the desire to keep the family intact at all costs (because of fear of the unknown and of “losing 
face;” and 

 the possibility of losing one’s children, home and assets (National Clearinghouse on Family 
Violence, 2008). 

 
Barriers among Indigenous Peoples in Australia to reporting family violence and seeking help include: 

 reporting some instances of violence and not being satisfied with the outcomes; 

 abuse that had been occurring over a long period of time; 

 fear of the perpetrator;  

 family and kinship issues, and repercussions in the family in reporting an abuser (although 
families also can play a supportive role); 

 fears about the removal of children; and 

 sympathy or empathy for the perpetrator of violence.   

Family and kin issues are complex in how they impact on domestic and family violence and 
decisions whether to report the violence or not. Family and kinship can play a positive role in 
supporting women and in the reporting of violence, and this is true of both the victim’s and 
the perpetrator’s families. Equally the family and kin of both the victim and the perpetrator 
may play a negative role in pressuring a victim not to report domestic and family violence.  

Cunneen, 2007, p. 113 
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Historically bad relationships and current negative encounters with police may influence a woman’s 
decision to report or not report violence.   

Trauma stemming from the Stolen Generations [similar to the “60s scoop”2 in Canada] and the 
current high removal rate of Aboriginal children from their families has contributed to intense 
fears about the statutory child protection system. Participants noted that Aboriginal families 
regularly convey intense fears that their children will be removed and that their children may 
be further abused, and experience racism and acculturation stress in institutional care or out-
of-home-care settings. 

Funston, 2013, p. 3824 

Addressing Systems Issues 

A “system” is defined as “a group of interacting, interrelated, or interdependent elements forming a 
complex whole”.3 In the case of family violence, systems are the laws, mandated agencies, structures, 
and processes that together make up the complex organizational response to violence and abuse. An 
integrated system response has common standards and practices among agencies, and clients receive a 
response that is “respectful, informed, holistic and understanding, regardless of [the client’s] 
background or an organization’s culture” (Family Violence Coordination Unit, 2012).    
 
Indigenous women have long observed that systems responses to violence often do not meet their 
needs. Some of the issues they have identified include: overall tolerance of violence against women and 
children; racial discrimination; stereotyping and victim blaming; overall lack of awareness of the 
different Indigenous cultures; the devaluing of women whose life circumstances make them more 
vulnerable to abuse (homelessness, poverty, involvement in the sex trade, addictions); many agencies 
and entry points, and a lack of awareness among women of what is available; lack of coordination of 
services; criminal justice responses that make it difficult to report and prosecute violence, especially 
sexual violence; and too lenient consequences for perpetrators, among others (Pauktuutit Inuit Women 
of Canada, 2016a; Native Women`s Association of Canada, 2013; National Clearinghouse on Family 
Violence, 2008).  
 
A participant at the national workshop Successful Approaches for the Prevention of Aboriginal Family 
Violence posed an interesting question: 

 
In our actions, who are we leaving behind? Why do so many victims learn that they can’t 
trust the system, that it is dangerous to disclose violence? How can we create a network of 
positive responses that create safety for victims? How do we break the silence around 
violence so that it stops the harm?  

Dion Stout, 2009, p. 17 
 
Another workshop participant asked “Why ever speak out again when victims don’t get support when 
seeking justice?” She added that victims can feel lost and without support partly because a court system 
can re-victimize them. Change lies in all of the people and organizations that are trying to make a 

                                                           
2
   the child welfare practice of removing Indigenous children from their families and communities and placing 

them for adoption in non-Indigenous families with little or no connection to their culture and kin    
3
   www.dictionary.com 

 

http://www.dictionary.com/
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difference; everyone in the system has a stake in changing the structures and culture around family 
violence. Evaluation processes and self-evaluations by service providers, and client feedback are needed 
to guide change (Dion Stout, 2009). 
  
It also is recognized that systems don’t easily change. A literature review on integrated systems 
identified these difficulties in family violence integration:  

 networking costs for agencies in time and salaries (time is needed to progress beyond “talking 
shop” to developing strategies and services that support better outcomes);  

 negotiating confidentiality and data-sharing procedures across agencies;  

 developing linkages and relationships between different sectors such as police, courts, and 
family and children’s services;  

 ensuring sufficient resources are available, especially for working with children, outreach, 
follow-up and long-term services for women and children; 

 minimizing competition for funding and grants;  

 developing a shared vision and common understanding of family violence; and  

 negotiating power relationships, particularly at the local and regional levels (several authors 
cited in Frere, & Ross, 2009). 

 
A report on more effectively responding to violence in Indigenous communities suggests the 
identification, development and training of community-based family violence response teams. The 
primary functions of a team would be: identification and assessment of high risk cases; consultation with 
shelter staff and other service providers; ongoing community awareness work; and crisis intervention. 
All teams would require police participation (Dreaddy, 2002). 
 
