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Executive Summary

This Literature Review was prepared in advance of 
the Independent First Nations (IFN) Community 
Consultation to End Violence Against Aboriginal 
Women, held in Toronto, May 26-28, 2015.  It 
was prepared to inform the participants about 
studies, reports and research regarding Violence 
against Aboriginal women with the goal of 
providing recommendations from the literature 
and implications for IFN moving forward to 
end violence against Indigenous women. The 
literature review was updated in October, 2015, 
to include more information on Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women. 

Two documents form the cornerstone of this 
Literature Review: 1) the Strategic Framework to 
End Violence against Aboriginal Women, developed 
by Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship 
Centres and Ontario Native Women’s Association 
and endorsed by resolution of the IFN Chiefs and 
2) the IFN Preliminary Discussion Paper: Ending 
Violence in our Communities. Restoring pride and 
creating solutions for a brighter tomorrow. This is 
based on several focus groups with IFN front line 
workers, youth and Elders who spoke about the 
issue of violence against Indigenous women.

Nearly 60 reports and studies were reviewed in 
the preparation of this Literature Review.  

The layout of the Literature Review corresponds 
with the medicine wheel and the eight strategic 
directions outlined in the OFIFC Strategic 
Framework. 

The following key findings of this review cover the 
following topics: prevalence of violence against 
Indigenous women; root causes; issues and 
challenges in working to address violence against 
Indigenous women; and wise1 and promising 
practices that can be taken into consideration 
by IFN to further advance the knowledge 
and practice of how to end violence against 
Indigenous women.

1  The term ‘wise practices’ was created by UNESCO, and is best de-
fined as locally-appropriate actions, tools, principles or decisions 
that contribute significantly to the development of sustainable 
and equitable social conditions (Calliou, 2010).

Programs and
Community

Development

Education
and Research

Leadership and
Accountability

Policy and
Legislation
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PREVALENCE

•	 As there is no universally accepted definition 
of family violence or abuse, data can be 
unreliable and inaccurate

•	 Existing data is bleak 

•	 Indigenous women are eight times more likely 
to experience abuse than non-Indigenous 
women

•	 A study showed that 90% of Indigenous 
women in federal prisons report physical 
abuse compared to 61% of non-Indigenous 
women (YWCA Canada, n.d.)

•	 69% of Indigenous women reported 
experiences of childhood violence, rape and 
sexual abuse (Andersson & Nahwegahbow, 
2010, p. 12)

•	 Indigenous women are five times more 
likely to die of violence than other Canadian 
women

•	 Indigenous women go missing or are 
murdered at a rate three times higher than 
that of non-Indigenous women

•	 Indigenous women are severely over-
represented in sexual exploitation and 
trafficking

•	 Data collection on EVAIW is not streamlined 
and quantity, quality and accuracy varies 
depending on who is developing the data 
collection methodology and scope  

•	 Family violence and abuse touches the lives of 
every Indigenous man, woman and child

ROOT CAUSES

There is a critical need to look at the 
‘interconnected and complex social, societal, 
cultural and historical factors to better understand 
violence against Aboriginal women.’ Root causes 
include:

•	 Dismantling of traditional family structures 

•	 Imposition of the Indian Act and the Indian 
Residential School System

•	 Intergenerational trauma

•	 Poverty and lack of stable housing

•	 Mistrust of police and justice system

•	 Lack of support for battered women with 
children and discrimination faced by children 
in care

•	 Racism and discrimination

•	 Lack of consequences for perpetrators

•	 Geography and social isolation

•	 Loss of culture and language

ISSUES AND CHALLENGES
The issues and challenges in ending violence 
against Indigenous women are categorized 
according to the quadrants of the medicine wheel 
as described above.

Leadership and Accountability
•	 Those in leadership positions (political 

leaders, family leaders, health care leaders) 
may also experience abuse or perpetuate 
violence.  It can be a challenge to address 
violence against Indigenous women when 
violence is impacting community leaders.

•	 When there are no consequences for those 
who perpetrate violence, women facing 
violence and abuse are reluctant to seek help 
and healing.
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•	 Government departments and agencies 
may have strategies and frameworks for 
addressing violence against Indigenous 
women but if there are no accountability 
mechanisms in place, it is a challenge to 
ensure they are implemented.

Programs and Community 
Development
•	 Inadequate funding for centres, programs and 

initiatives is a universal challenge for those 
trying to end violence against Indigenous 
women

•	 There are few resources or tools developed 
at the First Nations community level which 
results in a reliance on inappropriate or 
ineffective mainstream resources

•	 High staff turnover rates are a major 
impediment to consistent and adequate 
services for Indigenous women facing 
violence and abuse

•	 It is challenging and difficult to address the 
complex issues and factors affecting the 
lives of women facing violence (substance 
abuse, crime, overcrowding, poverty, lack of 
education for example)

•	 Many programs aimed at ending violence 
against Indigenous women are short-
term.  Some are cancelled altogether or see 
program funding reduced.  This is a serious 
challenge to providing a continuum of care 
for Indigenous women.

Education and Research
•	 There continues to be a lack of ‘formally 

documented, quantitative and qualitative 
knowledge’ about violence against 
Indigenous women

•	 There are no consistent policies across school 
boards to ensure Indigenous stories and 
voices are included in the curriculum

•	 Research and data collection can re-
traumatize Indigenous women as they re-
tell stories of abuse to satisfy processes or 
procedures  

Policy and Legislation 
Key pieces of legislation and policy continue 
to have a detrimental effect on the lives of 
Indigenous women.  These include: the Indian 
Act; the Child and Family Services Act and the lack 
of coordination in policy development.  Other 
policies and legislation such as the Aboriginal 
Justice Strategy, Child Welfare Act, Provincial 
Advocate for Children and Youth reports, 
Criminal Code, Family Law Act, Day Nurseries 
Act, among others have yet to be reviewed in a 
comprehensive way to better address the inter-
connected issues affecting Indigenous women 
facing violence and abuse.

RECOMMENDATIONS  
FOR ACTION
The recommendations provided as part of this 
Literature Review are organized according to 
the four strategic directions in the medicine 
wheel. Two overarching recommendations from 
the literature is the need to provide wholistic 
and community-driven initiatives. Ending 
violence against Indigenous women will involve 
individuals, families and communities and will 
focus on healing and wellness with a multi-
disciplinary approach that addresses physical, 
mental, spiritual and emotional well-being.  
As well as sharing knowledge and working in 
partnership.

Leadership and Accountability
•	 Leaders in First Nations communities must 

be role models, champions of anti-violence, 
accountable to members and willing to walk 
the healing journey 

•	 Indigenous women and girls must have 
lead roles and play an active part in creating 
solutions to address violence against 
Indigenous women and girls

•	 Perpetrators must have actual enforced 
consequences and individual willingness to 
be accountable for their actions

•	 Skilled and knowledgeable healing teams are 
seen as critical to setting individuals, families 
and communities on the path to healing
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Programs and Community 
Development

•	 Spaces for women escaping violence must be 
safe both physically and culturally

•	 Initiatives must be wholistic and involve 
healing or other restorative justice circles and 
the incorporation of culture and traditional 
approaches to healing

•	 There must be opportunities for Indigenous 
men to heal and best incorporate hands-
on activities and opportunities to revitalize 
traditional male roles

•	 Funding for programs and initiatives must 
be adequate and available for use in healing 
initiatives

•	 Incorporate the arts (music, dance, visual arts, 
etc.) in healing initiatives

•	 Work together with a variety of partners to 
strengthen the work to address violence 
against Indigenous women

Research and Education
•	 All children and youth must be taught that 

violence does not come from traditional 
Indigenous cultures or ways of life

•	 Widespread learning about Residential 
Schools is recommended as a catalyst for 
healing and awareness

•	 Government officials, service providers and 
first responders must be trained in cultural 
sensitivity and cultural safety

•	 It is vital that more and accurate data and 
statistics on violence against Indigenous 
women is gathered and maintained

•	 More evidence-based research is needed at 
the First Nations community level

•	 Those who perpetrate violence against 
Indigenous women must understand the 
attitudes, behaviours and triggers for violence 
in order for healing to take place

•	 Children and youth who experience or 
witness violence must have access to 
school-based mental health and wellness 
opportunities

•	 More public education and awareness of 
root causes, impacts of violence against 
Indigenous women

Policy and Legislation
•	 Ensure the presence of First Nations 

community police officers who create positive 
relationships

•	 Provide cultural training for all front-line 
workers

•	 Ensure coordination among and within all 
departments at the band administration level 
in First Nation communities to make ending 
violence against Indigenous women a priority

•	 Policies and legislation must address all the 
factors impacting Indigenous women, not just 
focus on crime and punishment

•	 Take a pro-active approach through justice 
committees and collaboration protocols when 
working with the courts

•	 Address community and economic 
development as a way to build a healthy 
community that empower Indigenous women 
who have emerged from ‘trauma and tragedy’

•	 First Nations can enact laws or policies that 
clearly support Indigenous women and girls 
(Children’s Bill of Rights or by-law for example)

The Literature Review ends with a table of 
examples of wise and promising practices in each 
of the four medicine wheel components. 
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Introduction

This Literature Review provides an overview 
of the good work being done to address and 
end violence against Aboriginal2 women but 
also acknowledges the challenges and realities 
of addressing this critical issue.  The intent is 
to provide practical tools, ideas, suggestions 
and recommendations to enable Independent 
First Nations (IFN) and member communities 
to support healing and wellness for individuals, 
families and communities.  

The first section of the literature review 
summarizes the current situation and 
prevalence of violence against Indigenous 
women in Canada.  This is followed by an 
examination of root causes of violence 
against Indigenous women, illustrating 
how and why the issue has become such a 
complex and entrenched part of many First 
Nations communities. The Literature Review 
then identifies some of the main gaps and 
challenges facing those working to address this 
issue.  Finally, the review provides information on 
wise3 and promising practices, acknowledging the 
strength, resiliency and creativity of Indigenous 
women, men, families and communities as they 
seek to end violence in all its forms and protect 
and support women and girls.

2 This Literature Review consistently uses the word “Indigenous”, 
except when the term “Aboriginal” is used in the literature being 
cited, or the term used by IFN for the initiative “Ending Violence 
against Aboriginal Women.”

3 The term ‘wise practices’ was created by UNESCO, and is best 
defined as locally-appropriate actions, tools, principles or decisions 
that contribute significantly to the development of sustainable and 
equitable social conditions. (Calliou, 2010)
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Research Parameters

For the purposes of this review, the following 
categories of abuse developed by IFN youth 
and Elders as part of the development of the 
IFN Discussion Paper Ending Violence in our 
Communities are acknowledged: physical, 
emotional, mental, psychological, spiritual, 
cultural and sexual violence; lateral, domestic, 
workplace, financial, institutional, self-directed, 
media and gang violence; bullying and cyber 
violence; and finally, elder abuse and neglect 
(Maracle, August 2011). 

The Literature Review contains information 
related to Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women (MMIW) but is limited to a brief discussion 
of the context of this issue as well as developing 
community responses to addressing the 
prevalence of MMIW.  This review does not fully 
address the parallel and critical issue of human 
trafficking of Indigenous women and girls. It 
should be noted, however, that the root causes of 
these tragedies are the same as the root causes of 
all violence against Indigenous women.  

