
 Building on what currently exists:  
 An environmental scan of gender-based violence supports across the 

settlement sector in Canada 
 

 

 
 
Report prepared for the National Settlement Sector Gender-Based Violence Project 
  
Authored by: Dr. Salina Abji, Sociologist and Research Consultant 

Date: December 9, 2019 

A working group with representatives from each of the project partners collaborated in the 
collection and analysis of data for this environmental scan. 

Members: 

Kathryn Bates-Khan 
Project Manager, YMCA of Greater Halifax/ 
Dartmouth 
  
Erin Whitmore 
Ending Violence Association of Canada 
  

Lauren Barker 
Elmwood Community Resource Centre 
  
Sidrah Ahmad-Chan 
Ontario Council of Agencies Serving 
Immigrants 

We also gratefully acknowledge feedback from our project partners:  

Deb Tomlinson, Association of Alberta Sexual Assault Services  

Nina Condo, Elmwood Community Resource Centre    

Sajedeh Zahraei, Ontario Council of Agencies Serving Immigrants 

Tracy Porteous, Ending Violence Association B.C.   

http://www.ymcahfx.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/GBV-Project-Introduction.pdf


Environmental Scan Report, December 2019  2 

Table of Contents 
 

Executive Summary 3 

Highlights of our findings: 5 

1: Snapshot of the Settlement Sector 7 

What we collected: 7 

Highlights of our analysis: 7 

Case example: Systemic Factors 10 

Case Example: Lack of Gender Parity 10 

Case Example: ECRC’s Triple-Trauma Paradigm + a Strengths Based Approach 11 

Case Example: Resource Guide for Recognizing and Responding to Intimate Partner Violence for Refugee 

Resettlement Assistance Programs in Ontario 11 

2: Gender-Based Violence 12 

What we collected: 12 

Highlights of our analysis: 12 

Case example: VAW learning network issue on immigrant and refugee women 13 

3: Developing a national settlement GBV strategy 16 

What we collected: 16 

Highlights of our analysis: 16 

Case Example: Blueprint for a National Action Plan 18 

Case Example: #UsToo: Call to action  19 

Case Example: A six-stage prevention framework 20 

4: Training & Curriculum on GBV 21 

What we collected: 21 

Highlights of our analysis: 21 

Case Example: EVA BC handbook on sexual assault 21 

Case Example: PCAWA resource for creating a safety plan 22 

Case Example: OCASI series on GBV for front-line workers working with refugee and immigrant 

communities 22 

Case Example: YMCA Gender-Based Violence Prevention Guide 23 

Case example: Core competencies for training used in an OAITH report 24 

5: Promising procedures, practices and protocols (3Ps) 25 

What we collected: 25 

Highlights of our analysis: 25 

Case example: ECRC’s trauma-informed and strength-based practices 26 

6: “Champion” Networks 28 

Selected References 29 
  



Environmental Scan Report, December 2019  3 

Executive Summary 
 

Project Background 

In April 2019, four organizations from the anti-violence and settlement sectors partnered to 

begin collaborative work on developing a national strategy to address gender-based violence 

(GBV) for newcomers and refugees. The partners were originally brought together by the 

federal government’s department of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC). 

However, in coming together, the partners saw it as critically important to build on the 

expertise of the many organizations and individuals who are leading anti-violence work across 

Canada. This report is thus a first step in building on what currently exists, with a view to 

expanding opportunities for collaboration and consultation with leaders in the field over the 

course of the three-year project. 

 

In creating this report, our project team proactively acknowledges the following: 

• GBV is not unique to any community but rather affects all communities.  

• In this report, we use GBV as a broad-based term that includes distinct patterns and 

forms of violence, including sexual violence, knowing that our terminology is continually 

evolving and often contested. 

• Diverse newcomer and refugee communities in Canada represent an under-served 

population when it comes to GBV awareness and supports. Decades of research has 

pointed to pervasive structural barriers that limit survivors’ access to supports while 

increasing their vulnerabilities to violence. It’s time for meaningful action on GBV for all 

communities, including newcomers, refugees and other marginalized groups.  

• While GBV survivors who are newcomers or refugees may share certain structural 

barriers in common, we recognize the highly diverse and intersectional experiences of 

this group. Meaningful action on GBV must account for the complexities of violence, 

particularly for communities that are disproportionately impacted across gender, 

gender identity, race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, age, ability, religion, and immigration 

status, among other intersections.  

 

Background on Needs Assessment Research 

With funding from Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC), the partners launched 
a needs assessment to inform the project’s activities. The objectives of the needs assessment 
were: 

1. To test key assumptions of the project’s theory of change. 

2. To collect ‘baseline’ data against which the project outcomes can be measured. 

3. To build relationships and engagement among project stakeholders. 
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This environmental scan forms part of the needs assessment research. The objectives of this 

scan were: 

● To document what currently exists in terms of GBV supports for newcomers and 

refugees across the settlement sector, including the degree of consultation and 

collaboration between settlement and anti-violence sectors. 

● To identify potential gaps in supports with respect to four key areas identified in the 

project’s theory of change: a national GBV settlement strategy; training and curriculum 

on GBV; promising procedures, protocols and practices (3Ps); and networks for workers 

who are ‘championing’ GBV issues in their organizations. 

● To identify gaps in our knowledge that can be addressed using the two other methods in 

this research i.e. a national survey of settlement and anti-violence workers and 

qualitative interviews with leaders in the field.  

Methodology 

In July 2019, a research consultant was hired to lead the data collection and analysis, and to 

author the final report. In August 2019, a working group was formed with representatives from 

each of the partner organizations. This working group played a key role in designing and 

implementing the research.  

