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ABSTRACT 

 
  Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a serious and complex social issue with 

potentially fatal consequences. Beginning in the 1990s, specialized domestic violence 

courts gained prevalence throughout several jurisdictions in Canada as a mechanism to 

address victims’ needs (i.e. safety, support, participation and empowerment) while, 

largely by the use of therapeutic jurisprudential tenets, increasing offender accountability. 

The Battlefords  Domestic Violence Treatment Option (BDVTO) began holding bi-

weekly docket court on April 10, 2003.  

 This study presents the lived experiences of three female survivors who 

volunteered to share their standpoint, regarding their involvement with the BDVTO 

Court. Through the survivors’ detailed first-hand testimonies, obtained through 

qualitative, semi-structured interviews, this study explores whether the BDVTO Court is 

achieving its stipulated goal of meeting victims’ needs.  

A feminist standpoint theory was utilized as the epistemological position 

throughout the study. Aiming to give voice to females at the margins, this theoretical 

position informs the manner in which the interviews were conducted, the data analyzed, 

the findings presented, and how the recommendations and implications for further 

research were established.  

In order to determine whether the Court (process) is able to fulfill victims' needs, 

the preliminary inquiry required establishing the survivors' precise needs as they 

expressed them.  Although many of the survivors' assertions were consistent with the 

literature, particularly regarding the need for support, information, participation, and so 

forth, none of these needs were more vital than safety.   
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Through the survivors' lived experiences, it was found that the BDVTO Court 

cannot in isolation bring about optimal safety for female victims. Consequently, it is 

advanced in the final chapter that, in order to meet female survivors' needs, a multi-

pronged strategy must be employed to reduce the occurrence of spousal violence and, 

when it does occur, better protect victims. While addressing the shortcomings in the 

application of the law as well as transforming the prevailing community attitudes and 

beliefs, this strategy intends to strengthen the various components of the Court. 
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Operational Definitions 

 
For the purpose of this study, it is important to define the key concepts and terms 

as they relate to the content and context of the research.  

 Intimate Partner Violence:  

Intimate Partner violence is identified in Canada by a wide variety of terms which 

are used interchangeably in this thesis, including the following: wife assault, wife abuse, 

violence against women in relationships, spousal abuse, partner abuse, domestic violence, 

and family violence (Department of Justice Canada, 2009). This type of offence involves 

an act (or acts) of violence carried out by one intimate partner (i.e. current or former 

spouses, as well as current or former non-marital partners) against the other, or by both 

partners. The violence can be categorized as physical, sexual, threats of physical or 

sexual violence, and psychological / emotional abuse (Dennison & Thompson, 2011). 

Although all these types of violence are interrelated and relevant to the following 

research, when referring to the term “intimate partner violence” it is predominantly in 

reference to acts of physical abuse perpetrated by a current marital or non-marital partner.  

Lastly, spousal violence will be conceptualized as an ongoing process, as opposed 

to a single incident or multiple independent incidents. This research will promote an 

understanding of intimate violence, as an act that is highly gendered and will be framed 

as a social problem for women. 

 Gendered Violence:    

The term “gendered violence” connotes two meanings both of which are used in 

this thesis. First, from a feminist perspective it refers to the innate power differentials 
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between heterosexual couples concerning acts of violence committed by the male in the 

relationship against the female. Second, the term is used to describe the ways in which 

the law takes gender into consideration when criminalizing certain behaviours.   

3. Patriarchy/Patriarchal (Society) 

“Patriarchy” is defined in a variety of ways by scholars and theorists. In the most 

common usage, patriarchy is a system of men’s dominance of women (Cullen & Agnew, 

2011). For this research, there will be a large emphasis on patriarchal relations within the 

family unit due to colonial strategies. The research will also acknowledge that social life 

as a whole is largely influenced by patriarchal power (Ogle & Batton, 2009). As a result, 

a patriarchal society is conceptualized on the basis of a two-fold understanding in 

accordance with the following concepts. First, a patriarchal society is “one in which 

power is held by male heads of households” and second, that, in contemporary society, 

patriarchy has “social, cultural, and political facets that operate and maintain male 

dominance” by permeating all societal structures and institutions (Ogle & Batton, 2009, 

p.164).  
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Chapter 1: Introduction of Study  

1.0 Introduction 

Spousal abuse is a grave and deeply intricate social issue that greatly impacts the 

lives of many, particularly women. Abuse between spouses is not a new phenomenon; 

however, the ways in which the criminal justice system responds to this type of violence 

has changed significantly. Prior to the 1980s, intimate partner violence (IPV) had long 

been believed to be a “relationship problem,” one that should be addressed within the 

confines of the private sphere, between spouses, with the use of minimal police 

intervention. Feminists and victims’ advocates brought increased awareness and attention 

to both the prevalence of intimate partner violence and to the failures of the criminal 

justice system to provide adequate responses to this complex problem. The women’s 

movement rallied to demand a greater degree of police accountability and criminal justice 

intervention into the private sphere, to better address cases of intimate partner violence 

(Comack & Balfour, 2004). In response to relentless efforts by feminists and victims’ 

advocates, spousal violence is no longer perceived as a private matter but as a serious, 

wide-scale social problem. While intimate partner violence transcends all racial, ethnic, 

and class boundaries, it is particularly prevalent in socio-economically marginalized and 

racialized communities (Brownridge, 2008).  

1.1 Impact of Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) on Aboriginal Communities  

As a result of a myriad of reasons, Aboriginal1 communities throughout Canada 

experience disproportionately high rates of intimate partner violence compared to the 

                                                 
1It is important to recognize that henceforth when discussing First Nation’s People the umbrella term “Aboriginal,”  “Indigenous,” 
“Native” and “Indian” will be used interchangeably; at the risk of implying uniformity and making monolithic the various cultural 
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greater Canadian populace (Campbell, 2007). The General Social Survey (GSS) 

conducted in 2009 found that Aboriginal women were three times more likely to be 

assaulted by a current or previous spouse than non-Aboriginal women (Statistics Canada, 

2011). Some academics have referred to domestic violence as reaching epidemic 

proportions, as violence is routinely identified as being the largest killer of Aboriginal 

people (Campbell, 2007). A study conducted in Manitoba in 2000, found that 70% of 

Aboriginal women reported they had experienced violence (Campbell, 2007). However, 

in some northern Aboriginal communities throughout the Prairies, estimates often 

indicate that between 75 to 90% of women have been or continue to be battered by their 

intimate partner (Campbell, 2007). Aboriginal women tend to face far more severe forms 

of intimae violence than their non-Aboriginal women counterparts, as they are eight 

times more likely to be killed by their partner (Campbell, 2007).  

Given this reality, the subsequent research is informed by the perception that, unlike 

other forms of violence, intimate partner violence must be conceptualized as a gendered 

crime. 

1.2 Toward a Framework for Intervention: Healing the Root Causes  

As a result of the endemic nature of intimate partner violence in many Aboriginal 

communities, the problem has been framed in numerous ways by various practitioners, 

legal scholars, academics, and victim advocates. The Aboriginal Healing Foundation 

seeks to posit Aboriginal family violence and abuse as a community problem (Bopp, 

Bopp & Lane Jr., 2003).  Stemming from this understanding, Michael Bopp, Judie Bopp 

                                                                                                                                                 
groups, it is important to emphasize the diversification of crime rates and specific needs of this population. Thus, there is not one lived 
Aboriginal experience, but rather there are many.  
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and Phil Lane Jr., (2003), argue that what is necessary to actualize transformation in 

communities is the undertaking of a more holistic and comprehensive approach 

addressing an array of systemic issues. They strongly advocate that continuing to take a 

reductionist approach to IPV, by merely focusing on the problem at hand while 

neglecting the context, allows the problem to deepen (Bopp, Bopp & Lane Jr., 2003). In 

recognizing this, advocates and practitioners acknowledge that there is a disconnect 

between the way in which the criminal justice system understands domestic violence and 

how it is conceptualized by those active in the field of violence against women (Pollack, 

Battaglia & Allspach, 2005). The criminal justice system places a large emphasis on 

single, discrete ‘acts’ or ‘incidents’ of violence, while those involved in the area of 

violence against women understand domestic violence as “an ongoing process 

encompassing a constellation of abusive behaviours motivated by an attempt to control 

and coerce one’s partner” (Pollack, Battaglia & Allspach 2005, p.24). The divergence 

between how these two groups describe domestic violence has deep-seated implications, 

particularly for many Aboriginal communities where the problem is so prevalent.   

Bopp, Bopp & Lane Jr. therefore argue that “the policing and justice system, in 

the form that it takes in non-Aboriginal Canada, is generally inappropriate and ineffective 

in responding to family violence and abuse in Aboriginal communities” (2003, p.59). 

Upon interviewing a number of Aboriginal women and the professionals who work with 

them regarding their attitudes and perceptions of legal responses to IPV, a report 

produced by the Government of Canada on Family Violence (2008) arrived at a similar 

conclusion. The general consensus was that the sanctions delivered by the corrections 

system proved to be largely inconsequential (Government of Canada National 
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Clearinghouse on Family Violence, 2008). The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 

confirmed this assertion stating that “Aboriginal men are suffering…because of 

incarceration, which does nothing to break the cycle of criminality; therefore, does not 

stop the cycle of mistreatment of women and children” (Federal Government of Canada, 

Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, 1996). Resulting from these 

reports, it appears that what is alleged to be the most effective means to counter IPV 

involves cooperation among police, the justice system and human service programs to 

offer a response founded on the principles of physical, mental, emotional and spiritual 

well-being for both offenders and victims (Bopp, Bopp, & Lane Jr., 2003). 

1.3 Introduction of Specialized Domestic Violence (DV) Courts   

In response to the criminal justice system’s failure to deal with the complexity 

associated with cases of spousal violence, specialized domestic violence courts began in 

the 1990s to gain increasing recognition, particularly throughout the U.S. and Canada. 

Domestic violence courts were largely fashioned on the procedures and philosophies 

employed in specialized drugs courts, offering a more tailored judicial mechanism to deal 

with the specificities surrounding intimate partner violence. Both the specialized drug 

courts and domestic violence courts largely adhere to the tenets established in the 

problem-solving court model.  

 The problem-solving court is predicated on the notion that, in order to effectively 

curtail underlying behaviours that lead to criminality, a multi-pronged strategy must be 

employed involving a collective effort among dedicated teams comprising workers from 

social services, health, community and criminal justice agencies (Van de Veen, 2006). 

The outcome of this type of collaborative approach is postulated to aid the judiciary in 
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providing legal responses that address the layers of complexity associated with cases of 

abuse in its various forms, while simultaneously enhancing meaningful offender 

accountability and safeguarding victims.   

Furthermore, akin to the drug courts’ practice, domestic violence courts remove 

domestic violence cases from the mainstream day-to-day court processes (Toki, 2009). 

Specializing only in domestic violence offenses, domestic violence courts’ mandate is to 

provide a more effective response to intimate partner violence (Boland, 2002). An 

effective response includes, but is not limited to, the following objectives: 1) the superior 

training of court personnel pertinent to the  dynamics of domestic violence;  2) a 

reduction in case attrition; an increase in offender accountability; 3) enhanced victim 

support and victim safety;  4) a significant diminution of re-victimization; the provision 

of a more expeditious judicial response; 5) the greater use of therapeutic sentences for 

offenders; 6) a strong emphasis on court monitoring and enforcement of batterer 

compliance with court orders; and 7) improved probationary supervision (Boland 2002; 

Final Report of the Ad Hoc Federal-Provincial-Territorial Report on Spousal Abuse, 

2003; Van de Veen 2006; Toki, 2009).  

Despite the fact that domestic violence courts are relatively new in many 

jurisdictions, a significant amount of the literature acknowledges that there has been 

some degree of variance in the results of courts employing these measures. For instance, 

some critics have stated that domestic violence should be treated the same as any other 

crime. While, in contrast, others like Kim Boland have argued that the relationship 

between the victim and offender is so distinct that the problem may require a specific 

response within the court of law to effectively resolve the situation (Boland, 2002). In 



6 
 

accordance with Boland’s belief, Valmaine Toki argues that “[t]he repeat nature of 

offending in a family violence context suggests that the conventional sentencing practices 

have been ineffective deterrents” (2009, p.272). Toki’s argument is of particular 

relevance to many Aboriginal communities, as the conventional criminal justice system 

has proven to be largely ineffective in responding to family violence and abuse (Bopp, 

Bopp & Lane Jr., 2008).  

1.3.1 Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option (BDVTO) Court  

All the jurisdictions that have implemented specialized courts or court processes 

to deal with domestic violence were developed to achieve the aforementioned most 

effective response to IPV. However, all courts function slightly differently from each 

other. The Yukon Domestic Violence Treatment Option (DVTO) of the Yukon Territorial 

Court, established in 2000, provides a good example of the benefits of implementing a 

therapeutic court in dealing with cases of IPV. Akin to many other specialized domestic 

violence courts country-wide, the goals of the program are the following: to encourage 

more disclosures of domestic violence; to provide for early interventions; to hold 

offenders accountable in a meaningful way; to reduce the collapse rate of court cases2; to 

provide a treatment option to offenders under the close supervision of the court and 

treatment professionals; and to protect and support complainants (Final Report of the Ad 

Hoc Federal-Provincial-Territorial Report on Spousal Abuse, 2003, p.44). However, the 

following operational principles underlying the functioning of the DVTO are unique: 1) 

family violence is a learned behaviour that can be changed; 2) offenders need to take 

                                                 
2 The collapse rate of court cases refers to the frequently high case attrition rates associated with 
prosecuting domestic violence cases (Gauthier, 2010). A prosecutor may drop charges for a variety of 
reasons including: a victim may retract her complaint as a result of intimidation or a change of heart; a 
victim may request that the charges be withdrawn; a victim may refuse to testify or appear in court; a 
victim may wish to have the charges dropped because she has forgiven or reconciled with the offender, etc.,   
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responsibility for their actions and to be held accountable as they are being supported 

with counselling;  3) early intervention by a multi-disciplinary team is essential; 4) initial 

and ongoing support must be offered to victims and their families; and 5) community-

based programs, counselling and supervision are more effective than incarceration in 

treating this type of behaviour (Final Report of the Ad Hoc Federal-Provincial- Territorial 

Report on Spousal Abuse, 2003, p.44). These five principles were adopted by the 

Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option (BDVTO) Court that began operating 

in April, 2003 (Meekma, 2006).  

The BDVTO Court was established in hopes of significantly reducing the high 

collapse rate associated with domestic violence cases while providing enhanced victim 

protection by mandating treatment / intervention for abusive spouses (Boyes, 2008). The 

Court operates as a specialized docket court, with specialized procedures. The courtroom 

itself strays from the conventional criminal justice system by placing counsel facing each 

other and by encouraging ongoing dialogue between the participants and the judiciary 

(Boyes, 2008). During the court process, counsellors representing Mental Health, 

Kanaweyimik Child and Family Services and Addictions are all present in the courtroom 

and are routinely referred to by the judge to comment on the progress of the offender. 

Additionally, a Victim Services representative is present in order to provide services to 

the victim as well as to provide occasional comments to the Court (Boyes, 2008). Lastly, 

an Aboriginal Court Worker and the BDVTO Court Co-ordinator are also in attendance.  

Like the Yukon Domestic Violence Treatment Court, the Battlefords Domestic 

Violence Treatment Option Court takes a holistic and coordinated approach to handling 

cases of domestic violence. Justice Paul Bentley argues that, in recent years, agencies and 
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practitioners who are at the frontlines of dealing with domestic violence have repeatedly 

stated that “focusing only on guilt or innocence does little to stop the cycle of abuse or 

protect survivors of violence from further assault” (Goldberg, 2011, p.viii). Therefore, 

beyond the standard processes and activities of the Court, other agencies and services 

have aligned themselves to achieve the most effective and therapeutic outcome for 

offenders and victims alike, with a specific emphasis on enhanced protection, information 

and support for victims (Hornick, Boyes, Tutty & White, 2005). Mike Boyes notes that 

“components of the BDTVO Court include offender assessment by Probation Services, 

Corrections, Public Safety and Policing, services and support for victims through the 

Battlefords Victim Services Program and two domestic violence treatment programs, one 

operated by Kanaweymick Child and Family Services Inc. and the other operated by 

Mental Health Services in the Prairie North Health Region” (2008, p.2). A number of 

other agencies also play an instrumental role in the BDVTO including, but not limited to, 

the following: RCMP, Addiction Services, DCRE (provincial department responsible for 

child protection), Aboriginal Courts Workers, Catholic Family Services, Interval House 

Women’s Shelters, and Department of Justice Representatives from Policy, Planning & 

Evaluation and Family Violence Program (Meekma, 2006). 

To ensure communication between the government ministries and community-

based partners involved in the Court remains strong, two committees were developed. 

First, the Steering Committee is made up of the following members: North Battleford 

Provincial Court judges; Court Services; various program providers (i.e. Kanaweyimik, 

Mental Health, Addiction Services, Catholic Family Social Services); Probation Services 

(Ministry of Corrections, Public Safety and Policing), RCMP, Ministry of Social 
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Services; Battleford Victim Services Program, Public Prosecutions, Legal Aid, Interval 

House Women’s Shelter, Ministry of Justice and Attorney General central office; 

Battleford Tribal Council; Saskatchewan Aboriginal Court Worker Program; and the 

BDVTO Court Coordinator (Boyes, 2008). The Steering Committee’s main duty is to 

meet monthly to discuss issues that have arisen and formulate solutions to resolve these 

matters (Meekma, 2006). Although the judge maintains his or her role as head of the 

court, the committee’s input is largely heeded. As a result, Judge Meekma notes that the 

court model is constantly evolving (Meekma, 2006). 

With the exception of the judges, all members of the Steering Committee are also 

members of the Working Committee. These members work directly with the offenders 

(Boyes, 2008). As a collective, they meet prior to every court date to confer about the 

progress on ongoing files, review new cases and deliberate on recommendations to the 

judge (Boyes, 2008). In practical terms, the Working Committee may review a case and 

suggest that an offender should be mandated to seek treatment not only for domestic 

violence but also for other issues that are perceived to be contributing factors to the 

abusive behaviour(s).  

1.3.2 Court Process  

All offenders who have been charged with any offence involving domestic 

violence, with the exclusion of sexual violence, are required to make their first court 

appearance at the next available sitting of the BDVTO Court, if released by the arresting 

officer (Boyes, 2008). All those released are given a no contact provision (Boyes, 2008). 

Cases are typically adjourned two weeks for a plea (Boyes, 2008). In cases where the 

accused pleads guilty and acknowledges responsibility for the offence, he is directed to 
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Probation Services to undergo risk assessments, to a treatment program, and possibly to 

Addiction Services (Boyes, 2008). Participation in treatment remains a voluntary option; 

the accused maintains the right to choose to be sentenced in a conventional court setting 

(Boyes, 2008). If the accused does not wish to plead guilty, he is rerouted back to the 

formal court system (Ad Hoc Territorial-Provincial-Federal, 2003, p.44). Those who 

continue with the BDVTO Court process are obligated to report to the Court in person on 

a regular basis, typically monthly, until the treatment is complete. Failure to attend 

programming or court appointments results in immediate redirection into the regular 

docket court process. When the offender’s programming is completed, he is required to 

return to court for sentencing. When determining a fitting sentence, the judge takes into 

account the progress the offender has made (Boyes, 2008).  

 Upon the commencement of the court process, the BDVTO Court requires that 

the victim be referred to Victim Services by the Court. If Victim Services has not yet 

spoken with the victim, they will contact the victim to ensure that she is well informed 

regarding services available to her and to address any safety issues or concerns (Boyes, 

2008).  Boyes states that Battlefords Victims Services also “initiates and maintains a 

broad range of contacts with victims and families, providing support across a varied 

range of areas from information provision, offender status reports, no-contact condition 

reviews, and victim impact statements” (2008, p.38). According to Judge Violet Meekma 

from the BDVTO Court, there has been a notable increase in the number of victims using 

the assistance of Victims Services (Meekma, 2006).  

1.3.3 Summary 
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     According to the qualitative research collected by Boyes (2007), the BDVTO Court is 

largely achieving its two stipulated goals of reducing domestic violence and enhancing 

victim safety (Boyes, 2008). Interviews conducted with the Steering Committee indicate 

that the respondents believe victim safety is and must remain a priority (Boyes, 2008). 

However, in interviews Boyes conducted with four victims (2007) regarding their 

experiences with Victim Services, the general theme that emerged was that Victims 

Services was not very helpful and did not provide sufficient support (Boyes, 2008). 

Although interviewing four respondents may not be sufficient to extrapolate a general 

consensus, these answers demonstrate a consonant and consistent point of view.  

Despite the potential benefits and shortcomings associated with implementing 

domestic violence courts, there is a notable paucity of relevant research in the literature. 

Namely, although one of the chief objectives of domestic violence courts is to enhance 

victims’ experiences with the justice system (i.e., applying superior safety and support 

measures) to provide for an effective response to intimate partner violence, there is 

insufficient research from the victims’ perspective regarding whether the courts have 

been able to achieve this aim.  

1.4 Research Problem  

The following research seeks to emphasize that an effective response to intimate 

partner violence is one that achieves victims’ needs (i.e., safety, support, participation, 

empowerment, etc.).  Since there is an absence of research, particularly qualitative 

research, from the first-hand perspective of females regarding their experiences with the 

domestic violence courts, the objective of this research is to garner an understanding, 
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based on the lived experience of females as they articulate it, of whether the specialized 

domestic violence court process meets the needs of victims.  

1.5 Research Questions 

1.5.1 Primary Research Question  

In order to ascertain this finding, the research will derive an answer to the following 

question: From the perspectives of female victims involved with the BDVTO, does the 

court (process) meet their needs? 

1.5.2 Secondary Questions 

To answer the primary research question, the following themes will be explored in 

relation to victims’ needs and the BDVTO Court (affiliated) services:  

1) What are victims’ needs as they articulate them? 

2) Did victims feel protected, secure and informed throughout the court process? 

3) Do victims deem the level of participation they were afforded during the court 

process adequate?  

4) Were victims provided with a sufficient level of support and guidance throughout 

the court process? 

5) What needs do the victims feel were not met?  

6) What services did the victims receive? 

7) What service(s) do the victims feel was / were most valuable? 

8) What services would the victims like to see developed to better address their 

needs? 

9) What should be done to improve the overall BDVTO Court process to better the 

experience for subsequent victims?     
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1.6 Purpose of the Research  

 Due to the severity and prevalence of intimate partner violence in Aboriginal 

communities, particularly in the Prairie Provinces, this research offers policy 

recommendations. Moreover, this research gives a voice to a specifically marginalized 

group who are typically rendered voiceless in mainstream society. Viewing Aboriginal 

women as experts and giving them a strong voice on matters directly affecting their lives 

is intended to alleviate some of the oppression, powerlessness, and discrimination to 

which females are typically subject when dealing with gendered crimes.    

Given that the population of North Battleford is the third highest Aboriginal 

population in the province at 24.4%, to answer the research questions, one must begin by 

understanding the problem of intimate violence in Aboriginal communities (City of North 

Battleford, 2011). The literature surrounding domestic violence must be examined from a 

socio-historical perspective. Subsequently, the literature, with a particular focus on 

Aboriginal women regarding the specifics of the specialized domestic violence courts, 

must be examined as it relates to the general Canadian society.   

1.7 Historical Contextualization: Past History and Present Circumstances 
  

Prior to colonization, Aboriginal people shared a deep belief in spirituality, which 

gave meaning to all life on earth (Denov & Campbell, 2002).  However, colonization 

eroded Aboriginals’ traditional lives while simultaneously devastating native pride, self-

worth, heritage and identity through genocide. The genocide was a course of action the 

government took to effectively annihilate, undermine and outlaw a multitude of 

Aboriginal traditions, values and institutions based on assumptions of racial inferiority 

(Adjin-Tettey, 2007).  In other words, it was genocide in terms of breaking down a 
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people morally and discarding their culture (Diebel, 2009). The aim was to civilize these 

people by ridding the savage uncivilized and barbaric nature from them by aggressively 

imposing Western Eurocentric traditions, notions and ideals.  However, the ultimate goal 

of the colonization process was the complete elimination of their race and cultures (Yuen 

& Pedlar, 2009). 

Colonization had especially deleterious consequences for Aboriginal females 

because certain colonialist tactics such as the Indian Act sought to sever and dismantle 

the status of women as gender equals and the matrilineal organization of many 

Aboriginal societies. It did so by implementing patriarchy and male dominance into 

Aboriginal communities which, in turn, caused the subordination and necessitated the 

subservience of women. This has resulted in Aboriginal women becoming relatively 

socially and economically powerless and marginalized in comparison to the Canadian 

society and, as a consequence of this, having unequal status, less autonomy, and fewer 

opportunities than males. Subsequently, the subordination and powerlessness experienced 

by many females has manifested itself in a multitude of harmful ways, particularly in the 

perpetration of violence directed toward women by their spouses.  

According to research conducted by Larry J. Seigel (2010), a state of 

powerlessness significantly increases the likelihood that women will become targets of 

violent acts as violence against women is notably a signifier of both male power and 

privilege. Empirical research supports this view. A 2004 study on the educational and 

occupational status of women demonstrated a direct correlation between the status of 

women in terms of their educational and occupation opportunities and the amount of 

violence they experienced (Seigel, 2010). Many Aboriginal women experience lower 
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income and lower social status in comparison to non-Aboriginal women, making them 

more susceptible to acts of violence. Conversely, the rate of women’s victimization 

declined substantially when they were deemed to be empowered socially, economically 

and legally (Seigel, 2010).  

This finding can be aptly applied to Aboriginal communities. The Aboriginal 

Justice Inquiry (AJI) stated that Aboriginal women and their children suffer immensely as 

victims in contemporary Canadian society (Smulders, 2006). Moreover, other studies 

identified Aboriginal women as being four times more likely than non-Aboriginal women 

to experience violent victimization (Brownridge, 2008). Related to this, a study 

conducted in Manitoba and Saskatchewan in 2002 states that Aboriginal women consider 

family violence to be the most pertinent issue in terms of the health of their communities 

(Brownridge, 2008).  Like many scholars, Maureen McEvoy and Judith Daniluk believe 

that the high rates of intimate and sexual violence against Aboriginal women in their 

communities is a testament to the harm still being felt as a result of colonization and the 

dismantling of the “traditional fabric of native society” (1995, p.222).   