The wise and promising practices cited in this 
Literature Review focus on:

•	 First Nations community-specific initiatives

•	 Ontario-based initiatives first, then

•	 Initiatives from other First Nations across 
Canada

•	 Urban, regional or national initiatives across 
Canada

IFN approved the Strategic Framework to End 
Violence against Aboriginal Women, developed 
by the Ontario Federation of Indigenous 
Friendship Centres (OFIFC) and the Ontario 
Native Women’s Association (ONWA) in 2007, as 
a guiding document for IFN as an organization, 
and for individual IFN First Nations, to address this 
issue.  This Framework references eight strategic 
directions.  The following image represents the 
layout of this Literature Review, reflecting the 
medicine wheel and the eight strategic directions 
(policy, legislation, leadership, accountability, 
education, research, community programs and 
community development/capacity building).  
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They are as follows:

EAST—yellow, spirit. Leadership and 
Accountability.  These directions are 
about having a vision, setting direction, 
building community leadership, ensuring 
Indigenous leaders are involved and 
committed to a strategy addressing 
violence against Indigenous women, 
and ongoing mutual accountability from 
community leaders and service providers.

SOUTH—red, emotion/heart.  Programs 
and Community Development.   These 
directions are about relationships and 
creating wholeness and balance, so 
building community capacity, sharing 
information, coordination, having 
adequate funds, and setting community-
driven agendas and community-based 
initiatives. 

WEST—black, mind.  Education 
and Research.  These directions are 
about knowledge and understanding, 
incorporating research and data 
collections, public education, and 
culturally respectful resources and 
research methodologies for addressing 
violence against Indigenous women.

NORTH—white, physical.  Policy and 
Legislation.  These directions are about 
movement and change and action.  This 
includes the police, courts, legislation, 
broader policies related to law and 
justice, and all levels of government 
working together to end violence against 
Indigenous women. 

Programs and
Community

Development

Education
and Research

Leadership and
Accountability

Policy and
Legislation
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Methodology

Data and information in this report was gathered 
through a Literature Review of academic, 
governmental, in-practice and research-based 
knowledge and sources.

The Literature Review included library and 
internet searches for documents, articles and 
reports on the subject of violence against 
Indigenous women, with an emphasis on 
First Nation-specific research.  The search for 
documents, after a brief review of bibliographies 
for each of the initially collected articles, yielded 
more than fifty documents.

The document search yielded a wide range 
of material, including strategic framework 
documents, reports, action plans, community 
guides, toolkits, web sites, conference 
proceedings and statistics.

The literature was limited to Canadian 
sources. Key words used in the search 
for documents included: First Nations, 
Aboriginal, Indigenous, Missing and 
Murdered, violence, domestic violence, 
lateral violence, Highway of Tears, prevention, 
promising practices, wise practices, best 
practices, Indian Act, colonialism, residential 
school, sexual violence, native, resilience, healing, 
human trafficking.

Two documents form the cornerstone of this 
Literature Review:  

1)  the Strategic Framework to End Violence 
against Aboriginal Women, and 

2)  the IFN Preliminary Discussion Paper: Ending 
Violence in our Communities. Restoring pride 
and creating solutions for a brighter tomorrow.

Dependency,  
cultural loss, dispiritedness,  

and a profound sense of 
disengagement from the national 

political system are all logical 
outgrowths from a system that 

provided little room for individua- 
lism, collective action or a  

positive Indigenous agenda

K. Coates, May 2008
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Key Findings from Literature 
and Documents

PREVALENCE
It is impossible to define precisely how common 
domestic violence is in First Nations communities. 
Most data sources report relative frequencies, and 
not quantitative numbers (Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, 2006).  As Bopp et al. remind readers, 
there is no one universally accepted definition 
of “family violence” and “abuse”, so data is not 
streamlined and can vary (Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 
2003).

The existing data, however, is startling in 
its bleak assessment.  In 2010, Andersson & 
Nahwegabow assembled a table of published 
estimates of family violence in First Nations, Inuit 
and Métis communities.  Some reports indicate 
Indigenous women were eight times more likely 
to suffer abuse than non-Indigenous women. 
In another study, 90% of Indigenous women 
reported physical abuse, compared to 61% of 
non-Indigenous women; 69% of the Indigenous 
women reported experiences of childhood 
violence, rape and sexual abuse.  Amnesty 
International reports that Indigenous women 
are five times more likely to die of violence than 
other Canadian women.  A Winnipeg study found 
that Indigenous women were four times more 
likely than non-Indigenous women to experience 
physical abuse during pregnancy (Andersson & 
Nahwegahbow, 2010).

The subject of human trafficking of Indigenous 
people has also come to the forefront in Canada.  

A report from the Task Force on Trafficking of 
Women and Girls in Canada highlighted the 
fact that, while Indigenous women make up 4% 
of the Canadian population, they are severely 
over-represented in sexual exploitation and 
trafficking in comparison to the general Canadian 
population (NWAC, March 2014).  Due to the 
covert nature of this issue and the many factors 
that put Indigenous girls and women at risk, what 
is known about trafficking “is at best an estimate” 
(ONWA, October 2015, p. 2).  In one of the few 
studies (Boyer and Kampouris, 2014), front line 
staff who worked with trafficked women across 
Canada concluded there were substantial cases 
where the victim was an Indigenous women or 
girl (ONWA, October 2015).

The quantity, quality and accuracy of data and 
statistics on violence against Indigenous women 
vary depending on locale (i.e., in comparing 
urban, rural and remote communities) and on 
population (i.e., in comparing Inuit, First Nations 
and Métis women). Domestic violence has 
not been deeply studied within some regions 
and among some populations across Canada.  
Andersson & Nahwegabow and others have 
called Indigenous family violence a ‘public health 
crisis’ (Andersson & Nahwegahbow, 2010; Federal, 
Provincial and Territorial Ministers Responsible for 
Justice, 2013).  Bopp et al. concur that statistics 
show that “family violence and abuse directly 
impact the vast majority of Aboriginal people and, 
in some way, touch the lives of every man, woman 
and child” (Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003, p. 25).
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Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women
Awareness of and concern for Canada’s missing 
and murdered Indigenous women have increased 
in the past several years, due in large part to 
the efforts of the Native Women’s Association 
of Canada (NWAC) and its Sisters in Spirit (SIS) 
campaign to document and honour the lives and 
stories of these women, originally thought to be 
in the hundreds but now numbering closer to 
1,800 (Amnesty International, 2015). The recently 
released Truth and Reconciliation report contains 
a number of recommendations to address 
violence against Indigenous women.  Even the 
2014 RCMP report on Missing and Murdered 
Aboriginal women, much criticized for its ‘victim 
blaming’, clearly acknowledges that the “rate of 
victimization among Aboriginal females was close 
to three times higher than that of non-Aboriginal 
females” (Royal Canadian Mounted Police, 2014).

The subject of MMIW has garnered national 
media attention, fueled by the refusal of the 
former Prime Minister Stephen Harper to call an 
inquiry.  In an interview with CBC television in 
December 2014, he said, this issue “isn’t really 
high on our radar, to be honest.” This sparked 
protests and angry denunciations from many in 
the Indigenous community and elevated the issue 
to national attention. Also in 2014, several stories 
about missing or murdered Indigenous women 
also made headlines, including the tragedies of 
Loretta Saunders, Marlene Bird, Tina Fontaine and 
Rinelle Harper. The former Prime Minister also 
rejected calls for an inquiry when he responded to 
a question posed after the inquiry following the 
murder of Tina Fontaine. He said the case should 
be viewed as a crime, rather than a “sociological 
phenomenon” (Boutilier, 2014).

The stories shocked many Canadians and allowed 
Indigenous organizations including the Assembly 
of First Nations (AFN), the NWAC, and others to 
highlight their research and reports on this issue 
and continue to demand a national inquiry.

In 2004, Amnesty International launched 
a campaign and research report entitled 
Stolen Sisters.  That report highlighted the 
marginalization and inequality experienced by 
Indigenous women.  That report was updated in 
2009 and highlighted the following:

•	 The role of racism and misogyny in 
perpetuating violence against Indigenous 
women

•	 Sharp disparities in the fulfillment of 
Indigenous women’s economic, social, 
political and cultural rights

•	 Continued disruption of Indigenous societies 
caused by the historic and ongoing mass 
removal of children from families and 
communities

•	 Disproportionately high number of 
Indigenous women in Canadian prisons

•	 Inadequate police response to violence 
against Indigenous women as illustrated 
by the handling of missing persons cases 
(Amnesty International, 2009, p. 4)

In 2005, NWAC launched the SIS initiative aimed 
at creating a database of missing and murdered 
Indigenous girls and women, raising awareness 
about this issue and seeking solutions. A key 
document created as part of this initiative was 
a detailed bibliography of major books, reports, 
media stories, film, video and web sites that 
reference MMIW (Eberts, 2005). 

When the SIS program funding was terminated 
in 2010, NWAC had established a list of 580 
documented Indigenous women and girls who 
were missing or had been murdered (NWAC, 
2010).   One key finding was that there are a 
disproportionately high number of missing and 
murdered women and girls in Canada. While 
Indigenous girls and women represent 10% of 
the total number of female homicides in Canada, 
Indigenous women only make up 3% of the total 
female population in Canada (NWAC, 2010, p. 5). 
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In 2014, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
(RCMP) released a report on statistics and analysis 
on missing and murdered Indigenous women 
cases across the country (RCMP, 2014).  The report 
drew on data from all police jurisdictions across 
Canada and included data about cases dating 
back to 1951.  It reported 1,181 missing (164) 
or murdered (1017) Indigenous women (Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police, 2014).  The report 
stresses that the RCMP cross-referenced its data 
with NWAC’s research and a student, Dr. Maryanne 
Pearce, who also conducted research on this issue 
as part of her Master’s thesis (RCMP, 2014, p. 6).  
The RCMP acknowledged that the total number 
of MMIW exceeded previous public estimates.  
It also highlighted other statistics including the 
fact that most homicides were committed by 
men and most of the perpetrators knew their 
victims (RCMP, 2014, p. 3).  Following the release 
of this report, there were a number of responses 
to this report (OFIFC, May 2014; Palmater, 
2015) among others, that disputed some of the 
statistics, disagreed with the terminology and 
methodology, and countered that the report 
“diverts blame rather than address real issues 
facing Aboriginal communities both within and 
outside RCMP jurisdictions” (OFIFC, May 2014).  

After both of these reports, the Legal Strategy 
Coalition on Violence Against Indigenous 
Women (or the “Coalition”), comprised of a 
variety of national and international groups and 
legal organizations, issued its own report.  The 
Coalition pointed out the flaws in the reporting of 
murdered Indigenous women in the 2014 report 
and the lack of effort to resolve cases of missing 
women and the incorrect statements made 
by Aboriginal Affairs minister on Indigenous 
offenders. “RCMP and police methods of keeping 
and gathering statistics on crime may cause the 
nature of violence against Aboriginal women to 
be misapprehended or misunderstood” (Legal 
Strategy Coalition on Violence Against Indigenous 
Women, 2015).

The RCMP then followed up its report with 
an update in 2015.  In the update, the RCMP 
confirmed that homicides against Aboriginal 
women were more likely to occur outside cities 
(60%), whereas 34% of non-Aboriginal women 
were killed outside cities.  The report also updated 
its analysis to say that more homicides of non-
Aboriginal women happened in residences (77%) 
and in a home that was shared by the victim and 
the offender (51%). 