An extensive report on whether the legal system in Australia is responding adequately to domestic and 
family violence against Indigenous people provided numerous recommendations, including the 
following: 

 ensure that domestic and family violence funded services have policies and practices in place 
that maximize access for Indigenous clients; 

 develop strategies for community education on violence in Indigenous communities, and include 
key Indigenous non-government agencies in the strategies; 

 improve and extend the role of Indigenous police liaison officers (IPLOs) in follow-up work after 
an incident; 

 review training on family violence for police and child safety officers to ensure that it adequately 
covers issues relating to family violence in Indigenous communities; and 

 simplify protection order applications, provide them in plain language, and make sure 
perpetrators understand the orders (Cunneen, 2007). 

The Importance of Collaboration 

Systems issues are best addressed by all of the agencies involved through active and authentic 
collaboration. Key informants from a recent analysis of seven successful community family violence 
collaborations (including one First Nations and two Inuit multi-sector partnerships) identified these 
benefits of collaboration: 

 concrete changes in policies, protocols, and responses by member agencies as a result of joint 
initiatives and peer influence; 
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 greater policy influence and credibility through the presentation of a unified message by 
multiple agencies and institutions; 

 the achievement of large-scale projects that would not be possible within one agency;   

 personal growth and learning from working with other disciplines, populations and sectors;   

 improved services to shared clients, especially those previously under-served or marginalized; 

 a shared sense of “ownership” of the issues facing the community; 

 collegial support and reduced personal isolation for those working in a very difficult field; 

 the opportunity to pool resources, knowledge and expertise; and 

 personal and professional connections (Kinnon & Jamieson, 2016).   
 
The report includes an example of inter-agency collaboration in the Inuit context – from Rankin Inlet, 
Nunavut. The Spousal Abuse Advisory Committee has operated for 15 years as a community-wide 
coordinating body for the 15-20 agencies involved in family violence. Members share information and 
program updates at meetings, address issues and gaps in services, and propose changes in policies and 
procedures to better support families experiencing violence. The Committee does not share information 
on individual cases due to confidentiality protocols, but it is able to collaborate on systems-level changes 
(Kinnon & Jamieson, 2016). 
 
The Ending Violence Association of BC has created numerous multi-sector resources for prevention of 
and response to violence (2016), including Working Together to Reduce the Risk of Family Violence 
(2015), and Safety Planning across Culture & Community: A Guide for Front Line Violence Against 
Women Responders (2013).  

Promising Practices in Culturally Appropriate Services  

This review uncovered a few documents including promising practices in Indigenous family violence 
intervention. For example, a Steering Committee comprised of Ontario First Nations, Inuit and Métis 
organizations, including Ottawa Inuit Children’s Centre, produced a practice guide on family violence for 
child welfare professionals. The guide includes key concepts in Indigenous family violence, ways to 
strengthen individual practice and to bring about systemic change. The committee advocates for a 
reconciliation approach between Indigenous organizations and child welfare agencies (Working with 
First Nations, Inuit and Métis Families who have Experienced Family Violence Steering Committee, no 
date).         
 

Two reviews of Australian Indigenous family violence projects identified these elements, 
strategies and principles thought to contribute to the success of Indigenous family violence projects. The 
good practice elements include: 

 cultural grounding of programs and services; 

 community engagement and leadership; 

 involving men and Elders; 

 empowering women; 

 examining family history and colonial experience as a healing element; 

 cultural preference for group approaches; 

 networking and partnerships; 

 training and skills acquisition; and  

 flexibility and adaptability of projects (Calma, 2007; Memmott, Chambers, Go-Sam, & Thomson, 
2006). 
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Other promising practices can be found in Cripps and Davis (2012) and Kinnon and Jamieson (2016).   

Training 

Very few of the materials identified discussed cultural competence training in the family violence field in 
detail, although several reports called for its widespread use. For example, the author of the Canadian 
report Aboriginal Women and Family Violence recommends cultural sensitivity training for all first 
responders (police, health care professionals, educators and others) who directly assist women victims. 
(National Clearinghouse on Family Violence, 2008). And participants in an Australian forum on services 
for Aboriginal children, youth and families affected by child sexual assault suggested the following topics 
should be included in provider training: 

 the history of genocide committed against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people; 

 the impacts of racism experienced within the workplace;  

 white privilege;  

 systemic racism; and  

 acculturation stress (Funston, 2013). 
 
An inspiring example of an education process, signed protocol and lasting change in community policing 
practices can be found in Watson Lake, Yukon. The Together for Justice Collaborative grew out of a deep 
divide and atmosphere of fear and distrust between Indigenous women and the RCMP in the Yukon. The 
Liard Aboriginal Women’s Society (LAWS) secured funds from the RCMP, Status of Women Canada, 
Canadian Women’s Foundation, Yukon Women’s Directorate, and Justice Canada for a two-year 
engagement process. Over 30 government and community organizations met for a series of eight two-
day workshops on the justice system, policing, First Nations culture, historical colonialism and residential 
schools. Two facilitators from the Centre for Response-Based Practice in BC facilitated the intensive 
process of relationship building and mutual learning about language, violence and responsibility. The 
education and training process led to transformative changes in individual attitudes and behaviours, and 
generated organizational responses to community needs among participants (Kinnon & Jamieson, 2016).  
 