1.8 Implementation of Patriarchy  

As mentioned above, European patriarchal relations were introduced to 

Aboriginal people through the colonization process (Brownridge, 2008). A 1996 

Canadian government statistic reveals that “Indigenous women between the ages of 25 

and 44, with status under the Indian Act, were five times more likely than all other 

women of the same age to die as the result of violence” (Barker, 2008, p.263). This is 

reflective of the ways in which the intended exclusion, subjugation and domination of 

women through a male-centred powered discourse led to an order in which patriarchy 



16 
 

reigned supreme and which, in turn, created a breeding ground for violence against 

women. (Murdocca, 2007).  

Heather Melton and Joanne Belknap (2003) differentiate common couple violence 

from patriarchal violence. They term patriarchal violence “patriarchal terrorism” (p.336). 

Patriarchal terrorism is defined as the following: “it is a form of ‘terroristic control’ of 

women by their male partners and ex-partners. This form of violence is a direct result of a 

historical tradition of men’s legal and social “right” to control women. Relative to 

common couple violence, patriarchal violence tends to be more serious, occur over a 

longer period of time, and be more likely to escalate into life threatening violence” 

(Melton & Belknap, 2003, p.336). A notable amount of the literature denotes a causal 

relationship between colonization, patriarchy and intimate partner violence in Aboriginal 

communities. Consequently, it appears that the violence ensuing is largely a product of 

what Melton and Belknap refer to as patriarchal terrorism. 

Furthermore, patriarchal domination is connected to a heightened risk of violence 

against female spouses in cases where male partners exert a greater degree of control over 

finances (Brownridge, 2008). This is particularly relevant in Aboriginal communities 

where, although many Aboriginal people experience socio-economic marginality, women 

in particular experience extreme economic gender inequality. In these situations men 

routinely assert their dominance through their power to control women financially, 

causing many women to feel helpless and powerless against the abuse they suffer.  

 A high degree of patriarchy in the family influences the likelihood that victims 

will not report spousal abuse. According to a study conducted by Kathryn M. Campbell, 

respondents alleged that “patriarchal structures dictate that women must stay with their 
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husbands, and that family violence, as a natural part of marriage, must be endured” 

(2007, p.69). One respondent was reported saying “[i]f a woman leaves her husband, 

she’s ostracized…and the gossip is very bad” (Campbell, 2007, p.69). As a result of the 

normalization of violence in Aboriginal communities and the importance placed on 

maintaining family unity, many women choose to endure the mistreatment. Due to the 

cyclical nature of family violence, this acceptance of violence as a result of the endemic 

patriarchal family structure may enable the perpetuation of this type of violence through 

to subsequent generations. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 
2.0 Introduction – Violence against Aboriginal Women 

 

Given the violent crime rate for all Aboriginal people in Canada, and specifically 

the pervasive nature of intimate partner violence in Aboriginal communities over the last 

thirty years, legal responses, such as the mandatory charging policy, the pro-charging 

policies and specialized domestic violence courts, have been implemented to better 

address domestic violence. All of these responses were put in place to offer better 

protection for the victim, enhanced offender accountability, and reduce rates of re-

offending. Each of these initiatives has been met with a variety of criticism as well as 

acclaim.  

However, very few studies, particularly based on firsthand victim accounts, have 

been conducted to examine whether the above laws and policies are achieving the goals 

of enhancing victim protection and empowerment. There is, therefore, a clear need for 

more empirical research illuminating victims’ opinions and perceptions on legal 

interventions, particularly in Aboriginal communities.  

The aim of this literature review is to examine an array of research material 

regarding the potential strengths and weaknesses of responding to domestic violence 

through the application of specialized domestic violence courts.  

2.1 Domestic Violence, Feminism and the Criminal Justice System (CJS)   

      Historically, there has been a tendency for gendered violence to be largely “ignored, 

avoided, or minimized by the criminal legal system” (Belknap & McDonald, 2010, 

p.370). Until the late 1970s and early 1980s, domestic violence remained a “family’s 
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best-kept secret” (Finn & Bettis, 2006, p.270). Domestic violence was regarded by many 

police officers as a private matter that should be dealt with through mediation and social 

services, as opposed to making it a public matter through the conventional legal system 

(Finn & Bettis, 2006). However, during the 1980s and 1990s, there was a significant 

ideological shift concerning the way gender-violence offences should be handled 

(Balfour, 2008). As a result of the efforts by feminists and women’s anti-violence 

advocates, the conventional criminal justice system began to implement tougher policies 

and laws that sought to delineate harsher sanctions for intimate-partner abuse.  

2.1.1 Mandatory Charging Policy 

Beginning in 1982, under the direction of the federal government, police 

departments began to implement the mandatory charging policy and the no-drop policy 

throughout Canada (Balfour, 2008). This policy directive was thought to help better 

protect battered women by placing the onus for laying charges on the police and the 

Crown as opposed to the victim, in hopes of reducing the chances for violent reproach 

(Gillis, Diamond, Jebely, Orekhovsky, Mandell, Ostovich, MacIsaac & Sagrati, 2006). 

The policies were also developed to serve as deterrents for future abusers by responding 

to violence in a serious and consistent manner while holding the offender accountable 

(Leisnring, 2011). Furthermore, in accordance with the mandatory charging policy and 

no-drop policy, once an offender was arrested prosecutors could proceed with the case 

regardless of the victim’s wishes. These policies prohibited the victim from dropping 

charges under coercion or a change of heart (Van Wormer & Bartollas, 2000). Beyond 

serving as deterrence, arresting and prosecuting the abuser was believed to aid in the 
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protection of the victim by terminating the immediate threat of violence and allowing the 

victim an opening to obtain professional services and resources (Haugen, 2005).  

Some feminist groups, victims’ advocates, policy-makers, academics and law 

enforcement officials have been in favour of these policies. However, others believe the 

policies to be rife with unintentional consequences, largely ineffective and even harmful 

to women (Leisnring, 2011). In recognizing the potential shortcomings of the policy, 

specialized domestic courts were implemented in various jurisdictions to provide a 

superior response to intimate partner violence.  

2.2 Therapeutic Jurisprudence  

Therapeutic jurisprudence (TJ) has developed considerably since its inception in 

the early 1990s (Winick, 1997). It initially developed out of the mental health system 

(Toki, 2009). American Professors Bruce Winick and David Wexler (mental health law 

academics), founded this movement (Toki, 2009). TJ operates as both an interdisciplinary 

and empirical method to the study of law.  Simply stated, Winick defines TJ as “the study 

of the role of the law as a therapeutic agent” (p.185). The introduction of TJ aroused the 

attention of many legal and social science scholars interested in the law’s ability to serve 

as a healing agent, without compromising due process and other judicial and legal values 

(Goldberg, 2005). However, a significant amount of discourse has arisen regarding the 

adaptability and specificities of incorporating therapeutic jurisprudence within the 

confines of the adversarial criminal justice system.  

Similar to Winick, Susan Goldberg asserts that therapeutic justice entails the 

application “of the behavioural sciences to the law in an effort to create tangible, positive 

changes to promote the well-being of all court actors; and to make the justice system 
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more relevant and effective for the people involved in it and their wider communities” 

(2005, p.3).  Resulting from this understanding, those who support the underpinnings of 

TJ believe it can assist in providing concrete ways to effect law reform; which will help 

bolster legal policies and improve the overall functioning of the law and its ability to 

enhance the wellbeing of those who interact with it.  

Accordingly, therapeutic justice is often equated to a problem-solving approach to 

justice. A TJ or problem-solving approach recognizes and tries to proactively address an 

array of complex, multifaceted social and personal issues (Goldberg, 2005). Many of 

these factors are understood to be intrinsically connected to the commission of a specific 

crime as well as to criminal activity in general. Therefore, adopting a TJ approach is 

posited to lessen the cyclical nature of offending patterns by addressing the underlying 

causes encouraging the individual’s engagement in criminal behaviour. Because of the 

intended applications and benefits of the TJ and problem-solving approach, it is most 

commonly implemented in the area of criminal law, specifically in courts with a 

particular focus on problems pertaining to drug addiction, mental health and domestic 

violence (Goldberg, 2005).  

TJ operates by taking a non-adversarial, collaborative approach to court processes 

by acknowledging that lawmakers and those who apply the law must be aware of its 

effects on the mental health of those involved – not only on the offenders but also on the 

victims and the wider community (Wemmers, 2008).  Moreover, one of the distinctive 

components of TJ is the acute awareness that legal actors, processes and procedures risk 

re-victimizing victims, and therefore responsiveness to victims’ needs is a foremost 

priority.  
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Resulting from the attention to stakeholder needs, Goldberg argues that “[s]uccess 

in the courtroom is measured less by compliance, or by the effective clearing of dockets, 

and more by therapeutic outcomes and the degree to which underlying problems are 

remediated” (Goldberg, 2005, p.2). Resembling Goldberg’s definition of a successful 

outcome, Dennis P. Saccuzzo states that the ultimate goal in TJ “is to make decisions that 

affect behaviour in a positive way, such as to begin the healing process for victims of 

domestic violence or the rehabilitation process for batterers” (1999, p.768). In attaining 

these goals it is important to note that TJ does not require judges to assume the role of 

therapists or social workers to independently conjure up solutions to longstanding 

systemic social problems (Goldberg, 2005). Rather, TJ calls upon judges to be cognizant 

of deep-rooted social problems that may have led an individual to offend and, 

consequently, to make an effort to address these issues through a joint effort to maximize 

therapeutic outcomes (Goldberg, 2005). 

2.3 Specialized Courts – Domestic Violence Courts  

Specialized courts focus on adopting TJ principles (as opposed to a punitive 

approach) to the legal process by emphasizing intervention, treatment and restoration 

(Coutler, Alexander & Harrison, 2007).  Currently, there are numerous specialized 

domestic violence courts throughout the United States of America, Canada, Australia and 

the United Kingdom (Eley, 2005). These courts began to acquire higher regard 

throughout the 1990s. The first domestic violence court in the U.S. appeared in the early 

1980s in Cook County, Illinois. By September 2000, there were well over three hundred 

courts countrywide incorporating a specialized process for handling domestic violence 

cases (Eley, 2005).   
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 The American specialized domestic violence courts have largely served as the 

model for the development of Canadian domestic violence courts (Christopher, 2002). 

Since the establishment of the Winnipeg Family Violence Court in 1990, many provinces 

and territories have implemented specialized courts or court processes to deal exclusively 

with cases of domestic violence (Eley, 2005). However, Susan Eley argues that there is 

no universal specialized domestic violence court model as the court structure slightly 

varies from jurisdiction to jurisdiction (Eley, 2005; Christopher, 2002). Some courts 

restrict cases to first-appearance or docket courts, while others deal with first 

appearances, trial and sentencing hearings (Christopher, 2002). Despite the dissimilarities 

among jurisdictions, the primary objectives of all domestic violence courts are to 

safeguard victims while holding offenders accountable (particularly through mandated 

rehabilitation and treatment).   

Domestic violence courts aim to develop a comprehensive approach by building 

strong partnerships with medical, social service and treatment providers to bring about 

innovative procedures and alternate sentencing options affording the most optimal 

outcomes (Ostrom, 2003). A comprehensive approach requires an ongoing, wide-scale 

collaboration among courts and a variety of agencies. Acknowledging the importance 

placed on achieving a comprehensive solution to domestic violence and the underlying 

causes, the Critical Components Project Team argues that “it is necessary to re-define and 

broaden the traditional notions of what constitutes successful justice system intervention 

in cases of domestic violence” (Critical Components Project Team, 2008, p.14).  

According to the research conducted by Susan Eley on the successes of the 

domestic violence courts, she believes that there are four key benefits when contrasted 
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with the prosecution of domestic violence in an adversarial court setting. Her first 

measure of success is that the domestic violence courts allow for a greater degree of 

consistency in sentencing (Eley, 2005). Second, she attributes success to the ability of 

domestic violence courts to offer greater victim assistance and witness support largely 

because of the confinement of cases to a specialist court (Eley, 2005). Eley’s third 

measure of success is that domestic violence courts have the capacity to deal with the 

complexity of cases while also being responsive to civil and criminal matters (Eley, 

2005). Her final measure of success is that domestic violence courts have the capacity to 

ensure that perpetrators have direct and timely access to programmes to deal with their 

violent behaviour (Eley 2005).   

Furthermore, Valmaine Toki states that the primary objective of domestic 

violence courts “is to ameliorate the victims’ experiences of the legal system and direct 

offenders into treatment, with the intention to provide better outcomes for victims and 

perpetrators” (2009, p.263). He argues that the goal to achieve balance between 

promoting the safety of the victim and the accountability of the offender is a 

differentiating quality of the domestic violence courts from the conventional criminal 

justice system and other problem-solving courts (Toki, 2009).  

However, having identified some of the potential benefits of employing 

specialized domestic violence cases, it remains unclear if domestic violence courts are in 

fact accomplishing this goal. For instance, Leslie M. Tutty, Karen Wyllie, Paige Abbott, 

Jennifer Mackenzie, Jane Ursel, & Jennifer M. Koshan (2008) assert that, although the 

safety of women and children has been the leading justification for the establishment of 

specialized domestic violence courts, there has been a scarcity of evaluations to 



25 
 

determine whether victim safety is indeed an outcome. Resulting from this, Tutty et al 

contend that future research, particularly from the victims’ viewpoint, to elucidate what 

they consider to be the best practices, is necessary (Tutty et al, 2008).   

A common critique of domestic violence courts, particularly those in cities where 

there are high concentrations of Indigenous peoples, is that there are no specialist or 

problem-solving Indigenous Courts in Canada to address only Indigenous offenders 

(Toki, 2009). Toki argues that “[i]n the Canadian justice system, Indigenous domestic 

violence cases must be heard in  the mainstream Domestic Violence Courts and, other 

than the ordinary discretion of the judges at sentencing, there is no direction to take in 

considering indigenous issues” (2009, p.264). Although this criticism is valid, many 

domestic violence courts have recognized the need to offer culturally responsive services. 

The Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option (BDVTO) Court offers two 

domestic violence treatment programs, one operated through an Aboriginal Agency and 

the other unaffiliated with any specific cultural tie. The Aboriginal agency program is run 

by Kanaweyimik Child and Family Services, which delivers a range of culturally based 

programs (Meekma, 2006). During the court process an Aboriginal Court Worker is also 

required to be present throughout. However, there is little research to indicate whether 

this degree of cultural responsiveness has made significant difference in the experiences 

of either the offenders or the victims.   

2.4 Achieving Balance between Offender Accountability and the Victims’ Needs   

From a traditional perspective, holding perpetrators responsible for their actions is 

one of the fundamental objectives and underpinnings of the conventional criminal justice 

system (Ad Hoc Federal-Provincial-Territorial Working Group Reviewing Spousal 
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Abuse Policies and Legislation, 2003).  The criminal justice system’s emphasis placed on 

the detection and sanctioning of perpetrators is evident in the way in which domestic 

violence cases are prosecuted.  As a result, many legal scholars have vehemently argued 

that the criminal justice system’s process is far too focused on achieving offender 

accountability at the expense of addressing the needs of victims and communities 

(MacDowell, 2011). In affirmation of this argument, the 2004 General Social Survey 

reveals that the majority of domestic violence victims chose not to involve the police 

because they felt that the police and criminal justice system were overwhelmingly 

unhelpful to victims (Ursel, Tutty & Lemaistre, 2008).  In echoing this finding an 

Aboriginal family service program worker from Ontario states: 

[w}hat’s the use of reporting abuse? Here, if you do that, you just make the wrong 
people mad- people who can hurt you. The police can’t do anything. The courts 
re-victimize the victims by putting them on display, exposing them to ridicule and 
retaliation, and by putting most of their attention on the abuser. Our people don’t 
trust the courts. They don’t understand our culture. They don’t respect our values, 
and they force solutions on us that make the problem worse, such as putting 
abusers in jail with no treatment, so they come home meaner and madder than 
before, but still abusers, and meanwhile our families suffer (Bopp, Bopp & Lane 
Jr., 2003, p.3). 

 
Furthermore, this belief is subsequently illustrated by Kimberley Boland who stated that 

“experts estimate that on average, 35 assaults take place before the police are involved in 

a relationship” (2002, p.5). From these results it can be surmised that domestic violence 

cases are still vastly underreported to authorities (2002).  

However, in cases where police have become involved, Myrna Dawson and Ronit 

Dinovitzer (2001) assert that the aversion to involving the criminal justice system 

continues. This is evident by the fact that, even with mandatory arrest policies in effect, 

police-laid charges have overwhelmed many prosecutors’ offices and yet the rate of 
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prosecution of domestic violence cases is believed to be less than 10%. These low rates 

of prosecution are typically the result of female victims’ unwillingness or fear of 

proceeding through the criminal justice system (Critical Components Project Team, 

2008). Victims who change their mind about pressing charges or recant their testimony 

during the case preparation are often referred to as “reluctant”, “uncooperative” or 

“hostile” witnesses (Critical Components Project Team, 2008, p.13).  

Research presented by the Critical Components Project Team (2008) affirms that 

when the criminal justice system does not satisfy victims’ needs, victims will disengage 

themselves from the system’s process, typically by becoming uncooperative. In hopes of 

avoiding this, the Critical Components Project Team argues that “women who are 

reluctant to proceed need more rather than less support from justice system interveners” 

(2008, p.13). Because of this need and awareness, the Critical Components Project Team 

stresses the importance of incorporating an effective, comprehensive and specialized 

victim support in achieving a positive and meaningful response to domestic violence.  

Recognizing this crucial need for enhancing victim support and guidance, 

specialized domestic violence courts have incorporated the use of victim advocate 

programs and victims’ services workers. Victim and witness assistance programs focus 

on providing the following: basic factual information; making the specialized court 

process transparent; advocating safety planning; accessing counselling regarding the 

social and economic consequences of prosecution; and making the process of trial 

appearance as comfortable as possible (Eley, 2005). The additional support and guidance 

is attributed to increasing victim cooperation, which aids in reducing the notoriously high 
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domestic violence case collapse rate, while inadvertently providing victims further 

protection (Boyes, 2008). 

A significant amount of the literature on specialized domestic violence courts 

indicates that these courts are assumed to provide superior support to victims in 

comparison to the adversarial criminal justice system. However, this opinion is not 

unanimous. Some literature suggests that these measures are continuously failing to avoid 

an offender-oriented process. J. Stewart argues that “therapeutic jurisprudence appears to 

be offender oriented despite protests that it is able to accommodate equally both safety 

needs of the victim and the future well-being of the offender” (2008, p.5). It is unclear 

from the established literature whether this is the case, as there is lack of victim-focused 

literature. As a result, the purpose of the following research will be to ascertain from the 

perspective of female domestic violence survivors their perceptions of whether the 

domestic violence courts were able to achieve equilibrium between victims and 

offenders’ needs. 

2.5 Victims’ Needs While Navigating the Court System  

All those who have involvement with the criminal justice system have particular 

interests and needs, particularly victims (Coulter, Alexander & Harrison, 2007). Many 

domestic violence victims and those who work with them have argued that the criminal 

courts fail to meet these needs. Martha L. Coulter, Abigail Alexander and Victoria 

Harrison (2007) assert that meeting the needs of safety, protection and participation pose 

significant barriers to victims’ senses of satisfaction. In addition to these eminent needs, 

victims’ senses of fairness, respect and empowerment are determinate both to whether 
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their immediate needs were met and whether they will seek legal intervention in the 

future (Richman, 2002).   

2.5.1 Victim Participation  

Victim participation in the traditional criminal justice system is typically regarded as 

extremely minimal as victims hold no ascribed legal standing (Wemmers, 2008). The 

majority of legal cases do not go to trial. However, if cases do go to trial, victims may be 

required to testify. During the trial, victims are obligated to answer all questions 

addressed to them and are not permitted to include any additional information of 

particular importance to them.  Many domestic violence victims have expressed deep 

concern that, beyond victim impact statements, they are not provided with sufficient 

opportunity to offer  substantial input during the court case process (VIS) (Wemmers, 

2008).  

In 2006, Jo-Anne Wemmers and Katie Cyr conducted a study on victims’ 

experiences in the Quebec criminal courts. Victims reported not being systematically 

informed about services available to them and many victims did not know where to go 

for help, information and support (Wemmers, 2008). Moreover, a large number of the 

victims revealed that they were not informed of the developments in their cases 

(Wemmers, 2008). Nearly all (91%) of victims in their study stated that they wanted to be 

notified about the developments in their case (Wemmers, 2008). Greater than 70% noted 

dissatisfaction with information they received about upcoming court proceedings, which 

continued to escalate throughout the process (Wemmers, 2008). When examining 

victims’ sentiments with regard to victim impact statements, Wemmers and Cyr found 

that most victims said they had written a VIS (Wemmers, 2008). Despite this, their 
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findings largely indicated that the VIS was not adequately addressing victims’ needs for 

recognition and participation in the criminal justice process (Wemmers, 2008).  The 

results of this study are not isolated to experiences of victims in Quebec. Numerous other 

studies (i.e. the 1993 Canadian Panel on Violence Against Women; the Alberta Law 

Reform Institute 1995; a study by Meredith and Paquette 2001, etc.) have arrived at the 

corresponding results regarding victims’ experiences in the criminal justice system.  

According to the United Nations Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for 

Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power (1985), to which Canada is a signatory, victim 

participation to some degree in the legal processes is required. However, the specificities 

of the Declaration are broad and no practical or over-arching definition of what is meant 

by victim participation is provided (Wemmers, 2008). Victimological literature 

differentiates between two types of victim participation—active participation and passive 

participation (Wemmers, 2008). Active participation is where the victim has substantial 

discretion in the decision-making and passive participation refers to cases where victims 

do not have direct influence over decisions but are continuously consulted and kept 

informed regarding developments in their case (Wemmers, 2008).  

As noted, domestic violence courts were created to address many of the criminal 

justice system’s shortcomings. One such weakness was a lack of victim involvement 

throughout the case process. Although the domestic violence courts do not incorporate an 

active participation approach, their methods are deemed to allow for passive 

participation. According to Alisa Smith “[l]egal interventions that incorporate victim 

preferences are positively received by victims” (2001, p.93).  Therefore, providing 
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victims with a more positive experience through increased participation is thought to 

produce a more therapeutic outcome.  

In order to assess this, Wemmers conducted a study comprising in-depth 

interviews with various parties involved in the criminal justice system including those 

who interact directly with victims. In total, twenty-five interviews were held in the 

Montreal area. Those interviewed consisted of the following: three judges, three defence 

lawyers, eight prosecutors and eleven victim support workers (Wemmers, 2008).  When 

victim support workers were asked what they believed to be therapeutic for victims, three 

broad themes emerged: respect and recognition, support and information, and regaining 

control (Wemmers, 2008, p.172). 

2.5.2 Respect and Recognition 

The support workers in Wemmers study defined therapeutic respect and 

recognition as the following: “victims feel they have been listened to and people heard 

what they had to say and believed them” (2008, p.172). Four of the victim support 

workers explained that a lack of respect often manifests itself in the form of indifference 

or insufficient support from authorities within the criminal justice system, which is highly 

anti-therapeutic (Wemmers, 2008).  

In order to assess victims’ experiences of how they believe they were treated by 

the criminal justice system and in the specialized domestic violence courts, Coutler, 

Alexander and Harrison conducted a year-long study in 2000 adopting a multi-method 

approach (Coutler, Alexander & Harrison, 2007). This two-step approach included focus 

groups for court police (bailiffs) and domestic violence victims, and surveys for judges, 

attorneys and victim advocates (Coutler, Alexander & Harrison, 2007). The focus groups 
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and interviews were administered across a total of fourteen counties in Florida, seven 

counties with domestic violence courts and seven without (Coutler, Alexander & 

Harrison, 2007). The data collected from the victim focus groups demonstrated that they 

were upset with the continuances and multiple court appearances required as well as with 

the inefficiency and a lack of consistency associated with having more than one judge 

dealing with their case (Coutler, Alexander & Harrison, 2007). Many of the victims were 

distraught about having to report their stories of abuse on multiple occasions to numerous 

people. One woman who went through the conventional court system explained that, 

“[t]he biggest thing is that you have to repeat your story 100 times, and it’s embarrassing 

and humiliating. You want it over and done with and you don’t want everyone to know 

what’s going on” (Coutler, Alexander & Harrison, 2007, p.97). Several of the women 

found that some of the judges had become desensitized to cases of domestic violence, 

which inadvertently served to minimize the severity of the victims’ experiences (Coutler, 

Alexander & Harrison, 2007).  

Although some of the participants’ negative comments were directed at domestic 

violence courts, Judge Amy Karan, Susan Keilitz and Sharon Denars argue that 

“[d]omestic violence courts hold great promise to improve the responses of the judicial 

system to individual domestic violence victims” (1999, p.76). They assert that one of the 

most significant benefits of the domestic violence court is that all those involved in the 

DV court are specifically trained in dealing with cases of domestic violence (Boland, 

2002). This level of specialization assures that there will be no rotation of staff in and out 

of the DV court (Boland, 2002). Therefore, specialized judges or teams of judges hear 

domestic violence cases either as their sole or principal task (Karan, Keilitz & Denaro, 
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1999). Another notable difference regarding the inner workings of the DV court is that 

prosecutors are required to have continual interaction with the victims (Boland, 2002). In 

order to facilitate this level of communication, prosecutors are assigned in the 

preliminary stages of the court process and all attempts are made to ensure that the 

counsel remains the same throughout the entirety of the process (Boland, 2002). Having 

victims develop a good working relationship with the prosecutors handling their cases is 

valuable for several reasons. It significantly reduces the number of times victims must 

recount their (extremely personal) experiences; it increases the odds that the victim will 

not disengage from the process; it is potentially empowering to the victim as a result of 

the sense of control, trust, support and understanding such a rapport denotes.   