 

Since September 2019, we have collected and reviewed over 230 publicly-available materials 

for this scan. Materials were initially sourced by the research consultant using key word 

searches and website reviews informed by the consultant’s subject matter expertise. As the 

repository of information grew, the working group and partners sourced additional materials 

through their networks and informed by their areas of expertise. Where possible, we focused 

on the most recent research on each area, and adopted an intersectional approach in 

examining each theme from as many social locations as possible.  

 

The materials were then analyzed using a collaborative approach: while the research consultant 

was primarily responsible for synthesizing the materials and preparing draft analyses, the 

research benefited from extensive weekly consultations with the working group as well as 

review and feedback from project partners. It was during these consultations that the working 

group identified and discussed “case examples” that could be used to illustrate promising 

examples of what we found through the research. 

 

The materials we collected are saved in a repository that can be accessed by project partners, 

and we hope it can be transformed into a resource for workers across the country. Our 

repository includes a range of materials: previous research reports, a broad sample of training 
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materials on GBV for diverse newcomer and refugee groups as well as for the workers who 

support them, examples of promising practices such as risk assessment tools and safety 

planning protocols, and more! 

 

Highlights of our findings: 

1. Need for a national GBV settlement sector strategy: Our findings confirmed that the 

settlement sector in Canada lacks a national GBV strategy. This is a major area where our 

project can contribute.  

We can build on and refine what already exists. There is a national GBV strategy developed 

by WAGE (the Department for Women and Gender Equality) although this is not specific to 

the settlement sector. Many provinces also have a GBV strategy in place, and there are 

other sectors that have developed their own GBV strategic documents  e.g. a blueprint for a 

national action plan on Violence against Women and Girls developed by the Canadian 

Network of Women’s Shelters and Transitional Homes (2015), and a national framework to 

address on-campus sexual violence developed for the post-secondary sector (Khan et al 

2019). 

2. Need for a clear gender-based analysis (GBA+) of settlement and migration: While there is 

a growing body of research and training on GBV awareness for settlement workers, the 

issue of GBV still exists on the margins of the settlement sector. Indeed, when we reviewed 

reports on settlement sector priorities and best practices more broadly, GBV was rarely 

discussed or was framed as a special topic area. This was concerning to us, because we 

know that migration and settlement are deeply gendered processes that intersect with 

race, class, immigration status, sexuality, ability and other axes of difference. For example, 

stress during the migration process can create increased risk of interpersonal or family 

violence; likewise, fear of deportation can prevent survivors from seeking supports.  

We can address this gap by clearly articulating an intersectional gender-based analysis 

(GBA+) of settlement and migration, with the aim of making GBA+ a core part of settlement 

work. This GBA+ would provide a critical foundation for understanding patterns of GBV for 

newcomers, refugees, and other immigrant groups, as well as strategies for supporting 

survivors and their families and communities. Here we underscore the critical importance of 

advancing a GBA+ that proactively acknowledges the multiple social identities and locations 

that newcomers, refugees and/or other immigrant groups have.  

3. Large body of material on GBV training, but without shared criteria for what makes 

training effective or accessible: We were pleased to find a large body of training on GBV. 
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Most of this training is free and accessible on-line. We distinguished between different 

levels of GBV training (i.e. basic to specialized), as well as training developed for generalized 

to specific audiences.  

While there is a large body of training, we found little shared criteria for what makes GBV 

training effective. We did find one set of core competencies developed by Broll et al (2012) 

and used by The Ontario Association of Interval & Transition Houses (OAITH) to evaluate 

their GBV training.  

We also do not know how aware settlement workers are of the wide range of GBV training 

that exists on-line, and whether or not their priorities for training align with what is 

currently available. This gap in our knowledge can be addressed through the national survey 

and qualitative interviews.  

4. The landscape of promising procedures, protocols and practices (3Ps) is vast. While we 

were able to find what seemed to be fairly sophisticated tools for risk assessment and 

safety planning, we left our search with more questions than answers.  

Our project can help clarify the distinctions between procedures, protocols and practices, as 

well as criteria for what makes 3Ps “promising”. 

It is unclear to what extent workers are aware of tools currently available on-line, or what 

capacity organizations have to implement and evaluate 3Ps. This knowledge gap can be 

partly addressed through our national survey and qualitative interviews. 

Most 3Ps focus on individual interactions with survivors. A potential missing gap are 3Ps 

that focus on systems-level change or even organizational-level change. Our working group 

also identified a fourth “P” for policy, which could better capture systems-level change.  

5. A national network for ‘championing’ GBV issues across the settlement sector is a unique 

and important feature of this project. Given the opportunities and gaps that we have 

identified above, we think that building national networks or spaces for workers to 

exchange and share information as peers is an important feature of this project. We can 

leverage the work that has already been started by OCASI and its partners to build an on-

line Community of Practice. Through our working group’s own experiences of video-

conferencing weekly to share information for this research, we already began to see the 

value in fostering these types of connections in a systematic way.   
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1: Snapshot of the Settlement Sector 
 

What we collected: 

Our repository includes 21 reports on the settlement sector published on-line, highlighting 

trends, priorities, and histories of settlement. To contextualize this information, we also 

collected 22 reports on the population of refugees and immigrants in Canada, including data 

published by Stats Can as well as smaller-scale studies of specific ethno-cultural and regional 

populations.  

Highlights of our analysis: 

● Defining settlement: While there is some disagreement and debate on how we define 

settlement, we found a few definitions that are widely cited (Calience 2019).  

The United Nations Economic and Social Council defines settlement as “a “gradual process 

by which new residents become active participants in the economic, social, civic, cultural 

and spiritual affairs of a new homeland”  

 

OCASI’s definition is also widely cited: “settlement is a long-term, dynamic, two-way 

process through which, ideally, immigrants would achieve full equality and freedom of 

participation in society, and society would gain access to the full human resource potential 

in its immigrant communities”  

 

● Who does settlement? There are a lot of groups and individuals involved in settlement. We 

can distinguish between formal settlement agencies (e.g. funded by IRCC ~ 500) and the 

range of organizations involved in settlement activities (e.g. libraries, recreation centres, 

faith-based groups etc.) 