The current Liberal government has pledged 
nearly $54 million for a National Inquiry into 
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and 
Girls. A five-member commission will gather 
statements through various truth gathering 
processes across the country, culminating in 
a draft report by late 2017. The Inquiry has 
been criticized for the lack of family support, 
poor communication, disorganization and lack 
of cultural sensitivity or respect for cultural 
protocols. 

In early 2015, the Chiefs of Ontario hosted a 
planning gathering, which was a closed session 
with fifteen Ontario First Nations families of 
MMIW and girls. They shared their stories, 
identified barriers and challenges and provided 
direction on a mandate and structure for an 
Ontario inquiry. There was some skepticism that, 
unless recommendations are implemented, a 
national inquiry is not adequate or appropriate. 
(Chiefs of Ontario, 2015, p. 13)

In 2015, two doctoral students Pippa Feinstein 
and Megan Pearce conducted an extensive 
review of all reports and recommendations on 
violence against Indigenous women in Canada.  
While the researchers do not make overarching 
conclusions about the implementation of these 
reports and recommendations, it is clear that, of 
the 16 themes outlined in the document, none 
have been fully implemented; some have been 
implemented partly through other initiatives 
(poverty reduction, sharing of databases, cultural 
sensitivity training for example), and work done 
in partnership with Indigenous organizations, 
while others have not been implemented due 
to a variety of reasons (federal budget cuts to 
Indigenous organizations, lack of consultation, 
jurisdictional wrangling, etc.). 
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This report highlights the fact that many 
reports, inquiries and investigations have taken 
place to address violence against Indigenous 
women. In many cases, however, no follow 
work or evaluation of programs, reports and 
recommendations have been done so it is not 
possible to accurately confirm if any of them have 
provided tangible benefits to the families coping 
with violence.  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
urged further research on missing and murdered 
Indigenous women.  They linked this issue to 
many of the root causes discussed in many other 
reports: over-representation in child-welfare 
care; domestic and sexual violence; racism; 
poverty; poor educational opportunities and 
health outcomes; discriminatory practices; and 
inadequate support for Indigenous people in 
cities (TRC, 2015, p. 180).

Human Trafficking against 
Indigenous Women and Girls 
Another related subject that involves violence is 
the prevalence of human trafficking (especially 
sex trafficking) of Indigenous women and girls.  
This is an area which remains under-researched 
and is still not well understood (ONWA, October 
2015).  A recent draft study from the Ontario 
Native Women’s Association highlighted the 
different ways in which these women and girls are 
being trafficked (ONWA, October 2015, p. 10).  This 
includes:

•	 Familial-based trafficking driven by poverty

•	 Organized or gang-facilitated trafficking

•	 Substance-dependency-driven trafficking

•	 Economically-driven trafficking 

Indigenous girls and women are particularly 
vulnerable to trafficking due to a number of risk 
factors including: poverty, a history of violence, 
lack of awareness and acknowledgement of 
sexual exploitation, history of substance abuse, 
legacy of colonialism, discriminatory policies and 
legislation (ONWA, October 2015, p. 13).

ROOT CAUSES
Many studies have been undertaken to 
understand the root causes of violence against 
Indigenous women including work by the 
Aboriginal Healing Foundation, Native Women’s 
Association of Canada, Ontario Federation of 
Indigenous Friendship Centres, Ontario Native 
Women’s Association, the National Aboriginal 
Circle against Family Violence, and many others. 
NWAC’s report from the Sisters in Spirit initiative 
points out that many of these studies focus on 
domestic or family violence while it is more 
important to look at the broader ‘circumstances, 
root causes and trends leading to racialized, 
sexualized violence against Indigenous women in 
Canada’ (NWAC, 2010).  Many of the root causes 
of human trafficking of Indigenous girls and 
women, the high rate of missing and murdered 
Indigenous women and the prevalence of all 
forms of violence against Indigenous women 
and girls stem from a number of key root causes.  
Despite former Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s 
assertion that these issues are not ‘sociological’; 
there are indeed sociological and historical factors 
that put Indigenous women and girls at increased 
risk for violence.

More than twenty years ago, the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) 
heard stories from women and families about 
the prevalence of domestic and family violence, 
and affirmed the importance of recognizing the 
distinctive nature of family violence experienced 
by Indigenous people.

First, Aboriginal family violence is distinct 
in that it has invaded whole communities 
and cannot be considered a problem of a 
particular couple or an individual household.  
Second, the failure in family functioning can 
be traced in many cases to interventions of 
the state deliberately introduced to disrupt or 
displace the Aboriginal family. Third, violence 
within Aboriginal communities is fostered 
and sustained by a racist social environment 
that promulgates demeaning stereotypes 
of Aboriginal women and men and seeks to 
diminish their value as human beings and 
their right to be treated with dignity. (RCAP, 
Volume 3, Chapter 2, section 3.2)
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The root causes underlying missing and murdered 
Indigenous women and human trafficking 
against Indigenous people are the same root 
causes that lead to violence against Indigenous 
women and girls. In NWAC’s report from the 
Sisters in Spirit initiative, NWAC’s research found 
that “the intergenerational impact and resulting 
vulnerabilities of colonization and state policies—
such as residential schools, the 60s Scoop, and 
the child welfare system—are underlying factors 
in the outcomes of violence experienced by 
Aboriginal women and girls” (Native Women’s 
Association of Canada, 2010, p. i). All reports 
emphasize the importance of understanding 
the factors that lead to the crisis of missing and 
murdered women, the prevalence of sexual 
exploitation and trafficking of Indigenous women, 
and the frequency of violence in First Nation, 
Métis and Inuit homes and communities.   

More than twenty years of study, including 
the Aboriginal Healing Foundation study on 
Aboriginal Domestic violence (Bopp, Bopp, & 
Lane, 2003), confirm the interconnected and 
complex societal, cultural and historical factors 
leading to an understanding the broader picture 
of violence against Indigenous women.  

In 2014, the Special Committee on Violence 
Against Indigenous Women issued a report to 
propose solutions to address the root causes 
of violence against Indigenous women which 
include the legacy of residential schools, poverty 
and lack of housing, racism, failing systems and 
services.

The most meaningful and relevant literature on 
these issues go beyond the analysis of individual 
behaviour or family systems in their identification 
and interpretation of root causes; they examine 
the deeper, broader socio-cultural, political and 
historical processes that have shaped societies 
and communities (Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003).  
Without adequate consideration of these 
foundational factors, there continues to be a “lack 
of clear understanding, at many levels, of the 
true nature and complexity of domestic violence 
and abuse in Aboriginal communities as a social 
phenomenon” (Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003). 

The following section of this review highlights 
the most prevalent research, explanations and 
root causes in the literature for the prevalence of 
violence against Indigenous women.

Intentional dismantling and disregard for 
traditional family structures: Traditionally, 
Indigenous women played a vital and prominent 
role in the political and spiritual life of their 
communities and societies.  Many cultures 
were matrilineal, with descent traced from the 
female side of the family (Goudreau & Wabie; 
Chansonneuve, 2005).  For example, when the 
Haudenosaunee (Iroquois Confederacy) was 
established more than 1000 years ago, women 
had the power to choose or expel Chiefs, owned 
longhouses and land, and made many of the 
decisions regarding family and community life 
(Chansonneuve, 2005). The advent of colonialism 
and Western-based, patriarchal notions of the role 
of women, men and children began to erode the 
influence and impact of women at the family and 
community levels (Chiefs of Ontario, 2015). 

Traditional roles for men were also disturbed 
and ignored as colonial powers began to exert 
influence over the way in which First Nations 
families and communities were organized and 
structured.  It is argued that over the generations 
Indigenous men have been “acculturated to 
the patriarchal norms of the dominant society 
through imposition of policy and legislation 
and religion that have over many generations 
minimized the significance of women’s roles.  
These power imbalances…are causal factors in 
family violence” (Kiyoshk, 2001, p. 15).  The lack of 
self-esteem among Indigenous men, stemming 
from the loss of traditional roles and identity, 
has been proposed as a characteristic of abusers 
(Ipsos Reid, 2006), even among those who identify 
as ‘Elders’ (Ellerby & Bedard, 1998).
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The Indian Act and Residential Schools:  Two 
of the most damaging colonial initiatives put in 
place to assimilate Indigenous people were the 
Indian Act, and the establishment of the Indian 
Residential School System.  The Indian Act was 
introduced in 1876 as a way to control the political 
structures, land, resources, commerce and rights 
of Indigenous people living on reserves.  It treated 
Indigenous people as ‘minors’, and subjugated 
and relegated them to an inferior status compared 
to other Canadians (Coates, May 2008). The 
consequences of this patriarchal legislation are as 
wide-ranging as they are dire. 

Dependency, cultural loss, dispiritedness, and 
a profound sense of disengagement from 
the national political system are all logical 
outgrowths from a system that provided little 
room for individualism, collective action or 
a positive Indigenous agenda” (Coates, May 
2008).

The introduction of residential schools at the 
end of the 19th century further alienated families 
and destroyed culture, language and family 
structures.  Separated from everything they knew 
and loved, children were punished for speaking 
their traditional languages, often neglected, 
starved, isolated, abused and humiliated, while 
being forced to adopt a new culture and way of 
thinking, and provided with a substandard level 
of education (Goudreau & Wabie; Chansonneuve, 
2005).  The stated intention of residential 
schools was to ‘kill the Indian in the child’; the 
consequence was a painful loss of identity among 
the children and following generations.  It is 
no surprise that the residential school legacy 
contributed significantly to the broken and 
desperate situations we see in First Nations 
today, including the epidemic of violence against 
Indigenous women and girls (Chansonneuve, 
2005; Maracle, August 2011; Goudreau & Wabie; 
NWAC, 2010; Special Committee on Violence 
against Indigenous Women, March 2014).

Intergenerational trauma: The term 
‘psychological trauma’ is understood as “an 
affliction of the powerless” (Chansonneuve, 2005, 
p. 49). Attendance at residential schools was a 
traumatic experience for an entire generation 
of children, and the effects are felt by their 
descendants as an accumulated loss of culture, 
language and identity (Chansonneuve, 2005). 
If this trauma is unresolved, the stage is set for 
ongoing negative outcomes. If children were 
abused, or witnessed abuse as children, they are 
much more likely to perpetuate or experience 
violence as adults (Paletta, 2008; NWAC, 2010), and 
to exhibit a variety of self-harming tendencies, 
including substance abuse, fetal alcohol 
syndrome, poor or non-existent parenting and 
relationship skills, and lateral violence (Ipsos 
Reid, 2006; Chansonneuve, 2005; Maracle, 
August 2011).  In many cases of MMIW, there is 
a history of violence and in some cases, children 
witness violence, even the death of their mothers 
(Chiefs of Ontario, 2015, p. 13).  Evidence has 
confirmed that a child’s brain development can 
be permanently altered by exposure to violence 
and abuse (Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003; Aboriginal 
Healing Foundation, 2006).  The impacts of 
residential schools and the imposition of colonial 
policies are far-reaching.  “Traumatic events in 
the lives of one generation reverberate in the 
next” (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006). 
Many researchers have characterized this as post-
traumatic stress disorder (Chansonneuve, 2005; 
Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006).