Furthermore, one of the supposed advantages of the DV court pertaining to the 

recognition of the victims’ experience is the additional measure of consistency. The term 

consistency refers to the fact that only a certain specific circuit of judges is responsible 

for presiding over cases. Having a relatively small designated number of judges is 

believed to drastically lessen the problem of inconsistencies in sentencing, as seen in the 

criminal justice system. Boland states that, in the conventional criminal justice system, 

more often than not participants, including  crown, accused, and victim, have virtually no 

idea how judges will sentence (Boland, 2002). Although the Criminal Code provides 

some guidelines on how sentences should be imposed, there is still significant room for 

judges’ discretion. Many hold differing perceptions of the severity of domestic abuse 

charges (Boland, 2002). As a result, some judges apply harsher sentences while others 

sentence more leniently. The outcome of consistent sentencing from judges can be 



34 
 

empowering to victims because it sends a message to all offenders and victims that any 

case that comes through the court will be treated with a similar measure of severity.  

2.5.3 Support and Information  

 In accordance with Wemmers’ study, this section refers to the amount of support 

and information offered to victims by those working within the court system. A 

significant portion of the literature pertaining to victims’ experiences within the 

conventional court system suggests that many women feel they received insufficient 

information and support while going through the court process. This reality was well 

illustrated in Mary Russell’s study (2002), which found that victims strongly desired 

information regarding how the criminal justice system operates,  how their case was 

proceeding through the court, what supports were available to them, and new 

developments (Russell, 2002). Although it is evident that victims value being kept well 

informed, much of the literature reveals that victims feel that they are not provided with 

sufficient information throughout the process. With regard to support, the findings were 

quite consistent with the results outlined above. Most victims wanted and valued support, 

but many found that it was routinely not readily available. As a result, victim satisfaction 

with the conventional criminal justice system was significantly lower than that of victims 

who went through specialized domestic violence courts (Moyer, 1999).  

As previously noted, victim assistance programs are provided within the 

specialized domestic violence court for females victims. The victim assistance programs 

in the Prairie provinces are police-based and designed to provide the following: support 

and advocacy, crisis intervention, safety planning, compensation for injuries, 

accompanying the victim to court, referral to other agencies, information about case 
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status and assistance with victim impact statements (Tutty et al, 2008, p.82). In Lyon’s 

(2002) study, victims described victim assistant program workers as serving as their 

communication liaison with the court. Other female victims were pleased with the 

emotional support they received from the workers. In contrast, some studies produced 

mixed reviews regarding victims’ perceptions of the service. Some victims’ experienced 

difficulties in accessing victim advocates services and did not feel that they were able to 

obtain an adequate level of information (Gillis et al, 2006; Weisz, Canales-Portalatin & 

Nathan, 2004). Furthermore, Martha Steketee’s (2000) study and Mary A. Finn’s (2004) 

study both indicate that victims in specialized domestic courts were significantly more 

satisfied with the support and information they received from prosecutors than were 

victims in the criminal justice system (Steketee, Levery & Keilitz, 2000; Finn, 2004). 

These positive findings contributed to the victims’ overall positive experiences with the 

domestic violence court (Gover, McDonald, Apert & Geary, 2003).  

2.5.4 Regaining Control  

Three of the victim support workers interviewed in Wemmers’ study argued that 

victim participation was therapeutic when it allowed for victims to recover a sense of 

control over their lives (Wemmers, 2008). There are differing perspectives regarding the 

relationship between domestic violence policy and victim empowerment. For instance, 

procedural justice and power theorists claim that “victims who believe they have an 

influence over criminal case outcomes will be both more satisfied and more likely to 

cooperate with police and prosecutors” (Smith, 2001, p.93). In other terms, this theory 

purports that satisfaction and approval of legal intervention will correlate positively with 

victims’ decisions to report and prosecute their victimizers (Smith, 2001). In recognizing 
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the importance of victim empowerment to achieve a therapeutic outcome, particularly in 

cases of domestic violence, in 1998 Smith conducted a study to assess victims’ opinions 

on seven legal interventions that formed part of domestic violence cases (Smith, 2001).  

She administered surveys to ninety-three female domestic violence survivors. The legal 

interventions included: mandatory arrest; mandatory reporting by medical personnel; the 

creation of specialized domestic violence courts; court-victim advocates; “no-drop” 

prosecution policies; confidentiality and privilege laws for battered women; and shelter 

employee and victim communications (Smith, 2001, p.97).   

 The findings of her survey revealed that the most highly regarded legal 

intervention by victims was the adoption of the Victim Advocate Program (Smith, 2001). 

Almost 97% of respondents reported that the practice of having victim advocates 

available to keep victims informed about the criminal cases proceedings, provide 

information and accompany them to and from court hearings and trials, was believed to 

be the most valued intervention (Smith, 2001). Three-quarters of the participants believed 

that the implementation of a victim advocate program would increase the likelihood of 

future reporting.  

 The second-most favoured legal intervention was the creation of specialized 

domestic violence courts with 88% of the women in support of this (Smith, 2001). Nearly 

75% of the women of the women felt that a specialized court would increase the 

likelihood of future reporting (Smith, 2001).  

 The adoption of mandatory arrest laws also garnered a fair amount of support. 

However, in comparison with specialized courts, fewer women believe that this measure 

would increase future reporting (Smith, 2001). Notably, Smith argues that standardized 
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policies such as the mandatory arrest laws may not provide an all-encompassing solution 

for all groups in reducing further incidents of domestic violence. This finding is 

illustrated through a secondary analysis using disaggregated data that showed that, 

depending on such factors as race, marital status, and extent of injuries incurred, female 

victims’ opinions varied with respect to legal interventions (Smith, 2001). Markedly, 

specialized courts and victim advocate programs were supported by all women (Smith, 

2001).   

2.6 Preventing Re-offending, Victim Safety and Victim Satisfaction with Court 

Outcomes 

2.6.1 Recidivism  

A common fundamental goal of both the problem-solving court and the 

mainstream criminal justice system is the elimination of reoffending. Curtailing 

recidivism is particularly relevant in domestic violence cases given the repeat nature of 

the offence. Judge Mather stresses this by arguing that “while recidivism is a feature of 

criminal offending patterns generally, it is particularly concerning when one victim 

(usually a partner or former partner) is the object of repeat offending against a number of 

victims/partners” (Toki, 2009, p.272). The literature presents divergent analyses of 

whether domestic violence courts are more successful than the conventional courts in 

lowering repeat offending rates. A significant amount of the literature acknowledges that, 

due to the relatively recent establishment of these courts, there is insufficient data 

indicating reoffending rates. There is therefore a significant need for more longitudinal 

studies to be conducted. Collecting the data is of utmost importance to determine whether 
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specialized courts’ methods of dealing with domestic violence offenders can provide 

increased safety for victims.   

Notably, the literature establishes that one of the factors associated with reducing 

re-offending among domestic violence perpetrators while increasing offender 

accountability and victim safety is the provision of a prompt legal response. Research 

indicates that serious safety concerns exist for victims between the time of arrest and the 

commencement of the trial (Boland, 2002). Long delays are also problematic because 

they give offenders more time to intimidate victims encouraging them to drop charges. 

This is of particular importance for Aboriginal women as these victims often experience 

immense pressure not to report abuse in order to keep the offender out of prison 

(Cameron, 2006). In recognizing that domestic violence cases require swift responses 

from the justice system, a chief objective of specialized domestic violence courts is to 

minimize the time between when the charges are laid and the offender’s first appearance 

in court. Based on Boyes’ research on the BDTVO Court from April 2003 to March 2008 

examining a sample of 437 individual offenders, findings illustrate that 56% of those 

charged made their first court appearance within a month of the charges being laid 

(Boyes, 2008). Furthermore, over a quarter (26.9%) of those charged made their first 

appearance within two weeks (Boyes, 2008). Although this appears promising, there is 

still a need to conduct further research on recidivism rates and victims’ perspectives on 

whether their safety concerns were lessened.  An additional factor in the enhancement of 

victim safety in domestic violence courts is that judges assume a prominent role in pre-

trial arraignments in cases where the accused is released until the time of the trial. Some 

jurisdictions have gone to great lengths to ensure victim safety by implementing a risk 
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screening to help judges assess whether or not to grant bail or attach additional conditions 

to it (Boland, 2002). Furthermore, specialized judges are considered to be more skilled in 

monitoring behaviour of abusers and their compliance with court orders, including the 

terms of protection orders and orders to batterer intervention programs, as well as 

providing greater judicial oversight of perpetrator behaviour and the imposition of 

significant sanctions for violations of courts orders (Karan, Keilitz & Denaro, 1999).  

Moreover, it has been argued that domestic violence courts may be able to 

decrease recidivism rates through the deterrent effects of increased monitoring and 

consequences for noncompliance (Labriola, Bradley, O’Sullivan, Rempel & Moore, 

2010). Mandatory programs require offenders to attend stipulated treatment and failing to 

do so is synonymous with breaching probation. Therefore, failure to adhere to the 

requirements necessitates the offender being sent to jail (Boland, 2002). Unwavering 

implementation of these remedies to behavioural breaches is imperative in ensuring 

offenders remain accountable through their compliance with the sanctioned treatment 

(Boland, 2002). 

Related to this, the DV court process necessitates a more intensive form of 

probation as offenders are required to maintain in close contact with their probation 

officers. Furthermore, probation officers are obligated to have regular communication 

with the offenders’ treatment counsellors to confirm that they are both attending and 

making progress (Boland, 2002). Whereas probation officers in typical cases may ignore 

infractions such as an offender missing counselling sessions, this is not the case in the 

DV model. As a result of the DV courts’ emphasis on counselling, a large portion of the 
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probation officers’ job duty is ensuring that the offender is complying with the arranged 

method of treatment.  

Despite the positive findings associated with the greater emphasis on mandatory 

counselling and enhanced probation measures, victims’ opinions on these tactics have 

been extremely varied. According to the Alberta Law Reform Institute’s (1995) study, 

“some women thought that short-term court-mandated counselling was useless in 

stopping abuse; others thought it could be very helpful” (Alberta Law Reform Institute, 

1995, p.41). Numerous others thought abusers should get counselling while serving a 

prison sentence (Tutty et al, 2008) Notably, Aboriginal female respondents to Anne 

McGillivray and Brenda Comaskey’s (1999) study were strongly supportive of 

mandatory treatment programs. However, they too believed these programs may be more 

successful if they were implemented as part of a jail term. It would appear that, although 

there are a variety of opinions, victims seem generally in favour of combining 

counselling with jail sentences.  

Victims also had a wide range of opinions when it came to the effectiveness of 

enhanced probationary measures.  Some women found it very effective for probation 

officers to keep in contact with them in regard to their partners’ behaviour (Russell, 

2002). However, according to Tim Roberts (1996) Yukon study, which assessed victim 

satisfaction with probation, twelve out of the seventeen victims reported being 

dissatisfied (Roberts, 1996). The victims asserted that probation officers were not 

properly monitoring offenders or enforcing orders (Roberts, 1996).  With these disparate 

results there is a clear need for further research.  

2.6.2 Victim Satisfaction with Court Outcomes 
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 Lastly, in general, victims’ satisfaction with the adversarial court system was 

quite low. Studies reveal generally greater satisfaction among victims who had gone 

through the specialized domestic violence courts. For instance, a study by Angel Gover, 

John McDonald, Geoffery Alpert and Irick A. Geary (2003) on the specialized domestic 

violence courts found that nearly three-quarters of the fifty victims reported that the 

handling of their case was good or excellent (Gover, McDonald, Alpert & Geary, 2003). 

Almost all respondents (90%) reported that they were provided the opportunity to tell 

their experience in court. As a result, 88% of the victims said they were treated with 

respect and dignity. Greater than three-quarters of the respondents thought the outcome 

was fair and just (Gover, McDonald, Alpert & Geary, 2003). However, although others 

studies arrived at similar results, not all studies indicate that victims’ experiences were 

entirely positive and there are too few studies that have directly asked women how 

satisfied they were with court process to draw firm conclusions on their viewpoints.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

3.1 Research Strategy  

3.1.1 Qualitative Research 

 Qualitative and quantitative research are distinct fields of empirical inquiry for 

conducting social research. On the surface the differentiating aspects between qualitative 

and quantitative research appear to be straightforward: the latter “emphasizes 

quantification in the collection and analysis of data” while the former “usually 

emphasizes words rather than quantification in the collection and analysis of data” 

(Bryman, 2001, p.20).  However, in a more detailed examination of the two research 

strategies, the dissimilarities extend beyond this and are identifiable in the 

epistemological and ontological positions associated with each research method. More 

specifically, Alan Bryman (2001), states that qualitative research as a research strategy is 

consonant with the following precepts:  

1) A strong emphasis on an inductive approach to the relationship between 
theory and research, in which the importance is placed on the generation of 
theories;  

2) The rejection of practices and norms of the natural scientific model and of 
positivism in particular in preference for an emphasis on the ways in which 
individuals interpret their social world; and  

3) The embodiment of a view of social reality as a constantly shifting emergent 
property of individuals’ creation (p.20).  

 

In review of Bryman's principles and in accordance with the objectives of the 

study, qualitative, research was selected.  Qualitative research seeks to investigate matters 

by understanding phenomena through the vantage points of those being studied. The 
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strength of conducting qualitative research is its emphasis on offering a detailed and in-

depth exploration of the human experience as part of an effort to understand the 

complexities and multiple contextual layers associated with a larger phenomenon 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Therefore, the underlying principles associated with 

qualitative research support the study's objectives, as one of the foremost functions is to 

produce an authentic and richly detailed understanding of the phenomenon under 

investigation (O'Leary,2004). Moreover, although the manner in which qualitative 

research studies are designed and conducted may vary with respect to the specific goals 

of the study; according to Gretchen B. Rossman and Sharon F. Rallis (2003), the 

approach is markedly characterized as descriptive, holistic, heuristic and inductive. 

Adhering to Rossman and Rallis' characteristics, conducting qualitative research 

provides an opportunity for the researcher to seek a deep understanding of the 

phenomena by comparing numerous perspectives, while maintaining the integrity of 

unique insights belonging to each participant. The overarching strength of qualitative 

research is the accentuation on detail, the acknowledgement and comprehension of the 

complexity of human experience, and the centrality of obtaining varied perspectives and 

opinions. What is produced through the amalgamation of these distinguishing attributes is 

nuanced descriptions, understandings and analysis through the procurement of 

experiential knowledge – the well-founded understanding of the views, beliefs, 

behaviours and values of the population under inquiry (Bryman, 2001).  

Notably, the reliance on experiential knowledge is often identified as a potential 

drawback of the qualitative approach.  It is considered difficult to determine whether 
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findings can be ‘generalized’, as this method of research is frequently deemed context-

dependent (Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Bryman, 2001). However, in accordance with the 

research strategy, the ontological position in the study is a constructionist approach. In 

contrast to objectivism, a constructionist position adheres to the belief that social 

phenomena and categories are neither determinate nor static. Stemming from this 

understanding, constructionism maintains that “social phenomena and their meanings are 

continually being accomplished by social actors” (Bryman, 2001, p.18).  Therefore, it is 

understood that individuals may ascribe different meaning to similar social phenomena, 

as experiences are subjectively interpreted. Since the utilization of an emic perspective 

was emphasized throughout the study, and it remained my preeminent objective to rely 

on the participants’ understandings of what is being studied, I determined qualitative 

research to be more appropriate. 

 In tandem with my expectations with respect to the credibility of the sample 

findings, I aimed to produce data that were transferable3 as opposed to generalizable. 

Although the preeminent goal of most research studies is to achieve generalizability, a 

term that suggests that specific findings can be aptly applied to a larger population, I 

knew that, for the purposes of this particular study, generalizability would not be 

achieved.  This lack of generalizability is influenced by distinctive characteristics 

associated with the dynamics of North Battleford (and the BDVTO Court), including 

socio-demographic  factors (i.e., population size, culture), geographic location, historical 

                                                 
3 As Zina O'Leary (2004), states with respect to the term transferability: "There are a range of studies that 
do not have the sample size necessary to ensure generalizability. Nevertheless, illustrating the significance 
of findings to larger populations or within other contexts is still often a goal. For research of this nature, 
transferability can be a useful indicator of applicability. Rather than make 'claims' about populations, 
transferability highlights that lessons learned are likely to be applicable across populations" (p. 63).  
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experience and current social problems. Considering these unique characteristics, it is 

difficult to accurately generalize the experience of female victims in North Battleford to 

the experience of female victims in larger centers. However, it is far more attainable to 

infer how these results could be representative in similar communities (population size, 

cultural makeup, geographic location etc.), denoting transferability.  

3.1.2  Feminism and Qualitative Research  

 In examining the central tenets of both qualitative research and feminism, Bryman 

(2001), argues that, for a variety of reasons, many feminists believe qualitative research 

to be compatible with the principles of feminism. Specifically, Bryman (2001), states 

that, qualitative research allows for:  

1) Women’s voices to be heard;  
2) Exploitation to be reduced by giving as well as receiving in the course of 

fieldwork;  
3) Women not to be treated as objects to be controlled by the researchers’ 

technical procedures; and  
4) The emancipatory goals of feminism to be realized (p.286).  

 
 

By using an entirely female sample to understand a social phenomenon, it was of 

particular importance to ensure that all four of Bryman’s criteria were upheld throughout 

the study. 

3.2 Research Objectives 

 Victims’ perspectives, particularly those of female victims of intimate partner 

violence, are routinely under-represented in social science. Numerous studies, especially 

qualitative research studies, identify the difficulties in finding female victims willing to 

participate. For example, Joseph P. Hornick, Michael Boyes, Leslie Tutty and Leah 

White (2005), state "engaging abused women in research can be very challenging” (p.55). 
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However, they assert that the inadequate involvement of victims across a broad-spectrum 

of domestic violence literature highlights the necessity of conducting further research 

emphasizing victims’ perspectives (Hornick et al, 2005).  Similarly, Karen S. Hayward, 

Susan Steiner, and Kathy Sproule also note that empirical literature from the perspectives 

of victims is “sparse” (2007, p.78). In trying to address the dearth in the literature, 

Hayward, Steiner and Sproule conducted a qualitative study examining female domestic 

violence victims’ perceptions of the impact of a domestic violence treatment program for 

male perpetrators. However, less than 20% of their prospective sample pool volunteered 

to participate (Hayward, Steiner & Sproule, 2007). The three researchers attributed this 

disinclination to participate to “fear of reprisal, denial of life situation, or perception that 

the program was not effective” (Hayward, Steiner &Sproule, 2007, p.78). Despite their 

troubles in eliciting participants, the researchers assert that the narratives they did obtain 

“offer an important perspective” (Hayward, Steiner &Sproule, 2007, p.79).  

 Female victims' lack of participation in research studies was further evidenced in 

the evaluation reports of the Whitehorse Domestic Violence Treatment Option (DVTO), 

conducted in 2005, and the evaluation report conducted  on the Domestic Violence 

Treatment Option (BDVTO) Court in North Battleford in 2008 (Hornick, Boyes, Tutty, 

& White, 2005; Boyes, 2008).  

 Although victims' advocates have become more vocal and central in championing 

victims' needs,  Emilio Viano (1990), warns that victims’ vital needs or wants may not 

coincide with what those in the field would identify. He acknowledges that advocates 

may have an innate or adopted value system different from victims, which is likely 

informed by his/her political, cultural, class, educational, race, gender, memberships and 
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understandings (Viano, 1990). Therefore, it can be argued that these biases may 

inadvertently skew the ability of scholars, activists, and advocates to reveal the authentic 

needs and desires of victims (Viano, 1990). 

 At the same time, it must be acknowledged that, just as researchers, practitioners, 

and first responders have a diversity of conceptions informed by their biases, so do 

victims. Viano's argument is supported by Holly Johnston and Jennifer Fraser's research 

(2011), which found that female victims identified different conceptions of safety from 

those of service providers. It is, therefore, wrong for professionals to presume that all 

victims share a generic or normative set of needs. Unique lived experiences invoke 

unique needs.  

Therefore, it is argued in this study, that victims themselves are best qualified to 

give voice to their respective experiences and unique struggles. Relevant to this assertion, 

Arlene N. Weisz, Richard M. Tolman and Daniel G. Saunders (2000), state that 

"[v]ictims' feelings regarding their own risk is important to consider, as these women are 

the survivors of intimate partner violence and they can offer an important perspective on 

those actions that will help them remain safe" (p.82). 

Recognizing the paucity of victims' voices in the domestic violence literature 

including research into domestic violence courts and policy, identifying survivors' needs 

and determining whether those needs are being met based on their first-hand assertions 

serves as the primary motivation in conducting this study. Applying the feminist 

standpoint theory will provide a platform for the participants’ viewpoints to be presented. 

The feminist standpoint theory informs the following research by accounting for certain 
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endemic gender inequities as well as granting further insight into the life narratives of 

victims based on their lived experiences. 

3.3 Research Methodology  

At the ideological epicentre of contemporary feminist standpoint theory is the 

notion of patriarchy as a system of domination. Patriarchy is discerned to be a ubiquitous 

factor in the perpetuation of violence against women through the use of systematic 

disempowerment, social marginalization and oppression. At the crux of this 

understanding of male privilege is the acknowledgment that patriarchy is innately 

conflated with tactics of power and control. I recognize that patriarchal relations located 

and reinforced within the private and public sphere serve as an extremely powerful 

precursor to the commission, normalization and reinforcement of violence against 

women. However, it is also understood that females contend with multiple and 

interconnected sources of oppression and disadvantage. This paradigmatic conception 

informs the basis of this research study.  

One of the most significant aspects of male dominance is the exclusion of female 

perspectives. Therefore, facets of feminist theories focus on identifying and dismantling 

systems of male power to address the power systems external to the family that contribute 

to violence against women (Momirov& Duffy, 2011).  

In aiming to counter and, ultimately, eliminate intimate partner violence, women 

must be afforded a voice in societal discourse (Hattery& Smith, 2012).  Promoting this 

voice, a feminist epistemological position was employed in this research study and was 

central to the ways in which the study was conducted, the manner in which the results 
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were analyzed and, subsequently, how the findings were displayed. More specifically, for 

the purposes of this particular study, a derivative branch of feminist epistemologies was 

utilized, namely, feminist standpoint theory.  

In recognizing the multiple and conflated layers associated with oppression, 

feminist standpoint theory begins its analysis at a woman’s particular “standpoint” or 

position in society and then seeks to understand her experiences and realities from her 

vantage point (Van Wormer, 2009). Standpoint theory supports the understanding that 

“less powerful members of society experience a different reality as a consequence of their 

oppression” (Van Wormer, 2009, p.109).  

Proponents of the theory advocate that, to understand and combat oppression, it is 

essential to recognize women as “experts” on their own lives. Accordingly, Helen E. 

Longino (1999) asserts that the feminist standpoint theory’s desideratum is the bestowing 

of “epistemic privilege” to those who are powerless and marginalized (p.338). With 

particular emphasis placed on the investigation of the complex and multiple layers of 

oppression and marginalization women experience, the feminist standpoint values include 

the following: “reliance on the woman’s personal narrative for truth telling; acceptance of 

a holistic, non-dichotomized view of reality including a merging of the personal and 

political; a focus on choice and options; an understanding  of the gendered nature of 

power relations in the society; and emphasis on personal empowerment and respect for 

one’s personal dignity” (Van Wormer, 2009, p.109).   

All of these values adhere to the notion that “research must begin from concrete 

experience, rather than abstract concepts” (Swigonski, 1994). This postulation gives 

credence to the importance of gathering the narratives of marginalized groups, 
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particularly those whose standpoints have been overlooked in previous studies. Patricia 

Hill Collins (1989), states that individuals who have lived through experiences are more 

credible than those who have second-hand knowledge on the matter. Therefore, obtaining 

the unfiltered standpoint of those at the margins, as opposed to those who are positioned 

within the dominant class, offers a much more in-depth opportunity for analysis. These 

values are fundamental and have remained central to the production of this research 

study.  

Moreover, a related feature of standpoint theory is the focus on enhancing 

marginalized individuals’ sense of dignity and worth (Swigonski, 1994). Standpoint 

theory frames one's dignity and worth as being inextricably linked to self-determination 

and empowerment.  Nancy Hartsock identifies three constructions of empowerment – 

“power as a thing”, “power over”, and “power to” (Hartsock, 1983). Joey Sprague and 

Jeanne Hayes argue that standpoint theory returns some of the “power to” women by 

providing them with an opportunity to articulate their personal narrative in their own 

words as they understand it (Sprague & Hayes, 2000). As a result, standpoint theory 

places importance on research that concentrates on the welfare of marginalized groups 

(Swigonski, 1994).  

It is important to note that the evolvement of feminist theory has brought about 

changes in standpoint theory. Feminist standpoint theory emphasizes that not all women 

share a collective standpoint. Rather standpoints are reflective of numerous 

individualistic factors such as race, class, gender, sexual orientation, age, etc. (Olesen, 

2007). In substantiation of this, established empirical research suggests that women’s 
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victimization rates are inherently connected to levels of female social, economic and 

legal power within society.  

Aboriginal women are among the most powerless, oppressed and marginalized 

groups in Canadian society. They are consistently located at the lowest income earning 

levels in Canada (Yuen & Pedlar, 2009). Therefore, utilizing feminist standpoint theory 

in this study offers a theoretical foundation for obtaining an extensive understanding of 

female victims’ experiences as they articulate it.  

Notably, one of the main criticisms of standpoint epistemology is that the theory 

is ultimately incompatible with the goal of achieving objective knowledge. Well-known 

proponent of the theory, Sandra Harding, argues in Rethinking Standpoint Epistemology 

that the tenets of standpoint epistemology do not run counter to achieving objective 

knowledge. Harding claims that the process of knowing is not universal; rather, 

knowledge is produced from the standpoint of particular knowers (Harding, 1991). 

Identifying and understanding the standpoint of the knowledge producer, therefore, will 

enhance the ability to achieve objectivity relative to the knowers.  

Following from this argument, Harding acknowledges that, even if a researcher 

attempts to assume scrupulous traditional measures of research, she would ultimately be 

unsuccessful in attaining a state of complete objectivity (Harding, 1991). Expanding on 

this claim, Harding cites the example of science, a method of study that is often thought 

of as operating in dispassionately. She argues that science is not disinterested and neutral 

because the field does have a standpoint, which is the perspective of those at the forefront 

of producing it: dominant males (Harding, 1991). She further posits that, without 
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recognition within the field of science and examination of this homogenously male 

standpoint, potential scientific objectivity is impaired (Harding, 1991).  