Among formal settlement agencies, there is also diversity in terms of the type of 

organization. For example, a 2017 survey of direct service IRCC-funded settlement service 

providing organization (SPO) found: 

○ 51% identified as providing primarily social services to individuals and families 

○ 29% were an educational institution 

○ 8% provided primarily employment-related services 

○ 7% identified as a community, ethnic, fraternal, civic and social organization 

○ 3% were health-care focused 
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Gendered workers and racial hierarchies: We know that settlement workers are 

predominantly female (although the data we found is mostly for Ontario). There is also 

some evidence of racial hierarchies between management and front-line workers. As noted 

in a 2018 profile of the sector published by Kolternmann & Scott (Calience Consulting): 

 

“A 2006 study by the Social Planning Council of Toronto and the Family Service Association 

reported that over 86 percent of workers in Toronto’s immigrant and refugee seeking sector 

are women, that 75 percent immigrated to Canada and 63 percent are racialized, 

addressing the dual phenomena of over representation of women in the sector and the 

racialization of the settlement sector (Wilson, 2006). An earlier survey of settlement 

workers across Ontario conducted by the provincial government also found that 

practitioners are predominantly female (75.9 percent), immigrants (68.7 percent) and 

university educated (62.7 percent). The majority are bi- or multi-lingual. This description of 

frontline workers is in contrast to managerial positions that tend to be dominated by white 

women. A 2009 study by The Institute for Governance of Private and Public Organizations 

and York University found that among 240 organizations 91 percent of executive directors 

were white” (Koltermann & Scott 2018, p. 15-16).  

 

● Who uses settlement services? IRCC has published data on service users. According to 

iCARE administrative data, key characteristics of all Settlement Program clients who 

received at least one settlement service in FY 2016/17 include the following: 

○ Overall unique clients: 412,392 unique clients received at least one Settlement service, 

compared to 362,661 unique clients in FY 2014/15, and 401,446 in FY 2015/16. 

○ Immigration category (top 3): Refugees (28%), Economic Spouses and Dependents (SD) 

(26%), and sponsored family (24%). 

○ Gender: 57% of unique clients were female. 

○ Age: 40% were 30-44 years of age, 23% were 15-29 years of age, 18% were 45-60 years 

of age, 14% were 0-15 years of age, 6% were 60-74 years of age, and 2% were 75 years 

of age or older or not stated. 

○ Year of admission (top 5): 2016 (27%), 2015 (15%), 2014 (10%), 2013 (9%), 2012 (9%). 

○ Self-declared Knowledge of Official Language: 53% English, 40% Neither, 2% Both 

English and French, 2% French and 2% not stated. 

○ Education Qualification: 35% had Secondary or less, 17% had a Bachelor’s degree, 16% 

had no formal education. 

○ Country of Citizenship (top 5): China (16%), India (11%), Philippines (9%), Syria (9%), 

Iran (4%). 

○ Intended province of destination (top 5): Ontario (48%), British Columbia (15%), Alberta 

(13%), Manitoba (8%), and Quebec (5%). 
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○ Language spoken (top 5): Arabic (12%), Mandarin (10%), Tagalog (8%), Punjabi (5%), and 

Spanish (5%). 

Source: IRCC 2017 

 

● Lack of GBA+ analysis in broad-based settlement literature: In broad-based literature on 

settlement, we found that there is relatively little attention to GBA+ or gender-based 

violence. When GBV does come up, it’s more of a specialized topic (versus being more 

centred in any discussion of settlement using a GBA+ perspective). One exception that we 

did find was a 2019 IRCC-funded knowledge synthesis report authored by Bhuyan and 

Schmidt, which uses a feminist intersectional framework to analyze immigrant women’s 

settlement experiences, including experiences of GBV.  

For example, in the settlement literature, there is a strong emphasis on language training, 

employment, and more recently mental health. But we know that each of these issues are 

intersectional, and there are barriers to accessing services in these areas that are shaped by 

one’s social location across gender, race, class and many other axes of difference. s For 

example, in one survey, lack of affordable childcare was identified as a major barrier to 

language training. But the report stopped short of using a gender-based analysis (GBA+ in 

WAGE terms) in its discussion of settlement priorities.  

● We know that settlement is a gendered, racialized ++ process: Many of the broad-based 

priorities of the settlement sector are nevertheless gendered and racialized processes that 

intersect across multiple social identities. 
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Case example: Systemic Factors 

The VAW Learning Network 

identified a number of factors that 

contribute to vulnerabilities 

associated with IPV among 

immigrant and refugee 

communities (Tabibi et al 2018). We 

have included an illustration of 

these factors from the report.   

Case Example: Lack of Gender Parity 

Data published by Statistics Canada 

(Hudon 2015) found that women 

are still more likely to be admitted 

to Canada as spouses or 

dependents compared to men 

(among federal economic class 

entrants). However, there has been 

a “trend to more gender parity” 

among this group over the past ten 

years. 

 

 

http://www.vawlearningnetwork.ca/our-work/issuebased_newsletters/issue-26/Issue_26.pdf
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Case Example: ECRC’s Triple-Trauma 

Paradigm + a Strengths Based Approach 

The Elmwood Community Resource 

Centre also uses a “triple-trauma 

paradigm” (pictured on the right) to 

distinguish between different sites of 

trauma in the lives of newcomers and 

immigrants. At the same time, they also 

use a strengths-based approach that 

emphasizes the resiliency and strengths 

of diverse immigrant communities (ECRC 

2018; Michultka 2009; Herman 2015). 