Poverty and lack of stable housing:  If 
Indigenous women lack safe housing options, 
or are caught in the cycle of poverty, it can 
be difficult or impossible to escape domestic 
violence (Ipsos Reid, 2006; Lheidli T’enneh First 
Nation, Carrier Sekani Family Services, Carrier 
Sekani Tribal Council, Prince George Nechako 
Aboriignal Employment and Training Association, 
Prince George Friendship Centre, March 2007; 
OFIFC, 2009; Standing Committee on the Status 
of Women, March 2011; ONWA, October 2015; 
Special Committee on Violence against Indigenous 
Women, March 2014).  Poverty also creates other 
barriers for Indigenous women facing violence, 
including lack of transportation and lack of 
access to child care or educational opportunities 
(Feinstein & Pearce, 2015; Special Committee on 
Violence against Indigenous Women, March 2014). 
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Police and justice system response: Many 
studies document the cynicism, mistrust and 
unease that Indigenous women, in particular, 
feel towards police (Ipsos Reid, 2006; Amnesty 
International, 2009; Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, 2006; Human Rights Watch, 2013); 
consequently many will not call the police for help.  
There is also a high level of cynicism regarding the 
justice system, which leads to a lack of confidence 
in the system’s ability to protect Indigenous 
women (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006).  
Community-based policing services, funded 
through the First Nations Policing Program, 
are operating under constraints that include 
inadequate funding and training, leaving them 
with little capacity to do more than responding 
reactively to crime and unable to protect girls 
(Feinstein & Pearce, 2015; Special Committee 
on Violence against Indigenous Women, March 
2014).  Families of MMIW have consistently 
shared that police investigations into the death or 
disappearance of their loved ones was improperly 
conducted, placed blame on them or their families 
or there was the presence of a conflict of interest 
(Chiefs of Ontario, 2015, p. 14).

Children in care:  A common theme in the 
literature is the complex of issues associated with 
the care of children.  Many Indigenous women 
fear that their children may be taken from them, a 
concern that leads to reluctance to report violence 
(Ipsos Reid, 2006; Amnesty International, 2009).  
There are also concerns about the treatment of 
children in care, and the consequent and ongoing 
loss of culture, language, and traditional family 
structures and supports (Amnesty International, 
2009). And sometimes this leads to child welfare 
interventions and children being taken from 
their homes and communities, so addressing the 
symptom rather than looking at root causes for 
why these children are in unsafe circumstances 
(Simard). There are also reports that children 
in care and who are in the child welfare system 
are more likely to be prime targets for human 
trafficking and at risk for violence (ONWA, October 
2015, p. 14).  Canada has an ongoing serious issue 
of taking children from families and homes and 
placing them in care.  The First Nations Child and 
Family Caring Society demonstrated that there 
are more children in care today than there were 
during the time of Residential Schools.   

Thousands of children were also taken during 
the 1960s and 70s in what has become known 
as the ‘60s Scoop’, a term first coined in the early 
1980s.  After an eight-year court battle, a judge 
in Ontario found that the federal government 
“failed to prevent on-reserve children from losing 
their Indigenous identity after they were forcibly 
taken from their homes” (Tasker, 2017).  As of June, 
2017, the judge has not yet decided on damages.  
The Report of the Aboriginal Justice Inquiry of 
Manitoba, in the late 1980s and several other 
inquests and inquires outlines this history and, 
while some changes were made and reforms were 
implemented, Indigenous children still continue 
to be vastly outnumbered in the child welfare 
system.  A number of reports (AMR Planning 
& Consulting, July 2011; Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 
2003; Feinstein & Pearce, 2015) and others have 
indicated that children in the child welfare system 
are more likely to grow up vulnerable and at risk 
for violence.

Discrimination and racism:  These have been 
experienced in dealings with police, community 
leadership, agencies, health care providers, and 
even with other family members and perpetrators 
themselves.  It impacts on both Indigenous 
women escaping violence and on Indigenous 
perpetrators seeking help (Ipsos Reid, 2006; 
Human Rights Watch, 2013; Special Committee 
on Violence against Indigenous Women, March 
2014; Special Committee on Violence against 
Indigenous Women, March 2014). This reflects a 
distorted view of the role of women in society, 
and a cultural tolerance for child mistreatment 
and abuse against women.  Communities that 
have lost knowledge of their history, language, 
culture and traditional spirituality have accepted 
violence and abuse as normal (Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, 2006); term ‘lateral violence’ describes 
how people who are oppressed begin to oppress 
others around them (Simard).
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Lack of consequences for perpetrators:  Some 
abusers are community leaders, some are ‘Elders’, 
and some are family members.  When abusers are 
allowed to abuse and there are no consequences, 
they will continue to abuse (Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 
2003; OFIFC, 2006).  When victims are blamed for 
‘having done something to deserve’ the abuse, 
or when no one intervenes to stop the abuse, the 
abuse continues.  Families are interconnected 
and this raises challenges in healing; there is fear 
that an offender will return to the community.  
Some families feel an offender has more rights 
than victims and families (Chiefs of Ontario, 
2015). This reality means that victims can become 
increasingly reluctant to report abuse to those in 
power for fear of reprisals or further violence. 

Geography and social isolation:  A community 
with high levels of family violence and abuse, with 
few services and small, close-knit families (some 
of which will include abusers), can perpetuate 
violence against Aboriginal women (Bopp, Bopp, 
& Lane, 2003), sometimes at the hands of those 
who hold positions of power in the community.  
In remote and isolated regions, without adequate 
support and leadership, there is often lack of 
consequence for violent and abusive behaviour  
(Lheidli T’enneh First Nation, Carrier Sekani Family 
Services, Carrier Sekani Tribal Council, Prince 
George Nechako Aboriignal Employment and 
Training Association, Prince George Friendship 
Centre, March 2007).

Loss of culture and language: There are no 
traditional or cultural or spiritual practices that 
condone violence against Indigenous women.  
Individuals, families and communities that 
have lost their connection to their traditions 
and spirituality have also lost an attachment to 
the land, and to familial bonds and traditional 
social mechanisms that encourage wholeness 
and healing (Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003; New 
Brunswick Advisory Committee on Violence 
against Aboriginal women, March 2008). 

ISSUES AND CHALLENGES
The following issues and challenges are 
categorized according to the same four strategic 
directions described earlier, and are taken from 
the Strategic Framework to End Violence against 
Aboriginal Women. 

EAST—Leadership and 
Accountability

The impacts of trauma on leaders and support 
workers cannot be overstated, and poses a 
challenge in many First Nation communities.  If 
the leaders themselves attended residential 
schools, suffered from abuse or violence, or 
perpetuate violence themselves, it is difficult 
for women, families and communities to move 
forward on a healing journey (Ellerby & Bedard, 
1998).  Those who work on the front lines with 
women and girls who experience violence are at 
risk for countertransference (which occurs when 
stories of abuse leads to inappropriate behaviour), 
burn out, and secondary trauma (effects of 
hearing and visualizing traumatic stories) 
(Chansonneuve, 2005).  It is critical to address the 
needs of leaders and workers who are often on 
their own healing journeys.

An impediment to community healing and 
ending violence against Indigenous women is 
a lack of consequence for perpetrators.  If the 
perpetrators are leaders or family members, 
women are reluctant or afraid to report abuse.  
This reluctance is compounded if there are past 
examples where perpetrators have not been held 
accountable for their actions, and nothing was 
done to support women who report violence. 
Sometimes individuals are convicted of domestic 
or other violence against one or a number of 
women and girls and this history of violence 
is not taken into consideration in sentencing. 
Sometimes sentencing is too lenient, restraining 
orders are not respected or court mandated 
counselling or treatment is not enforced (ONWA, 
December 1989).
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Many government departments, ministries, 
and organizations have developed frameworks 
and strategies for addressing violence against 
Indigenous women, but few have incorporated 
accountability mechanisms to ensure these 
strategies are implemented (OFIFC, 2007).  There 
are few ways to monitor and evaluate these 
strategies, or to ensure that they are incorporated 
into the work plans of individuals and integrated 
into policy development and program delivery. 
A report commissioned by the Legal Strategy 
Coalition on Violence against Indigenous Women 
demonstrated that the federal government has 
ignored more than 700 recommendations to 
address the issue (Legal Strategy Coalition on 
Violence against Indigenous Women, February 26, 
2015, pp. 2-3).

There is considerable lack of support and 
resources to rehabilitate and work with 
perpetrators of violence, including few psychiatric 
or mental health assessments conducted, 
culturally-relevant teachings, sentencing circles, 
and other opportunities for perpetrators, 
mostly men, to address violent behaviour 
against Indigenous women and girls.  It must 
also be emphasized that while there is growing 
support for calling a national inquiry and 
looking at the issue of missing and murdered 
Indigenous women, it is important to remember 
that Indigenous boys and men are also being 
victimized and experience violence and there is 
currently little to address this.

SOUTH—Programs and 
Community Development

The literature is clear that programs, services and 
supports to address violence against Indigenous 
women are not properly resourced, and do not 
receive adequate funding (Ipsos Reid, 2006; 
Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003; Feinstein & Pearce, 
2015; Maracle, August 2011).  This is a challenge 
and an impediment to offering relevant, timely, 
quality and culturally sensitive assistance 
and healing to Indigenous women and girls 
suffering from violence and abuse. This includes 
funding to shelters, women’s organizations, First 
Nations mental health and wellness programs 
and alternative justice solutions.  The National 
Aboriginal Circle against Family Violence 
indicated that in some places, shelters on First 
Nations reserves receive only half the funding of 
what mainstream of provincially funded women’s 
shelters are” (Special Committee on Violence 
against Indigenous Women, March 2014, p. 30).

While some communities have successfully 
adapted resources and programs originally 
developed in a mainstream context, the research 
shows that they are not as effective in addressing 
violence against women (OFIFC, 2007) as 
community-developed resources and programs.  
Without adequate resources or expertise, 
communities and agencies will be forced to rely 
on inappropriate tools and resources.

Many First Nations departments and programs 
experience high turnover rates.  Due to complex 
and often difficult working conditions, inadequate 
compensation, and what can sometimes be 
overwhelming social issues, there is a high rate 
of burn out and staff turnover (Maracle, August 
2011).  This leads to inconsistent levels and quality 
of service and support for Indigenous women 
suffering from violence and abuse.
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Violence against Indigenous women occurs within 
a complex frame of social issues.  Drug, alcohol 
and substance abuse are significant contributing 
factors.  Elder/senior abuse is prevalent, and must 
be taken into account (Maracle, August 2011).  
Levels of crime are very high in some First Nations, 
making personal safety a priority. Chronic housing 
shortages, overcrowding (Maracle, August 
2011) and lack of infrastructure exacerbate and 
contribute to domestic violence. In the absence 
of traditional parenting skills or supports, children 
are sometimes subject to neglect and abuse; and 
neither communities nor parents have the human 
or financial resources and supports to help them.  
The issue of violence is not a problem that can 
be addressed in isolation; these and many other 
pressing challenges must be considered in a 
wholistic way in order to achieve lasting healing 
in First Nations.  As IFN focus group participant 
said, “Violence is not an issue unto itself; but it is 
a symptom of all the other major issues we are 
dealing with” (Maracle, August 2011, p. 12).

Many First Nations are reliant on strategies and 
programs developed by the federal or provincial 
governments.  The termination of funding or the 
cancellation of a program can have a devastating 
effect on Indigenous women and children, as 
well as front line workers (Maracle, August 2011). 
Real, positive and permanent change will require 
longer term visions and funding for efforts to end 
violence against Indigenous women.