Lastly, Harding asserts that a male-centred standpoint is epistemically limited to 

representing only a single populace's assumptions while neglecting the incorporation of 

the standpoint of marginalized individuals (Harding, 1991). As Harding puts it:  

the activities of those at the bottom of such social hierarchies can provide starting 
points  for thought – for everyone's research and scholarship – from which humans' 
relations  with each other and the natural world can become visible. This is because 
the experience  and lives of marginalized peoples, as they understand them, 
provide particularly  significant problems to be explained or research agendas (1993, 
p.63).  

 
She asserts that, in conducting research in this way, a more critical analysis 

revealing unexamined assumptions can result (Harding, 1992).  

3.4 Research Method  

3.4.1 Semi-Structured Interviewing  

 To produce comprehensive qualitative research, the method adopted for this study 

was one-on-one, in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The interviews were conducted for 

approximately two hours each.  

I approached all interviews with a predetermined interview guide (Appendix A), a 

list of questions and topics to cover. In keeping with the semi-structured nature of the 

interview process, the vast majority of questions were mainly general and open-ended. 

This allowed the participants sufficient opportunity to express all their thoughts and 

opinions and expand on them in a natural manner (Bryman, 2001). According to Bryman 

(2001), “[k]eeping structure to a minimum is supposed to enhance the opportunity of 

genuinely revealing the perspectives of those people you are studying” (p.280). Being 
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adaptive also provides the researcher an opportunity to follow up on leads throughout the 

interview and to clear up any inconsistencies or misunderstandings (Bryman, 2001). An 

additional advantage of this technique of interviewing is that open-ended questions do not 

prompt a particular response, which allows for the researcher to explore new concepts 

and understandings that were perhaps not contemplated or anticipated prior to the 

interview (Bryman, 2001). 

In aiming to maintain a fluid and genuine dialogue, when themes emerged that 

were not incorporated in the enumerated interview guide, I allowed the participants to 

express themselves, and attempted to return to the guide at the appropriate juncture.   

 Prior to the interview process, I noted that, in instances where I may deviate from 

the interview guide, a concerted effort would be made to maintain uniformity with other 

interviewees throughout the interview process, in order to provide for rich inquiry and 

comparisons. 

  I discovered that by cultivating a relatively free-flowing dialogue, each 

participant focused more on certain topics than others, thus reflecting their differing 

personalities, varied life histories, and unique experiences. In similar terms, Sherna 

Berger Gluck (2002), states “[e]ach woman has her own style of recollecting, as well as 

her own specific experiences” (2002, p.13). Therefore, she stresses the importance of 

being a sensitive interviewer, by acknowledging and appreciating the individual 

contributions of each participant (Gluck, 2002). This resulted in a certain degree of 

unavoidable variability in the interview process and is thought by Gluck to be a 

characteristic of this method of interviewing (Gluck, 2002). Moreover, in accordance 

with the precepts associated with in-depth, semi-structured interviews, I feel strongly that 
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presenting the participants with an adequate opportunity to express their own thoughts 

allows for a corresponding reduction of the researcher’s influence on the survivors’ 

responses.   

Gluck (2002), advocates that the most effective approach to procuring oral 

histories is through the utilization of a quasi-monologue, by the interviewee. The 

interviewer assumes the role of active listener and encourages the interviewee with timely 

nods, gestures, and summative and reflective questions. During the interview process, 

there were times where the participants elaborated on certain experiences beyond the 

scope of the immediate research; however, I did not limit their contributions as I wanted 

to maintain a high level of sensitivity and respect throughout the interview. Performing 

the interview in this manner was of the utmost importance because of the intimate, 

poignant, and sometimes distressing nature of the research subject matter. Inevitably, 

participants relayed various experiences and sentiments, some of which were disturbing, 

shocking and upsetting. Despite past experience in interviewing marginalized people, it 

remained a considerable struggle to maintain a balance between communicating a neutral 

disposition to assure my own influence remained minimal and expressing appropriate 

understanding of the often difficult stories I was hearing. Although a generally neutral 

demeanour was needed, I did not want to come across to the participant as callous. I 

reconciled this by striving to practice the following: engaged listening; expressing 

benevolence through facial expressions and body language; and, throughout the entirety 

of the interview, asking pensive follow-up questions when appropriate.  

A concern regularly associated with qualitative research is that the data derived 

from interviews are not necessarily viewed as hard and reliable evidence. In an effort to 
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address this contention, two measures were applied.  First, the initial telephone call with 

each participant was used in part to informally assess whether she met the criteria of the 

study. The interviews were not arranged until I developed a strong sense of confidence 

during our preliminary discussion that the potential interviewee was credible. Second, an 

additional possibility is that a respondent may deceive the researcher by not answering 

the questions in an honest manner. An identified precursor for obtaining falsified answers 

is deemed to be a lack of trust and/or understanding between interviewer and interviewee 

(Bloor & Wood, 2006). The interviewee may feel uncomfortable or wish to appease the 

researcher and, therefore, not be forthcoming with her true understandings. To avoid this, 

I devoted roughly fifteen minutes with each participant to establish a rapport and 

developed conversational techniques that were carried into the interview process to 

facilitate a comfortable dialogue.   

 If during or following the interview process, I developed any suspicion that I had 

been misled or misinformed, I would have immediately discarded the interview content. 

As a researcher, I deem the obtainment of reliable, truthful and factual data to be of the 

utmost importance.  

3.5 Procedure 

3.5.1  Sample and Recruitment  

 To answer the research question and fulfill the research goals of the study, I 

sought a specific sample of individuals. This sample is comprised of self-identified 

female domestic violence victims who have participated, or were in the process of 

participating, in the Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option Court.  Further, it 
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was my restriction that the sample be limited to examining heterosexual intimate 

relationships. The reasoning for the sample limitation is that I sought to frame intimate 

partner violence as a gendered crime due to the inherent power imbalances between 

males and females (Cameron, 2006). In characterizing intimate partner violence in this 

way, I am interested in investigating the ways in which the BDVTO Court recognizes the 

particularized gendered understanding of this type of violence.   

To attain this sample I approached numerous local community agencies, women's 

domestic violence shelters, outreach programs and social services agencies, namely the 

following:  Catholic Family Services, The Battlefords Interval House Society, the 

Provincial Association of Transition Housing, Kanaweyimick Child and Family Services, 

Battlefords Friendship Centre, Battleford Indian Health Services, Victim Services, 

Battlefords Tribal Council, Battlefords Union Hospital Foundation,  Battlefords Mental 

Health Centre, BTC Health Services and Child Youth Services, and the Battlefords Court 

House. In addition to approaching these services, I contacted the reserves surrounding 

North Battleford: Ahtahkakoop Cree Nation; Moosomin First Nation; Red Pheasant Cree 

Nation; Saulteaux First Nation; Sweetgrass First Nation and Young Chippewayan First 

Nation.  It was my expectation that, following my reaching out to the various agencies, 

service providers and reserve communities, the respective staff members would assist me 

in identifying individuals who fit the criteria of the study and determine whether those 

individuals would be willing to volunteer to participate.  

 In addition to contacting the aforementioned organizations, I had professional 

posters designed with a brief explanation of the research as well as my contact 
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information (Appendix B). With the permission of several shelters and social services, 

the flyers were posted in numerous locations. Although many of the aforementioned 

services, agencies and reserve communities saw the value in the study, they nevertheless 

declined to participate in the identification of participants. However, nearly all the 

organizations were in the end willing to display the posters. The large number of posters 

attracted the participants.   

The final approach I took in identifying participants was to offer each interviewee 

an honorarium of $30.00. I had anticipated that an honorarium might act as an incentive 

in identifying participants. However, all three women I spoke with were extremely 

hesitant to accept the honorarium. They each explained that their desire to participate was 

based on personal reasons and was a way for them to share their experiences. Despite 

their initial reluctance to accept the honorarium, I explained that the money was a 

demonstration of my sincere appreciation and, ultimately, each woman accepted the 

funds. 

My decision to interview a relatively small sample was arrived at after reviewing 

a number of considerations. First, I determined that, taken together, the experiences of the 

three volunteer subjects comprised sufficiently valuable examples of what IPV victims in 

the Battleford area were experiencing. All three women had distinct stories to tell and a 

determination to relate their lived experiences for the benefit of their community. Second, 

the sample size is reflective of factors associated with the objective of eliciting 

contextually holistic, complex and intricate perspectives on the experience of female 

victims' involvement in the BDVTO Court. This assertion firmly reiterates my primary 

objective with respect to conducting extremely detailed interviews with participants to 
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gain a nuanced understanding of their lived experiences, their standpoints pertinent to the 

BDVTO Court process. Furthermore, my objectives would have been compromised if the 

depth of information sought was sacrificed for breadth.  

Third, Greg Guest, Emily E. Namey and Marilyn L. Mitchell (2013), 

acknowledge that larger samples are needed for heterogeneity, while smaller samples for 

homogeneity.  This contention supports my objective of ascertaining data to analyze the 

participants’ standpoints to attempt to obtain overarching high-level themes, common to 

all the participants, while not forsaking any of their distinct understandings.  

Fourth, similar research studies have also been based on small sample sizes of 

four people, including the Whitehorse Domestic Violence Treatment Option Court 

(which is twice the population size of North Battleford) (Hornick, Boyes, Tutty, & White, 

2005) and Boyes’ 2008 study of North Battleford.   

3.5.2 Data Analysis   

Data analysis is an extensive process that synthesizes meaning, order and 

structure to the information obtained (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  I consider the collected 

data to connote strong intrinsic value, allowing for one of the primary research objectives 

to be realized – presenting the standpoints of the participants in a highly authentic 

manner. Despite the ability to maintain the data in much of its original form, to analyze 

the data, I made use of Rossman and Rallis' (2003), seven-phase analytical procedure.  

The phases are as follows: organizing the data, familiarizing yourself with the data, 

generating categories and themes, coding the data, interpreting, searching for alternative 

understandings, and writing the report (Rossman& Rallis, 2003, p.279).  
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3.5.3 Organizing the Data  

The initial phase of organizing the data commenced immediately following the 

verbatim transcription of the interviews. This required listening and re-listening to the 

recorded interviews and repeatedly re-reading copious field notes to prevent errors or 

misrepresentations. Although the transcription process was painstaking and laborious, it 

aided tremendously in evoking and developing deeper understanding with respect to the 

participants’ sentiments. Once I was confident that the transcription process was 

complete, I immersed myself in the findings by reading the transcripts several times a day 

to begin to allow the words and deeper meanings behind what the participants had stated 

to impress themselves upon me.   

To further organize the data and become increasingly familiar with it, I employed 

a number of visual instruments including note cards, magic marker wall notes and post-it 

notes. All three tools provided a visual display of the findings and encouraged greater 

engagement and familiarity with the transcripts.  

3.5.4 Generating Categories and Themes 

Once the preliminary stages of organizing and familiarizing myself with the data 

were accomplished, I began the highly complex process of data content analysis. As 

opposed to employing a categorical analysis process, a thematic analysis was utilized. 

Rossman and Rallis (2003) define a theme as “a phrase or sentence describing more 

subtle and tacit processes” (p.282). Max Van Menen (1990) further attributes the concept 

of a theme as “depicting an aspect of the structure of lived experience” (p.32). In contrast 

with a thematic analysis, a categorical analysis is far more concentrated on examining 

explicit significances of certain words or phrases supporting deep inquiry.  



60 
 

 In accordance with these definitions, I deemed a thematic analysis to be a more 

efficacious approach to explore the intricate nature of the human experience under 

investigation. Although the participants’ precise words connoted meaning, I wanted to 

pursue an analysis that went beneath the surface and produced more nuanced 

understandings based not only on individual words but also on associative meanings of 

their words. 

 In order to accomplish this, the transcripts were hand-coded for major themes. 

This process allowed me to contextualize and analyze the findings, while still presenting 

the data in a narrative form to prevent extraneous influence. I developed a colour-code 

system using primary colours, which remained constant throughout all transcribed 

material and assisted in identifying emergent themes. However, I was mindful that, due to 

the complexity of the phenomena under examination, several underlying themes 

overlapped and, using secondary colours, I therefore developed a supplementary coding 

system for marking those themes.  

Prior to the interview process, I had considered specific predefined categories, but 

I remained open to additional categories in the course of the qualitative content analysis. 

Consequently, the coding system continually evolved as comprehension of the 

participants’ views evolved through ongoing analysis. In similar terms, Susan Leigh Star 

(2007) describes the process of coding as the following: “[c]odes allow us to know more 

about the field we study, yet carry the abstraction of the new. When this process is 

repeated many times, and constantly compared across spaces and across data, it is also 

possible reflexively to grow” (p.84).  
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Once all the data were coded, all major themes were compared and contrasted to 

develop the analysis. In essence, I assumed a more deductive approach to the analysis by 

initiating examination of the data from previously identified categories derived from 

established literature that served to inform the parameters of my conceptual framework. 

However, although I used various themes identified by other researchers as a preliminary 

guide, it was of the utmost importance that I remained attentive to the possibility of the 

generation of new categories, particularly indigenous categories, those that emanate 

directly from the participants. In consonance with a feminist standpoint methodology, 

this is of paramount importance because of the primacy of viewing the participants as 

experts on the subject matter under investigation.  

3.5.5 Interpretation of the Data  

Following the explication of conceptual and analytical links pertinent to the data 

through engaging in a systematic categorical coding and a thorough and systematic 

thematic analysis, the researcher is then required to commence the imperative phase of 

interpretation. Norman K. Denzin (1994), describes interpretation as being "an art; it is 

not formulaic or mechanical" (p.504). In other words, at this stage in the research 

process, the researcher begins to merge the fragmented and dissected pieces of data to 

construct meaningful new material, most often in the form of a narrative. This composite 

process is often referred to as interpretive-hermeneutic, as the pieces of research inform 

the whole, and the whole continually informs the pieces (Rossman& Rallis, 2003. p.288).  

Furthermore, Patton (2002) outlines the process of interpretation to include the 

following: “[it] means attaching significance to what was found, making sense of 

findings, offering explanations, drawing conclusions, extrapolating lessons, making 
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inferences, considering meanings, and otherwise imposing order” ( p.480). To interpret 

the data profoundly and accurately, the researcher must be acutely aware of maintaining a 

credible framework, managing one’s own subjectivities to ensure that valid and rigorous 

results are produced.  

In order to ensure this, the researcher must be aware of concerns pertinent to the 

reflexive phenomenon that is intrinsically entrenched in the interview process. According 

to Rossman and Rallis (2003), when used in the context of social science, the term 

reflexive refers to a “method or theory that takes account of itself or especially of the 

effect of the personality or presence of the researcher on what is being investigated” 

(p.49). Stemming from this discernment of reflexivity, it is understood that, by virtue of 

[human] social interaction, the researcher’s presence is impossible to circumvent. 

Therefore, understanding the researcher’s role and affects on the study is important and 

requires the researcher to be forthcoming, critical and honest about his or her particular 

theoretical, methodological and personal frameworks. This constant self-evaluation 

strengthens the objectivity, validity and rigour of the study. 

 Mary Maynard (2009) suggests that the researcher must “locate herself in relation 

to the research” (p.139). She also posits that a method to accomplish this is "for 

researchers to explore their 'intellectual autobiographies' by reflecting on the likely effect 

of their class, race, gender and other experiences and assumptions on research and its 

analysis" (Maynard, 2009, p.139) After meeting and conducting the interviews with the 

participants,  I was obliged to sort through competing thoughts regarding how my own 

worldview and experiences (“positionality” and “intersectionality”) may have influenced 

my analysis and representation of the findings. Although I was careful in assorting the 
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data, I wondered on several occasions whether the interviewees would agree with how 

their truths were represented in my analyses. Much of this uncertainty and speculation 

was derived from the fact that, beyond sharing a gender identity with the participants, I 

shared few life experiences. I am a middle-class, urban Caucasian and have never 

suffered abuse at the hands of an intimate partner. By virtue of these considerations, and 

the fact that I have a certain degree of epistemic privilege solely based on my position as 

the researcher, I felt a sense of guilt when listening to the participants’ stories and being 

able to relate to them only on a theoretical, not personal, level. This is not to say that my 

experiences and the participants’ experiences are completely mutually exclusive; mutual 

understanding and trust can develop between the researcher and the participant.   

Moreover, prior to the interview process, I spent time acknowledging and 

analyzing my own existing attitudes toward my subjects and their community. I was 

particularly careful to consider any preconceived notions I had regarding the 

marginalization and oppression that female, especially Aboriginal victims, face in their 

own communities, in society at large, and how it applies to intimate partner violence. 

Although I admitted that I could not completely disregard my biases as they denote an 

underlying significance to the theoretical approach, I intended to take all necessary 

precautions to disentangle these biases prior to interviewing the participants. Moreover, I 

was open to reformulating any pre-established beliefs, depending on the results of the 

empirical research.   

Following the interview process, while I immersed myself in the interview 

transcripts and collected field notes, a gradual conceptual shift began to emerge in the 

course of my detailed analysis of the ‘data.’ Prominent in this theoretical evolution was a 
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personal reluctance to refer to what had been gathered as data. In my view, the term data 

was not an accurate or respectful term for the meaningful and deep messages expressed 

by the participants. Their life experiences were far too powerful, too raw and too 

compelling to be termed clinical data. What was revealed could not be reduced to 

numeric values, or compressed into merely factual expressions of reality. I believed it to 

be more appropriate to replace the term data with lived experience, a phrase more 

consonant with the nuanced narrative that constituted the participants’ truths. 

Significantly, after spending very meaningful time with each woman, and then 

much more time actively listening, reading and thinking about their words, their 

expressions, their body language, I came to understand that it was a misappropriation of 

their character to refer to them as victims. I recognized that, in order to engage in this 

study, it was essential that those who participated had to meet the criteria of being female 

victims of domestic violence who had been or are involved with the BDVTO Court 

process. However, following the opportunity of meeting with the women and obtaining 

their lived experiences, it became evident that they were not victims but survivors. It 

required a great degree of courage and tenacity to volunteer to participate in a study in 

which they would be asked to recount some of their most harrowing personal 

experiences, in order to offer their standpoints –their perspectives.  

Although this conceptual broadening could be considered merely a matter of 

semantics, I would argue that this is not the case. Terminology connotes great meaning, 

as I am relaying the participants’ experiences and knowledge through writing. Therefore, 

it is important to be diligent in establishing the parameters surrounding my language to 

best represent the voices and character of the three survivors. 
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3.6 Potential Risks: Safeguarding the Participants 
 

The survivors who were interviewed consisted of a particularly marginalized and 

vulnerable sector of the population. Due to the highly sensitive and private nature of what 

was discussed in these one-on-one sessions, several precautionary measures were taken to 

ensure the protection, security, welfare, and comfort of the participants to significantly 

lessen their risk of incurring any type of re-victimization or harm as a result of their 

participation. I was also mindful that, given the personal and sensitive nature of what was 

discussed during the interview process, there was a possibility that the participants might 

suffer negative, post-traumatic experiences. To minimize this potential danger and remain 

vigilant against the possible repercussions that recounting difficult experiences can 

engender, I made use of my experience interviewing clients at the FCJ Refugee Centre 

where I dealt with highly sensitive and confidential matters. These skills were developed 

to obtain detailed narratives of refugees’ lives and gain a deeper understanding of the 

precarious circumstances they encountered in their country of origin. Additionally, at the 

conclusion of the interview process, each survivor was presented with a comprehensive 

list I compiled of all available services for victims of domestic violence in and around the 

North Battleford area. They were encouraged to utilize the services if they required any 

support.  

Moreover, in accordance with the principles of the feminist standpoint theory as 

well as my own personal ethics, the participants were afforded dignity and respect at all 

times throughout the process by being recognized as experts on the subject matter. I was 

determined that, while potentially difficult, these interviews would be personally 

empowering for the participants, serving as a means for their lived experiences to be 
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heard and for them to be acknowledged as experts in surviving violence and its aftermath. 

I am confident that the potential benefits of the research significantly offset the possible 

risks of conducting it.  

 In accordance with my ethical framework as established in the ethics application 

form submitted and approved by the Regina Ethics Board on March 28, 2013 (Appendix 

C), interviews were conducted on a completely voluntary basis. As advocated by Susan 

H. Armitage and Sherna Berger Gluck (2002), obtaining participants’ oral histories “can 

be both a scholarly and an activist enterprise, that can advance our knowledge but also 

empower people and contribute to social change” (p.77).  I concur and assert that the best 

way to achieve this is to have participants choose to contribute their lived experience, in 

their own words. All three participants freely and independently contacted me because 

they wanted to share their stories. However, once the participant contacted me, I was 

scrupulous in the safeguarding of her privacy and ensured that the phone number and/or 

email provided to me at the time of initial contact represented a safe and secure way to 

contact her.  

In regard to the location of the interviews, to the extent possible I was flexible and 

accommodating to the wishes of the participants, prioritizing the participants' ability to 

feel calm and secure in the chosen setting. However, I insisted that the interviews be 

conducted at a safe, neutral and private setting such as a domestic violence agency, 

shelter, treatment centre, or community organization. I believed that holding the 

interviews in a fairly controlled and public location was important to ensure my own 

safety and security and that of the participants. 
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Once we agreed upon a place and date to meet, each survivor was emailed a copy 

of the participant informed consent form (Appendix E). In brief, the form outlined the 

nature, functions, goals and aims of the research, as well as the intended audience of the 

research, what the participants’ involvement in the research project entailed, and any 

potential risks, etc. The participants were instructed to read it prior to the initial meeting 

and, if they required any further explanations, they were assured I was available to 

explain anything they found unclear. Despite the participants not asking for any specific 

clarifications, I set aside roughly ten minutes before beginning the interview to review the 

form and ensure that all components of the agreement were in fact understood. The 

interviews did not begin until I was satisfied that the participant comprehended and was 

agreeable to all the terms stipulated in the form. The participants’ acceptance of all terms 

and conditions pertinent to their participation was confirmed with their signatures. Each 

participant was provided a copy of the consent form, while I maintained possession of the 

original.  

Furthermore, as stated in the informed consent form, the participantswere advised 

prior to the commencement of the interviews that they could choose not to answer any 

questions posed to them and I reiterated as clearly as possible that, if they did not feel 

comfortable talking about a particular subject matter, it was absolutely within their rights 

not to answer. Additionally, the participants were reminded that if, at any point during the 

interview session, they required a break or no longer wanted to continue the interview, 

the session would, without delay, be immediately suspended or concluded. The 

participants were also made aware that, if they decided that they no longer wanted to be a 

part of this project, the interview notes and tapes of the recorded sessions would be 
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promptly destroyed. However, it was also made clear that, once the interview process had 

concluded, the period to withdraw would be limited to one week. After this point, the 

collected data would be analyzed and the opportunity to withdraw would conclude. None 

of the participants chose to exercise any of these options.   

One of the principal ethical considerations to ensure no harm came to the 

respondents in this study was establishing privacy and confidentiality. Given the personal 

nature of what was discussed during the interviews and the threats to their safety that had 

been, and were potentially still, part of their daily lives, steps taken to assure 

confidentiality were critical. It therefore remains of utmost importance that the 

participants’ identities continue to be concealed through the use of code names. The notes 

and tape-recorded sessions refer to the participants using only pseudonyms. Any 

identifying names or places revealed in the course of the interview process were also 

changed to maintain complete anonymity. Furthermore, the tape recorded and hand-

written notes have been consistently locked in a safe box in my home to ensure only I 

have access to them. Following completion and acceptance of the all tape-recorded files 

will be deleted and all handwritten notes shredded. At this time, all transcribed interviews 

will also be deleted from all electronic hardware and computer storage. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



69 
 

Chapter 4: Research Findings  

4.0 Introduction  

The findings described in this chapter are not representative of all female victims 

participating in the Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option (BDVTO) Court. 

However, the findings are indicative of the lived experiences of three women who 

volunteered to share their stories. Each woman I spoke with came from unique life 

circumstances and while each woman’s history was distinct, some of their perceptions 

regarding their individual experiences with the court and the overarching legal system 

converged. Irrespective of whether all women were privy to certain phenomena or shared 

the same reality, their multifaceted and insightful testimony provided me the opportunity 

to engage in the crystallization4 process and understand their experiences with regard to 

the court process. It was my primary goal to reveal in this chapter the participants’ 

experiential and multilayered responses in as rich, clear and systemic a fashion as 

possible.   

Before presenting the findings, I offer a brief personal history of each survivor to 

provide the reader with some background into the conversations reported in this chapter.  

In order to protect the confidentiality of the participants, they have each been assigned a 

pseudonym, and any individual or group of individuals they mention by name have been 

disguised.  Although names and other identifications have been changed to ensure 

anonymity and protection for the participants, I maintained all content as close to the 

original state as possible.  

                                                 
4Crystallization will herein be defined as follows: “building a rich and diverse understanding of one single 
situation or phenomenon by seeing the world as multifaceted, and accepting that what we see depends on 
where we look, where the light is, etc.”(O'Leary, 2004, p.115). 
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 Interestingly, one of the survivors, who will be referred to as Fran, vigorously 

urged that her given name be used. I was surprised by this request as, only moments 

before, she had been describing the hardships she faced including harassment directed 

toward her and her children from certain community members who were confidants of 

her ex-husband. Naturally, I inquired as to why having her given name in the thesis was 

important to her.  Fran explained that she wanted whoever would read this document to 

know her struggles, frustrations and fears and to understand her reality. Recognizing that, 

for her, the inclusion of her given name was empowering, I sincerely wanted to honour 

and accede to her request. However, my commitment to ensure her safety, and that of her 

children, and the other survivors I spoke with, ultimately superseded her request. From 

across the table, I looked her in the eyes and explained that, although I understood her 

reasons, I could not agree to use her given name. However, I would represent what she 

disclosed to me in the most candid manner possible to allow for her voice to be heard and 

her human experience to resonate. This was a promise I made to all three survivors. 