We have included more details about 

ECRC’s approach the promising 3Ps 

section of this report. 

 

Case Example: Resource Guide for 

Recognizing and Responding to Intimate 

Partner Violence for Refugee Resettlement 

Assistance Programs in Ontario 

In this detailed 55-page resource guide, the 

authors provide a Power & Control wheel of 

domestic violence for immigrant women 

(Milani et al 2017). The guide was authored 

collaboratively by Rexdale Women’s Centre, 

the Centre for Research & Education on 

Violence Against Women and Children 

(CREVAWC) and the Ontario Council of 

Agencies Serving Immigrants (OCASI) with 

Advisory Committee members from COSTI 

Immigrant Services, Wesley Urban 

Ministries and the Multicultural Council of 

Windsor and Essex County. 
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Overall, without a robust GBA+ of settlement and migration, we risk losing sight of key 

factors that create the conditions of GBV such as a lack of gender parity in how women and 

men are arriving and settling in Canada.     

 

2: Gender-Based Violence 
 

What we collected: 

Our repository includes 53 research reports and annotated bibliographies on gender-based 

violence in Canada. We collected academic research as well as community-based reports 

published by NGOs (“grey literature”).  

We used a broad definition of GBV* and looked for research that addressed newcomers, 

refugees and other immigrant groups, although not exclusively so. *For example, we collected 

research on intimate partner violence (IPV), domestic violence, sexual violence, family violence, 

femicide, violence against LBGTQ2S+, so-called ‘honour-based’ violence, human trafficking, 

FGM, reproductive coercion, ableism as violence against women, sibling violence, cyber 

violence, gun violence, etc.  

We also found some research on GBV against immigrant women that advanced more nuanced 

intersections e.g. immigrant women, homelessness and intimate partner violence (Tabibi & 

Baker 2017).  

Highlights of our analysis: 

● Research on GBV needs/ barriers for newcomer and refugee women: There is a fairly 

significant and growing body of research on the needs/barriers experienced by newcomer 

and refugee women. Some key findings in this literature: 

○ GBV is not unique to any one community or culture.  

○ Experiences of GBV are complex and intersectional. For newcomer and refugee women, 

there are intersecting forms of oppression that shape risks and patterns of GBV as well 

as responses to GBV. These may include but are not limited to: gender identity, race, 

ethnicity, class, sexuality, age, ability, religion and immigrant status, among other axes 

of difference.  For example, we know that women with disabilities are twice as likely as 

women without disabilities to have been sexually assaulted in the last year (DAWN 
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2019). In addition to domestic violence, ableism, and lack of accessibility of services, 

newcomer women with disabilities can experience discrimination or profiling based on 

their race or ethnicity, religion/faith, language, ability, age, gender identity, sexual 

orientation, and class (OCASI 2019).  

○ Newcomer and refugee women (as a diverse group) may be less likely to report GBV or 

seek support because of systemic barriers in accessing supports e.g. fear of deportation, 

racism/ xenophobia, services that do not recognize their needs.  

○ Our research also identified domestic violence shelters as a key site where newcomer, 

refugee and/or other immigrant survivors may encounter systemic barriers while in 

crisis, although more extensive research is needed. A number of small-scale studies, for 

example, document forms of re-victimization that racialized, Muslim and/or immigrant 

women have experienced when seeking supports at domestic violence shelters, 

including a lack of culturally safe supports, and instances of racism, xenophobia and 

Islamophobia (Ahmadzai 2015; Korteweg et al 2013).  

Case example: VAW learning network issue on immigrant and refugee women 

In a fact sheet on IPV against Immigrant and 

Refugee women, the VAW learning network 

provided the following illustration to try and 

capture the intersectional nature of GBV. As they 

explained: 
 

“It is essential to recognize that immigrant and 

refugee women hold many intersecting identities 

(e.g. sex, gender, education, race/ethnicity, 

sexuality, ability, religion). These intersections will 

greatly impact not only their vulnerability to 

intimate partner violence, but also their 

experiences and the system’s responses to them 

(e.g. justice, housing). Women who are marginalized in multiple ways and who face structural 

violence by different systems of discrimination have difficulty being believed, accessing 

support, and finding safety” (Tabibi et al 2018) 

 

● There are mixed reports of rates of GBV against immigrant and refugee women, and 

sometimes data collection methods are problematic:  We found general statistics on 

different forms of GBV that all indicate GBV as an on-going and serious issue. Some reports 

show no statistically-significant difference between reports of domestic violence among 
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immigrant and non-immigrant women, however, researchers also explain that reporting 

rates might be lower for immigrant women because they are less likely to respond to 

surveys. We also found a few cases where, problematically, this group is not even 

considered in broad-based data, or where visible minority status is used as a proxy for 

immigrant women even though these are two distinct groups.  

Statistics rarely captured nuanced intersectional data on GBV. For example:  

Oftentimes in data collection the category “immigrant and refugee women” is flattened, 

making it difficult to ascertain the differences in GBV statistics across distinct immigration 

categories. Yet we know that one’s immigration status matters i.e. whether one has 

temporary or permanent status, arrived as a refugee or sponsored spouse etc.  

Likewise, there is very little intersectional data beyond a single axis of immigrant/refugee 

plus female. We lack nuanced data e.g. forms of GBV experienced by racialized deaf refugee 

women who identify as LGBTQ+ and Muslim. There is an underlying violence of having to 

pick which of your multiple positionalities is the source of your oppression!  