While not specific to Indigenous women, a collaboration between the Ottawa Coalition to End Violence 
Against Women and Carleton University Master of Social Work researchers entitled Survivor Voices 
stresses the importance of including family violence survivors in prevention, and also describes the 
benefits to survivors telling their stories to affect change (Martey, Macauley, Hazan, & Smith, 2013).        

Protocols and Agreements  

Protocols and agreements can spell out the nature of the relationships, roles and practices of the 
agencies involved in responding to violence. The multi-agency education process in Watson Lake, Yukon 
described above culminated in March 2013 with the signing of a Safety Protocol by LAWS and the 
Watson Lake RCMP “to create safety and justice for women through increased collaboration between 
the RCMP, LAWS, and community agencies.” The Protocol established principles, objectives and core 
commitments that capture the new relationship. Since the Protocol was signed, First Nations, 
community agencies and the RCMP have continued to meet and work together on community justice 
issues. The mandate of the Together for Justice Collaborative is to cooperatively address and prevent 
violence towards Indigenous women in the Laird-Watson Lake area (Kinnon & Jamieson, 2016).  
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“…it’s the people, the relationships, the tolerance of each other and the willingness to have 
the difficult conversations that makes the protocol successful.” (Participant) 

Liard Aboriginal Women’s Society, 2015, p. 54 
 
Another example of an inter-agency agreement is the Yellowknife Interagency Family Violence Protocol 
in the Northwest Territories, involving eight community agencies. By following the Protocol, the 
agencies expect to offer a seamless and coherent response to adult victims of family violence, and 
contribute to the development of models and strategies to improve the criminal justice system response 
to family violence. (Millar, Code, & Ha, 2013; Yellowknife Interagency Family Violence Protocol 
Committee, 2008). The group has been using the Ontario Domestic Assault Risk Assessment tool and has 
trained front-line workers, RCMP members and Crown Prosecutors from across the NWT in its use 
(Government of the Northwest Territories, 2010).  
 
Homefront Calgary has had success in developing inter-agency protocols including local First Nations 
communities and developing training that addresses colonization and trauma. The group believes in the 
importance of Indigenous leadership in developing responses (L. Ducharme, personal communication, 
May 15, 2016).  
 
In Australia, Indigenous communities and the State of Victoria created Strong Culture, Strong Peoples, 
Strong Families: Towards a Safer Future for Indigenous Families and Communities, a 10-year plan that 
was renewed in 2008. The strategy includes eight strategic objectives related to: 

 cultural safety; 

 healthy families; 

 education, awareness, prevention; 

 safety for victims; 

 accountability; 

 healing; 

 service capability; and 

 research and evaluation (State Government of Victoria, 2008). 

Recommended Reading  

 Aboriginal Women and Family Violence, National Clearinghouse on Family Violence, 2008,  
www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/health-promotion/stop-family-violence/prevention-
resource-centre/aboriginal-women.html 

 Together for Justice: The Journey 2011 to 2014, Liard Aboriginal Women’s Society, 2015, 
www.liardaboriginalwomen.ca/index.php/about-3/projects-and-programs/together-for-justice/38-
finaltogether-for-justice-booklet-july-2015/file 

 Lessons from the Field: Successful Collaborative Practice for the Prevention of Family Violence, by D. 
Kinnon and W. Jamieson, Nextpoint Collaborative, http://nextpointcollaborative.com/home/wp-
content/uploads/2016/03/Lessons-from-the-Field-Family-Violence-Collaboration-2016.pdf 

 Violence Against Aboriginal Women and Child Welfare Connections Paper and Annotated 
Bibliography, by M. Jones and T. Smith, Ontario Native Women’s Association, 2011,    
www.onwa.ca/upload/documents/violence-against-women-and-child-welfare-paper.pdf 

http://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/health-promotion/stop-family-violence/prevention-resource-centre/aboriginal-women.html
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http://www.liardaboriginalwomen.ca/index.php/about-3/projects-and-programs/together-for-justice/38-finaltogether-for-justice-booklet-july-2015/file
http://www.liardaboriginalwomen.ca/index.php/about-3/projects-and-programs/together-for-justice/38-finaltogether-for-justice-booklet-july-2015/file
http://nextpointcollaborative.com/home/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Lessons-from-the-Field-Family-Violence-Collaboration-2016.pdf
http://nextpointcollaborative.com/home/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Lessons-from-the-Field-Family-Violence-Collaboration-2016.pdf
http://www.onwa.ca/upload/documents/violence-against-women-and-child-welfare-paper.pdf
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Responding to Inuit Women Affected by Violence 

Nature and Extent of Violence  

Inuit women’s experience of violence is not sufficiently documented, nevertheless, efforts to prevent 
and intervene in violence are ongoing. The Government of Nunavut, in its Family Violence Prevention 
Framework for Action, broadly defines “family violence” as 
 

… either a single violent attack or prolonged abuse that takes place within a family, or within a 
relationship of trust or dependency, that endangers the survival, safety or well-being of 
another person. It may include but is not limited to domestic violence, dating violence, sexual 
abuse and assault, elder abuse and neglect, child abuse and neglect, child sexual abuse, parent 
abuse, and witnessing the abuse of others in the family. 