My first interview was with a fifty-year-old status Indian woman whom I will 

refer to as Ruth. Due to a number of familial issues, her father sent her to live with 

guardians: an aunt and uncle in Ontario. Throughout her childhood she suffered perpetual 

abuse at the hands of her guardians. As a result of this maltreatment, she ran away at the 

age of thirteen and subsequently spent three years in a reformatory school. In her later 

teenage years, she was raped. During the interview she explained how she had “pressed 

charges” against her abuser but felt mistreated by the police and the judicial system, 

which prompted her to drop the complaint and disengage from the legal process.  
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Following her abuse, time in reformatory school and rape, she found herself in a 

habitual series of unhealthy and abusive relationships with men. In order to escape these 

relationships she described how she often relocated to distance herself physically from 

the abuse. Despite a life laden with numerous traumatic events, she acknowledged many 

times throughout the interview how fortunate she was to have family in different 

locations with whom she was able to stay in times of trouble. She has never been married 

and has no children.  

Fran was the second woman I spoke with. She is a thirty-two-year-old white 

mother of a twelve-year-old girl and a two-year-old girl. Fran is originally from a small 

town in Southeast Saskatchewan and, after completing high school, moved to North 

Battleford at the age of eighteen.  It was there she fell in love at age nineteen with a man 

whom she later married. The father of both of her children, her husband came from a very 

large and affluent family who were long-standing members of the North Battleford 

community. Although, while married, Fran led a financially comfortable life, she 

withstood routine and countless abuse at the hands of her husband.  Her daughters served 

as her impetus to report the abuse. She has sole custody of her elder daughter and joint 

custody of her younger daughter. Throughout the interview she elaborated on the 

hardships she faced navigating the BDVTO and Family Court. She felt vulnerable as a 

single mother living in a relatively small community surrounded by the family and 

friends of her ex-husband and without nearby support of her own family. 

Joy is a forty-seven year-old Aboriginal woman who was raised in North 

Battleford. She was in a common-law relationship for many years and has three adult 

children, two living in Alberta, and one in Prince Albert. After the demise of her 
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common-law relationship, she became involved with another man. This relationship soon 

became abusive and, following the latest violent incident, she was hospitalized. With the 

counsel of Victim Services workers she decided to report the abuse. When I met with her, 

she was living in the Battlefords Interval House, a safe shelter, as she could no longer 

continue to pay for the apartment she had shared with her abuser.  

4.1 Needs Identified by the Survivors 
 

As reported in the Literature Review, the research pertinent to (female) domestic 

violence victims identifies what are perceived to be the needs of individuals while 

engaged in the legal process. Kimberly D. Richman (2002) ascribes fairness, respect and 

empowerment to be the foremost needs of domestic violence victims while navigating the 

criminal justice system (2002).  However, Russell (2002) attributes support and 

information to be victims’ foremost needs. Differing from these assertions, Coutler, 

Alexander and Harrison (2007) state that safety, protection and participation are victims’ 

primary needs. Finally, Wemmers (2008) refers to victim participation, respect and 

recognition and regaining control as being victims’ paramount needs. 

It is important to note that victimology literature with respect to victims and 

criminal justice reform suggests that it is important to afford a considerable degree of 

inquiry into the perspectives of victims to ascertain what they believe to be their most 

essential needs (Walkate, 1989; Viano 1990).  Furthermore, as victims are not a 

homogenous group, it is crucial to recognize that victims’ needs may differ depending on 

various factors such as personal experiences, age, race, social-economic class, culture, 

educational background, and so forth. These differences are pertinent to meeting 

individual victim expectations and desires when developing and administering policy and 
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service delivery support options. Therefore, in examining the experiences of female 

domestic violence victims, with regard to the BDVTO Court, allowing the participants to 

have their needs recognized is central to this study.  

 The topic of needs was broached by asking the survivors to identify their highest 

priority need when going through the court process. Without any evident hesitation, all 

three survivors emphatically stated that safety was their greatest need.  Additionally, Fran 

reported that keeping custody of her children was paramount.  Although support is 

identified as central to victims’ needs in Russell’s 2002 study, Joy was the sole 

participant to verbalize that, next to safety, support was her second most imperative need.  

 The main themes that presented themselves upon analyzing the accounts of their 

experiences were two-fold: 1) the need for personal safety immediately following 

engagement with the justice system; and, 2) the need for safety in small communities.  

4.1.1 Safety 

4.1.2 Safety Following Engagement with the Justice System  
 

One of the most critical themes that surfaced was the survivors’ ensuing sense of fear, 

extreme vulnerability, disorientation and gripping uncertainty, once chargers again their 

abuser had been laid.  Making the decision to involve the justice system requires 

significant courage. Although victims generally call police because they want the 

violence to stop, it is well documented that, once victims seek legal redress, the 

likelihood of lethal partner violence (and violent reprisal in general) is heightened 

(Schwartz, 1988; Wilson & Daly, 1993; NWAC 1994; Payne &Gainey, 2005). It is well 

established that, following engagement with the criminal justice system, the abuser is 

generally tremendously angry (Romito, 2008). As a result of the dynamics intrinsic to 
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intimate partner violence, the abuser may have unrestricted access to the victim, which 

significantly compromises the victim’s safety. 

 The survivors were very outspoken about the persistent concern and frustration 

they faced when laying complaints with the police. Ruth was blunt: 

I knew that if I charged him he would be out the same day, like that’s common 
knowledge and then they are out for X amount of months.Piss them off and let 
them out!  

 

This was also Fran's experience as she expressed great frustration that, although 

the police had assured her that her husband would be held in custody, he was instead 

promptly released. His release from custody did not provide her with sufficient time to 

develop viable safety plans for herself and her daughters, placing her and her children at 

potential risk. Joy, too, detailed a similar situation and stated that victims’ fear that their 

abuser will be released shortly after being arrested increases victims’ reluctance to obtain 

legal recourse.   

 From these assertions, it appears that not detaining, or only briefly detaining, 

abusive men is a residual obstacle to fulfilling survivors’ need for safety. Moreover, 

given that women are at a heightened risk for violent reprisal immediately after leaving or 

reporting an abusive intimate relationship, it appears that the criminal justice system is 

negligent in its duty to protect abused women and their children by not holding the abuser 

in custody until suitable and safe arrangements can be made.  Addressing this, Ruth 

detailed the necessity of placing a greater focus on detaining abusers to provide them 

with a "cooling off period" to regain their composure, thus granting victims an 

opportunity to establish safety plans.  
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From the survivors’ assertions, the implementation of a more stringent 

intervention measure would correspond to a heightened sense of confidence in the 

effectiveness of the criminal justice system. This in part could contribute to increasing the 

number of victims who might decide to report their abuse which, in turn, can potentially 

save lives or at least lessen individuals’ suffering. 

4.1.3 Personal Safety in Small Communities  
 

The Battlefords, located in Northwest Saskatchewan, is comprised of two 

communities: the Town of Battleford and the City of North Battleford, within in a short 

distance of each other. According to the 2011Census conducted by Statistics Canada, the 

North Battleford Census Agglomeration (CA), which includes the City of North 

Battleford, Town of Battleford, and Rural Municipality of North Battleford No. 437, has 

a total population of 19,216 (Statistics Canada: Focus, 2013). However, the number of 

people living within the City of North Battleford in 2011 was 13,888 (Statistics Canada: 

Focus, 2013). North Battleford is a rural community. The closest large urban centre is 

Saskatoon, approximately140 kilometres away. Surrounding North Battleford are a 

number of First Nations communities.  

A theme I had not anticipated prior to speaking with the survivors was the 

dynamics and complications related to their personal safety and security while living in a 

relatively small community prior to, during, and following the court process. This theme 

arose consistently. Each survivor described her fears and discontentment in having to 

endure the burdensome daily reality of maintaining hyper-vigilance and, in certain cases, 

hiding from her abuser, his family and friends to protect herself from scorn, threats, and 

potential physical harm.  
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In contrast to Fran and Joy, Ruth and her abuser were from the same reserve, located 

in a small town outside of North Battleford. Ruth explained in great detail that between 

the involvement of the police and the start of the court process, once her abuser had been 

released from custody, she was so frightened that she “hid out” for several weeks. 

Subsequently, once back on her reserve, she described living in immense fear of suffering 

violent reprisal, which significantly restricted her daily life. She remained in a state of 

near panic until the police connected her with Victim Services. Upon contact with Victim 

Services, Ruth received a safe-cell; she credits the device as being critical in helping 

reduce some of her anxiety and providing her with a sense of safety. As she recounts: 

Before getting the safe-cell I wasn’t sleeping, I wasn’t eating, I was terrified, and 
anyway once I got the safe-cell it was just like…[crying]... I don’t know, it was such a 
relief, I really think that it is one of the better things that they have come up with, I 
didn’t know about it and I was so thankful. When I was here on the reserve because 
he was on the reserve, I felt so much better, like I could walk around and go 
shopping.  I knew that even if he did something to me, I knew they [the police] would 
find me regardless. And I was pretty sure they would find me before it was real bad, 
but I knew that they would come and they [police and Victim services] were so good 
to tell me do you have your safe-cell? Are you carrying it? It was like having my life 
back. But I really think that especially for small communities, it is one of the best 
things, like so, so needed. 

 

 Even though Joy and Fran lived in North Battleford, which is significantly larger 

geographically and more heavily populated than Ruth's reserve, they too experienced 

safety concerns. More specifically, despite Ruth's appreciation for the provision of a safe-

cell, all three survivors described situations in which, after involving the criminal justice 

system their freedom was substantially limited by having to make conscious decisions to 

avoid encountering not only their abuser but also his irate family, friends and relatives. 

However, unlike Ruth and Joy, because of the shared custody of their youngest daughter, 

Fran was not able to discontinue contact with her soon-to-be ex-husband. Fran 



77 
 

exhaustively detailed how her life was enormously impacted by the harassment and 

debasement she was exposed to from numerous individuals belonging to her ex’s 

extensive social network: 

Going to the grocery store you are getting called names, you are getting threats, 
you are getting spit on, you are getting the finger, your kids are asking why 
people are making funny faces at you, and there is nothing that the police can do. 
It’s awful! And I mean we go grocery shopping at 8 o’clock in the morning, I 
mean we are there before the store opens on a Saturday, because his friends are 
all hung-over and passed out. So we have less of a chance of running into people, 
that’s ridiculous! We go to Wal-Mart most of the time either first thing in the 
morning before school or at 9 o’clock at night. It’s ridiculous! I shouldn’t have to 
go buy diapers at 9:30 at night or on a Friday night because all his friends are 
out drinking, to avoid the odd chance of running into people. 

 
 As in Fran’s experience of having to negotiate when it was safe to perform routine 

activities to protect herself and her daughters, Ruth detailed an instance in which she 

could not attend a social gathering for fear of encountering her abuser: 

I was in town and a friend of mine, actually someone related to him, said Ruth 
don’t go to Krystal’s tonight. And I said, “what’s up?” If you are out and about 
there is a party at Krystal’s and don’t go! And I said, “what’s going on?” She 
told me Dave’s there and he is drunk. So I walked outside and thought 
great….every time he gets a drink I have to worry! 
 

After finishing her thought, Ruth’s eyes welled up with tears, as she stated: 

And now he is free as a bird. I spot him occasionally, and I hide. But he is as free 
as a bird, he is dating…you know… I just try to keep my distance.  
 
Joy too stated that, although she felt safe and protected within the confines of the  

 
Battlefords Interval House, she was apprehensive when venturing into the community: 

 
I mean because it is such a small city that makes a big difference, because like 
there is only one Wal-Mart, like one mall that everyone shops at sort of 
thing….so…the chances of running into him is quite high, whereas in a bigger 
city it would be less likely. 
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Although this feeling of apprehension hindered her from leaving the protected 

environment of the Battlefords Interval House more than strictly necessary, she explained 

that, on occasion when she did go out and accidentally encountered her abuser, she 

simply retreats from his presence quickly. However, after approximately thirty seconds of 

us both gathering our thoughts, she turned to me as we sat next to each other and, in a 

very disconcerted tone, she said:  

He should have to leave, not me. Right? I don’t know, like it should be the other 
way around if he sees me then he has to leave the building or establishment 
period. Why should I feel like I am the one who has to flee, takeoff! I shouldn’t 
actually have to, he should. 

  

While concessions the survivors described having to make in order to ensure their 

safety may appear to be minor impediments to their self-determination, in their view, 

they were perpetual hindrances to reclaiming their liberty and security. If survivors must 

limit their freedom to ensure safety for themselves, society and societal institutions are 

clearly failing in their duty to protect them. 

Joy explained not wanting to be forced continually to compromise her autonomy 

in order to ensure her safety. As a result, she decided to move away from North 

Battleford following the conclusion of the court case to avoid having to look over [her] 

shoulder: 

The main reason why I want to leave comes down to the fact that I will feel safer, 
if I am away because I will not have to worry about whether he is going to 
approach me. Is he going to come up to the vehicle, is he going to flip out 
regardless, is he going to…you know… I will have all these thoughts running 
through my mind, so yeah I guess it is a lack of safety… 

  

Although she spoke in a sombre tone about moving, she believed that her impending 

move would provide her with peace of mind. 
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 The lack of safety described by Joy and Ruth is also Fran's day-to-day reality. 

Stemming from the perpetual harassment she endures, she questioned if engaging with 

the legal system was the correct decision: 

So these days, there is times where I have thought about it, was it better to stay 
with him and just get your ass kicked? You know is it better to get beat up every 
week? Because you only know it’s coming from one person, and you know 99% 
it’s going to happen in the home, right? Or when you are alone, if you leave now 
it’s everywhere you go, you and your kids are at risk. Its crap! 

 

 It can be inferred from both Joy and Fran's accounts that they did not feel that 

justice institutions, in particular the police, were able to afford them the safety and 

protection they needed to live a life unaffected by persistent anxiety.  

 To attend to the concerns described by the survivors, various legal reforms have 

been instituted to provide victims of intimate partner violence with protection from 

further abuse and retaliation as well as a means for legal recourse. One of the foremost 

criminal justice responses to intimate partner violence is issuing judicial orders, including 

emergency intervention orders, no-contact provisions and restraining orders. According 

to the BDVTO Court's mandate, a condition placed upon offenders released from custody 

is a no-contact provision on the abuser (Boyes, 2008).  Some advocates argue that orders 

of this nature are effective in that these can be empowering for victims, while imposing a 

sufficient degree of deterrence for the abuser (Bateman & Whitehead, 2004).  Others, 

however, deem that, in practice, court orders often fail to achieve the stipulated objectives 

and do not provide adequate measures for ensuring the safety of the victim (Riger, 

Bennett, Wasco, Shewe, Frohmann, Camacho, & Campbell, 2002).  

 The survivors’ testimonies suggested that they did not believe a no-contact order, 

as it was being applied was effective in providing enhanced safety and protection.  They 
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spoke about two predominant issues with respect to these orders: 1) offenders routinely 

violate the orders issued by the court; and, 2) police are not inclined to enforce those 

orders. 

 Fran and Ruth detailed the ways in which their abusers breached the conditions of 

the no-contact orders but were not sufficiently held responsible for such actions. Joy also 

made mention of this, expressing worry that her ex-partner would breach the conditions 

of the order and that the police would fail to take appropriate action. Although Ruth 

spoke about one incident in which her abuser was reprimanded by the police for 

disobeying the conditions of the order, many times his actions went without repercussion. 

Fran recounted a number of ways in which, with almost complete impunity, her soon-to-

be ex-husband continued to impinge upon the court order. Although he continued to exert 

power and control by engaging in tactics to intimidate and harass Fran and their children, 

he limited these actions just enough for the police to issue only firm warnings while 

refraining from laying charges against him: 

For instance, when I drop off the baby he comes out and videos me by recording me 
on his phone, but there is supposed to be no-contact, do you know what I mean?  
 

 Additionally, he used family and friends as a means of indirect contact to torment 

Fran. Although the police were aware of this, Fran stated there was little they could do: 

I have horrible nasty emails on my phone if you want to read them. I have emails; I 
have text messages from his [ex-husband’s] friends and his family. Even though it is 
not directly from him he has breached his conditions but not enough….The police 
keep saying that he is in the grey area.   
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Fran explained that, when she sought relief from this terror by involving the police to 

uphold the conditions of the court order, the harassment from her ex only worsened, as 

the involvement of the authorities seemed only to exacerbate the situation further:  

It’s like you call the police about the text messages and emails and the police go to 
talk to the person who is sending them and then it escalates. So I keep getting these 
nasty emails with threats in it, and the police keep trying to help, but everything that 
they are doing escalates the situation, so if then it becomes…you don’t live, you 
survive.  
 

Listening to Fran, it appeared that, in certain situations, police intervention would 

actually exacerbate the problem, creating a backlash of further victimization and abuse 

(Gillis et al., 2006). 

Furthermore, it can be argued that some abusers possess a sufficient understanding of 

how the criminal justice system operates to circumvent punishment (Pollack, Battaglia & 

Allspach, 2005). This strategy is evidenced in an example provided by Angela Hattery 

and Earl Smith (2012), in which female victims reported occurrences where their partners 

knew the exact parameters of the court order and would technically violate it but not 

quite enough to spark legal recourse. This is what Fran described as the legal “grey 

area:” 

I mean this winter my kids wouldn’t even go tobogganing because they were scared to 
leave the house and there is nothing that the police can do. I mean he can drive by us 
fifteen times, but as long as he doesn’t contact us then it’s fine. If we go anywhere 
public he can come there and watch us because he is fifteen feet away, but he is 
recording you on his phone. And then he does things like, he cancels our security 
system for the house, he still has to pay for it but he just changes it so that we can’t 
even use our alarm system. It is indirect contact, it’s still through the house, but it’s 
not enough to press charges. So the no-contact order looks good on paper, but in all 
reality, it does not give me protection. 
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  Therefore, Julianne Momirov and Ann Duffy (2011) have argued that  "[t]he 

biggest drawback to any peace bond or restraining order is that the offender must actually 

breach it in order to be apprehended by the police, which may mean that a woman is 

severely hurt or worse by the time the police can intervene" (p.206). Similarly, Hattery 

and Smith (2012), acknowledge that a court order is only as valuable as the police 

officer's willingness to enforce it. Allowing abusers to skirt the line of violating court 

orders inadvertently thwarts the purpose of the order. It creates an environment in which 

abusers are able to continue to exert their dominance, perpetuating victims’ feelings of 

helplessness and powerlessness.  

4.2 Needs Identified by the Literature  
 
4.2.1 Support 

 Victims typically engage the criminal justice system when they are extremely 

vulnerable, terrified, disempowered, lonesome, and confounded. At the onset of 

involvement with the legal system, victims, particularly victims of intimate partner 

violence, are forced to contend with numerous pressing issues and obstacles while 

navigating a complex and unfamiliar justice system. One of the identified shortcomings 

of the adversarial criminal justice system is a lack of support for victims. In recognition 

of this failing, enhanced victim support is one of the fundamental and defining 

components of domestic violence courts. Support through the delivery of victim 

assistance programs is typically provided through a co-ordinated multi-agency network. 

The police commonly perform the role of gatekeeper; as a first responder, police initiate 

referrals to victim assistance programs. 
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  Furthermore, as formerly identified, the BDVTO Court is aligned with a number 

of organizations to provide support to victims. Some of these support services for victims 

include the following:  Battlefords Victim Services Program, Kanaweyimik Child and 

Family Services, Aboriginal Court Workers, Catholic Family Services, and the 

Battlefords Interval House women’s shelter.  Although, in coordination with the BDVTO 

Court, these agencies administer victim assistance through a range of counselling, shelter 

and legal advocacy services, prior to court, during the court process, and with some after-

care following the court process, the survivors spoke about their exigent need for other 

mechanisms of support, such as familial and community support.     

 Although Joy was the sole participant to readily identify support as one of her 

most preeminent needs, throughout the interviews it became increasingly clear how 

imperative support was in delivering a coordinated community response to intimate 

partner violence. However, the findings also revealed that, depending on victims' life 

circumstances, personality, and amount of informal support available, the required 

amount and longevity of formal support might vary. 

4.2.2 Formal Support Services   

Battlefords Victim Services, a non-profit organization funded by the Saskatchewan 

Ministry of Justice, is at the forefront of providing support to victims of crime. Victim 

Service organizations commonly refer victims to a number of other community agencies 

to obtain additional counselling and support services. In speaking about support, the 

survivors each described their individual experiences with Victim Services and other 

non-profit organizations including Catholic Family Services, Kanaweyimik Child and 

Family Services, and the Battlefords Interval House.   
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 Ruth was referred to Victim Services by the police. She recounted a very positive 

experience with the Victim Services workers and credited them – along with the police – 

as being the most formative in fulfilling her need for support:  

I met with the workers, and they were really good, and they kind of let me go at my 
own pace. They helped me with what was going to happen in court, kind of what to 
expect, because again I had my fears of the rape thing, that it was going to come back 
on me somehow.  And so yeah they [Victim Services] helped me prepare for that, 
what to expect, they were actually really good. The two Victim Services workers that I 
was working with came to court with me, and my two sisters, and then umm... there 
were two police women, and a policeman. 

 
As noted, although Victim Services generally refers victims to a range of other 

programs and services, such as Kanaweyimik Child and Family Services and Catholic 

Family Services, Ruth explained that she did not utilize those services (e.g., counselling, 

victim remuneration), because of factors associated with what she described as her frame 

of mind as well as the transience of her life during that period. Furthermore, despite her 

positive experience with Victim Services, Ruth did not utilize any of the long-term 

support mechanisms. Even though Ruth did not make use of Victim Service’s support or 

other services following the court process, she expressed with certainty that there was 

nothing she could suggest that Victim Services could have done differently to have 

improved their services:  

I think they tried to do everything to cover all the bases for me… 

As mentioned, Joy was the sole participant to outwardly express that second only 

to safety, support was her preeminent need.  She acknowledged the Battlefords Interval 

House as being most seminal in meeting her need for support: 

I’d say first the Interval House, because they do a lot of support like counselling 
here, also Catholic Family Services comes in once a week and does a group and 
then you can be referred directly straight to them from here versus going there 
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and getting on a waiting list. In addition to the counsellor coming from Catholic 
Family Services to the Interval House I also see her on my own too. 
 

Joy described the counselling from both the Interval House and Catholic Family 

Services as being very helpful:  

I thought it was good, because it is someone to confide in, nonjudgmental, I don’t 
have to worry about what I say and they make me feel comfortable. The lady from 
Catholic Family Services, and here [Interval House] offer a  group, where they 
teach you things, you know just about self-esteem, you know how to start looking 
for a place of your own but not feeling rushed, like the clock is ticking sort of 
thing, they don’t do that… 

 
Although Joy described being pleased with the counselling services she was 

receiving through Catholic Family Services and the Interval House, she was aware that 

Kanaweyimik Child and Family Services offered culturally relevant services for 

Aboriginal people, but had not been presented with information about them. She also 

noted that she was reluctant to pursue any self-inquiry. However, although hesitant, she 

admitted to being interested in learning more about their services.  

It can be inferred that, upon contact with the legal system, victims will experience 

feelings of being overwhelmed and overwrought; therefore, they should not be expected 

to initiate initial contact – no blind referrals. Rose Thelen (2000), argues that “[w]hen 

communities rely on the battered woman to initiate contact, without understanding why 

she often fails to do so, they deprive her of the advocacy she needs to better assure her 

safety and she becomes more vulnerable to her abuser’s influence” (p.4). Therefore, 

while it is important to provide victims with information to obtain services, it should 

continue to be an obligation of a coordinated justice response to initiate contact with 

victims directly and ensure an appropriate connection is made and maintained. 
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Furthermore, while Joy attributed the Battlefords Interval House as being very 

important in providing support, she also recounted a positive experience with Victim 

Services, as they were integral in prompting her to report the abuse to the police, 

informing her of the available services, as well as arranging for her stay at the Battlefords 

Interval House.  

I was living at the same residence with my ex, and I couldn’t afford to keep the 
place on my own. So basically I was just escorted by the police to get my 
belongings and Victim Services made the call here to see if I could come and they 
said absolutely.  So they brought me here and stayed until I was comfortable and 
then they left. But them staying until I was sort of settled, helped me to feel a little 
more calm about this whole thing. 

 
Joy relayed only a single negative incident she experienced with regard to her 

interactions with one Victim Services worker whom she described as unapproachable, 

and just not very supportive. Undeterred by the singular negative experience, Joy 

appeared very confident that she would receive sufficient support during the court 

process:  

I think I will have enough support there. Like I think…well Victim Services has 
said that absolutely they will be there, the counsellors from here said they would 
come along with me, and also the counsellor that I see from Catholic Family 
Services said that I will be there for you also, like if you want us all there we are 
all there to get you through this and help you in every way. 
 
Distinct from the other survivors’ experience, Fran’s need for support was more 

pronounced, affected by a number of situational factors that compounded to make her 

circumstances more complex. This is not to diminish the severity of the other survivors’ 

life predicaments but to recognize that, because the nature and extent of survivors’ needs 

for support may differ substantially on a case-by-case basis, support services cannot 

simply anticipate the needs of only the archetypical victim.  
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 Fran described needing more support than what Ruth and Joy reported, as a result 

of what she deemed an imbalance of power in the abuser's favour. Despite being 

accompanied by Victim Services volunteers and being brought into the courthouse 

through an entrance separate from her ex, she experienced feelings of intimidation upon 

leaving the court: 

There was like fifty of his friends and family glaring at me, glaring, it’s terrible! 
You know how intimidating that is?  It makes you wanna break down! 

 
Moreover, Fran described that, once charges were laid, there was talk of her and 

her children requiring witness protection because of her deep concerns regarding her ex-

husband’s prominent social status. After meeting with Victim Services and the court 

clerk to begin court preparation, it was ultimately decided that she would not obtain 

witness protection; instead she was assured that she would be provided with adequate 

support through the affiliated community agencies. Fran said that she found the Victim 

Services workers to be very attentive in the beginning but, as time elapsed, she felt that 

their support diminished:   

In the beginning Victim Services were calling, it was court prep, the police would 
check-in. Now it is like, oh yeah it’s not until July we got time, we got time. They 
are definitely not as supportive as they once were, both Victim Services and the 
police. I think it was like after the initial maybe two weeks and then maybe it was 
just like, okay well this is kind of your life so deal with it. It’s not like they are 
mean about it, it’s just like there are fifteen other cases now. And when things 
happen, and you tell Victim Services something, they are like you need to contact 
the police, you need to contact the Crown, the police say well, there is not much 
we can do about it and the lawyers are like, well tell the police and let them 
document it. 