● How we define GBV matters: There is an on-going discussion and debate about how to 

define GBV. While there are standard definitions used and widely-accepted, the nuances of 

how GBV is defined are far from settled. Indeed, sexual violence is often left out of 

discussions of GBV, even though we know that sexual assault, sexual harassment and other 

forms of sexual violence are prevalent in Canada and globally. For newcomers and refugees, 

standard definitions of GBV can miss important patterns and intersecting factors that shape 

individuals’ experiences of GBV across multiple axes of identity.  

UNHCR uses the term Sexual and Gender-Based violence (SGBV) defined as: “any act that is 

perpetrated against a person’s will and is based on gender norms and unequal power 

relationships. It encompasses threats of violence and coercion. It can be physical, 

emotional, psychological, or sexual in nature, and can take the form of a denial of resources 

or access to services. It inflicts harm on women, girls, men and boys” 

WAGE defines GBV as “violence that is committed against someone based on their gender 

identity, gender expression or perceived gender.” This kind of violence can take many 

forms: cyber, physical, sexual, psychological, emotional, and economic. Neglect and 

harassment are also forms of GBV. Violence can have negative effects that span 

generations, and this often leads to cycles of violence and abuse within families and 

sometimes whole communities. GBV holds us all back.” 

● Different models in how GBV is understood and addressed: There are some tensions 

underlying different approaches to GBV. Some groups use more of a medical model 
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approach where GBV is primarily seen as a health problem requiring psycho-social support 

and intervention. Others implicitly privilege a legal model, which emphasizes GBV as a crime 

and violation of human rights. These are different from critical sociological models, such as 

intersectional feminist approaches, which see GBV through the lens of structural and 

systemic risks and consequences. This includes making the connections between 

interpersonal violence and structural violence (e.g. state violence defined as violence 

committed by state actors as well as systemic violence produced through criminalization, 

poverty, restrictive immigration policies, and other factors that intensify conditions of GBV 

for marginalized groups - see Incite 2001).  

● Criminalization and the Role of Law – A notable gap: There also appears to be a lack of 

research examining how immigrant/newcomer women are treated in the criminal justice 

system when they press charges, or how Canadian law impacts immigrant/newcomers 

women facing GBV situations. Immigrant/newcomer women face enormous challenges 

when it comes to pressing charges in a court of law. There is stigma in domestic violence 

and sexual assault cases (as we know) and stigma against immigrants/newcomers. While 

this area is perhaps beyond the scope of the research, we have identified a few key points 

for future investigation: 

○ Criminalization of survivors: The Barbra Schlifer Commemorative Clinic is 

currently conducting research on the criminalization of women at the 

intersections of race, gender, and precarious immigration status (2019). 

According to this research, “a disproportionate number of women who were 

reporting violence against them, found themselves facing criminal charges.” We 

also know that 86 percent of federally sentenced women reported being 

survivors of physical abuse while over two-thirds reported being sexually abused.  

○ Child abduction: Media reports and anecdotal evidence from our partners 

identify “child abduction” as an under-studied impact of law on immigrant and 

refugee survivors. Specifically, they cite cases where survivors have been 

charged with child abduction when they flee the country to protect themselves 

and/or their children from GBV.  

○ Critique of “carceral” approaches: There is also a growing critique among 

feminist and critical race scholars and activists on GBV strategies that rely on the 

criminal justice system. These critiques have shown how, in some cases, punitive 

approaches to GBV have been co-opted to further mass incarceration of 

racialized communities, the war on terror, and the tightening of borders. In some 
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cases, activists have sought alternatives to the criminal justice system through 

restorative justice and alternative justice models.  

● Impacts on children and families:  While our research focuses primarily on survivors of 

GBV, there is a growing body of research documenting the impacts of GBV on children and 

families. This research expands our understanding of GBV to include the harms caused by 

witnessing violence. A related barrier that newcomer, refugee and/or other immigrant 

groups may experience involves interactions with child welfare or child protection services. 

Indeed, a literature review conducted by Elmwood CRC documents “a universal reluctance 

to report family violence out of fear that Child and Family Services will apprehend their 

children (Bent-Goodley, 2009; Pharand et al., 2008 as cited in ECRC 2019).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

 

3: Developing a national settlement GBV strategy 
 

What we collected: 

Our repository includes 20 examples of GBV strategy publications. Most of these are strategies 

developed by provincial governments. There is one national government strategy published by 

WAGE (formerly Status of Women Canada).  

 

Among NGOs, there are fewer GBV strategy documents, but they do exist and can be useful for 

our project. In 2018, OCASI published a call to action document that called for a paradigm shift 

in how we approach GBV against migrant and racialized women - while provincial in scope, this 

report can be used as a foundational document for our project. In 2015, the Canadian Network 

of Women’s Shelters and Transitional Housing (CNWSTH) published a blueprint for a national 

action plan on GBV that was co-developed by a network of NGOs across Canada. Some sectors 

are developing their own strategy documents, for example, “Courage to Act” was published in 

2019 as a national framework for addressing and preventing GBV at post-secondary 

institutions. Finally, the 2019 National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women 

and Girls (NIMMIWG) final report calls for an Anti-Racism and an Anti-Sexism National Action 

Plan. 

 

Highlights of our analysis: 

● We can confirm that a national GBV strategy for the settlement sector has NOT been 

developed to date. Moreover, we have not found strategic documents focusing on 

improving national cross-sectoral collaboration between settlement and anti-violence 

sector organizations. There is a real opportunity here to contribute to a national 

conversation.  

http://www.immigrantandrefugeenff.ca/sites/immigrantandrefugeenff.ca/files/us-too.pdf
https://www.leaf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/2015-01-22-Blueprint-for-a-NAP-on-VAW.pdf
https://www.leaf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/2015-01-22-Blueprint-for-a-NAP-on-VAW.pdf
https://www.couragetoact.ca/report
https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Final_Report_Vol_1b.pdf
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● There are other GBV strategies available on-line. This includes a national GBV strategy 

developed by the federal government’s Department for Women and Gender Equality 

(WAGE) in 2017. Various provinces have also developed GBV strategies (2014-2019) or 

provincial/territorial frameworks, although these will sometimes use different terminology 

and/or focus on a specific form of GBV e.g. family violence, sexual violence, domestic 

violence. Other sectors have also produced GBV strategies e.g. post-secondary education 

strategy on campus sexual violence. 