WEST—Education 
and Research

Despite the widespread acceptance that violence 
against Indigenous women is rampant and 
requires immediate attention, there is still 

“a lack of formally documented, quantitative 
and qualitative, knowledge that can inform 
policy makers about the actual rates of 
incidences of violence against Aboriginal 
women in Ontario; the underlying factors 
that are contributing to the rates of violence 
against Aboriginal women; and the specific 
barriers, gaps and needs that must be 
addressed in order to work towards ending 
violence against Aboriginal women in 
Ontario” (Ontario Federation of Indigenous 
Friendship Centres and Ontario Native 
Women’s Association, 2007).

Many First Nation children attend school off-
reserve.  Some school boards in Ontario have 
implemented policies and curricula to ensure 
Indigenous stories are told and Indigenous 
voices and perspectives are heard.  This, however, 
is not universal.  Until all school-age children 
are taught consistently and accurately about 
residential schools, colonialism, the effects of 
inter-generational trauma, treaties, traditions 
and culture, children will remain exposed to 
discriminatory, racist, sexist views of Indigenous 
people, and to attitudes that promote ignoring or 
even condoning violence against Indigenous girls 
and women.

Data management, reporting requirements 
and government bureaucracy are serious 
impediments to providing support to Indigenous 
women fleeing violence and abuse.  Many women 
are made to re-tell their stories because of intake 
processes or data management systems that are 
not coordinated between departments.  Privacy 
and confidentiality is not always respected, and 
data collection does not meet protocols such as 
Ownership Control Access and Possession (OCAP) 
principles (Maracle, August 2011).

Our people  
need to be empowered  

and inspired going into the  
future; we need to restore or 

revitalize pride in our  
communities and create  
solutions for a brighter  

tomorrow. 

S. Maracle, August 2011
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NORTH—Policy and  
Legislation

There are many current policies and laws that 
act as impediments to ending violence against 
Indigenous women, and in fact serve as systemic 
barriers to positive change.  As the literature 
makes clear, healing must encompass many 
dimensions of life, including an understanding 
of the complex web of history, culture, politics 
and identity. This will require changes to national, 
provincial and territorial legislation and policies 
that operate as contributing factors to violence 
against Indigenous women (OFIFC, 2007; 
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, 
December 2014). 

The Indian Act: The Indian Act has been amended, 
and some sections have been repealed; yet it 
still remains the dominant piece of legislation 
impacting the lives of Indigenous people, 
particularly on reserve.  Despite a widespread 
aversion to the Indian Act among most 
Indigenous people, there is no comprehensive 
approach or process available or contemplated 
to dismantle, replace or otherwise do away with 
it.  Many leaders fear that without the Indian Act 
the federal government will withdraw funding 
and commitments protected in the legislation 
(Coates, May 2008; BCAFN, 2015).  This is a serious 
dilemma: many view the Indian Act as a source of 
protection for current programs and rights, but 
as long as this legislation exists, First Nations will 
continue to experience oppression, dependency 
and hopelessness (Coates, May 2008).

Canadian Human Rights Act:  In 2007, the 
Assembly of First Nations and the First Nations 
Child and Family Caring Society filed a complaint 
with the Canadian Human Rights tribunal alleging 
that Canada’s flawed and inequitable provision 
of First Nations child and family services was 
discriminatory on the basis of race and national 
ethnic origin (First Nations Child and Family 
Caring Society, February 2015). In 2016, the 
Tribunal ruled that the federal government  
does discriminate against First Nation  
children on reserves by failing to provide the 
same level of services provided elsewhere.  

As of June 2017, however, the federal government 
had not complied with the ruling. Aside from this 
particular ruling, the Canadian Human Rights 
Act could assist First Nations women, but has not 
been fully implemented or understood at the 
community level.

The Child and Family Services Act:  The Ontario 
government funded a review of this Act in 2010 
which demonstrated that barely half of the 
Children’s Aid Societies in the province were in 
compliance with the requirement to ‘explore 
culturally appropriate permanency options for 
Crown wards’ (Kozlowski, Sinha, & Richard, 2011).  
While there are a growing number of Aboriginal 
Children’s Aid Societies, there is a need for a new 
funding approach that allows for “manageable 
caseloads, appropriate administrative supports 
and sufficient services to assist families with 
multiple risk factors” (Kozlowski, Sinha, & Richard, 
2011).

There is no comprehensive policy to target and 
address violence against Indigenous women in 
Ontario.  The complexity of the issue demands 
a comprehensive, inter-ministry approach 
and coordination (OFIFC, 2007).  Different 
departments must work together to address the 
linked areas of justice, health, education, housing 
and social services.  There must also be more 
coordination between federal departments and 
provincial ministries.  Without this comprehensive 
approach, violence against Aboriginal women 
cannot be addressed adequately.

Other key legislation, policies and strategies, such 
as the Aboriginal Justice Strategy, Child Welfare 
Act, Provincial Advocate for Children and Youth 
reports, Criminal Code, Family Law Act, Day 
Nurseries Act, among others (Maracle, August 
2011; OFIFC, 2012), must be comprehensively 
reviewed to better address the inter-connected 
issues affecting Indigenous women experiencing 
violence and abuse.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
ACTION
Participants in the IFN focus groups commented: 

We could discuss the problems impacting our 
communities all day long but it doesn’t get 
us anywhere so instead of focusing on the 
things that keep us down, we need to start 
envisioning the things that are uplifting to our 
nations.  Our people need to be empowered 
and inspired going into the future; we need to 
restore or revitalize pride in our communities 
and create solutions for a brighter tomorrow. 
(Maracle, August 2011, p. 15).

This section of the literature review highlights 
wise and promising4 practices and interventions 
that have been cited in literature to address 
violence against Indigenous women.  The goal is 
to provide inspiration and ideas that will help IFN 
First Nations to implement or augment initiatives 
to end violence against Indigenous women.  By 
considering what makes initiatives successful 
and meaningful, it points the way forward and 
provides recommendations for action.  The tables 
also include initiatives that may not have been 
formally evaluated, analyzed, or cited in literature  
but have been referenced by Indigenous people 
or presented as practices that have seen success. 
It is imperative that the voices of Indigenous 
people, through first-hand experience, be 
included here. 

Characteristics of Wise Practices and 
Recommendations for Action

The following are the characteristics or elements 
of wise and promising practices to address 
violence against Indigenous women, organized to 
reflect the medicine wheel.  By looking at what is 
working well, it becomes apparent that these wise 
and promising practices may be considered by 
IFN in future and ongoing work to end violence 
against Indigenous women.

4 As pointed out by a number of researchers, the terms “promising 
practice” and “wise practice” are more accurate than the more 
conventional “best practice”, because they suggest “movement 
along the healing path, and acknowledge progress and the 
likelihood of success without implying that only a particular 
practice or approach will succeed” (Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, 2006, p. 7).

What are the commonalities or the key factors 
that help ensure the success of initiatives?  What 
does the literature recommend for successfully 
addressing and ending violence against 
Indigenous women?

Nearly all studies agreed that wholistic and 
community-driven healing initiatives hold 
the most promise in ending violence against 
Indigenous women, and must involve families and 
communities (Federal, Provincial and Territorial 
Ministers Responsible for Justice, 2013; Ellerby 
& Bedard, 1998; Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 
2006; Chiefs of Ontario, 2015; Legal Strategy 
Coalition on Violence against Indigenous Women, 
February 26, 2015).  Successful initiatives focus 
on healing and wellness, rather than just the 
violence itself.  They are also multi-disciplinary 
approaches (Federal, Provincial and Territorial 
Ministers Responsible for Justice, 2013) and 
supports physical, mental, spiritual and emotional 
well-being.  

Bopp et al. proposed a framework for intervention 
aimed at reducing and ending family violence 
and abuse.  The framework has the following 
categories: building an adequate community 
response system; healing the root causes; 
transforming the family and community systems 
that enable and perpetuate abuse; and building 
adequate support and service systems for long-
term healing and development (Bopp, Bopp, & 
Lane, 2003, p. 83).

“The degree to which individual, family and 
community healing has taken hold and been able 
to change community norms and behaviours is 
also a major determinant” of a community that is 
able to end violence against Indigenous women 
(Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006, p. 54).

Another overarching wise practice is to promote 
networking and knowledge exchange.  For 
example, the IFN Shelter Directors indicated there 
is tremendous value in meeting together to share 
information, exchange ideas, receive additional 
training and work on collective approaches to 
end violence against Indigenous women (Maracle, 
August 2011).
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Families of 15 First Nations families that have lost 
loved ones who are missing or were murdered, 
made a number of recommendations on what 
an inquiry into MMIW would look like.  These 
recommendations were grouped under key areas: 
solid foundation; emphasis on healing; ensure 
and increase supports; strong leadership and 
direction; improve police investigations; improve 
the justice system (Chiefs of Ontario, 2015)

EAST—Leadership and 
Accountability

Engaged leadership: When First Nations leaders 
are engaged on this issue and take responsibility 
for supporting Indigenous women experiencing 
violence, there can be healing in the community 
(Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006; Chiefs 
of Ontario, 2015).  Community leaders must be 
seen as role models who listen to people and 
help community members on their healing 
journey.  Men who champion this issue and show 
positive leadership by delivering anti-violence 
messages targeting other men can truly initiate 
and promote healing (Federal, Provincial and 
Territorial Ministers Responsible for Justice, 2013).  
On the other hand, some small, rural and remote 
First Nations indicate that men in leadership 
sometimes perpetuate the violence, or protect 
family members from taking responsibility for 
their violence (Ipsos Reid, 2006). Healing and 
accountability starts with community leadership. 

Women create solutions: Positive changes 
can often be seen when Indigenous women 
are in leadership positions (Ipsos Reid, 2006), 
and when Indigenous women are actively 
involved in creating solutions(Bopp, Bopp, & 
Lane, 2003; Ellerby & Bedard, 1998; Aboriginal 
Healing Foundation, 2006; Feinstein & Pearce, 
2015; Federal, Provincial and Territorial Ministers 
Responsible for Justice, 2013; ONWA, December 
1989). 

Consequence for perpetrators:  In terms of 
personal accountability, effective initiatives are 
those that have actual, enforced consequences 
for perpetrators (Ipsos Reid, 2006; Shea, 
Nahwegahbow, & Andersson, 2010).  There must 
be individual accountability.  “For the healing 
process to begin, the individual must have 
desire and motivation to heal and must take 
responsibility for him/herself, his/her behaviour 
and his/her involvement in the healing process” 
(Ellerby & Bedard, 1998, p. 15). 

Healing teams are strong and skilled.  Skilled and 
dedicated employees, volunteers, managers and 
project teams of support agencies and programs 
are essential to success (Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 
2003; Maracle, August 2011).  Projects funded by 
the Aboriginal Healing Foundation were asked 
what made their healing practice or program 
successful; more than half replied that it was 
their healing team that was the most important 
success factor (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 
2006, p. 115).