Government of Nunavut, no date, p. 3 
 
Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada has been working to raise awareness and improve responses to 
violence against women and family violence since its inception 30 years ago. In a report from 2014, it 
presents available research results: 

 the rate of violent crime in Inuit communities is nine times higher than for Canada overall; 

 the police-reported rate of intimate partner violence in Nunavut (where 85% of the population 
is Inuit) is three times higher than in any of the provinces; 

 eight out of 10 victims of intimate partner violence in Nunavut are women;     

 women are more likely than men to be severely injured as a result of spousal violence; and 

 risk factors for an Inuk woman being a victim of spousal abuse include: being under 24 years or 
over 64 years old, having been a childhood victim or witness of abuse (one-half of Inuit women 
report being victims of severe childhood abuse), being pregnant, and leaving/threatening to 
leave a relationship; and  

 risk factors for an Inuk man abusing his female partner include: being under 24 years of age, 
being long-term unemployed, having a low formal education, being a heavy drinker or being 
exposed to violence against his mother (various sources cited in Kinnon, 2014). 

 
While the statistics are dire, Inuit organizations believe strongly in a strengths-based approach to social 
and justice issues. for example, one of the goals of Tungasuvvingat Inuit’s recently completed Urban 
Inuit Strategy is to: 
 

work collectively to ensure that Inuit are safe within the urban environment. That all types of 
violence be discussed and addressed with the Inuit community participating in creating a safe 
urban environment. That stereotypes that may exist get broken down through 
demonstrations of Inuit culture and other educational initiatives. 

Tungasuvvingat Inuit, 2016, p. 11 
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A Gender-Based Analysis 

A brief fifty years ago, the vast majority of Inuit were living a traditional lifestyle centered 
upon nomadic hunting, fishing and trapping. While they were in regular contact with white 
people and modern institutions, traditional Inuit culture remained largely intact. 

Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, 2006, cited in 
Ottawa Inuit Children’s Centre, 2012, p. 14  

 
The social and economic context in which violence against Inuit women occurs is important in gaining an 
understanding of the individual and community dynamics involved. Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada 
developed and then applied an Inuit-specific, gender-based framework to examine some of the 
historical and contemporary factors that contribute to violence.  

 

Inuit Gender-Based Analysis Framework  

 
 
 
 
The Framework focuses on key aspects of “The Inuit Way” – traditional life and values (red circle) as well 
as “Outside Pressures” related to historical events (blue arrow), and more recent influences such as the 
economy, government and institutions (yellow square) on Inuit women and Inuit men. This gender- and 
culture-based analysis of an issue leads to ways that Inuit women and men can influence contemporary 
life through greater local control (red arrow). 
 
According to the gender- and culture-based analysis, the high rates of violence in Inuit communities can 
be attributed to rapid societal change related to colonization, loss of self-determination, changing roles 
of women and men, and conversion to a wage-based rather than land-based economy. Features of 
traditional life (e.g., complementary gender roles, strong kinship bonds, informal but effective codes of 
behaviour and justice) were eroded by outside influences in the transitional period to settled 
communities mid-century. Western values and social systems provided Inuit men with a higher status 
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than women, residential schools interfered with childrearing practices and intergenerational 
relationships, and the introduction of alcohol had negative consequences. In contemporary Inuit society, 
these factors resulted in the highest incidence of violence against women in Inuit memory: 

 the wage-based economy supplants harvesting and traditional activities, and high levels of 
unemployment among men create inactivity and isolation, lower family incomes and create 
dependence on government support; 

 many women work full-time and also have primary responsibility for child care and support for 
the extended family, creating stress and family tensions;  

 formal government structures are primarily based on external values, laws and regulations, and 
have replaced the role of elders and families in transferring cultural values and solving 
problems; 

 men hold most of the leadership positions in governments and communities, and often are 
uncomfortable addressing violence prevention and treatment  services; 

 current educational structures and methods are less focused on moral development and favour 
women’s learning styles, and the high school dropout rate is not preparing youth for 
participation in the current economy;  

 policing and justice systems are seen to tolerate violence and favour offenders over victims, and  
victim services are lacking; and 

 mental health counselling and treatment services are inadequate to deal with current issues and 
past trauma (Kinnon, 2014). 