● There are different ways of framing “strategy” documents: In some cases, groups have 

produced blueprints or frameworks for action, rather than formal strategies. This type of 

approach might be useful for our project, since we are not a government body. 

● Lengths of GBV strategy documents vary widely, anywhere from 10 pages to 150 pages 

long.  

● Components that are typically included in a GBV strategy document: 

○ An opening message or letter from the premier 

○ Definition of GBV (or related term) and data on the prevalence of GBV. In many cases 

“vulnerable groups” are identified and immigrant women is often one of the groups. 

Sometimes visible minority and immigrant women are grouped together. There is 

usually a model of GBV included e.g. social-ecological model or social determinants of 

health model.  

○ What actions have been taken by different stakeholders to address GBV i.e. “what we 

have done/ what we do now” 

○ A plan - usually for a coordinated and systemic response i.e. “what we will do”. Usually 

includes a clear purpose or strategic direction, a vision (e.g. “violence-free B.C.”) and 

guiding principles. Usually a 3-year plan with a list of strategic priorities and some kind 

of accountability or evaluation mechanism e.g. annual reporting. 

○ There is usually a section outlining the consultation process that took place to develop 

the strategy i.e. “what we heard”. In some cases specific quotes from the consultations 

are included.  

○ There are usually case examples and links to major reports. Lots of images. Graphically 

designed documents.  

○ Some strategies include a glossary. 

● Types of strategies that are typically included in existing GBV strategy documents: 
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○ Prevention strategies: e.g. educational campaigns or initiatives for changing attitudes, 

behaviours, victim-blaming or myths about GBV.   

In some cases, funding/action is put towards systemic barriers as a prevention strategy 

e.g. improving women’s financial empowerment, addressing poverty and homelessness, 

taking action on mental health.  

There is very little in existing strategies about efforts to reduce “migration stress” 

through policy change or supports for newcomer and refugee families and communities. 

But this is certainly something that would fit under the category of systemic prevention.  

Prevention is used in different ways by different groups. Some use a more clinical 

definition (e.g. primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention). Others use prevention to 

mean cultural change/ changing attitudes and behaviours. Others use a systemic 

approach. Alberta cites a 6-level prevention spectrum in their appendix (no source) that 

seems to me to be the most comprehensive. We’ve included this as a case example 

below. 

○ Improved responses to GBV: this is where the bulk of the strategies are situated. 

Usually focused on increasing services, enhancing existing supports, and/or improving 

coordination across sectors. A key theme that is usually separated out involves 

improved justice response (i.e. focus on policing, courts, laws).  

○ Support for vulnerable groups: many of the documents include strategies that are 

specific to vulnerable populations, including immigrant and newcomer women. The 

categories used differ - some group visible minority and immigrant women together, 

which is problematic. Some specifically mention refugee and newcomer women, but the 

diverse needs of these different groups are rarely specified. Likewise, the intersectional 

needs of newcomers and refugees are rarely included within this category (i.e. reports 

will cite “women with disabilities” and “immigrant women” as two distinct sub-groups 

without enough attention to the intersections). The language is usually focused on high-

level support e.g. culturally-responsive or culturally-safe tools for responding, supports 

offered in multiple languages.   

○ Accountability/ Evaluation Framework: some strategies include evaluation as itself 

constituting a GBV strategy.  

Case Example: Blueprint for a National Action Plan 

This is a 10-page report published by the Canadian Network of Women’s Shelters and Transition 

Houses (CNWSTH 2015). The main audience for the report appears to be the federal 

government i.e. this is about NGOs coming together to call on the federal government to create 

https://www.leaf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/2015-01-22-Blueprint-for-a-NAP-on-VAW.pdf
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and implement a national action plan on Violence Against Women. The report defines VAW, 

provides recent statistics on the issue, and provides strategic direction on what the plan should 

look like as well as a suggested collaborative process for implementing it.  

As a member of our project team pointed out, however, sexual violence is not included as fully 

as it could be in this report: “we need a national action plan on sexual violence”. 

Case Example: #UsToo: Call to action on meeting the needs of racialized and migrant women 

in Ontario 

This comprehensive report calls for a paradigm shift in how we address anti-gender based 

violence work in Ontario (Ahmad 2018). It compiles results from a roundtable with over thirty 

leaders in the sector, co-hosted by OCASI and Barbra Schlifer Clinic. “The aim of the Roundtable 

was to identify how to better meet the needs of Black, racialized, immigrant, refugee, migrant 

worker, international student, and non-status communities (henceforth referred to as “migrant 

and racialized communities”) when addressing gender-based violence and supporting 

survivors.” While this report is provincial in scope, it is an example of cross-sectoral 

collaboration between settlement and anti-violence organizations and can be used as a 

starting point for a national GBV settlement strategy.  
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Case Example: A six-stage prevention framework 

The province of Alberta’s family violence strategy includes a useful tool for understanding 

prevention as a spectrum with multiple stages.

 
Source: Province of Alberta, Family Violence Framework 

  

https://open.alberta.ca/publications/6466378
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4: Training & Curriculum on GBV       

What we collected: 

Our repository includes 70 items from over 40 different on-line training modules addressing 

GBV with some component addressing the needs of newcomers, refugees and/or other 

immigrant groups. Most of the training was developed by NGOs, with some training offered by 

academic or government bodies. We cast a wide net in collecting training examples: most of 

what we collected is directed at service providers, but we also found curriculum specifically 

designed for survivors.  