SOUTH—Programs and 
Community Development  

Spaces are safe: Unresolved trauma causes 
people to feel unsafe; it is therefore critical that 
support workers, healers, and front line workers 
provide spaces that are physically safe, as well 
as culturally safe and sensitive (Ipsos Reid, 
2006; Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006; 
Chansonneuve, 2005; Chiefs of Ontario, 2015).  
This applies to shelters, transitional houses, 
crisis centres, and delivery and access locations 
for programs and services (Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, 2006; Maracle, August 2011). 
Programs and services must reflect women’s 
beliefs and traditions (Federal, Provincial and 
Territorial Ministers Responsible for Justice, 2013). 
Sites and personnel can create trust through non-
judgmental attitudes. 
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Healing is wholistic:  First Nations that are 
addressing this issue successfully use holistic 
approaches that incorporate tradition, culture and 
often language, and provide support for victims, 
abusers, families and community members (Ipsos 
Reid, 2006; Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003; Aboriginal 
Healing Foundation, 2006; Lane, Bopp, Bopp, & 
Norris, 2002).  A number of studies indicate that 
sentencing circles, healing circles, justice circles 
and other forms of restorative justice represent 
a wholistic and effective approach (Ipsos Reid, 
2006; Shea, Nahwegahbow, & Andersson, 2010).  
Incorporating other traditional social responses 
to violence (e.g., banishment, understanding sex 
roles) and integrating Indigenous languages, 
traditional healing and ceremonies into the 
process have shown promise in addressing 
violence against Indigenous women (Federal, 
Provincial and Territorial Ministers Responsible for 
Justice, 2013; Ellerby & Bedard, 1998; Aboriginal 
Healing Foundation, 2006).  A combination of 
formal therapeutic sessions and informal social 
and cultural activities and Western and traditional 
approaches contributed to overall success as this 
addresses the many facets of the issue including 
unresolved trauma, grief, addictions, mental 
health.  Treatment and support must look at the 
‘whole’ person (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 
2006; Andersson, Shea, Amaratunga, McGuire, 
& Sioui, 2010; AMR Planning & Consulting, July 
2011).

Healing opportunities for men:  It is important 
to ensure there are healing opportunities for men 
as well (AMR Planning & Consulting, July 2011; 
Chiefs of Ontario, 2015).  The most successful 
programs for men are those that offer hands-on 
activities such as making drums, sports, hunting 
and fishing, rather than those focused directly 
on healing (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 
2006). Also effective were approaches that 
empower men to understand and revitalize their 
traditional male roles, including their roles as 
fathers (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006; 
Lamontagne, January 2011). 

Funding is adequate:  There is near universal 
agreement in the literature that, with 
adequate financial resources, more community 
development can be done and better, wholistic 
programs can be developed to end violence 
against Indigenous women (Ipsos Reid, 2006; 
Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003; Feinstein & Pearce, 
2015; Maracle, August 2011).  Successful programs 
are cited as those with adequate funding, though 
some say this funding should not funnel through 
the First Nation administration or Chief and 
Council (Ipsos Reid, 2006; Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 
2003; (Federal, Provincial and Territorial Ministers 
Responsible for Justice, 2013). 

Incorporate the arts in healing:  The 
incorporation of music, dance, creative writing, 
theatre (role playing), visual arts and other 
forms of creative expression lead to some highly 
effective healing initiatives (Maracle, August 2011; 
ONWA, December 1989). 

Work together with a variety of partners:  IFN 
has made strategic decisions to create linkages 
and partnerships between service providers, 
advocacy organizations, urban Indigenous 
support networks, provincial governments and 
organizations, and other partners (Maracle, 
August 2011;  Lamontagne, January 2011; 
AMR Planning & Consulting, July 2011).  These 
partnerships allow IFN members to address the 
broad spectrum of health and wellness needs of 
Indigenous women (Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, 
November 2014; Maracle, August 2011; Public 
Safety Canada, 2012).  This inter-connectivity and 
sharing also applies in individual First Nations.  
Service providers and various departments need 
to work together and connect with each other to 
best support women facing violence and abuse 
(ONWA; Shea, Nahwegahbow, & Andersson, 2010; 
Lamontagne, January 2011). 
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WEST—Research and  
Education 

Teach traditional values:  It is essential to teach 
children and youth, formally and informally, 
that violence against women is not acceptable 
(Ipsos Reid, 2006; Federal, Provincial and 
Territorial Ministers Responsible for Justice, 2013; 
ONWA, December 1989; Lamontagne, January 
2011).  As the root causes of violence against 
Aboriginal women are far-reaching and prevalent, 
community members must understand it is not 
acceptable, and has never been part of traditional 
culture or life (Ipsos Reid, 2006; Lane, Bopp, Bopp, 
& Norris, 2002; Shea, Nahwegahbow, & Andersson, 
2010; Special Committee on Violence against 
Indigenous Women, March 2014).  Such teaching 
could include learning about respect, culture, 
traditional spirituality, healthy relationships, and 
self-esteem.

Learn about Residential Schools: Reclaiming 
history and learning about residential schools 
and its impacts on individuals, families and 
communities can be a catalyst for healing, 
awareness and empathy and should be 
widespread (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006; 
Feinstein & Pearce, 2015; TRC, 2015). 

Promote cultural sensitivity and cultural safety 
training: Educating government officials and 
departments on the complex factors around 
violence against Indigenous women is vital, as 
is providing training to all government workers 
and service providers, including police officers, 
in cultural sensitivity and cultural safety (Federal, 
Provincial and Territorial Ministers Responsible 
for Justice, 2013; Feinstein & Pearce, 2015; ONWA, 
December 1989). 

Ensure accurate and culturally appropriate 
statistics: Gathering and maintaining accurate 
and relevant statistics is essential but challenging 
(Maracle, August 2011; Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003;  
Legal Strategy Coalition on Violence against 
Indigenous Women, February 26, 2015).  The data 
must be gender-specific, and allow oral history as 
a valid form of data collection (Federal, Provincial 
and Territorial Ministers Responsible for Justice, 
2013).  All research must adhere to community-
based research protocols and ethics (Federal, 
Provincial and Territorial Ministers Responsible 
for Justice, 2013), which address the need for 
clear outcomes and benefits to First Nation 
communities (TRC, 2015).

Understand triggers for violence: Education is 
not only for women and families; men must also 
understand the blocks, attitudes and behaviours 
that cause them to become angry and violent 
(Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006).  Given that 
much male violent behaviour is rooted in abuse 
and trauma experienced by these men when they 
were boys, programs and initiatives that help 
men understand these ‘triggers’ have been shown 
to be most successful (Shea, Nahwegahbow, & 
Andersson, 2010).

Provide school-based mental health and 
wellness opportunities:  Helping children 
and youth deal with violence and the 
intergenerational effects of trauma in a school 
setting can also be a promising practice to 
address violence. This can include counselling 
sessions, traditional forms of discipline, 
developing strong and healthy relationships 
between students and teachers, and school 
walk-in mental health clinics (Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, 2006; ONWA, December 1989; 
Lamontagne, January 2011; OFIFC, 2012).  
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Conduct evidence-based research at the 
community level:  While there are various 
regional and national studies on data and 
statistics regarding violence against Indigenous 
women, there is very little research done at the 
local First Nation level.  More detailed data of this 
sort could inform program development and help 
to justify funding requests (Maracle, August 2011).
Public Education. Awareness campaigns and 
public education opportunities can increase 
knowledge of the important role of Indigenous 
women and root causes of violence (OFIFC, 2012; 
Pacific Association of First Nations Women, BC 
Women’s Hospital, BC Association of Specialized 
Victim Assistance and Counselling Programs, 
October 2003; Special Committee on Violence 
against Indigenous Women, March 2014). 
This could be posters, media campaigns, and 
curriculum development and teacher resources.

Call a national inquiry into Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women, Men and 
Children:  Many organizations including the AFN, 
TRC, federal political parties (Liberals, Green party, 
NDP), NWAC and numerous others advocate for 
a national inquiry to look at the root issues of 
violence against Indigenous women and develop 
national recommendations and strategies (TRC, 
2015; Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights, December 2014; Palmater, 2015).  There is 
caution, however, that any inquiry must be based 
on Indigenous traditional law and culture, families 
must be involved in developing the process and 
the focus must be on healing (Chiefs of Ontario, 
2015).  This inquiry also needs to look at the high 
incidence of homicides against Aboriginal. The 
TRC is also recommending the support of its 
Missing Children Project to record the names of 
the students who died at residential schools.

Conduct research on violence against 
Indigenous men and boys:  The homicide rate 
of Indigenous men is higher than that of women 
yet this is an under-researched area (Jones, 2015; 
Warren, 2015).  A major coroner’s inquest was held 
in Ontario into the mysterious deaths of seven 
First Nations youth who died while attending 
high school in Thunder Bay.  Six of the youth 
were boys, one was a girl.  The jury delivered 
145 recommendations in the areas of education, 
health, youth participation in decisions, missing 
person investigations, police issues and calls to 
action (Ontario Ministry of Safety and Correctional 
Services, 2016).

NORTH—Policy and  
Legislation

Ensure the presence of community police 
officers: Studies indicate that the presence 
of  community police officers, particularly 
Indigenous police officers working directly in First 
Nation communities (Ontario Native Women’s 
Association, December 1989) and a positive 
relationship with community members can  
encourage Indigenous women to come forward 
to seek help and protection from violence (Ipsos 
Reid, 2006). 

Provide cultural training for front line workers:  
Ensuring that first responders, support workers 
and health care personnel are trained in culturally 
safe and sensitive practices can be effective in 
addressing violence against Indigenous women 
(Maracle, August 2011; Ipsos Reid, 2006; Bopp, 
Bopp, & Lane, 2003; Lamontagne, January 
2011; Special Committee on Violence against 
Indigenous Women, March 2014). 

Ensure First Nations/multi-departmental 
coordination: Policies addressing violence 
against Indigenous women should be explicitly 
prioritized and supported by community 
leadership, adequately resourced, and 
implemented across all departments through 
policies and processes within the First Nation 
(Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006). 

Integrate policy development: Policies, 
programs and legislation must take into account 
“the whole web of factors that put Aboriginal 
people at higher risk of victimization” and not see 
family violence largely as a criminal issue or only 
focus on punishment and healing for individuals 
(Bopp, Bopp, & Lane, 2003).

Observe culturally-appropriate protocols: 
Communities with active justice committees 
and collaboration protocols for working with 
policy and the courts “have been able to make 
significant strides in reshaping justice services 
according to Aboriginal values and beliefs and in 
building effective community-based or regional 
services operated by Aboriginal people” (Bopp, 
Bopp, & Lane, 2003, p. 79).
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Link healing with political, community and 
economic development: There is a growing 
body of knowledge that links healing with 
effecting change at the political and economic 
level (Special Committee on Violence against 
Indigenous Women, March 2014; Lane, Bopp, 
Bopp, & Norris, 2002).  “It is certainly possible 
to emerge from trauma and tragedy to 
become physically and spiritually whole…
but governmentally imposed limits to people’s 
development potential constitutes a very 
serious obstacle to keeping the next generations 
remotely healthy” (Lane, Bopp, Bopp, & Norris, 
2002).  This can include a number of measures, 
including the provision of adequate, affordable 
housing so women fleeing violence have 
somewhere to live (Maracle, August 2011), 
providing employment and training programs 
that empower Indigenous women (OFIFC, 2009), 
and other measures to promote personal and 
financial independence.

Make a clear community commitment: First 
Nations can create by-laws, policies or community 
laws that address violence, and enshrined the 
protection of women in the governance of the 
community.  These could be framed as a ‘Children 
and Youth Bill of Rights’ (Expositor staff, 2013), 
a by-law, a Band Council Resolution, or a policy.  
These can give women and children the assurance 
that their First Nation is committed to ending 
violence against Indigenous women, and gives 
leadership the authority and tools to address it.

Provide more services to inmates:  Culturally 
relevant services are required for Indigenous 
inmates, including increased services for 
Indigenous men and women dealing with family 
and domestic violence. (TRC, 2015)

Law Reform:  Discrimination against Indigenous 
women and girls exists in the Canadian legal 
system and more law reform is necessary (Legal 
Strategy Coalition on Violence against Indigenous 
Women, February 26, 2015).