 
 In addition to Fran's fears that the support she once had was quickly disappearing, 

she explained that she was overwhelmed and frustrated by what she described as a lack of 

coordination, and numerous inconsistencies among agencies. However, she mentioned 
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that the Crown Prosecutor had remained consistent throughout the entirety of the court 

case, which she perceived as beneficial.  

The prosecutor has remained the same, and they were actually supposed to switch 
the caseloads but he has requested to stay on this case because of Kayla, and 
because he doesn’t know my ex’s family. He’s like I have heard of them, don’t 
know them, no personal connections.  He doesn’t want to keep switching people 
because in dealing with Victim Services for example, Kayla had spent months 
building this repertoire with this one counselor and she moved. We had five days 
notice and then poof, gone! Gone! She had moved to the U.S. Next counselor 
same thing, it took months before the kid would talk, finally she started talking 
and six weeks later she moves.  And then it’s like, I understand other people have 
their own lives, but I have a daughter who is a complete basket case and still 
sleeps with me because she is scared. 

 

 Concurrently with the BDVTO Court process, Fran was also in the midst of 

participating in the Family Court process. She described this experience as being “double 

the process”:  

Yeah well on top of the DVTO I also have family court, so you have division of 
property which is totally separate too! My ex's family just keep hiring lawyers 
over and over again, oh well, first time they hire one lawyer, then they hire 
another lawyer, and then another lawyer and another lawyer. Well I can’t afford 
to do that! I am a friggen single mom, I’m not working, I am at home with my 
kids. That was our agreement. And now he took everything, I had to go on 
welfare. They say he has financial hardships because of his court costs because of 
his lawyer fees, but yet he has been to Mexico, Jamaica, Jacksonville and Miami 
for football, fishing trips, snowboarding, and more. So now you tell me if you 
have all this financial hardships because of your lawyer costs, how you can do 
this but you can’t pay child support. It is like the system is protecting him and not 
me! And on top of all of this, you have the financial part that’s thrown in now, 
and I mean I have no family in North Battleford, I can’t leave my kids with a ton 
of people, especially with all the things that are going on, they are both in 
counseling. So now I have to take my two kids to court or find a babysitter, or 
wait for a phone call that it’s been adjourned again for the fourth time.   

 
By this juncture in our conversation, it was evident that Fran required a greater 

degree of practical assistance and support, not only for herself but also for her children. 
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This became abundantly clear in the way she described how none of the services were 

providing anyone to help her develop safety and financial plans:  

There is nobody, nobody! Not even help with childcare. We get called to court so 
my mom takes holidays to come up and stay with the kids, they are six hours 
away.  My mom has to take time off work, and lose money and so then what 
happens? It’s adjourned, and now everyone is out on holidays! And there is no 
reimbursement. Well there is the victim protection plan where you are supposed 
to be compensated for whatever you have lost…well, I haven’t been able to work 
because my doctor has me off because I am a friggen basket case, I don’t sleep, I 
can’t eat.  I have no family support, but I thought why do I have to take my kids to 
Interval House so he can go out and get drunk that night? That’s bullshit! Why do 
I have to take my two year-old out of her safety and my eleven year-old? Do you 
think she wanted to go live in a one bedroom, in a random weird house? The 
system is failing me on every level!  

 
 From these three survivors' testimonies, it is apparent that support from service 

providers cannot be delivered in an analogous systems-based approach; rather, it has to 

be devised and realized on a case-to-case basis, taking into consideration the victim's 

specific circumstances. Despite this assertion, there are some overarching needs to be 

derived from the findings, such as the importance of: coordinated interagency responses, 

service provider-initiated contacts, and support that is immediate and continuous both 

during and following the court process. The various agencies and service providers each 

have independent purposes and strengths: providing crisis-based support, protection and 

safety, and/or emotional support. However, despite variations in the survivors' 

experiences, they did benefit from the support derived from interagency collaboration.  

4.2.3 Informal Support (Familial Support)  

 Beyond the provision of formal support services, the survivors each spoke, 

without prompting, about their need for informal, mainly familial, support.  Ruth 

mentioned several times how fortunate she was to have the support of her auntie and 

sisters. She recounted how, prior to the final violent incident by her abuser, she had 
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attempted to leave him on several occasions. And, although she was frightened of him, 

her aunt aided her in seeing him again: 

My auntie took me to see him, and umm... I was still in love with him. I just 
wanted him to make it alright. Even with this last incident I went through, my 
sister said “why didn’t you tell me, why didn’t I know”? And I said because, “I 
didn’t want you to think badly of him,” so that’s why it’s so hard, and that’s why 
women such as myself try to cover for them, and do make up stuff because you 
want the perfect relationship, and so you think the good out of the relationship 
will overcome the bad. It’s also really good, or really bad, when it’s really good, 
it’s really good! And I know even with me I have listened to speakers before about 
this, and you always want to fix it. 

 
Family support can manifest itself as both positive and negative, such as in the 

case of Ruth’s auntie’s assistance in reuniting a survivor with her abuser which, although 

well-intentioned, was nonetheless very risky for Ruth. Despite this, Ruth felt strongly that 

her family’s support was critical in helping her through this extraordinarily tumultuous 

period in her life: 

And I really think that for situations like this, I am so thankful I have my family. I 
knew I needed to leave the province because I would go back to him, I knew I 
would, if he called me. I just knew I would, so I had family to go to in Ontario, but 
you have these women who don’t have the support system and I have never been 
through a shelter, but my sisters have gone to shelters. My sisters went through a 
similar on and off where they have been in abusive relationships and stuff so like I 
know that shelters are there, but I have never had to utilize them. 

 
Most notably, Ruth declared: “If I didn’t have my family I would have probably 

just ended up just sticking it out because it’s easier.” This assertion emphasizes that, 

although she was pleased with the support she obtained from formal sources, (Victim 

Services and the police), informal support was even more essential. 

 Unlike Ruth, who relied on the service providers and her family for support, while 

going through the court process Joy relied more on the formal support sources:  
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I sort of left my family in the dark regarding this. I just don’t want them to form 
an opinion, I am trying to rely on professionals, who know he is wrong but won’t 
bash him. I find that easier to deal with. 

 
Although Joy did not demand a great degree of support from her family, she in 

turn wanted to provide support to Lucy, her brother’s girlfriend, who was the mother of 

her young nephew. Joy spoke passionately about loving her brother yet, due to his 

frequent violent outbursts, being extremely worried about Lucy and the child’s well-

being. She explained that she hoped that by demonstrating the tenacity needed to see the 

court process through, she would provide Lucy with “the strength she needs” to follow 

suit.  Joy also stated that she continued to offer support to Lucy by readily informing her 

about the court process.  

Similar to Joy, Ruth wanted to use her experiences to support other women in like 

circumstances of abuse:   

The reason I wanted to do this with you is I want to help other women in similar 
situations. I really, really think I could actually help! I have considered 
volunteering to speak at different places if I can help at all. I have been learning, 
and I think there are a lot of things women can watch for, so that they don’t get 
into this kind of a relationship, because once they have you hooked and you are in 
love, it’s totally different than someone you don’t know that abuses you, it’s a lot 
easier to stand up for yourself, so what they do is they look for women with low 
self-esteem, and they make you feel sorry for them. Once they have you hooked 
that’s when they can do what they want to do. I especially want to help women 
who don’t have the support of their family. 

 
In contrast to Ruth and Joy, Fran did not have the direct support of her family, as 

they lived a considerable distance from her and her daughters. Although her mother and 

father occasionally came to visit her in North Battleford, this support was clearly 

insufficient:  

I want to relocate! I want to because I have no family support. I want to be near 
family. My kids, my twelve-year-old has nobody but me and her sister now. My 
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husband has family and friends galore but I have nobody really, and I can’t do 
this alone anymore.  
 

 In summary, the survivors' experiences highlight the critical importance of the 

amalgamation of well-founded formal support services and the need for informal support 

to afford the survivor encouragement to see this tumultuous time through.  

4.2.4 Information  
 

In reviewing victimology literature, one of the principal components of victims’ 

rights is the right to information (Walklate, 1989; Viano, 1990). This right to knowledge 

and information suggests a corresponding increase in the power of victims, thereby 

improving victims’ experiences of the criminal justice process. It is further suggested that 

bettering the victims’ experience through the provision of information will strengthen the 

fortitude of victims to see their case through the courts rather than disengage from the 

process, something that happens all too frequently with domestic violence cases. 

Acknowledging the centrality of providing victims with appropriate communication and 

information has been embraced as an elemental facet of domestic violence courts’ 

procedures. The term information refers to the duty of the police, the Crown Prosecutor, 

and Victim Services to put in place enhanced lines of communication with victims 

regarding the progress of their cases and their rights pertinent to compensation and the 

availability of support. Although the need to be informed and kept up-to-date with court 

proceedings and developments was not specifically identified, the participants’ desire for 

information was present throughout our discussions. 
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Ruth asserted that being kept informed of case developments was important to 

her. She found that Victim Services and the police, followed by the prosecutor, were the 

most active in keeping her current: 

They were very good to tell me what was going on with him. This was mainly 
victim services but also the police. They would call and say Dave went to court 
and this is what happened… 
 

Although Ruth claimed that she received adequate information from the police 

and Victim Services and, to a lesser degree, the prosecutor, she was unsure whether there 

was still a no-contact or restraining order in place between her and her abuser:  

I don’t know if there still is, nobody told me. I hope there is because, that is 
something that should be a given....for any victim, for any violent crime, it should 
be an unwritten rule, it goes with the territory with once they have been 
charged…. 

 
Joy expressed confusion similar to Ruth’s in that she too was unsure if her (ex)-

common-law partner had a no-contact order:  

I haven’t gotten any more information yet…but there probably will be, there 
should be! This is something I need and want for sure. But the problem is they 
[court] don’t necessarily tell you what the conditions are that they are let out on.  

 
Although she was aware she could place a call to Victim Services for 

clarification, largely because of all the tribulations she was facing at this stressful point in 

her life, she had not yet done so: 

I could phone victim services and they could find out, because I have a file 
number. But they haven’t called me to tell me, and I am feeling so overwhelmed. 
Calling them right now is not what I want to do, even though I probably should. 
 
It became clear there was some deterioration in the communication between Joy 

and various criminal justice services providers. Although, as a matter of self-interest, a 

victim could be expected to take the initiative to obtain information, in practice, the 
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significant stress an individual who has been victimized experiences is often a barrier to 

proactive information-gathering (Wemmers, 2008). Moreover, being kept informed may 

have relative importance to different people. When asked if being informed about case 

developments was important to her, Joy responded:  

 Well yeah, I think so! Like I should have an idea, right? But I don’t! 
 
 Fran asserted that, similar to what she perceived as a diminution in support from 

Victim Services and the police, she felt as time went on, parties were not as forthcoming 

with ongoing communications. However, she made it apparent that, as a result of her 

predicament, what she needed more than information was tangible support from formal 

and informal sources.  

4.2.5 Victim Participation in the Court Process 
 

The Canadian legal system has been criticized by victimologists for overlooking and 

discounting the voices of victims, by largely denying them meaningful participation in 

the justice system ( Walklate, 1989; Viano, 1990).  It can be argued that by not 

encouraging victim participation in the court process these individuals experience further 

victimization. In recognition of this, victim participation is a pillar upon which the 

specialized court proceeds.  However, contrary to what some of the literature would 

indicate, none of the survivors suggested participation in the court process to be amongst 

their foremost or absolute needs. Although not  in detail, they each briefly touched upon 

their level of participation. Notably, admitting to being very reserved, Joy had the least 

desire to participate in the court process; whereas Fran and Ruth, who were far more 

outgoing, discussed their desired level of participation in slightly more depth. Clearly, 
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victim participation, and desired levels thereof, can manifest differently depending on the 

individual. 

Ruth described her participation in the court process:  
 
I think the way they did it was really good.  They had me write a statement, not just 
on the one incident but on the ones that also led up to the final incident. When victim 
services would talk to me, it was more about me, was I okay? How was I holding up? 
And we didn’t go back to the abuse a lot. 

 

Significantly, for Ruth, her participation was characterized by her writing a victim 

impact statement (VIS) and also by Victim Services’ attention to how she was coping. 

Her response is illustrative of a direct conflation of participation, support and 

empowerment. Therefore, in Ruth’s perspective, participation was not defined solely by 

her level of engagement in the court process, although she spoke numerous times about 

how effective she found writing her VIS. It was also defined by her perception of being 

acknowledged as an intrinsic part of the court process.  

She further describes her experience in court as it relates to her perception of 

participation:  

I didn’t really have to relive the abuse again, until I went to court. And then I was 
sitting there for like three hours, and I was totally drained when it was done. All 
they asked me was questions, and they did ask me questions from my statement, 
and some of them wouldn’t be exactly the same like from my statement and I said, 
I am just giving you from memory the five incidents that occurred, so if it was the 
fourth and it was actually the third, I just know that it happened, right. Once I 
finished in court, I just left… and the two women from Victim Services stayed and 
I just wanted to get away from him, that was the first time I had seen him, I didn’t 
look at him and just answered what I needed to answer, and then they phoned me 
to let me know that he had been sentenced. 

 
Although Ruth’s court involvement as she recounted it did not bring to mind an 

overly empowering experience, she described her encounter with the judge as very 

positive. She expressed feelings of assurance that the judge had a well-founded 
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understanding of the particulars of her case and that he took the time to fully understand 

her victim impact statement: 

I really think he understood my case. I did not even realize until after I left the 
courtroom, like I didn’t really comprehend what was going on at the time. Like I 
knew I was in the court room, and I knew I just had a purpose, just answer the 
questions, just tell the truth, and whatever is going to happen is going to happen. 
But my sisters were there and they said that it was kinda cute because you could 
tell that the judge had really read my statement because at one point he tried to 
joke with me about something, but I didn’t clue in. But my sister Darlene said you 
could really tell that he had read your statement and that he had an 
understanding of what had happened to me. That felt good because when I had 
gone in I kinda felt like a bit of a robot on the bench. They just asked me to tell 
them what happened and then I would tell them… so from what my sister said it 
was really good to know that the judge had read my statement. 
 

The courtroom operates in a procedural or “by the book” fashion.  It was evident 

from Ruth that the recognition she received from the judge provided her with a sense that 

her suffering was acknowledged. This was extremely meaningful to her and most 

certainly contributed to her not feeling excluded or marginalized.  

Despite the beneficial recognition she felt from the judge, when asked about her 

relationship, if any, with the prosecutor, she explained that, in her fragile state, engaging 

in lengthy communications with the prosecutor was not something she desired:  

I did not talk with him that much. I think that the frame of mind you’re in at the 
time it wouldn’t have really helped. I think the victim statement is really good 
because I was able to do a few of them before I actually submitted one because I 
didn’t know how I felt. So to try to talk to a prosecutor at the time, I don’t think it 
would have beneficial to them or for me. Umm…it’s too traumatic a time. 

 
She further elaborated about the entirety of the court process pertinent to her 

participation:  

I think with the frame of mind that I was in; I was able to do what I had to. I don’t 
think I could have done much more, I really felt that they listened to me and I was 
able to tell them, you know with the victim impact statement what I had been 
through, and I was thankful for that. Yeah, I think that it was all done very well…. 
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 The term participation connotes a relationship with the term empowerment. 

However, levels of participation and empowerment can differ on a personal basis, as 

Ruth revealed that she was in favour of limiting victim input into how the case should be 

pursued:  

That’s one thing they should do, if the police charge him… the woman should not 
have any influence. When you are in the relationship you want it to work, you 
want to get them off. The other thing you have to think about when it comes to 
that, he is possibly the breadwinner, the father, there’s so many factors, but when 
it comes down to it…when a girl loves a guy she will lie, and do whatever she 
needs to do, so she should have no rights when it comes to that….if he is being 
charged there are reasons….you are not in the right state of mind. 

 
Ruth detailed how in Alberta, she had previously dropped charges against a 

former boyfriend, also an abuser. She expressed how, in retrospect, she felt sincere regret 

for placing greater importance on protecting her boyfriend from the judicial system than 

on protecting herself from his brutality.  Although some feminists and victim advocates 

believe that the mandatory charging policy is failing to meet victims’ needs and may 

unintentionally further the disempowerment of victims by limiting their participation in 

deciding how to deal with their situation, it was very revealing to obtain Ruth’s firsthand 

perspective on this (Brown, 2001; Hirschel & Buwaza, 2002).  

Regarding her level of participation, and the amount of significance she afforded 

it, Fran indicated that by not sharing personal information with the court about the severe 

sexual abuse she suffered at the hands of her ex-husband, she had consciously decided to 

limit her participation: 

I mean the police have their suspicions, and I will not confirm or deny either way 
because I don’t wanna open that can of worms, do you know what I mean? In 
terms of his charges, like when I talked to one officer, you know I gave her 
hypothetically speaking this way it’s not on record because she keeps asking 
about like… sexually. And I said hypothetically say it was….what would that 
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involve in court? Nobody would want that shit out there in court, and it’s a public 
courtroom so any joeshmoe can come in. I mean do you want that? I don’t! And 
so I mean, I know he could have had more charges but I don’t want that in public 
record, in the public eye, especially it’s like, do I want my kids in ten years to 
Google and find out my dad friggen choked my mom out and beat her over the 
friggen head with things, so he got off…he liked to pretend to rape it was his 
sexual pleasure …do you want to hear that stuff? I don’t want my kids finding out 
about that stuff! Its public record, part of me wants him to be embarrassed and 
humiliated. I mean, you almost want it so people know because even if it changes 
one person’s mind from going to his business, one girl’s mind from dating him, it 
will mean that maybe, just maybe a difference will be made if one dad or one 
mom heard this and refused to let their daughter date him, or maybe it could just 
save someone a little bit of hell. 

 
 Fran’s response denotes contrasting thoughts. On the one hand, she wanted her 

ex-husband held accountable for his actions and for her trauma to be recognized; on the 

other, she did not want these extremely personal experiences made public, further 

harming her reputation. She explained that she therefore consciously omitted details of 

the sexual abuse in her VIS. Although she claimed that the VIS was most integral to her 

participation in the court process, she did not find it to be, to any significant measure, an 

empowering experience. In fact, she disclosed that she was deliberately circumspect to 

protect herself from additional harassment from the abuser’s family and friends: 

I could not say all I wanted to in the victim impact statement especially when a lot 
of these people in the courtroom, like my ex’s friends are involved with drugs and 
alcohol because now they are pissed off at me and trying bring me down… I mean 
you are basically putting a death stamp on your face. 

 
Like Ruth and Fran, Joy also identified her VIS as being the most significant 

element of her participation in the court process and described the VIS as important for 

her “healing.” Beyond the actual writing of the statement, she described her participation 

as not very significant in fulfilling her needs. Joy connected her relatively scant interest 

in participating to her innate disposition as a private, shy individual. In this vein, she also 
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relayed discontent with respect to having to repeat her experience to multiple services 

and wanted to avoid having to do it more than it was absolutely obligatory: 

So far I have had to tell the police, the hospital, here [Interval House], Victim 
Services, Catholic Family Services and then I guess the court next…so yeah it’s 
really hard and uncomfortable. Like I know they need to know, but its gets to 
where you just don’t wanna have to go through it over and over again….I hate 
reliving it. 

 
 From the survivors' testimonies it appears that writing the VIS was their most 

significant participation in the court process. For some, depending on their personalities 

and experiences, writing the VIS represented an opportunity to publically discuss the 

personal ramifications of their victimization that may achieve their need for participation, 

whereas for others, it may not be sufficient.  

4.3 Survivors’ Engagement with the Police 
 

Police response to domestic violence is crucial as they are at the first line of 

responders in the criminal justice system.  Police are routinely identified as the initial 

point of contact with the criminal justice system for victims (Gillis et al, 2006). 

Therefore, police attitudes and responses toward domestic violence can greatly influential 

the atmosphere of services to victims. A negative experience with even one police officer 

has the potential to deter a victim from pursuing further legal recourse. As the judicial 

response to domestic violence continues to evolve, concomitantly the police officers' role 

should also.  The RCMP is a focal component of the Battlefords Domestic Violence 

Treatment Option Court as they are one of the key actors of the Court's Steering 

Committee. Although one of the overarching goals of the BDVTO Court is to provide an 

enhanced sense of protection and safety for survivors, and the police have a critical role 
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to play in achieving this objective, a shared feature of the lived experiences of all three 

survivors was their reluctance to involve the police. 

Female victims are routinely hesitant to involve the police for numerous reasons: 

fear of retaliation, the desire to protect the abuser, fear of being ostracized by the 

community, financial concerns, etc., (Burgess, 2002). However, one of the most 

pronounced reluctances is an abiding distrust of the police and judicial system. By either 

validating or invalidating victims’ experiences, police intervention has the potential to 

dispel this wariness or, conversely, to reinforce victims' negative attitudes and beliefs 

toward police.  Beyond this common reticence to involve police, once they were 

involved, the survivors' experiences with the police differed substantially. However, there 

were also some similarities to be examined throughout this section. 

4.3.1 Point of Contact with the Police 
 

As previously established, Ruth’s most recent experience was not her first as an 

abuse victim dealing with the police; in fact, she had a lengthy history dating back to her 

childhood when she suffered abuse at the hands of her aunt and uncle and was 

subsequently sexually abused by a male acquaintance in her teenage years. Following the 

sexual assault, Ruth made the decision to report the offense to the police; however, she 

recounted receiving poor treatment and attributed a large degree of her ensuing hesitance 

to seek help from the police to her initial negative experience years before: 

I think my not wanting to involve them[the police] went back to a rape charge 
many years ago, I was seventeen, and at that time when it happened, I went to the 
police  and they dragged me through the mud, so I didn’t follow through with the 
charges. I just moved, I tend to do that a bit. 
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As Ruth explained this she began to tear up and it was evident that, even some 

thirty years later, she was still deeply affected by the disempowering ramifications of her 

former experience. When asked if she would elaborate on her prior negative experience 

with the police, she became increasingly emotional, at which time I reminded her we did 

not have to discuss anything she did not want to. She evidently did not want to discuss 

the previous assault further, so our conversation returned to her more recent experiences. 

Discussing the most recent violent incident Ruth suffered, she detailed how the 

police became involved:  

There were a number of incidents that led up to this. But yeah, the last one was 
the worst. That time he fractured my ribs and skull, and broke my nose. Anyway 
that night, it is kind of weird because as I think back to the things that led up to 
that, they are just really weird we would drink and then he would get to a point 
where he would get violent. Anyway, this particular night, the final night, he went 
at me with a cast iron frying pan and I was getting hit repeatedly and anyway… I 
had the emblem of that particular frying pan imprinted in my forehead…and that 
night after he beat me up he told me to take a shower because I was covered in 
blood, and he took my clothes and towels and got rid of them [nervous laughter]. I 
kept waking myself up that night it happened because I knew I had a concussion, 
well I was pretty sure and I was so dizzy, so I kept setting the alarm on my cell 
phone to make sure I made it through the night. The next day my sister dropped 
into visit me, and when she saw me she called the police. The ambulance came, 
and when the ambulance driver asked me what happened I finally told him and 
then I thought about it and when I got to the hospital, I took it back. I said I fell 
off a horse because I had been riding horses the previous days. That is the story I 
came up with because most of the guys I was with I would make up stories, I 
would run into cupboards or fall down the stairs, or you know just to cover. I 
tried to keep that story up.  And after the hospital my one sister was staying with 
me, and her and my other sister went back to the police and told them to check me 
because I had bruises all over my hands and they knew they were defence, and the 
police hadn’t caught that. So the police came to see me probably a week after the 
incident had happened and they took pictures of my hands. I didn’t know what 
was going on, but my sisters had said this did not happen with a horse, she was 
beat up and she is protecting him. So ummmmm….he was still out, he was still 
free. And then he texted me one night, he  kept texting me and telling me how 
much he loved me, you know….ummmm ….and I was you know, believing him. 
And then one night he was out hunting, so I knew he had a friend’s car and a gun, 
I knew he had wheels and he was drinking and I figured there was a good chance 
that he would come to finish and …..but anyway my sister was there so I knew he 
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wouldn’t just kill me, he would kill us both.  So I phoned the cops and I told them 
what had happened. They [the police] knew me because my town is small, so they 
knew who I was, and they actually sent a few cars out and they took me to the 
police station  and I filled out my statements and let them know exactly what 
happened, and I ended up back at the hospital. They [the police] had me go to the 
hospital to get checked. 
 

Ruth recounted her continual disinclination to report the abuse to the police until 

she deemed that both her sister’s life and her own were in danger. Additionally, Ruth 

detailed the falsifications she would habitually create to deter police involvement. 

Although Ruth’s initial negative experience with the police certainly contributed to her 

indecisiveness to seek help, she also conceded that a supplementary factor was her desire 

to protect her spouse, which she admitted was a reflection of her past low self-esteem.  

However, had her first police experience been more helpful, one can speculate 

that she would have pursued police intervention much sooner and thereby shortened the 

duration of her suffering. Moreover, one may also assume Ruth’s perception that “the 

police had dragged her through the mud” regarding the rape charge, may have 

contributed to the deterioration of her self-esteem, worth and respect and; inadvertently 

encouraged her path to sustained abusive relationships. Although only a supposition, this 

assertion echoes and validates Ruth’s own words describing low self-esteem as being a 

primary contributing factor to her inability to avoid abusive relationships.  

 Unlike Ruth, as victims, Joy and Fran did not have any previous involvement with 

police. However, analogous to Ruth’s experiences, Joy and Fran had also suffered 

countless acts of violence at the hands of their partners prior to the involvement of 

authorities. It was through the support of Victim Services that Fran and Joy decided to 

report their suffering to the police.  
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 Following the final violent incident, Joy was badly injured and hospitalized. 