 

Highlights of our analysis: 

● There is a great deal of training on GBV already available on-line 

● Most of this training is free and comes in different formats: self-directed on-line courses, 

recorded webinars, live webinars, handbooks and toolkits. Research done by OCASI in 2018 

found that settlement workers preferred in-person training the most, with webinars 

following second. Self-directed on-line courses were the least preferred format.  

● There are many different ways of grouping available training. The content of the training 

can be organized by (a) the form of GBV e.g. domestic violence, human trafficking, 

reproductive violence; (b) who is being supported i.e. the needs of under-served 

populations e.g. training for GBV supports for different categories of immigrants like 

refugee or non-status; (c) who is providing the support i.e. the sector or context in which 

supports are being provided e.g. training for first responders, bystander intervention etc. 

and (d) different levels of support i.e. info and referral versus specialized training in safety 

planning or risk assessment. We’ve provided some case examples of training below. 

Case Example: EVA BC handbook on sexual assault  

This is a comprehensive 223-page handbook that is in its fifth edition (2016). It focuses on 

sexual assault and is primarily intended for anti-violence workers.  The handbook uses an 

intersectional approach and centres the importance of trauma-informed and culturally-safe 

responses to sexual assault, as well as encouraging workers to reflect on their own personal 

values and privileges and how these might be shaping their interactions with survivors. The 

handbook also provides important information about common myths and barriers that 

survivors experience across multiple intersections, including immigration status.  

https://www.dropbox.com/s/7hvsdito8n2qygx/EVACAN%202017%20-%20Sexual%20Assault%20Handbook.pdf?dl=0
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Case Example: PCAWA resource for creating a safety plan 

The Peel Committee Against Woman Abuse (PCAWA) published a booklet and training for 

survivors on creating a safety plan (2010). The booklet was put together by women who have 

survived abuse. While it is not focused specifically on newcomers or refugees, the booklet does 

include important information for women with different immigration statuses. The information 

is provided in a practical and accessible manner, and is available in multiple languages.  

Case Example: OCASI series on GBV for front-line workers working with refugee and 

immigrant communities 

OCASI offers a series of on-line training in English and French for front-line workers. Training on 

GBV support for refugee and immigrant communities is one of several core areas. Current 

offerings include self-directed and facilitated courses on a range of topics including: 

○ Understanding and Responding to Domestic Violence in Immigrant and Refugee 

Communities 

○ Understanding and Responding to Sexual Violence in Immigrant and Refugee 

Communities - Level 1 and Level 2* 

○ Race, Gendered Violence, and the Rights of Women with Precarious Immigration Status 

○ A Future without Gender-based Violence: Building Newcomers' Resilience through 

Community Education 

 

The recently updated course on Sexual Violence in Immigrant and Refugee Communities is 

described as follows: 

OCASI's online course series "Understanding and Responding to Sexual Violence - Levels 

1 and 2" provide a comprehensive overview of the many dimensions of sexual violence 

and the ways in which it impacts immigrant and refugee women.  The course series 

features quizzes, videos, and interactive activities to promote both self-reflection and 

action. Level 1 of this course series includes 5 modules, which cover a framework for 

understanding sexual violence, the realities of immigrant and refugee women, and how 

to respond to disclosures and be part of creating social change. Throughout the 

modules, rape myths are challenged and the voices of immigrant and refugee survivors 

of sexual violence are centred. Level 2 of this course series includes 5 modules, covering 

topics such as how sexual violence affects immigrant and refugee women with 

intersecting identities, including older women, women living with disabilities, and/or 

survivors with queer, trans or non-binary identities, alongside resources to support 

survivors living at these intersections. Level 2 also covers past provincial action plans to 

address sexual violence, and examples of community-based initiatives to support 

survivors and challenge rape culture. 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/5gyd8o3o1t9p25u/PCAWA%202010%20-%20Creating%20a%20safety%20plan%20-%20handbook.pdf?dl=0
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Case Example: YMCA-Halifax Gender-Based Violence Prevention Guide 

This 106-page guide provides GBV education and awareness specifically for settlement workers. 

It includes checklists in accessible language for different scenarios that settlement workers may 

encounter, including recognizing GBV, responding to disclosures and making a referral plan, 

how to talk to a person who is abusive, and strategies for self-care for workers.  

 

In addition to this guide, YMCA-Halifax has produced training resources for working with 

children and youth using a trauma-informed approach. This includes a theatre workshop and 

video with immigrant youth about their ideas about GBV prevention, and their lived experience 

around topics related to family pressures, bullying and Islamophobia. 

 

Analysis continued...  

● Gap: we do not know how aware workers are of the training that is available 

● Gap: we do not have criteria for what types of training are most effective in terms of best 

practices or current knowledge. We did find one evaluation report on GBV foundations 

training offered by the Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Housing (OAITH). The 

evaluation was conducted by the Centre for Research and Education on Violence Against 

Women and Children (CREVAWC). It identified core competencies for domestic violence 

training programs. These competencies map nicely onto our survey and we will be able to 

collect some baseline data that will help us to evaluate any additional training that we 

develop through this project. We’ve copied the core competencies below.  