Improve Police Investigations: There are 
overlapping areas of police jurisdiction that 
impede resolution of some investigations into 
violence against Indigenous women (NWAC, 
2010; Special Committee on Violence against 
Indigenous Women, March 2014).  There needs 
to be better standards and procedures as to how 
various levels of police forces deal with these 
cases.

Examples of Wise Practices

The tables below reflect the four medicine wheel 
directions and the eight strategic directions 
established by OFIFC in its Strategic Framework 
as an organizing principle, summarizing the 
programs and initiatives developed to address 
the issue of violence against Indigenous women. 
This represents only an initial list but it is 
representative of the initiatives found during the 
course of preparing this Literature Review.  This 
should be considered a ‘living document’ and can 
be updated and increased periodically.

Note that the emphasis is on First Nations-specific 
examples.  There are many other promising 
practices for Indigenous people in urban settings 
and within Inuit and Métis communities, but most 
are not profiled here.
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EAST—Leadership and Accountability

Name/Title Description Origin Success factors

Buffalo River 
Dene Nation

Provides mentoring and financial support to leaders 
who are addressing this issue. Also supports Elders 
and cultural leaders seeking to integrate healing 
procedures into existing cultural and spiritual 
practices.

Buffalo River Dene 
Nation, Alberta

Supports 
leaders, ensures 
financial stability, 
community-driven.

It starts with you. 
It stays with him.

Website with resources to help and encourage men 
to become role models, and stop violence against 
Aboriginal women. 

White Ribbon 
Canada

A mainstream 
program, but could 
be adapted for First 
Nations.
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SOUTH—Programs and Community Development

Name/Title Description Origin Success factors

Action for 
Indigenous 
Women

Culturally relevant Friendship Centre movement 
initiatives, to provide support to victims of violence 
and to change the conditions and behaviours that 
lead to violence.  Includes seven programs and 
services.  

•	 A4W Live: mobile site for Aboriginal youth

•	 National relaunch of New Journeys web site

•	 I am a Kind Man and Moose Hide program

•	 Annual Indigenous Women’s policy leadership 
award

•	 Human Trafficking initiatives (to come)

•	 Community Safety Planning pilot project

National Association 
of Friendship 
Centres

Provide information, 
tools and support 
Indigenous girls 
and women need; 
engage men, families, 
communities and 
the general public to 
change conditions 
and behaviours; 
collect real-time 
data about violence 
and victimization.  
(National Association 
of Friendship Centres, 
2015)

Art Therapy Allows families to participate in art therapy and art-
making as part of healing.

Wabano Centre for 
Aboriginal Health 
(among others)

Increase knowledge 
of traditional 
parenting, understand 
intergenerational 
impacts on 
parenting and family 
relationships. A non-
verbal way to express 
feelings.

Rape Crisis 
Centre

An Aboriginal Women’s Program which provides 
one-on-one counselling, healing circles, traditional 
teachings, community referrals and educational 
workshops.  WAVAW also coordinates the Sacred 
Footprints Aboriginal Youth Group and the 
Missing and Murdered Aboriginal Women’s Family 
Counselling Program.

Women Against 
Violence Against 
Women (WAVAW) 
in BC

Programs are holistic 
and incorporate 
traditional teachings. 
(Eberts, 2005)

Asini 
Kanapawit 
Counselling 
Services

Traditional therapists who integrate Western 
philosophies. 

Cut Knife, 
Saskatchewan

All counsellors are 
residential school 
survivors who can 
relate to clients.  All 
counsellors speak 
Cree to encourage 
language use.  
Counsellors provide a 
safe environment, and 
are knowledgeable 
and professional.

Biidaaban 
Community 
Healing Model

A restorative justice approach to deal with offences. 
Includes treatment plans for offenders, community 
gatherings (circles) to give everyone a voice on the 
impact of the offense.
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Name/Title Description Origin Success factors

Brothers in 
Spirit project

Involves men in violence prevention programming, 
increasing community dialogue concerning men’s 
roles in preventing and ending violence, promoting 
male role models.

Yukon Aboriginal 
Women’s Council

Supports men on 
their healing journey, 
holistic, provides safe 
environment for men.

Culture as 
Treatment 
Model

Incorporates aspects of culture as a way to heal.  Part 
of treatment for addictions.

Round Lake 
Treatment Centre 
(among a number of 
others)

Restores pride in and 
awareness of culture. 
Grounds participants 
in tradition. 

Culture Camp An opportunity for community members to spend 
time in nature, living off the land and connecting.

Many First Nations Reconnect with 
nature, regain 
traditional skills, 
and link Elders and 
youth, opportunity 
for entire community 
to be together away 
from the community, 
restores pride and self-
esteem.

Esemkwu 
(wrapped 
in blanket) 
Squamish 
Nation Crisis 
Centre

Conceived by Elders as a place for healing and 
a catalyst for change, offers crisis intervention. 
Group also organized a Residential School Healing 
Conference for Squamish people.

Community-driven 
and developed. 
Elders are part of the 
solution.

Esketemc 
Healing 
Committee

A community made famous in the 1980s to 
overcome rampant alcoholism in the community.  
Out of this, the community developed a successful 
training program called “New Directions Training”. 

Alkali Lake, BC Community-led, meets 
direct community 
needs, professional 
and knowledgeable 
leaders.

Healing Lodge, 
Healing Centre, 
Treatment 
Centre

A safe, culturally centred program, either residential 
or day programs, to help people with healing from 
addictions, trauma, violence or abuse.

Many First Nations Provides a safe 
environment, away 
from the community, 
opportunities for self-
reflection, counselling, 
healing.1 

Healing 
Society, Mental 
Health and 
Social Work 
Service, First 
Nation

Traditional activities for all community members 
looking for healing and restoration.  Can include 
drumming, singing, storytelling, hunting, fishing, 
trapping, snowshoeing, traditional food preparation, 
smudging, beading, sewing, reconnecting with 
nature, medicine wheel teachings, traditional 
medicines, sacred fire.

Many First Nations Connects members 
to their culture and 
traditions, restores 
pride.
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Name/Title Description Origin Success factors

Holistic Circle 
Healing 
Process

The First Nation formed a Resource Team (political 
leaders, service providers, community volunteers) 
to guide the community through the healing 
journey.  They developed a training program 
(modelled on the New Directions Training) and also 
the Community Holistic Circle Healing, which are 
procedures for dealing with disclosures of abuse and 
how it is dealt with in the court system.

Hollow Water First 
Nation

Addressed 
structural and inter-
departmental issues, 
holistic, community-
led and driven.

I da wa da di 
(We Should all 
Speak)

Traditional healing practices for women as part of 
a series of retreats and workshops. Includes fasting, 
circles, songs, art therapy.

Six Nations, Ontario Provides a safe 
environment, builds 
trust, learning 
they are not alone, 
incorporation of 
traditional therapies 
and healing methods.

Just Therapy Developed in New Zealand, this is a reflective 
approach to therapy that takes into account the 
impacts of colonization, marginalization and 
poverty.

New Zealand Community-
developed, 
Indigenous-specific, 
takes into account 
the multi-faceted and 
intergenerational 
impacts of trauma.

Kanawayhitow-
in: Taking Care 
of Each Other’s 
Spirit

Adapted from an Ontario campaign.  A variety of 
resources.  Facilitator training for front line workers 
to educate the community on prevention of 
violence and delivery of violence prevention and 
education workshops.

Adapted to be 
culturally relevant.  
Male-specific 
resources, capacity 
building so 
community members 
can be facilitators.

Promotional 
Campaigns

A number of First Nations have developed posters 
and promotional campaigns to address this 
issue.  Some are also developed by Government 
departments, ministries or organizations such 
as the government of Manitoba’s Aboriginal 
Men’s Anti-Violence Campaign http://www.gov.
mb.ca/stoptheviolence/amavc.html or the Tlicho 
community promotion of videos and resources to 
address violence against Aboriginal women https://
tlichocart.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/breaking-
the-silence-premiere-poster-2.jpg 

Many First Nations Empowers community 
members, community-
developed and driven, 
raises awareness.

Talk4Healing 
Helpline

A partnership between ONWA and Beendigan, this 
is a culturally appropriate crisis support and referral 
service for Indigenous women affected by violence 
in remote and isolated communities.
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Name/Title Description Origin Success factors

Traditional 
Language 
Programs

Classroom, workplace, homes and other settings for 
language learning.

Many First Nations Restores pride in 
culture, understand 
how culture and 
language are linked, 
closer connections 
with Elders and 
language speakers, 
opportunities for 
youth to participate.

Partner Assault 
Response 
Program

While not an Indigenous-specific program, this is 
a program to enhance victim safety and increase 
client accountability.  A wide variety of topics 
are discussed including: causes of domestic 
violence, power and control issues in relationships; 
gender roles; anger interventions; effective 
communications; stress management and other 
topics.  A certificate of completion is available, 
which can be presented to the courts or correctional 
services.

Anger Management 
Centre of Toronto

Addresses some of 
the underlying issues 
for perpetrators and 
provides a certificate 
at the end of 
successful completion 
of the program 
which assist with 
court sentencing or 
probation.

Man Alive 
“Living without 
Violence” 
courses

From New Zealand, this is a Maori-specific, culturally 
appropriate program for men to take responsibility 
for their violence and understand there is no excuse 
for abuse.  Participants work in groups of 16 men 
and two facilitators, once a week for a couple of 
hours. It is run by men, for men.

Man Alive Tane Ora Culturally-appropriate.
Addresses the roots 
of violence, by 
men, for men, in a 
safe environment.  
Allows men to take 
responsibility for 
their actions and 
understand where the 
anger and violence 
comes from.

White Bison A non-profit organization in the United States 
offering sober living, recovery, addictions prevention 
and wellness learning resources to Native American 
communities.  There are a number of courses offered 
through the Wellbriety Training Institute, including 
healing from intergenerational trauma, programs for 
men, women and families and culturally-based 12 
step programs.

Culturally-appropriate.  
Addresses the root 
causes of violence.  
Programs can be 
delivered at the 
community level.

Gookomisag 
Odanokiitaa-
naawaa Mino 
Bimaadiziwin 
(Grandmothers 
Working for 
Good Life)

A grassroots program established in Winnipeg after 
a father sexually abused his daughter and re-entered 
the community and re-offended with other girls. The 
program aims to increase public awareness to end 
violence against girls and women through events, 
education and spiritual ceremonies.  It is run by a 
volunteer group of grandmothers.
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Name/Title Description Origin Success factors

“Who is She?” 
Campaign

Chiefs of Ontario began a community-driven process 
to examine the collective safety of Indigenous 
peoples.  One of the main goals is to raise funds 
for a judicial inquiry into missing and murdered 
Indigenous women and girls. Currently, there is no 
financial goal or timeline.

Ontario Community-driven, 
involves affected 
families 

Crisis Centre Established in Elsipogtog First Nation.  Successful 
centre to prevent suicide and self-harm that focuses 
on: prevention (through a help line and other 
programs); crisis intervention and community 
rehabilitation.

Elispogtog First 
Nation, New 
Brunswick

Community-driven, 
safe and confidential.

Sexual Abuse 
Survivors 
Program

For sexual abuse survivors to increase awareness of 
how abuse has impacted their relationships using a 
wholistic model and develops an historical ‘map’ of 
abuse in the participants’ family of origin.