Although she did not go into much detail regarding what led to her hospital stay, she 

believed one of the nurses or doctors had called Victim Services on her behalf. Prior to 

speaking with the Victim Services workers, she was in a desperate state of uncertainty 

with regard to whether to report the abuse to the police or, as on all past occasions, keep 

the violence she was experiencing secret. She credited the Victim Services workers who 

spoke with her at the hospital as being very influential in her decision to report the abuse 

to the police: 

I was kinda nervous and I was kinda iffy if I wanted to speak with the police at 
first. And then I began realizing that it wasn’t alright for that [the abuse] to 
happen, the victim services workers assured me that no I didn’t deserve that, and 
they really did help me to feel more like I was doing the right thing, because part 
of me was thinking should I do this? Should I not? Umm….not just because, well 
because you can’t just shut those feelings off….right…like I loved him…so I was 
thinking that and I was thinking so many things! 
 
Once Joy gained enough confidence in her decision to report the abuse to the 

police, two Victim Services workers accompanied her from the hospital to the police 

station to “do the statement.” 

Joy’s experience with how victim services facilitated her contact with the police 

highlights a two-fold significance. First, her story demonstrates the strength of inter-

agency communications and secondly, the importance of ensuring that victims receive 

timely support from agencies such as Victim Services. Without the intervention of the 

Victim Services workers, it is entirely conceivable that Joy would have shied away from 

holding the abuser accountable for his actions and would have endured further acts of 

violence.  
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 As in Joy's case, Victim Services also facilitated contact between Fran and the 

police. However, unlike Joy’s experience, Fran went to Victim Services of her own 

volition in response to mounting fears. Fran’s experience with the police was the most 

complex due to a number of compounded factors. First, Fran had attempted to seek police 

attention once before and was placed on hold for twenty-five minutes, a situation that was 

very upsetting to her:  

 I could have been friggen dead. They’re too late. So what do you do? 

As with many before her, a negative experience in obtaining help from police led 

her to disengage and to continue to suffer abuse in silence. It was not until years later – 

when Fran and her husband separated and she became increasingly scared for her own 

and the safety of her children – that, in desperation, she reached out to a Victim Services 

worker for assistance:  

What happened was, I went into Victim Services because we had split but he was 
getting more and more aggressive….and you could feel he was getting the look in 
his eyes, his demeanour, he was becoming very malicious again, very spiteful and 
I know when it [the abuse] comes.. he goes into “oh I miss you and everything,”” 
I think I want  my family back” to” how dare you not do this”…”just because I 
don’t live here you are not going to wash my clothes for me?” Do you know what 
I mean? “Well…good luck trying to buy diapers”….and it would just escalate and 
escalate, get higher and higher and higher, it was at the point where you were 
just one thing away from him losing his mind. And being that we were not 
together and there were guns in the house, I was petrified! So I had gone to 
Victim Services saying like I need to know legally what I need to do and the 
Victim Services lady was like let’s talk to an officer and then they brought 
someone in. 

 
 Fran’s response on this occasion is indicative of her coming to recognize an 

increasingly volatile situation and pre-emptively reaching out for assistance prior to the 

full-blown escalation of her ex’s impending violent behaviour. With the support of 

Victim Services, Fran reported the violence to a police officer. Given that violence is 
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routinely heightened following a separation, had Fran not been strong enough to seek 

advice proactively from Victim Services, the outcome with respect to her children’s 

safety and her own might have been disastrous (Payne &Gainey, 2005). 

4.3.2 The Survivors’ Experience with the Police  
 

In contrast to Ruth’s initial experience with the police, she reported an extremely 

positive second experience, describing the police in her most recent experience as being 

kind, helpful and supportive. Specifically, she recounted how the police officer who had 

taken her statement noticed that her nose was possibly broken and made sure she received 

medical attention for it:  

 
The police were really good, really good, they stayed with me. Then umm…there 
were two police women, and a policeman and they were just all so good and 
supportive, call me day or night type of thing. The male officer was the one who 
noticed that my nose was broken; he said,” your nose is broken”, and I said 
…"yeah I kinda thought it was.” That’s when they took me in again to get 
checked, and I filled out forms and they needed all the documentation. And I 
thought well for someone who didn’t even know me to actually take the time to 
observe and tell me, because I just knew I was having issues, but I was just having 
issues with my whole body. And yeah so, he just made sure I went in and they 
checked it and said it was broken and then those papers also went to court so that 
when he went up on the charges, the whole thing was recorded as happening. 

 
Ruth’s response demonstrates how personal and compassionate treatment from 

the police made her feel valued and respected, which is completely antithetical from her 

past experience. In listening to the way in which she described her latest experience with 

the police, her words conveyed a sense of empowerment, something that did not resonate 

listening to the two other survivors’ accounts of their interactions with the police.  

Regarding her experience with the police, Joy began by explaining that although 

the Victim Services workers were essential in encouraging her to speak with the police, 
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she remained in a frail emotional state and was preoccupied by numerous conflicting 

thoughts: 

I was sort of afraid and I didn’t really like the formal setting, when I had to do the 
video questioning and statement thing. I wasn’t comfortable with that! The setting 
wasn’t comfortable, it really wasn't nice, like I answered their questions best I 
could and some of them they would repeatedly ask me again and again in a 
different way… Anyway it got done but it seemed like it took a really long time 
and by the time I was done I just felt like I was upside down. Like the police 
officer asked had I done anything to provoke the violence? And I was like 
whaaaaaat??? Whatttttt? And I asked what do you mean by provoke? And they 
didn’t answer me! 

 
This excerpt represented the most expressive Joy had been all interview. 

Regarding her feelings on being asked if she provoked the abuse: 

It made me feel like they were trying to find a reason that this happened, as 
though you can provoke this. Like they made me feel like maybe there was a way 
that he could get away with it because I provoked him, like as in this was my fault. 
 
She describes how she felt after speaking with the police:   
 

 It wasn’t a great feeling, actually it was terrible, but anyway then it was done. 
 

Joy’s response clearly conveyed a sense of disempowerment. Although Fran’s 

experience with the police shared certain similarities with Joy’s, it also carried its own 

unique complexity. Fran’s abuser came from a prominent North Battleford family who 

had personal friendships with several members of the police:  

In the beginning there was talk of going for witness protection because he is so 
dominant and he is friends with the RCMP, so now they have my file and it is 
locked down so only certain officers have passwords to it. I mean, when I went 
into the police station I had pictures on my phone of police officers at my house in 
uniform at 1o’clock in the morning playing with their taser… I have pictures of 
officers in uniform with a cop car giving him [referring to her ex-husband] a ride 
to 711 to get him mix for his alcohol. 

 
Fran spoke vehemently regarding the reluctance she felt prior to speaking to the 

police due to the associations she knew her husband and his family had with many of the 
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officers. She discussed the ramifications of the imbalance of power between her and her 

ex-husband:  

I don’t know how to explain it without getting emotional, but… it is almost like the 
police and the criminal justice system protect the accused. It makes it very hard 
for women to speak out and to be 100% honest I don’t know if I would do it again. 
But at the time I had to do something to protect my kids, and my only option was 
to agree with the police, you know cooperate with them, or else child protective 
services can come in and take my kids. So I mean at the same time, if I hadn’t 
spoken out no one would have known. But at the same time, I had to protect them 
[her children], and I had to show them that it wasn’t fair and it is not the way a 
man should treat a woman, and I mean I have two kids, two girls yet…So at the 
same time, it was my only option for safety… you know the cell-arm, the 
police…you know driving by the house, Victim Services.... 

 
Despite her hesitation, she described the first officer – a female – she spoke with 

as being “wonderful”. However, after speaking with the female police officer, who did 

not know her husband, a Corporal came into speak with her, and she was left upset by 

their interaction: 

When the Corporal came in it was like well you need to do this…it’s your word 
against his…the crown prosecutor has to prove that it happened, the defense only 
has to prove that it might not have happened and that you made it up. It’s like the 
system protects the accused and not the victims! And the thing is that the officer I 
have right now is amazing, he is understanding, but almost like he doesn’t want to 
push you or make you feel like you have done something wrong….where as some 
of them are like “well what did you do to upset him”? “What caused all of this”? 
“Did you guys have a big fight”? When I get asked questions like that it makes me 
feel like I am being blamed. It is usually with the male cops… “What did you do 
to upset him”? “Why did you take so long to come in to talk about it”?  
 
After a brief pause, Fran continued: 
 
You almost kinda felt like the one being accused you know with the process, and 
all of the questions. It’s not all of the male cops, it’s just certain ones that say 
things like “what did you do”? I don’t know I am pretty sure I had postpartum 
depression because I had a terrible pregnancy. I had been beaten the whole time I 
was pregnant, I had been thrown out of vehicles.  I had vehicles thrown into the 
ditch so he could beat the shit out me while I am pregnant, I had no support, my 
biggest support was my ten year old at the time, you know? I never had that 
pregnancy happiness! You know I was sick for seven months, I was at the hospital 
twice a day for four hours a day 8 o’clock until 12 o’clock, 9 o’clock until 1 
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o’clock getting IV for seven months. FUN! You know I was depressed and I 
wasn’t getting anything so when he is sitting there and the baby slept an hour at a 
time for like six months, it was awful….awful…awful…so you come home and you 
are exhausted! And he is like "well I worked eight hours today and you wanna be 
home with the kids,” and in the meantime he is like degrading you and belittling 
you. And all of a sudden one day you get three hours of sleep and you are like 
WOW all at once and you get ready and then you are a fucking whore because 
you have done something with yourself and if you don’t then he is angry too. And 
I mean I was explaining this to the cop and he was like “well maybe if you had 
put in a little more effort….you know…or maybe if you knew it upset him then why 
would you do something that would upset him?” Well I don’t know, you are 
damned if you do, you are damned if you don’t! And I’m like at the same time, I 
could give a shit if I have done my makeup today because I have been up with my 
kid…  Their [the police] questioning you, so it almost makes it like okay maybe I 
did deserve it? You're expecting an uhuh and then what happened, mmhmm what 
happened? …but no with some of them it was like oh wow…okay…wow … you 
poor wife….. If you are supposed to be trained with that sensitivity crap…why are 
you talking to me like that? I don’t know want your sympathy, your empathy, your 
pity party, I don’t want that I just want something done, some kind of measures in 
place…. 

 
She hesitated momentarily, collected herself and continued regarding her 

experience with the police:  

Yeah it’s awful, you literally walk out of there [the police station] and you’re like 
what just happened? You know to my one friend I talk to all the time; I said,” I 
kind of feel like it’s my fault now.”She is like no, it’s not! 
 
Although Joy’s experiences differed from Fran’s, they both expressed discontent 

with regard to specific police officers’ questions and comments. Specifically, both 

survivors conveyed that they felt that some police officers’ lines of questioning placed an 

unfair and significant onus of culpability for the abuse on them as the victims rather than 

the abuser. In a time of great emotional and psychological vulnerability, police questions, 

which the survivors found highly offensive, could have led the participants to disengage 

from the justice process. Even though Joy and Fran did not decide to withdraw from the 

legal process, they did internalize what they interpreted to be behind many of the 

questions and began to contemplate if perhaps they were the ones to blame for the abuse.  
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Fran and Joy's respective experiences with the police are not exceptional. Johnson 

and Fraser's (2011) qualitative research study on female victims' firsthand experiences 

with the criminal justice system found that a multitude of front-line officers displayed 

victim-blaming attitudes (Johnson & Fraser, 2011). Similar results were produced in a 

study conducted by Arielle Dylan, Cheryl Regehr and Ramona Alaggia (2008), which 

found that many female participants they spoke with alleged that their contact with the 

police was marked by "disrespect, dismissal, and professional failure" (p.684). Likely 

emanating from an inadequate perceptivity of the realities of violence toward women, a 

victim-blaming sentiment can have very serious consequences. As many empirical 

studies prove, and as Ruth and Fran recounted, the insensitive treatment they experienced 

can lead to re-victimization of the victim. 

Therefore, police officers' interactions with the survivors must be understood as a 

byproduct of the greater ideological landscape, one that is symptomatic of the furtherance 

of a patriarchal dogma rooted in the culture. Asking survivors questions with respect to 

what they could have done to avoid or prevent the abuse, or whether they provoked it, 

indicates not only a complete lack of understanding about violence against women but 

also implies that the survivors were in some way responsible for the abuse they received. 

This type of rhetoric intrinsically reinforces the oppressive conditions that are complicit 

in the sanctioning of a culture of violence towards women. Through this paradigm of 

victim-blaming discourse, violence against the survivor is normalized as part of structural 

and institutional principles of gender inequality. When police officers fail to understand 

the realities of intimate partner violence, they are unconsciously perpetuating social 

hierarchies, marginalization, and hegemonic domination.  
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4.4 Societal Acceptance of Domestic Violence and the Pressure Not to Report  

Abusers commonly exert power and control over their victims to impose 

conditions of social isolation. This is an insidious ploy that does not necessarily terminate 

when a victim turns to the criminal justice system for protection and recourse. Survivors 

spoke about what they perceived as victim-blaming at the institutional or formal level 

(i.e., the police); however, the reality is that, when victims, particularly victims of 

intimate partner violence, decide not to continue to suffer in silence, they often also 

confront a lack of support at the informal level (from their family, friends and community 

(Balfour, 2008). 

Attuned to the critical role of formal and informal support, one of the pervasive 

themes that emerged from survivors' testimonies was their recognition of the normative 

nature, and frequency of domestic violence in North Battleford and the surrounding First 

Nations reserves. Tacit acceptance and the commonplace aspect of domestic violence 

were indicative of a number of insidious underlying community problems, such as, 

among others: the promulgation of patriarchal values; community indifference; 

stigmatization, ostracization, harassment, and intimidation of the victim; and victim-

blaming. This lack of support can manifest itself in many insidious ways, including: 

pressure on the victim to recant her accusations of abuse, to refuse to cooperate with the 

police, or to drop the charges entirely; retaliation from the abuser, his family and friends; 

societal condemnation, and treating the victim with disdain.  

Because insufficient support can further force a victim into even greater social 

seclusion and alienation causing self-blame and self-doubt, victim–blaming, which 

presents itself at the community level, has the potential to be just as deleterious as not 
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receiving support from the institutional level. This type of treatment towards victims is 

particularly pervasive in communities with high levels of intimate violence because IPV 

becomes normalized, inadvertently making it a component of social life. Despite the 

increased awareness and attention to intimate partner violence, when violence towards 

women becomes a social norm, the high tolerance and societal acceptance of it 

intrinsically mirrors the inequality and patriarchal nature of white colonial societies, one 

in which negative attitudes toward women are likely ingrained.  

 All three survivors’ lived experiences confirmed the commonness of intimate 

partner violence in North Battleford and the surrounding reserve areas. Citing the violent 

abuse Ruth has experienced since childhood:  

 The scary part is that this is so common… 
 
 Although by putting the word scary before her assertion, Ruth recognized that this 

type of behaviour was not acceptable; nevertheless, in her experience abuse clearly was 

common. Both she and her sisters experienced abuse as children and in their adult 

intimate relationships. Furthermore, in speaking of the normality of violence toward 

women, Ruth reiterated that, when she used to suffer extreme violent bouts at the hands 

of her partners, she would silently and repeatedly pray:   

 Please God don’t let me be a stat, another native woman killed on the reserve.  
  

Ruth remembered an experience on her reserve in which, following the final violence 

between her and her abuser, a male acquaintance approached her:  

I actually had an experience where after the last incident I ran into a guy  on the 
reserve and he said to me, he goes oh Ruth I am so sorry to hear what happened, 
but I am so glad you made it, that you lived through it. And I said, “oh thank 
you… I am too!” And then he goes… no word of lie, he said, “us Thunderchild 
guys are getting a real bad rep and we can’t even date people because we are 
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known as abusers.” As if to say it is our, the women’s fault….as in we are giving 
them a bad reputation.  

 
 Ruth indicated that such comments made her feel betrayed, frustrated and deeply 

sad noting that her acquaintance was implicitly shifting the onus from the abuser to the 

victim – in this case, to her. However, Ruth qualified this as just being the way of life on 

the reserve.  

Ruth remarked that she experienced negative societal pressure with respect to her 

decision to press charges:  

There was that and there still is, back on the reserve and I do have different 
family members on his side that are very, very angry! Before I tended to bend a 
lot more under pressure, and now I don’t if they don’t like it too bad, and 
umm…but yea there is a lot of that.  We even had an incident on the reserve 
where there was a gang rape and my auntie and I ended up getting the girl out of 
the situation,  and we were even getting harassed over that, my auntie and myself 
because we pulled a victim out of a situation and yeah so that does exist.  

 
Like Ruth, Joy also spoke about how in her experience intimate partner violence 

was widespread, particularly among her group of family and friends.  She commented 

that for some people, this type of violence was completely normalized, something they 

were familiar with; therefore, it was both practiced and accepted. Close to home, she 

described how her brother abused his former girlfriend and continues to do so with his 

current girlfriend, the mother of his child. Although she encouraged her brother's 

girlfriend to leave the relationship, her family is opposed, as they perceived domestic 

violence as a normative behaviour:  

I have heard as far as my brother’s new girlfriend, yeah like her family thinks that 
this [violence towards women] is what happens and that it’s normal. Like they 
don’t see anything wrong with it, women getting beat is just normal, yeah, normal 
I guess. So her family doesn’t want her to leave my brother and so that’s why she 
said she couldn’t leave him.  And I said, “that’s so stupid” my basic line was 
that’s so stupid! 
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She revealed that she hoped that, by going through the court process, she could 

demonstrate to her brother’s girlfriend that abuse is not tolerable: 

I didn’t understand before, I let it [the abuse] go on and now I am like no! I am 
not going to put up with that, I let it happen before and I shouldn’t have. It was 
because I was persuaded by - like oh he was afraid of ending up in jail you know, 
jail could be this, could be that! And I guess it was his fear, that I was putting 
ahead of my own feelings and then finally now knowing, I have to have a voice 
here. 

 
 Fran described her existence as plagued with threats, harassment and ridicule 

from her ex-husband’s friends, family and relatives. Contending with this type of social 

alienation and debasement on a daily basis greatly impacted her and her children’s lives 

to the point that, she declared: you don’t live, you survive, and it is hell.  

 Fran reiterated that she needed more support from organizations but did not feel 

that they had the resources and capacity to provide it, largely because of the number and 

magnitude of domestic violence cases under their purview. Although Fran’s perception 

with respect to Victim Services and the police’s stretched resource allotment is most 

likely accurate, there must be appropriate legal remedies coupled with an enhanced social 

consciousness to support survivors of domestic violence.   

 All these experiences taken in their totality are emblematic of values and beliefs 

that are endemic in the culture. Viano (1990) asserts that “violent acts reflect 

environments of violence” (p. xvii).  This position is assumed largely through the 

feminist paradigm which identifies patriarchal beliefs of male dominance and misogyny, 

and the social structure to be at the epicentre of the roots of violence against women (Yee 

Lee, Uken, &Sebold, 2004). In other words, violence towards women is principally seen 

as the result of patriarchal beliefs that cause men to impose power and control through 

physical and psychological abuse (Mills, Barocas & Ariel, 2012). Patriarchal control 
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seeps into all social dimensions; therefore, according to research conducted in 2005 by 

Judith Lewis Herman, "community standards are the standards of patriarchy" (p.598). In 

order to dismantle patriarchy, therefore, less focus should be placed on individual 

characteristics and greater attention given to structural and institutional inequalities as 

they relate to gender. Pervasive public attitudes endemic to the community must be 

changed from envisioning violence as a personal problem to understanding violence as a 

community problem.  

 One of the most devastating long-term effects of intimate partner violence was 

described by both Ruth and Fran: community stigmatization and scorn towards the 

victim. Dishonouring the victim is a residual by-product of the abuser's initial goal of 

asserting power and control through isolation and terror. Herman (2005) explains that 

"[a]s long as the victim is regarded in this demeaning manner, the community vindicates 

the perpetrator by adding to the victim's shame" (p.577). Furthermore, Herman's research 

revealed that many victims' preeminent need was validation and vindication from their 

respective communities through the recognition and denouncement of their suffering 

(Herman, 2005).  This sought-after affirmation of their needs from the community 

provides victims with a renewed sense of respect and connectivity.  Herman also notes 

that the community's rebuke of the offense, signifies the "transfer[ance of] the burden of 

disgrace from victim to offender" (2005, p.585). When this fails to occur, victims are 

continually forced to remain in the margins of their community, as the forces of 

patriarchal social control and dominance continually manifest themselves by continually 

shaming and intimidating the victim. In the context of my discussions with Ruth, Fran 

and Joy, it became clear that, by not encouraging the reintegration and support of the 
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victim, the specialized court system is falling vastly short of achieving the emancipatory 

goal of healing communities. 

4.5 Mandatory Counselling  
 

As discussed in the introduction and literature review chapters, a fundamental 

aspect of specialized treatment options as part of the domestic courts, in accordance with 

the principles of a therapeutic, problem-solving court model, is their emphasis on the 

treatment and rehabilitation of offenders, particularly through the use of (court-mandated) 

batterer counselling programs. Proponents of batterer counselling programs in the 

domestic violence court process advocate that that these programs may produce an array 

of positive outcomes, including, but not exclusively, the following: the reduction, if not 

elimination, of further violence towards women; the enhancement of offender 

accountability; the provision of treatment for substance abuse; the rigorous promotion 

and encouragement of the development of behaviour and attitudinal changes and 

improvement of communication techniques and social problem-solving skills; an increase 

in the number of guilty pleas entered in the court; and a  greater number of sentencing 

options for judges beyond fines and/or incarceration (Boyes, 2008; Hayward, Steiner & 

Sproule, 2007).  Those in favour of the use of batterer treatment programs in conjunction 

with the domestic violence court process also stress that these positive outcomes bring 

about improved safety and levels of protection for victims, particularly for those who 

return to their partner (Hayward, Steiner & Sproule, 2007).  

However, despite the alleged benefits of the emphasis on the incorporation of 

batterer intervention programs, there are many staunch critics. It remains contestable 

whether compelling batterers to participate in formal therapeutic counselling is in fact an 
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effective and reasonable approach to effectuate long-term rehabilitation. For example, 

Momirov and Duffy (2011) argue that "it is not clear if the counselling approach is a 

reasonable and effective solution" (p. 196). One of their central arguments relates to the 

notion that it is impossible to discern the true motives of individuals participating in 

involuntary treatment and whether they truly want to change (Momirov and Duffy, 2011). 

According to researchers Hayward, Steiner and Sproule (2007): "[w]hile there is some 

research showing that batterer intervention programs are having the desired effect on the 

batterer, the literature is sparse on the impact victims believe the treatment has on the 

batterer, particularly as it relates to the relationship, their safety, accountability for the use 

of violence, and a change of behaviour of the perpetrator" (p.78). 

The questionable nature of batterer counselling evinced itself in each interview. 

One of the themes that consistently emerged was the survivors' scepticism regarding the 

program’s utility combined with doubt regarding proper accountability for victims’ 

suffering. Each felt that the punishment did not seem to fit the crime. This topic arose 

organically, as it was not my intent to elucidate matters that concerned offenders directly, 

but it soon became clear that this topic held much significance and passion for the 

victims. The survivors strongly expressed their displeasure with the use of batterer 

treatment programs without the provision of an incarceral sentence.   

Ruth spoke sternly and succinctly with regard to her opinion on mandatory 

counselling. She emphasized that, although she acknowledged the benefit of counselling 

programs for certain offenders, she remained doubtful regarding the effectiveness of 

counselling for the majority of batterers: 

It depends a lot case to case. But if a guy knows that he can get out of going to 
jail and say “I got my damn counselling this afternoon, I got to do that to stay out 
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of jail….” Then there is a difference between a person who really wants to 
change and someone who is just going to stay out of jail.  Then it also comes back 
to if they really wanted to change, there wouldn’t have been a charge in the first 
place because they would have already been to counselling. So yeah, to guys I 
think that this is just a good cop out. And yeah, I know that counselling doesn’t 
always work because they have to choose to change and a lot of them don’t…. 
 

Fran, like Ruth, maintained a strong and highly cynical view with regard to her 

perception of the BDTVO Court’s utilization of batterer counselling: 

You have to either plead guilty or not guilty. And if you plead guilty you have the 
option of doing the counselling, drug and alcohol abuse, anger management…you 
still have a probation officer but after 20 weeks there is no criminal record. It’s 
basically a free pass…. 
 

Following her description of the provision of mandatory counselling as “a free 

pass,” Fran expressed a preference for her ex-husband to serve an incarceral sentence. 

She felt that counselling was far too “light” of a punishment for the amount of suffering 

he caused her and her children: 

 I am definitely in favour of incarceration! He deserves to be punished. 
 

Although Joy’s perspective initially differed from Ruth's and Fran’s, they 

subsequently converged. When asked what her thoughts were on mandatory counselling, 

she stated:  

I think that it is probably better for them to do the DVTO than go to jail because I 
don’t believe they will learn or rehabilitate in jail at all…. 
 

When asked to clarify, she stated that by saying “do the DVTO” she was referring 

to mandatory counselling. She stated her position:  

I think that mandatory counselling probably in the long-term would do more good 
for them than to go to jail, but if the abuse has been going on for a long time, if it 
is a repetitive thing in his relationships then obviously the past would be brought 
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up and then the judge would go okay look he has done this and this and now he 
needs to go to jail… 

 
Although Joy’s responses were initially indicative of a preference for the use of 

mandatory counselling as opposed to the imposition of jail sentences, she expressed 

sincere doubt with respect to whether offenders were being held accountable:  

No, they’re not being held accountable! They get off a lot! I have heard from 
other women, these are women who stayed with their partners, and their partners 
went to this program that was why they did this program so that they could be 
together. 
 