● Gap: we do not have publicly available data on how training participants are responding 

to the training - is it meeting their needs? Are there gaps? Are they applying the training 

effectively in their everyday practices? What constraints, if any, do they face and what is 

working well? 
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Case example: Core competencies for training used in an OAITH report

 
Source: OAITH evaluation report  (Etherington & Baker 2016)   

http://www.oaith.ca/assets/library/OAITH-foundations-of-VAW-online-training-program-evaluation.pdf
http://www.oaith.ca/assets/library/OAITH-foundations-of-VAW-online-training-program-evaluation.pdf
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5: Promising procedures, practices and protocols (3Ps) 
 

What we collected: 

Our repository includes 41 examples of procedures, practices and/or protocols (3Ps) that 

settlement and anti-violence organizations have shared publicly. We used a broad definition of 

3Ps in our search, however, we paid particular attention to 3Ps for safety planning and risk 

assessment as key tools that our partners identified as important for this project. Many of the 

training (Section 4) documents in our repository also include information about 3Ps as part of 

the training. Likewise, GBV strategy documents (Section 3) we collected also often include 

examples of 3Ps.  

 

Highlights of our analysis: 

● The landscape of 3Ps is vast: Most of the 3Ps that we have discovered so far focus on 

micro-level, individual interactions with survivors of GBV, including: 

○ How to recognize the signs of GBV: identifying signs, understanding different forms or 

patterns, assessing risk. 

○ How to respond in the moment: when someone discloses, when you suspect, and/or 

when an incident occurs in your workplace or presence. 

○ How to respond in the provision of services: when and how to make referrals, safety-

planning, when and how to report and to whom by law and/or by professional ethics. 

○ How not to respond: self-awareness one’s own biases (sexism, racism, internalized 

beliefs etc), how to not re-victimize or re-traumatize, how to avoid risking the safety of 

the survivor, yourself or others, how to avoid exposing them to other forms of violence 

including state/police/immigration violence.  

● There are a range of 3P tools for different contexts and issues: For example, there are a 

number of specialized tools for different types of users e.g. first responders, bystanders, 

refugee assistance program workers, family court workers (in progress)  etc. There are also 

a range of forms of violence that 3Ps are addressing e.g. sexual assault, IPV or domestic 

violence, family violence etc. And there have been many advances in specific tools for risk 

assessment and safety-planning including culturally-safe approaches.  
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Case example: ECRC’s trauma-informed and strength-based practices 

The Elmwood Community Resource Centre has identified examples of trauma-informed 

practices in its training on “Awakening Women’s Empowerment” program (2018).  

 

● Most 3Ps focus on interactions with survivors: There are fewer 3Ps covering interactions 

with potential perpetrators of GBV, although we did find some tools on de-escalating/safety 

when interacting with potential perpetrators as well as strategies for engaging men and 

boys as allies.  

● Most 3Ps focus on improving individual interactions rather than organizational-level 

change or societal-level change: There are fewer protocols for organizations (rather than 

individuals). This might be because we only have access to publicly available data at this 

stage. We did find some discussion of protocols for interacting with police, immigration, 

child protection services etc. (e.g. Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell or Sanctuary protocols, as well as 

child protection protocols). To date we have not found any 3Ps on how organizations can 

introduce and sustain a GBA+ trauma-informed approach at the organizational-level or how 

the sector can collectively influence policy or organize cross-sectorally.  

● Defining “procedures”, “practices” and “protocols” is an issue: the specific terms are not 

always used, and when they are used they are not always used consistently.  

○ Our project can play a role in helping to define these terms, why they are important, 

and what are the limitations.  
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● There may be a fourth “P” i.e. Policy: A number of research reports cite immigration and 

other policies as having a direct impact on newcomer and refugee survivors of GBV.  

● Lack of criteria for assessing “promising” 3Ps: While there are some criteria for “promising” 

settlement practices, to date we have not found any criteria relating to GBV promising 

practices for the settlement sector. 

● Not just about the tool, but about its use (or mis-use): In assessing the effectiveness of a 

3P, it’s important not only to consider the content of the 3P, but also the training on how to 

use it. There is a risk of 3Ps being mis-used in ways that can put already vulnerable 

communities at greater risk.   

● Capacity to write things down: we know anecdotally that there are procedures being 

developed at the ground level by individual workers and organizations that are 

encountering GBV disclosures, but these are not always written down. This further limits 

the capacity to share, develop, refine or assess informal practices.  

○ Survey/ interviews might help us to identify the extent to which workers have informal 

or unwritten practices, as well as the organizational constraints on formalizing, testing 

and sharing 3Ps.  

● Tension between consistency and adaptability: There is both a need to ensure consistency 

in practices (e.g. knowing how to respond to disclosure) while also being able to adapt 3Ps 

to local contexts and the needs of individuals (i.e. there are concerns about 

‘standardization’ of 3Ps that lack nuance for diverse needs). 
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6: “Champion” Networks 

What we collected: 

Through discussion among our working group, we verbally collected examples of networks that 

currently exist. 

   

Highlights of our analysis: 

● The idea of a champion network appears to be one of the more unique features of this 

project. The champion network would connect settlement workers across the country who 

are championing GBV issues within their respective organizations. It would enable workers 

to provide peer support and information exchange across agencies. 

● Where are settlement workers currently connecting, if at all, to share/exchange 

information on gender-based violence? So far, we’ve found that workers connect at major 

conferences e.g. Canadian Council for Refugees consultation meetings which often feature 

GBV-relevant sessions or speakers; Metropolis (national conference on migration and 

settlement); OCASI professional development conference; EVA-CAN annual training forum 

on sexual violence.  

○ There are also local immigration partnerships (LIPs) and other local committees and 

networks, which bring together workers across multiple sectors (health, legal, 

settlement, anti-violence) and will sometimes feature issues related to GBV.   

○ OCASI and partners have set up an on-line “community of practice” tool where 

settlement workers across Canada can exchange information, set up sub-groups, 

participate in training etc. This platform might be useful to this project in using an 

existing space to connect GBV champions across Canada.  

● We don’t know what capacity individual workers have for participating in a champion 

network. There is some literature on issues of compassion fatigue and other constraints 

that settlement workers experience that may impact participation or interest in a champion 

network.   
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