 
Please see Appendix A for a chart on traditional, transitional and contemporary factors.  
 
The National Strategy to Prevent Abuse in Inuit Communities presents a similar view of the root causes 
of abuse, while acknowledging that the circumstances of abuse are complex and affect each person 
differently. The two main “roots” are 1) loss of culture and tradition, and 2) loss of control over 
individual and collective destiny. This has led to trauma, breakdown in families, alcohol use, and 
powerlessness, which in turn contributes to fear, mistrust, abuse, and denial, “creating a cycle of abuse 
in which individuals can be both victim and abuser – a cycle that repeats itself with each new 
generation” (Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, 2006, p. 3). Similarly, Moffitt, Fikowski, Mauricio, & 
Mackenzie (2013) identified direct colonial factors that contribute to interpersonal violence in Inuit 
families as: economic stress and dependency, disagreement and jealousy, lack of communication 
between intimate partners, and alcohol and substance use.  
 
These issues affect Inuit who are living in the North and in southern Canada, as they are culture-wide 
influences. One could argue that Inuit living in southern cities are even more impacted by these factors, 
as they live in small, often marginalized communities within a large non-Indigenous population governed 
by western institutions and “systems.”      

Barriers Faced by Inuit Women in Accessing Services 

Barriers that Inuit women face in accessing services have been identified at the national and local levels. 
Inuit women from across Canada met in 2016 for a national consultation on murdered and missing 
Indigenous women and girls (Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, 2016a). A strong message from the 
group is that women need to be taken seriously when they are fearful for their safety. Meeting 
participants described situations where women did report violent incidents to the police and were in 
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increased danger when the police took no action. In at least one case they knew of, this resulted in a 
murder.  
 
Concerning criminal investigations, women and their families may not know what information they have 
a right to as a result of the Canadian Victim’s Bill of Rights which came into force in 2015. There are clear 
perceptions that criminal investigations and missing person’s cases are handled differently depending 
on the race of the victim.  
 
Meeting participants also described the criminal justice system for Inuit as “broken.” Court processes, 
sentencing and incarceration are not seen as providing “justice” for victims and families or 
treatment/rehabilitation for offenders. There is little support for victim’s families during court processes 
and sentences can seem inadequate for the severity of the crime. The Gladue Supreme Court decision, 
which says that a court must pay particular attention to a person’s First Nations, Inuit or Métis  
circumstances when passing sentence, does not seem just to victims and families, and the approach 
doesn’t work when there aren’t enough services for offenders and their families once they are on parole 
and back in the community. Offender reintegration also is a concern because offenders return from 
prison “worse than when they left” and at high risk of reoffending because they receive little or no 
treatment. 
 
Urban Inuit women face similar barriers to accessing family violence services as other Indigenous  
women and also face unique barriers related to: 1) their small population size and the lack of awareness 
of distinct First Nations, Inuit and Métis cultures, and 2) challenges related to the transition from 
northern to southern living. It also is widely accepted that the majority of family violence incidents are 
not reported to police and that victims often experience escalating violence and serious physical injury 
before they seek help.  
   
A consultation on violence against women and the Ottawa Police Service in 2015 noted that a lack of 
awareness of the Inuit community, and discrimination (e.g., related to alcohol use) are barriers to 
effective service (Landsdowne Technologies Inc., 2015).   
 
A community needs assessment conducted by OICC identified issues and barriers that Inuit families 
experience living in Ottawa. The most common issues reported included [high] living expenses; 
managing finances; transportation; cultural isolation; and finding employment, affordable housing, 
health and medical care, and child care. During focus groups, participants further discussed challenges, 
including the effects of culture shock, and the difficulty maintaining culture and language. They also 
shared experiences with racism and discrimination.  
 

One of the greatest challenges faced by parents we spoke to who had relocated to Ottawa was 
a feeling of culture shock and adjustment to city life. Parents talked about how difficult it was 
to leave a small northern community and adjust to living in a completely different setting. They 
shared what it is like to live in the North where everybody knows each other, and support from 
family or friends is just a few doors away. 

Ottawa Inuit Children’s Centre, 2012, p. 22 
 
The community needs assessment also revealed that the top five barriers for Inuit in general to receiving 
the services they and their families need are: 1) transportation to and from services; the fees that are 
often charged; the need for identification (which may not be available as it is not needed in small 
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northern communities); the location of the service; and a lack of child care (Ottawa Inuit Children’s 
Centre, 2012). 

Supporting Inuit Women and their Families Affected by Violence  

Inuit women and their children affected by violence need a range of practical and emotional supports 
for healing and moving on from the abuse. Some of those supports and preventive measures are:  

 shelters and services for women; 

 community services for children who experience or witness violence and for adult survivors of 
child sexual abuse; 

 counselling for abusers; 

 outreach, violence prevention awareness and education efforts; 

 building community capacity to prevent and respond to violence; 

 targeted interventions and strategies for youth; and 

 Inuit housing that addresses the unique vulnerabilities and needs of women and children, 
including second-stage housing (Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, 2016b). 

