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Identifying Needs for Better Services Related to Violence
The Ottawa Inuit Children’s Centre (now the Inuuqatigiit Centre for Children, Youth and Families) is a
multi-service centre for Inuit in Ottawa, Ontario. Programs have expanded over time from Aboriginal
Head Start and childcare programs to providing supports to youth, parents, guardians and
foster/adoptive families. As the organization grew, it developed a “wrap-around” service model that
supports the whole family in culturally specific ways, adding healing circles, individual counselling and
mental health supports, systems navigation, recreation programs and community celebrations.
Inuit communities in southern cities are growing rapidly with Inuit leaving Inuit Nunangat (northern
homelands) for education, health care, adequate housing and to be near family in the south. Many Inuit
women coming to Ottawa are fleeing violence in their communities, including intimate partner violence,
sexual assault and child sexual abuse.
Staff at the Inuuqatigiit Centre observed several things in providing support to Inuit women, men and
children. Many had direct and recent experience with violence, including being survivors of physical,
verbal and emotional abuse. Inuit women in particular also were supporting family members and close
friends who were experiencing violence. Often, they didn’t get the help they needed from police,
healthcare providers, counsellors and the courts.
In 2016, Inuuqatigiit started a project to work with other Ottawa agencies to improve services for Inuit
women and children affected by violence. The goal of the project was to “reduce barriers and better
support Inuit women and children by providing educational resources and training to build the capacity
of agencies”. The three-year project was funded by Status of Women Canada. You can find more
information on the project here.
Why “Inuit Women Affected by” Violence?
The initial project team included an Inuk project coordinator with lived experience of violence, a
program manager and a contracted adviser/researcher with expertise in violence against women. Early
on, the team grappled with the focus of the project. We considered mainstream terms such as family
violence, intimate partner violence, gender-based violence and violence against women. None seemed
to reflect Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (Inuit knowledge) or the reality of violence and abuse among Inuit
involved with the Centre.
After some discussion, the project team decided to focus on women as the primary victims but also as
the family members and friends most impacted by violence toward others. Inuit women, like other
women, are main caregivers in families. With such high rates of violence among Inuit, virtually every
Inuk woman has supported daughters and sons, partners, sisters and brothers, granddaughters,
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grandmothers and friends who have experienced violence. These experiences have a major impact on
everyone involved. So the phrase “Inuit women affected by violence” was adopted.
Listening to the Women
From the beginning, we thought it was crucial to include the voices and perspectives of Inuit women
affected by violence in shaping the project. Speaking with women who have experienced violence
themselves and/or have supported others leads to a deeper understanding of the situations and
challenges they have faced. It also gives those most directly affected by violence and abuse an
opportunity to describe the gaps they see and the ways in which agencies and organizations can
improve services. Members of the Women’s Circle, individual women and Inuuqatigiit staff members
were invited to participate in the project.
Originally the team planned to hold group meetings with women, thinking that would help to break the
isolation and silence around the issue. The women let us know they weren’t comfortable discussing such
personal experiences in a group so we switched to individual interviews. The interviews were held
where the women felt comfortable, were conducted by two Inuit women and carefully followed Inuit
research ethics.
The 10 women who shared their experiences, strengths, challenges and ideas for better services
inspired us. They described how they coped with violence, who they told and where they looked for
help. They told us about good and bad experiences with police, children’s aid, shelter workers and
counsellors. Based on their experiences, they provided sound advice on how Ottawa agencies could
improve their responses to the Inuit community. You can read the report Improving Systems and
Services for Inuit Women and Children and Affected by Violence: Interviews with Inuit Women here.
In the Words of Inuit Women
Here are some of the things that Inuit women told us in the interviews.
About the violence they experienced:
I have been a part of emotional and mental abuse and I am just getting out of it… Emotional
abuse is harder than physical. It’s internal. Others don’t see it. It took me a long time to
finally walk out of it.
… domestic violence from the father of my children for almost four years. When he left, I
was with a physical abuser. That’s why I left [my home community] – to get away from a
bad relationship.
I have supported many women and a few men who were abused by someone.
About getting help:
When it was happening, I did not tell anyone. But my best friend would try to help me. Up
North, people don’t talk about it. They just turn the other way.
Mainly my best friend and my mom and sister and friends helped me leave my ex.
OICC staff was very helpful. I don’t know what I would have done without them. They helped
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me get into a shelter. Dealt with CAS. OICC helped from beginning to end.
About experiences with service providers:
In general…, without even thinking… [service providers] start saying things. They don’t
understand where we are coming from or what we’ve been through.
It’s very scary when I can’t call for help because I am afraid of the service providers that are
supposed to be there to help me... I needed help but was afraid to ask for it because of the
racism and pre-judgement.
[Service providers] need to be taught more about our culture and where we are coming
from. Learn more of our history…, what we went through. I learned a lot about things that
happened to us… our hurt is current.
What About Ottawa Agencies? What Issues Did They Identify?
The Inuit Women Affected by Violence project also engaged early on with other Ottawa agencies. An
important outreach activity in the first year was holding conversations with some of the main services
that interact with Inuit women facing violence, such as the police, Children’s Aid Society, the children’s
hospital, emergency shelters, sexual assault centres and other Inuit community organizations. Details
can be found in the Interviews with Service Providers report here.
We discovered that not only were these agencies aware of many of the service barriers that the Inuit
women identified, they wanted to be “part of the solution”. Inuit and non-Inuit organizations
highlighted these barriers related to violence and abuse:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