Biidaaban Healing 
Lodge, Heron Bay, 
Ontario

Wholistic, incorporates 
traditional methods 
and ceremonies

Sex Trade Out 
Reach Mobile 
(S.T.O.R.M)

Assists Indigenous sex workers in finding shelter, 
other information and referrals, crisis intervention, 
basic supplies, snacks and clothing

Minwaashin Lodge, 
Ottawa, ON

Encourages women 
to connect with 
their culture, non-
judgemental

Drug and 
Treatment 
Programs

Lodges, centres and programs that offer Indigenous-
specific drug and alcohol support and treatment.  
Some examples include Rising Sun Treatment 
Centre, National Native Alcohol and Drug Abuse 
Program (NNADAP), lodges and centres

Many First Nations Culturally-based, 
access to ceremonies, 
many have in-patient 
and/or out-patient 
choices, help clients 
deal with underlying 
issues, including 
lateral violence, 
trauma, effects of 
colonialism

Circling Buffalo 
Program

A partnership between Assembly of Manitoba 
Chiefs (AMC), Indigenous and Northern Affairs 
Canada (INAC), Shelter Networking Group, Manitoba 
Family Violence Prevention Program, Manitoba 
Tribal Councils. Interested First Nations apply for 
INAC Family Violence Prevention funding.  Program 
connects them with partners, supports, programs. 
Communities

Provides much needed 
funding, awareness 
campaign resulted 
in expanding list of 
resources offered to 
clients.

Shelters and 
Transition 
Houses

Located on and off reserve across Canada, these 
houses provide safe spaces for women and children 
fleeing violence and abuse. 

Many incorporate 
access to culture and 
Indigenous traditions 
and holistic healing.

Children who 
Witness Abuse

Provides a safe place for young people to discuss 
the trauma of witnessing violence; develop parental 
awareness of how violence affects children and raise 
community awareness through violence education.

Haida Gwaii Society 
for Community 
Peace, Masset, BC

Use of Elders and 
cultural teachers as 
well as artists 
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Purple Ribbon 
Campaign

Developed by the Cambridge Bay Wellness Centre 
in Nunavut, the campaign educates the public 
that violence against women and children is not 
culturally acceptable. Community members can put 
a purple ribbon in their window to indicate they 
are a safe home where women and children fleeing 
violence can find immediate shelter and assistance. 
The program also works with schools and offers 
education workshops and counselling.

Cambridge Bay, 
Nunavut

Incorporates Inuit 
teachings and cultural 
safety.

Residential 
Schools 
Healing 
Programs

A variety of First Nations and organizations offer 
healing and education programs for Residential 
school survivors and awareness campaigns.  These 
include: Aboriginal Survivors for Healing Inc., 
Embracing our Humanness, Gwich’in Wellness Camp, 
Warrior Programs and others.

Across Canada

Programs for 
Aboriginal Men

A number of First Nations and Indigenous 
organizations offer healing and education programs 
for Indigenous men.  These are often about breaking 
the cycle of violence, addressing anger, discussing 
traditional roles for men and women, trauma 
counselling, healing, reclaiming cultural practices 
and support. 

In 2013, Public Health Agency of Canada 
commissioned a national scan of all “Aboriginal 
Father Involvement Programs”. The inventory 
contains information on the name of the 
program, description, location, cost, barriers and 
successes.  The report details 35 programs.  View 
the report at: http://cahr.uvic.ca/nearbc/media/
docs/cahr51f0ad892de6c-phac-aboriginal-father-
involvement-scan.pdf
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WEST—Research and Education

Name/Title Description Origin Success factors

Breaking the 
Cycle: Ending 
Violence 
Against Women 
in Aboriginal 
Communities

Video, workshop and facilitation guide, 
lesson plans and teaching kit for students 
and teachers.

Justice Education 
Society of BC

Practical tools and supports; 
addresses root causes.

Community 
Constable 
Program

A successful pilot program to recruit 
individuals from First Nation communities 
and provide training to become Special 
Constables who go back to their 
communities.

Thompson, 
Manitoba, 
Gypsumville and 
Nisichawayasihk, 
Manitoba

More culturally responsive than 
general police officers, more 
trust in police, more likelihood 
of bringing forward allegations 
of abuse and violence.

Family Violence 
Awareness 
Workshops

Workshops for family members, as well as 
training for teachers and parents, and a radio 
talk show on preventing violence.

Naskapi Nation of 
Kawawachikamach

Wholistic, involves all family 
members, uses media to have 
farther reach.

Interviews with 
Elders and 
Survivors

Every survivor of residential school is 
interviewed on video by community 
members on their life before and after 
residential school.

Driftpile First 
Nation, Alberta

When done in a safe 
environment, allows survivors 
to acknowledge childhood 
trauma and begin healing 
journey

Kizhaay 
Anishnaabe 
Niin: I am a 
Kind Man

Supports men and families to end violence.  
As part of this program, there is an 
accompanying toolkit that explains violence, 
tips for facilitating discussions with men 
about abuse and violence, exercises and 
handouts.

Ontario Federation 
of Indigenous 
Friendship Centres

Indigenous-led and created 
resource.  Raises awareness 
of this issue, provides a safe 
environment, focus is on men. 
Exercises are based on the 
seven grandfather teachings.

Moosehide 
Campaign

Grassroots initiative whereby supporters 
wear squares of moosehide to inspire men 
to become involved in the movement to end 
violence against Indigenous women and 
children.  From their web site, they provide 
resources for children, men and women.  
Many of the resources have been developed 
by other organizations but linked from the 
moosehidecampaign.ca web site.

c/o BC Association 
of Aboriginal 
Friendship Centres

Grassroots, awareness raising

Residential 
School 
Remembrance 
Weekend

An opportunity for the First Nation to 
acknowledge the legacy of residential 
school, honour survivors.  Includes 
traditional teachings and traditional family 
systems.  Other First Nations have held 
Letting Go Ceremonies and Welcoming 
Home Ceremonies to also acknowledge the 
damage done by residential schools and help 
with healing.

Buffalo River Dene 
Nation, Alberta

Counters the shame and stigma 
of residential school, assists 
with healing and awareness

Youth Gath-
erings About 
Preventing 
Violence

The Board manages funds received from 
INAC to host educational gatherings for 
youth.

Alberta First 
Nations Regional 
Board for Family 
Violence

Involves youth, increases 
awareness and education about 
violence.
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High School 
Education 
Program

Lac La Ronge 
Indian Child 
and Family 
Services Agency, 
Saskatchewan

Comprehensive program, 
culturally-relevant, reaches out 
to high school students, works 
to reduce violence and risk 
behaviours.

Sisterness Elders and workers mobilize communities 
to de-normalize violence through modules 
delivered by a Mi’kmaq Elder.

Embrace Mi’kmaq healing 
practices and cultural ways. 
Made a difference in breaking 
the silence on family violence. 

Working 
Together in 
Unity and 
Solidarity to 
Address Family 
Violence

Quarterly workshops held in all First Nation 
communities in Nova Scotia on domestic 
violence prevention, child safety, sexual 
assault prevention, media promotion, 
parenting programs and many others. 
Promotes well-being of Mi’kmaq families.  
Focus on prevention, prevention education, 
awareness campaigns, emphasis on holistic 
family approaches.

Mi’kmaq Family 
and Children 
Services of Nova 
Scotia, Eskasoni

Rooted in Mi’kmaq language 
and cultural traditions.  
Elders work with community 
members, workshops offered in 
community.

Circle of Safety 
Violence 
Program

Educating clients about domestic violence 
and parenting through a 20-week program.  
One teaching per circle.  What is family 
violence?  What is good parenting?  Safety 
planning, social skills development, etc.

Edmonton, Alberta Separate teaching circles 
for men, women and youth.  
Program learns from clients, 
integrates into future programs.

Train the 
Trainer 
Program

Community-based facilitators are trained and 
then implement culturally-based education 
and training to address and reduce violence 
and increase safety.

Newfoundland 
Aboriginal 
Women’s 
Network (NAWN), 
Stephenville

Butterfly Club Program for Indigenous pre-teen girls to 
support positive self-identity, provide skills 
to build positive relationships and reduce 
vulnerability to violence.  Components 
include cultural activities, academic lessons, 
workshops, regalia making, etc.

Kanikanichichk, 
Winnipeg

Run by Indigenous managers 
and Elders and support 
workers.

Violence is 
Preventable 
Program

Partnerships with school boards, 
relationships with local and regional First 
Nations and schools. Variety of programs 
including awareness presentations to 
educate the educators in schools about 
domestic violence, group interventions and 
support for children

BC Society of 
Transition Houses, 
Vancouver

Program encourages schools 
to partner with First Nations 
to ensure cultural component 
available for First Nations 
students participating in the 
program.

Youth Violence 
Prevention 
and Healthy 
Relationships 
Project

Working with schools and Indigenous 
youth, program seeks interested youth to 
participate in focus groups, educational 
workshops and create youth media projects 
to raise awareness of Indigenous family 
violence

Elders and cultural teachers 
can be incorporated into the 
program; partnerships with 
First Nations.
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NORTH—Policy and Legislation

Name/Title Description Origin Success factors

Aboriginal 
Community-
Based Victim 
Services

Offers criminal justice support, safety planning, 
emotional and practical support, information and 
referrals for Indigenous women who have been victims 
of violence or abuse.

Northern 
Shuswap Tribal 
Council, BC

Aboriginal 
Healing and 
Wellness 
Strategy 
(AHWS)

Created to address violence and health issues in First 
Nation communities in Ontario.  

The AHWS has seen 
some successes but 
strategies need to be 
in place to specifically 
address violence 
against women.

Family 
Homes on 
Reserves and 
Matrimonial 
Interests or 
Rights Act

Gives First Nations communities the ability to introduce 
laws governing matrimonial property in the event of 
relationship breakdown.

The Act has been 
criticized because it 
does not address on-
reserve marital rights 
and few mechanisms 
for women to enforce 
their rights.  However, 
greater control over 
their homes on reserve 
can make it easier 
for women to leave 
violent or abusive 
relationships.

First Nation 
Statistical 
Institute 
(FNSI)

The federal government cut funding to FNSI, but it was 
created to address data and knowledge gaps concerning 
Indigenous populations in Canada.  While FNSI no 
longer exists, there continues to be a need for such an 
organization to gather and analyze data on violence 
against Indigenous women.

National This was to be 
an Indigenous-
run organization, 
addressing community-
driven priorities and 
data issues.

First Nations 
Child and 
Family 
Caring 
Society

Advocates on behalf of Indigenous children and families.  
Works to address issue of over-representation of 
Indigenous children in care.

National Indigenous-led and 
supported. Addresses 
root causes of violence, 
raises awareness 
of issue of violence 
against Indigenous 
women.

Stop the 
Violence 
Counseling 
Program

Counselling for women who experience violence and 
abuse.

Bella Coola This is a mainstream 
program but could 
be adapted for First 
Nations.

Tracia’s Trust Government of Manitoba’s sexual exploitation strategy 
includes a number of Indigenous -specific initiatives 
offered in culturally-sensitive ways.  This includes support 
for those exiting trafficking situations, help with housing, 
support programs, employment and training.

Manitoba Use of culture-
based methods and 
programming.
Use of multiple, 
grassroots partners to 
raise awareness and 
offer support services.
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