 
To be effective, counselling, healing and emotional support needs to be compatible with an Inuit 
concept of mental wellness, and reflect the culture’s healing practices. One overarching Inuit framework 
for mental wellness is the Alianait Inuit Mental Wellness Action Plan, created by the national Alianait 
Inuit Mental Wellness Task Group in 2009. Mental wellness is described as “self-esteem and personal 
dignity flowing from the presence of a harmonious physical, emotional, mental and spiritual wellness 
and cultural identity” (Alianait Inuit Mental Wellness Task Group, 2009, p. 9). Its principles include: 

 putting people first;  

 using an Inuit specific, holistic approach;  

 emphasizing the important role of elders and young people;  

 investing in “protective factors” (abilities, skills and social supports that offer people the ability 
to cope with stress and spring back from crises and trauma); and  

 creating a seamless continuum of programs and services.  
 
Inuit approaches to “helping” are future- and problem-solving oriented, and non-interference with and 
non-judgment of others are strong Inuit principles in general and especially in healing relationships, 
except in cases where an individual is a serious threat to another. Open expression of feelings is valued; 
suppressing emotions is seen as detrimental to health. However, many approaches such as a belief in 
and acceptance of differences among individuals, attention to and respect for individual contexts, belief 
in client ability/need to take responsibility for change, and acceptance of client choice are thought to be 
shared values of both Inuit and Western counselling approaches (Korhonen, 2006).    
 
The Spousal Abuse Counselling Program in Rankin Inlet, Nunavut (Pulaarvik Kablu Friendship Centre, 
2006) and the Mamisarvik Healing Centre in Ottawa (Stellick, 2009) are examples of Inuit-specific 
programs that are based on and continue to develop Inuit knowledge in counselling and mental 
wellness. The Ilisaqsivik Society in Clyde River, Nunavut also has an award-winning approach to Inuit 
community wellness, health and healing (Ilisaqsivik Society, 2016).  
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Breaking the Cycle of Abuse and Preventing Violence 

Inuit continue to advocate for an end to all forms of abuse and interpersonal violence, grounded in Inuit 
values and principles, and with the direct involvement of Inuit (“nothing about us without us”). 
According to the 2016 Inuit consultation report on murdered and missing Indigenous women: 
 

crime prevention in Inuit communities is about building awareness of violence against women, 
empowering youth, creating healthier environments for children and families, promoting 
healing from trauma, and ensuring that northern residents and members of urban Inuit 
communities feel safe. Effective prevention also requires an understanding of the historical 
and contemporary root causes of violence and abuse, including social and economic 
conditions, racial discrimination, and cultural loss that leads to family violence, child abuse and 
intimate partner violence.  

Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, 2016a, p. 14 
 
In 2006, Inuit national, regional and community organizations collaborated on the National Strategy to 
Prevent Abuse in Inuit Communities. The National Strategy, which was endorsed by 14 organizations, 
including the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, presents information on root causes of abuse and 
violence, Inuit principles for action, goals, objectives and priorities. Its vision is: 
 

… an Inuit society of healthy individuals who respect the past and embrace the future as Inuit, 
and who live in supportive families and caring communities. In our vision, violence and abuse 
are rare occurrences that are dealt with swiftly and justly according to Inuit ways. Abusers are 
held accountable for their actions, and both victims and abusers are supported in their healing 
process.  

Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, 2006, p. 6 
 
Inuit service providers interviewed for development of the National Strategy made these 
recommendations to better address abuse in Inuit communities: 

 develop more Inuit healing resources and training; 

 recruit and train Inuit front-line workers in all areas of abuse prevention; 

 recognize Inuit healing as a legitimate practice; 

 establish multi-purpose healing facilities for all ages and needs; 

 increase intervention programs for children and families; 

 create alternatives to corrections and increase community-based justice initiatives; and 

 integrate Inuit language and culture and the use of elders and Inuit values in service delivery 
(Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, 2006).  

Cultural Safety and Cultural Competence 

The importance of cultural safety for clients and cultural competence among service providers working 
in all areas of health and social services is undeniable; however, the concepts have not been widely 
explored in the Inuit context. A poster presentation on Inuit cultural safety and knowledge sharing in 
mental wellness by Inuit Tuttarvingat, National Aboriginal Health Organization states that cultural safety 
is:  

 a concept applied in an Indigenous context; 

 defined by those who receive the service;  
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 based on respectful engagement that can help find paths to well-being; and  

 an outcome that makes programs and services more effective (Inuit Tuttarvingat, 2009b).  
 
Amagoalik (2009), uses this definition of cultural competence: “the skills required by a practitioner to 
ensure that patients feel safe.” She asserts that to demonstrate Inuit cultural competence counsellors/ 
helpers must recognize that: 

 cultural safety is based in the connection between the helper and client; 

 there are different healing processes for different people; 

 we must respect each other’s strengths and abilities in helping; and  

 we must understand that history influences experience. 