language;
culture;
concerns about privacy and confidentiality;
transportation and location of services;
past negative experiences;
fears of losing custody of children; and
stigmas and stereotypes.

Service providers and the project team also recognized that true systemic change would take time and
would grow out of closer inter-agency relationships and staff education. Immediate steps toward longterm change that fit with the project goal included: 1) agency training on Inuit history and culture,
communication styles and Inuit women’s needs; 2) low-cost methods of informing women about
available services; and 3) better linkages between Inuit and non-Inuit organizations.
A Look at Indigenous Wisdom and Promising Practices
While completing the women’s and service provider interviews, we also had a look at other work to
reduce violence against Indigenous women. Here are just a few examples that informed our approach.
The National Strategy to Prevent Abuse in Inuit Communities by Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada gave
us an understanding of the root causes of violence and abuse: 1) loss of culture and tradition; and 2) loss
3

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”.
The Together for Justice Collaborative in Watson Lake, Yukon grew out of a deep divide and atmosphere
of fear and distrust between Indigenous women and the RCMP. The Liard Aboriginal Women’s Society
(LAWS) coordinated a two-year engagement process of intensive relationship building workshops. The
education and training process led to transformative changes in individual attitudes and behaviours and
generated organizational responses to community needs.
The project also drew on Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit from the Spousal Abuse Counselling Program in Rankin
Inlet, Nunavut; Mamisarvik Healing Centre in Ottawa; and Ilisaqsivik Society in Clyde River. See the full
report on promising practices here.
Year 1 – What We Learned
Year 1 of the project went by quickly! We took some time to hire and orient a project coordinator to
ensure that they were well supported and had time to be grounded in the purpose of the project, OICC
philosophy and the Ottawa services system. We also took care in recruiting Inuit women to participate
in interviews, and to provide support to them afterward. Outreach to other Inuit and non-Inuit
community agencies through both interviews and telephone conversations created a basis for
cooperation and collaboration going forward. Each research process and report contributed to
developing an approach and concrete workplan for the remaining two years.
We also learned that violence and abuse are not yet topics that Inuit easily talk about. We learned that
online surveys and focus groups aren’t effective ways to engage Inuit women in sharing their
experiences, while individual conversations provided both insights into their needs and directions for
the project. We were also able to provide some direct support to the women and help them access the
services they needed.
Among Ottawa agencies, we found an awareness that there were barriers and gaps to serving Inuit and
a need for more information and guidance from Inuit organizations. Agencies were open to closer
relationships with Inuit organizations and training for their staff.
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