An important aspect in creating cultural safety for Inuit is an Inuit-specific and Inuit-led process, as 
described by an elder from Nunatsiavut who has worked in the health system: 

It would be helpful if there was a way to make the doctors or the medical people or the social 
workers hear what we want them to understand and what makes our way of life and who we 
are …. Is there a way to let the clinics or medical professionals know that it is our turn to say 
‘listen to us, let us call the meeting and you come and listen and understand.’   

Inuit Tuttarvingat, 2009a  

Training 

Several documents stress the importance of training for service providers in culturally competent 
interventions for Inuit women and their families affected by violence. A number of knowledge sources 
are available to contribute to the development of this training, including: 

 Making Our Shelters Strong: Training for Inuit Shelter Workers Participant Handbook, Pauktuutit 
Inuit Women of Canada, 2007, http://pauktuutit.ca/wp-
content/blogs.dir/1/assets/WomensShelter_e.pdf 

 The Iceberg Healing Manual by M. Arnakaq, Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse and 
Tungasuvvingat Inuit, 2010, 
www.ccsa.ca/Resource%20Library/The_Iceberg_Healing_Manual.pdf#search=Meeka 

 The Healing Journey: Family Violence Prevention in Aboriginal Communities, 2006, an extensive 
set of training tools and a facilitator’s guide, 
www.thehealingjourney.ca/siteadmin/assets/documents/toolkit-website.pdf 

 Working with Inuit: Selected Resources to Help You Learn about Inuit Culture and Way of Life, by 
P. Zizman and L. Amagoalik, Inuit Tuttarvingat, National Aboriginal Health Organization, 2010, 
www.naho.ca/documents/it/2010_Inuit_Cultural_Competency.pdf 

 Women`s Voices in Leadership: Facilitator`s Manual, Status of Women Council of the NWT, 
2004, 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/582dea07c534a53a91dae0de/t/58fe6886d482e9dea620
5692/1493068165832/fac_manual%281%29.pdf 

 Family Violence Risk Assessment and Risk Management Framework and Practice Guidelines 1-3, 
Second Edition, Family Violence Coordination Unit, Victorian Government, Department of 
Human Services, 2012, 
www.dhs.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/718858/1_family_violence_risk-
assessment_risk_management_framework_manual_010612.PDF 

http://pauktuutit.ca/wp-content/blogs.dir/1/assets/WomensShelter_e.pdf
http://pauktuutit.ca/wp-content/blogs.dir/1/assets/WomensShelter_e.pdf
http://www.ccsa.ca/Resource%20Library/The_Iceberg_Healing_Manual.pdf#search=Meeka
http://www.thehealingjourney.ca/siteadmin/assets/documents/toolkit-website.pdf
http://www.naho.ca/documents/it/2010_Inuit_Cultural_Competency.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/582dea07c534a53a91dae0de/t/58fe6886d482e9dea6205692/1493068165832/fac_manual%281%29.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/582dea07c534a53a91dae0de/t/58fe6886d482e9dea6205692/1493068165832/fac_manual%281%29.pdf
http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/718858/1_family_violence_risk-assessment_risk_management_framework_manual_010612.PDF
http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/718858/1_family_violence_risk-assessment_risk_management_framework_manual_010612.PDF
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 National Forum on Community Safety and Ending Violence Workbook, Native Women’s 
Association of Canada, 2013, www.nwac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/2013-NWAC-AFN-
Ending-Violence-Workbook.pdf 

Recommended Reading 

 National Strategy to Prevent Abuse in Inuit Communities, Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, 
2006, http://pauktuutit.ca/wp-content/blogs.dir/1/assets/InuitStrategy_e.pdf 

 Strategic Plan for Inuit Violence Prevention and Healing, Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada, 
2016b, http://pauktuutit.ca/wp-content/blogs.dir/1/assets/StrategicPlan_English.pdf 

 Nipivut – Our Voice. A Community Needs Assessment for Inuit Families in Ottawa, Ottawa Inuit 
Children’s Centre, 2012, www.ottawainuitchildrens.com/wp-
content/uploads/2012/06/nipivut_eng.pdf 

 Alianait Inuit Mental Wellness Action Plan, by the Alianait Inuit-Specific Mental Wellness Task 
Group, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, 2009, www.itk.ca/wp-content/.../Alianait-Inuit-Mental-Wellness-
Action-Plan-2009.pdf 

 Helping Inuit Clients: Cultural Relevance and Effective Counselling, by M. Korhonen, Ajunginniq 
Centre, National Aboriginal Health Organization, 2004b, 
www.naho.ca/documents/it/2004_Helping_Inuit_Clients.pdf 

Conclusion 

The literature review provides a strong grounding in Indigenous and Inuit knowledge related to violence 
against women, services gaps and needs for systems change, promising practices in services and 
programs, and a few sources on cultural safety and cultural competence. The key informant interviews 
with Ottawa service providers and with Inuit women who have direct experience of violence as 
important additional sources of knowledge that build on and elaborate these findings.   

  

http://www.nwac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/2013-NWAC-AFN-Ending-Violence-Workbook.pdf
http://www.nwac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/2013-NWAC-AFN-Ending-Violence-Workbook.pdf
http://pauktuutit.ca/wp-content/blogs.dir/1/assets/InuitStrategy_e.pdf
http://pauktuutit.ca/wp-content/blogs.dir/1/assets/StrategicPlan_English.pdf
http://www.ottawainuitchildrens.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/nipivut_eng.pdf
http://www.ottawainuitchildrens.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/nipivut_eng.pdf
http://www.itk.ca/wp-content/.../Alianait-Inuit-Mental-Wellness-Action-Plan-2009.pdf
http://www.itk.ca/wp-content/.../Alianait-Inuit-Mental-Wellness-Action-Plan-2009.pdf
http://www.naho.ca/documents/it/2004_Helping_Inuit_Clients.pdf
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 Appendix A – Inuit Gender- and Culture-Based Factors in Violence Against Women 

Source: Kinnon, D. (2014). Engaging Inuit Men and Boys in Ending Violence against Women and Girls.  
Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada. http://pauktuutit.ca/wp-content/blogs.dir/1/assets/EMB_GBA_Report.pdf 

Traditional Life Outside Pressures 
Transition 

Contemporary Living 
 

Gender roles are complementary but 
flexible, and relatively egalitarian 
(women and women considered 
equal). Both men’s and women’s skills 
are essential and valued 
 
Great deal of interdependence 
required for survival; kinship bonds 
are strong 
 
Fathers prepared sons and mothers 
prepared daughters for adulthood 
based on strong moral values and 
respect for others as well as distinct 
gender-based responsibilities 
 
Decision-making is collaborative and 
solving problems is essential to 
community cohesion  
 
A strong ethic of non-interference 
with others provides a degree of 
freedom and independence in small 
tight-knit groups  
 
Law and justice is informal but 
effective in maintaining order and 
preventing the most harmful 
behaviours 
 
Violence against women and girls 
occurs but is controlled for the sake of 
social harmony, although some 
women are trapped in unhealthy 
relationships 
 
A healthy, intimate relationship with 
the land, wildlife and plants is 
maintained; the land holds  spiritual 
and healing elements 
 
Men and women work together to 
ensure the family survived – men 
have a strong provider role and 
women are responsible for family and 
camp life 

Inuit lands are colonized by a male 
dominated Western society; Inuit men 
are initially given a higher status and 
support for the idea that men are 
superior to women, which also traps 
both genders in more rigid roles  
 
Settlement significantly and rapidly 
disrupts the traditional economy, social 
values and structures, and relationships 
between women and men 
 
The collapse of the fur trade and 
scarcity of game erodes men’s provider 
role and creates scarcity and starvation  
 
Large communities result in more 
opportunities for conflict, weaker 
connections among residents, less social 
cohesion, and a more individualized 
society 
 
Settled community life affects men 
more negatively than women as 
women’s skills and abilities are more 
adaptable to this environment   
 
Christian values at the time favour 
men’s role as head of the family.  Family 
violence and child sexual abuse are 
hidden in order to preserve families    
  
Residential school education separates 
children from their parents, eroding 
Inuit values and transfer of knowledge. 
Children are exposed to corporal 
punishment and sexual abuse  
 
Introduction of alcohol disinhibits 
behaviour and results in addictions and 
a rise in violence, especially among men     
   

The wage-based economy supplants 
harvesting and traditional activities, 
and high levels of unemployment 
among men create inactivity and 
isolation, lower family incomes and 
dependence on government 
support 
   
Many women work full-time and  
also have primary responsibility for 
child care and support for the 
extended family, creating stress and 
family tensions  
 
Formal government structures are 
primarily based on external values 
and beliefs, laws and regulations, 
and have replaced the role of elders 
and families in transferring cultural 
values and solving problems 
 
Men hold most of the leadership 
positions in governments and 
communities, and often are 
uncomfortable addressing violence 
prevention and treatment  services  
 
Current educational structures and 
methods are less focused on moral 
development and favour women’s 
learning styles; the high dropout 
rate is not preparing youth for 
participation in the current 
economy  
 
Policing and justice systems are 
seen to tolerate violence and favour 
offenders over victims; victim 
services are lacking 
 
Mental health counselling and 
treatment services are inadequate 
to deal with current issues and past 
trauma. Men are less likely to seek 
out counselling and access to the 
land as a healing influence is more 
restricted than in the past  

http://pauktuutit.ca/wp-content/blogs.dir/1/assets/EMB_GBA_Report.pdf