When asked if the relationships of the women she knew that stayed with their 

partners had improved, she laughed:    

No! So it was kind of pointless…The abuse just happens again most of the time. 
It’s better for a little, and then starts again, that’s just the way it usually works. I 
just think that in the end it comes down to how serious he takes the program. If he 
is just going because it is mandatory court ordered, then I don’t think it will work, 
like they should be able to establish at the end of it how much they have paid 
attention to it and if they have learned anything. Or if they were just putting in the 
time and sitting there and haven’t heard a word the person has said. And I don’t 
know if there is a way they could evaluate that, but then you would know whether 
or not they are actually learning. The stupid thing is it is a time will tell 
scenario…they do this because it is court ordered, but they could just be there 
putting in the time because they are court ordered and they haven’t learned a 
thing and maybe there are the ones who actually do pay attention and do learn 
and never repeat this but I know that there is a huge percent that don’t, they just 
repeat it because its… I don’t know if it’s from their childhood or it could be a 
million reasons but it’s not fair to me, regardless of what reason it was because I 
didn’t have to deserve any of it… 

 
Following a thirty-second pause, she continued emphatically: 

It’s sometimes seen as a get out of jail free ticket, and that’s the thing. Another 
perspective is my brother had to go through this program because he battered his 
girlfriend. And he went through this program and for him it was like when he 
went there, there were friends of his there it so it was almost like there was a 
group of people and they all had things in common and one of them was obviously 
that they battered their girlfriends or whatever. And he would say oh so and so is 
in it and so and so…maybe they are not supposed to say who is there but they did 
anyway, it seemed kind of like a boys club. And a lot of the guys he mentioned 
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were drinkers and partiers. So it was so weird the way he made it sound like oh 
and then we ate lunch, or else it was only half a day but he was like so and so was 
there and then we went to Tim Hortons and everything… and I was like you guys 
aren’t taking this serious at all…you’re not supposed to be socializing and having 
fun with your friends. 
 

After expressing her doubts about the effectiveness of batterer counselling, she 

explained that, although she has noticed some changes in her brother’s behaviour, he 

frequently reverted to his former abusive tendencies: 

He is not with that woman anymore, he is in a new relationship. He has made 
changes but I have still seen him like act out in a violent way where I have 
actually had to leave because I didn’t know what to do, so I phoned family to 
come and intervene. Like one time I had seen him pull his girlfriend’s hair and I 
was like “what are you doing?” And I took her out of there and I said “you need 
to leave him, like I know he is my brother but you need to leave”…and she 
won’t…she says” I can’t!” She says she can’t leave because of their baby. And I 
was like “it doesn’t matter, you need to, what are you doing?” And I try….she 
doesn’t tell my brother what I say to her, but she doesn’t take my advice either. 
She is like I love him so much he’ll change. Like I have seen some change, but I 
still see that old you know, my old brother pop up sometimes…. 

 

 In summary, the survivors agreed that they believed treatment to be largely 

ineffective in producing long-term change. As a result, they each stated that mandatory-

counselling should be incorporated with an incarceral sentence. This assertion was also 

advocated by research conducted by Eve S. Buwaza and Carl G. Buzawa (2003): 

"counselling could be more effective if it’s part of a split sentence with incarceration to 

reinforce the importance of changing behaviours" (p.229).  

 Although some advocates may argue that mandatory counselling appears to offer 

a better alternative for holding offenders accountable and bringing about long-term 

change, the survivors felt that, in isolation, counselling was not holding offenders 

sufficiently accountable and did not generate long-term change. Failing to explore and 
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consult with victims to ascertain their perspectives may inadvertently limit their agency 

in deciding how to deal with their situation. It may also unintentionally exacerbate 

victims’ disempowerment and especially if they perceive offenders to being given 

privilege over them, leave them feeling re-victimized. Advocates of a ‘victim choice’ 

approach believe that policy-makers and law enforcement officials are routinely mistaken 

in assuming that, ultimately, they know what serves the best interests of all battered 

women (Finn &Bettis, 2006). 

4.6 Harsher Sanctions and Accountability 
 

As identified by the survivors, their primary impetus for soliciting assistance from 

the criminal justice system was to terminate the violence and seek safety and protection. 

However, related to the survivors’ misgivings toward the utility of mandatory 

counselling, an auxiliary theme arose with respect to Ruth and Fran’s yearning for 

harsher sanctions for offenders.  

Ruth said that she thought her abuser's sanction from the court was insufficient for 

the suffering she endured but, when compared with other people’s experiences, she 

rationalized it as fair: 

With what I went through it took about a year for my ribs to heal properly to 
where I wasn’t in pain.  I read in the paper around this time, about a woman who 
I think was in Saskatoon she was paraplegic and the guy in the paper who 
attacked her got five years, so when I heard that Dave was going to participate in 
counselling  I wanted more, but to be fair she had lost her legs, I was surviving, 
right.  But I do think, I do want to add, that when I talked to Dave…. When I talk 
about it now it sounds a little bit retarded, but I had tied him up and maybe it was 
the fourth incident and when I woke up, he said, “Are you going to untie me?” 
And I said “no”, and said “do you remember what happened last night?” and he 
said “no…he didn’t remember,” so I told him exactly what he did, so I said, 
“once you choked me out you rolled over and passed out and that’s when I tied 
you up and I also have called the cops and I also said and they are coming.” I 
just wanted, I didn’t want him to go to jail, I just wanted him to realize what he 
was doing. And I said to him “what if you woke up and I was dead beside you?” 
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and he said to me, he goes, “Ruth, I would have left, and I wouldn’t have gotten 
that much time because it happens all the time…” 

 
As tears began to trickle down her face she nevertheless continued with a stern 

tone:  

But the thing is it’s true, you check the stats, and I prayed that night, the last night 
he was hitting me with that cast iron frying pan and I didn’t think I was going to 
make it, and I thought please god don’t let me be a stat, another native woman 
killed on the reserve, you know what I mean? You know what I mean? So 
yeah…stricter punishments, and I know that the jails have their own burdens, but 
if they can’t give them stricter sentences just make them be responsible for what 
they are doing to women. 
 
Still teary, she looked at me directly and said:  
 
Don’t let it be so easy, and right now I feel that, that is what we are telling violent 
offenders, you do it, there’s not a huge price to pay for it, right? There needs to be 
more probations, so that when he does it again, he will do it again…there will be 
someone to stop him. They should also increase the sentences, yeah, maybe it is 
just a year the courts are allowed to give them now, but okay once you are on 
your second or third woman you have traumatized, ummm they should extend the 
sentences maybe two years plus ‘X’ amount of  counselling. So yeah, if there is 
anything to change, I wish there was a push to increase the time of the offenders 
sentence, because I have seen a woman on Facebook from my reserve last week 
and she was stabbed seventeen times and left for dead, and my thought was he 
will probably get a year, and he will be out to do it again… So yeah, they have to 
do something.  

 
As detailed above, Fran described the BDVTO Court’s emphasis on court-

mandated counseling for offenders as a “free pass.”  With regard to her frustration with 

what she believed were derisory sanctions she stated irritably: 

Even when he got charged they promised us they are going to arrest him ….blah 
blahblah…we will find him, go to his work, we’ll get him, we’ll get him on the 
highway…you know I knew where he was….Nope. They police called him to come 
down and talk…forty-five minutes later he was already let out. While we, my 
daughters and I had spent friggen five hours there the day before, and about six 
hours there that day… 

 
 While all survivors solicit assistance from the criminal justice system because 

they want the violence to end, not all women want to have their partner arrested or serve 
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a term of imprisonment. In other words, for some survivors justice is achieved through 

the provision of court-mandated treatment while, for others, their notion of justice is 

fulfilled with the implementation of an incarceral sentence. The inability to satisfy 

survivors’ concepts of justice can produce a feeling of disempowerment, or even re-

victimization. Associated with the participants’ doubts about court-mandated mandatory 

counselling, they each held very strong views regarding the need for the implementation 

of tougher sanctions.  Their expressed desires for offender accountability illustrated their 

yearning for what they felt was justice for the abuse they had suffered. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

5.0 Findings in Relation to the Research Question 

 The interviews from the first-hand perspective of female victims involved with 

the Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option (BDVTO) Court address the 

primary research question of whether the court process meets their needs. Upon initial 

review, this question presents itself as uncomplicated; yet, to draw any conclusions 

indicating whether the court met the needs of the survivors I spoke with, their precise 

needs must first be identified. As stated in Chapter 4, without any sense of hesitation or 

doubt, all three survivors identified safety to be their primary need. While Joy in 

particular indicated that support is a secondary need to safety, Fran and Ruth also spoke 

about their need for support. 

However, upon thorough analysis of the survivors’ testimonies, it became clear 

that the various needs of victims identified in the literature, while contributory to a 

positive judicial experience, are all of limited significance if victims do not feel safe and 

protected prior to, during, and following the court process. Furthermore, the survivors’ 

assertions are clear that, in isolation, the BDVTO Court, although employing a 

comprehensive and collaborative multi-agency strategy, has been unable to completely 

fulfill their need for safety. Therefore, the most significant finding is that, to meet 

survivors’ need for safety and protection, a three-pronged effort must be advanced 

involving the BDVTO Court, and the community (cultural) as well as the formal (police 

and crown) levels to address structural legal shortcomings and constraints. 

 The following section will present the most significant findings expressed by the 

survivors. In accordance with the principles of the feminist standpoint theory, by relying 
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on the survivors’ testimonies, a number of recommendations and implications for further 

research will be offered.  

5.1 Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option Court  

5.1.1 Participation  

 As identified in the literature review, a victim’s participation in the court process 

is suggestive of a direct association with a victim’s sense of satisfaction with the legal 

system (Hart, 1993; Erez & Belknap, 1998; Coutler, Alexander & Harrison, 2007; 

Wemmers, 2008). As Wemmers (2008), argues: "[i]n its simplest form victim 

participation gives victims a voice or an expressive role, while in its most elaborate form 

victim participation gives victims a role in decision making" (p.168). However, with 

respect to the Canadian common law legal tradition, Wemmers (2008) states that "victims 

are essentially witnesses to a crime against the state," with no particular demarcated 

standing (p.168).  As such, the adversarial criminal justice system routinely subverts the 

role of victims from central stakeholders to mere peripheral actors in the court process 

(Herman, 2005). This is habitually accomplished through the diminution of victims’ 

voices and by not providing them any significant function in the legal process. This lack 

of a standing in the criminal proceedings mirrors victims’ routinely marginalized and 

disempowered status, which is frequently reflected in high rates of case attrition. 

 Although victim participation is not a primary goal of the BDVTO Court’s 

mandate, it is a principle component of problem-solving courts to provide victims an 

enhanced participatory role through the facilitation of superior working relationships with 

prosecutors handling their cases (Goldberg, 2005). To properly aid in the development of 
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an enhanced relationship with the victim, a single prosecutor is assigned to see the case 

through from start to finish (Boyes, 2008). This consistency leads to an improved level of 

communication between the victim and the prosecutor and, because she is consulted 

throughout the process, tends to produce to feelings of empowerment and autonomy 

(Coutler, Alexander & Harrison, 2007). Fran was the sole survivor to mention that she 

was pleased that the prosecutor had remained consistent throughout the court process, 

especially in light of the multitude of organizational inconsistencies surrounding her. 

Ruth explained that, as a result of the overwhelming emotional, safety and logistical 

issues she was grappling with, she had little interest in speaking with the prosecutor.  

 Analogous to the adversarial criminal justice system, the survivors identified the 

victim impact statement (VIS), to be their most significant and satisfying participatory 

function, one that allowed them a voice in court. Ruth spoke highly of the VIS, 

expressing her gratitude for the opportunity it provided to express – in her own words to 

all present in the courtroom – the true effects of the abuser’s actions on her life. She was 

also pleased that she was confident the judge had taken time to truly understand her 

statement, which was empowering for her. Joy was fair-minded towards the utility of the 

VIS, satisfied it was a valuable opportunity to voice her experiences but, again, due to her 

reticent nature, participation was not one of her foremost desires.  

In contrast, Fran found little empowering in the VIS. Like many abusers, her ex-

husband possessed an inordinate amount of power and control over her. Unlike Ruth and 

Joy's experiences, Fran's former husband was a very well-connected, prominent and 

wealthy community member with a pervasive and influential social network. Fran did not 

have nearly the same social support her ex had, which resulted in what she described as a 
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perpetual, inherent imbalance of power, both inside and outside the courtroom. Given this 

imbalance and the safety concerns that went with it, Fran limited her participation 

through her VIS by not fully speaking out in court.  She feared that if she were perfectly 

candid, her ex's large support network of family, friends and relatives might exacerbate 

the harassment she had already endured. Fran’s feeling compelled to curtail her 

opportunity to speak honestly and fully in the VIS was a shortcoming in the Court’s 

purported role to provide her a chance to speak out freely and yet another manifestation 

of her subordinate and oppressed state. 

A danger faced by victims is that they do not or cannot speak up and their voices 

are therefore not heard. As a result of the dynamics (i.e., power and control) underlying 

intimate partner violence, failing to account for the effects on victims of such tactics as 

fear and intimidation by the abuser and his supporters effectively mutes victims’ voices 

in court and in public.  If left unchallenged, these tactics offer abusers yet another means 

to perpetuate control over their victims through patriarchal domination (Aziz, 2010). 

 Herman (2005), argues that "[v]ictims need an opportunity to tell their stories in 

their own way...the court requires them to respond to a set of yes-or-no questions that 

break down any personal attempt to construct a coherent and meaningful narrative" (p. 

574). While, in addition to further participatory measures, the victim impact statement 

has the potential to provide survivors with a meaningful opportunity to have a stake in the 

process by telling their stories any factors inhibiting their full participation and freedom 

to be candid in the court room must be identified and addressed. 

5.1.2 Information 
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 Like participation, as discussed at length in the literature review, information as it 

relates to the criminal justice system and especially the court system is strongly desired 

by victims but is routinely insufficiently offered, or not provided at all, by the 

conventional criminal justice system. As mentioned, Mary Russell's (2002) study 

suggested that victims want to be informed about how the criminal justice system 

operates, their case developments and any resources available to them. In response to the 

conventional criminal justice system’s failure to keep victims well-informed, providing 

victims with information is one of the foremost objectives of specialized domestic 

violence courts (Wemmers, 2008). With respect to the BDVTO Court in particular, while 

the police and Crown Prosecutors are acknowledged as having a role in relaying 

information to victims, Victim Services is regarded as the most critical party in the 

delivery of information to survivors.  

According to Fran, Ruth and Joy's respective assertions, it is clear that being 

provided information has significance to them, although to varying degrees. Ruth 

emphasized that Victim Services, the police and, to a lesser degree, the prosecutor were 

most important in providing her with information, particularly case developments. While 

she credited the Victim Services workers in particular, and described how they were 

effective in providing her with case updates, she admitted to being uncertain with respect 

to certain details regarding the judicial protection orders. Joy expressed similar confusion 

and explained that, although she knew she could contact Victim Services for clarification, 

with all the stress she was facing, it would not be a priority. Fran conveyed concern that 

the frequency in which information was provided to her in the beginning of the court 

process by Victim Services diminished as the case progressed. However, Fran explained 
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that, while receiving information was important to her, she had overriding needs, such as 

safety and protection, which superseded her desire for information.  

 Nevertheless, it can be surmised that providing information to survivors is 

important, particularly in making sure that they feel acknowledged as relevant 

stakeholders in the proceedings and to reduce feelings of disempowerment. This assertion 

is confirmed in Dylan, Regehr and Alaggia's (2008) research, which states that: "[a] lack 

of information is a critical issue that precipitate feelings of powerlessness or lack of 

control over one's destiny, which can have serious implication for victim resolution and 

recovery" (p. 687). Providing information to victims is also vital to ensuring that they can 

make well-reasoned decisions to ensure their safety based on such knowledge as 

understanding the stipulations associated with judicial protection (i.e. the no-contact 

provision) orders.  

  Ruth and Joy both experienced confusion about the information they received but 

were reluctant to pursue inquiries. It is possible that the two survivors did receive 

adequate information or, feeling overwhelmed while dealing with severe emotional 

distress, that they failed to absorb fully what had in fact been communicated to them. In 

any case, given the elevated stress many survivors face when involved with the legal 

system, it is understandable that they might not be motivated to contact Victim Services 

and/or the police and/or the prosecutor proactively or to successfully take in all 

information provided.  

5.1.3 Formal and Informal Support Services 

 The term support, as it pertains to the findings, is used to describe providing 

victims with the following: crisis-based intervention, assistance during the court process, 
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the provision of basic information, emergency shelter arrangements, and facilitating 

contact with other counselling and assistance services. However, the findings with respect 

to the survivors’ experiences, perceptions and needs as they relate to support indicated 

that the term support is broad, and must be conceived differently on a case-by-case-basis. 

In comprehending Fran, Ruth and Joy's standpoints, it is evident that support delivered 

through the affiliated BDVTO Court service providers could not be implemented 

utilizing a homogenous, one-size-fits-all approach.  The survivors' unique circumstances 

and dispositions necessitated customization to achieve what they determined to be 

satisfactory and sufficient support.  

  For instance, Fran was firm on the numerous occasions she expressed the need 

for more frequent, intensive, longer-term support from community-based service 

providers, particularly Victim Services. Her situation as a single mother of two young 

daughters without the support of family nearby, while simultaneously navigating the 

BDVTO Court and the Family Court system, meant her situation was complex and the 

supports require a greater degree of integration.  Although Fran identified Victim 

Services as being the most vital in providing support, she also expressed frustration that 

she was not receiving the support she needed and that, over time, their efforts appeared to 

her to be dwindling. Following the BDVTO Court process, Fran remained immersed in 

divorce and custody issues while attempting to rebuild her life; therefore, the required 

support to which Fran was referring was both practical and tangible including assistance 

in developing safety, financial, and childcare plans. By virtue of Fran’s complex 

domestic situation, her need for support deviated both in quantity and kind from Ruth and 

Joy's expressed support requirements. 
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 Ruth's situation also involved interconnected needs as her experience of living on 

a small reserve that she shared with her ex-partner produced an array of safety issues. 

However, unlike Fran, Ruth did not desire long-term, ongoing support as she relied on 

her sisters and auntie to fulfill those needs. She went as far as to say that, despite her 

profound appreciation for the support she received from both the police and Victim 

Services, she did not think that without her family’s support she would have been able to 

persevere with the court process.  

 Last, Joy's predicament brought about distinctive needs as well, particularly 

because of her need to seek refuge at the Battlefords Interval House. Unlike Ruth and 

Fran, for support Joy chose to rely more on service providers (i.e., Victim Services, 

Battlefords Interval House and Catholic Family Services), than on her family. 

Considering the diverse, distinct and complex circumstances with which each survivor 

must contend, it is clear that there cannot be a single, overarching service delivery 

mechanism.  

 Despite the need to develop a more modifiable, personalized approach to 

administer support services, one aspect that emerged through the interviews as 

particularly beneficial was the utilization of a coordinated inter-agency response, which is 

practiced by the BDVTO Court (Boyes, 2008). The strengths of such an approach were 

well demonstrated in Fran, Joy, and Ruth's accounts of their involvement with the legal 

system, particularly regarding the immediate support afforded to them. Although Fran 

and Joy's initiation with Victim Services occurred under distinctly varied circumstances, 

they both sought guidance and advice from Victim Services to report their victimization 

to the police. Had it not been for the encouragement of the Victim Services workers, it is 
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possible that neither Fran nor Joy might have found the confidence to report their abusive 

experiences to the police. 

 Furthermore, following Joy's engagement with the criminal justice system, both 

Victim Services and the police were critical in ensuring that she had a safe place to stay, 

which was the Battlefords Interval House. Once she was settled at the Interval House, she 

was connected with Catholic Family Services to receive supplementary counselling, 

which she described as being very valuable. In Ruth's case, subsequent to her reporting 

the violence, the police facilitated contact for her with Victim Services. The assortment 

of community agencies and service providers each possessed autonomous functions; 

however, working in cooperation with effective communications systems in place 

afforded the survivors superior support.  

The survivors’ experiences indicate that Victim Services was useful in 

establishing contact; however, given Joy’s Aboriginal background, I inquired whether she 

had received any culturally relevant counselling services from Kanaweyimik Child and 

Family Services Inc. She responded that she was not aware of their specific counselling 

services but would be interested in receiving more information.   

 Fran, Ruth and Joy spoke in detail about the value of having the support of the 

Victim Services workers during the court process. They each relayed their concerns 

regarding encountering both their abuser and his circle of family, friends and relatives. 

Although this was a common experience, Fran in particular made it clear that, even 

though she was brought in a separate courthouse door from her ex-husband, she 

nevertheless felt intimidated when she could not avoid a large group of his family and 

friends congregated near the exit. As it did for the other survivors, having Victim 
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Services workers with her provided some welcome support. However, in her situation, it 

was insufficient. 

 Ruth and Fran described the importance of informal support from family and 

friends but it is evident that in addition to support from the service providers aligned with 

the BDVTO Court, survivors also required support from those closest to them. This was 

most poignantly heard when Ruth spoke about how grateful she was to have had family 

rallied around her during her involvement with the BDVTO Court. In contrast, because 

they lived a considerable distance from her, Fran did not have the benefit of direct 

support from her family. Without that emotional support, Fran wanted to relocate closer 

to her family, demonstrating the vital role played by victim support from multiple 

sources. 

 All three survivors spoke about wanting to offer support to other survivors in 

similar circumstances. Joy spoke specifically about her desire to support and empower 

her brother's abused girlfriend, and Ruth and Fran both spoke about wanting to offer 

support to a broader base of survivors. All felt that, having learned from their own 

experiences, they would like to share their experience with women in similar 

predicaments. In conceptualizing intimate partner violence through a feminist lens, 

violence toward women is an expression of the complex and multiple oppressions women 

face as result of gender inequalities exacerbated by dynamics of male domination. The 

act of intimate partner violence is part of the perpetuation of the subordination and 

disempowerment of women. Therefore, the facilitation of opportunities for survivors to 

support other women could serve as an empowering tool. 

5.1.4 Police 
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As previously discussed in Chapter 4, the police response to domestic violence is 

particularly important as they are the initial point of contact with the criminal justice 

system for many victims (Gillis et al., 2006). For a variety of reasons, women are 

generally extremely hesitant to call the police in regard to a domestic violence situation. 

This reluctance is typically heightened if a victim, as in Ruth's experience, has had a 

previous negative experience with the police. Furthermore, in the case of Aboriginal and 

immigrant women, Gillis et al., (2006), research indicates that: “[m]any recognized the 

police as part of a racist and authoritative criminal justice system, which will not always 

function in the victim’s best interests” (p.1152). The belief that some police officers may 

hold prejudicial and racist views and therefore may not act in a manner that supports the 

victim deters a substantial number of women from seeking help from the police.  

The survivors relayed a multitude of experiences and perceptions of the police 

throughout the interview process. Ruth spoke in detail about her hesitancy to involve the 

police, which was largely the result of a traumatic and disempowering experience she 

endured many years before as a victim of rape. She associated her former experience with 

the police with being "dragged through the mud." This initial experience was so 

traumatic for her that she suffered abuse in silence, too frightened to re-engage with 

police, as she had lost confidence not only in herself but also in the legal system's ability 

to provide an adequate remedy. If it had not been for Ruth's sisters facilitating contact 

between her and the police, it is conceivable, in light of the severity and escalating 

frequency of the abuse, that she might have died at the hands of her abuser. Fran and Joy 

also spoke about their fears pertaining to involving the police, particularly with respect to 
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their lack of trust in the justice system. Victims' disinclination to seek redress by 

involving the police can have devastatingly consequential outcomes for their well-being.  

Following the survivors' initial qualms about involving the police, Chapter 4 

indicated both positive and negative experiences. Ruth described the police officers she 

encountered as supportive and kind to her, an experience that was in stark contrast to her 

former experience. Unlike Ruth, Fran and Joy described their experiences with the police 

as, if not entirely, largely negative and disempowering. A common experience they both 

described was their profound dismay with respect to some of the male officers' lines of 

questioning. Specifically, they explained how, during interviews, which they both found 

harsh, male officers asked them questions regarding what they had done to provoke the 

abuse, or what they could have done differently to prevent it. Questions of this nature led 

them to conclude that the police officers deemed the violence to have been their fault. If 

that was in fact the case, it is indicative of a complete lack of knowledge among at least 

some police officers about the dynamics of intimate partner violence.   

Additionally, both Fran and Joy described how the manner in which the police 

questioned them, in addition to the offensive and accusatory nature of questions asked, 

repeatedly made them feel as if they were the offender.  Fran related that her experience 

with a female officer was far better than with many of the male officers; she believed the 

women officers were more understanding and sensitive to her circumstances. Having 

stated this, however, Fran also asserted that her experiences with male police officers 

were not uniform; a couple of them had been supportive and understanding, but some had 

not.  
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 Perhaps in consequence to her positive experience with a female officer, Fran 

indicated that she felt far more comfortable with a female officer present and/or leading 

the questioning. Fran's assertion is confirmed in research conducted by Eve S. Buzawa, 

Carl G. Buzawa and Evan Stark (2012), which states that victims report female officers 

as being "more understanding, showing more concern, and providing more information 

about legal rights and shelters" (p.186).   

 Moreover, with respect to what the survivors recounted regarding some police 

officers, particularly male officers’ questioning, it is clear some officers have a vastly 

insufficient understanding of violence experienced by women. This insufficient 

understanding is the by-product of a variety of factors that promulgate victim-blaming, 

such as the compliance with patriarchal norms.  

 One means to ensure that police officers dealing with female victims have a well-

founded knowledge of the dynamics of intimate partner violence is the creation of a 

position solely focused on domestic violence, such as that of a Domestic Violence 

Liaison Officer (DVLO), a position relatively prevalent in the United States. The Chicago 

Police Department has implemented the position of DVLO in all districts. DVLOs are 

described as acting as the "connecting points among neighbourhood-based "beat" 

officers, community residents, and domestic abuse services" (Sandusky, 2004, p.4). The 

Chicago Police Department deems DVLOs to be critical in delivering a coordinated 

police and community response. A similar position titled Aboriginal Domestic Violence 

Liaison was implemented in twelve Mi'kmaq reserves serviced by the RCMP in Nova 

Scotia. One of the main functions of this program is for the Liaison to educate and 

instruct RCMP officers on issues endemic to family violence to ensure that the police can 
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effectively and appropriately represent the people in the community (Family Violence 

Initiative, 2013). Implementation of such a position could significantly aid the police in 

ensuring a level of cultural sensitivity while responding effectively and appropriately to 

cases of family violence cases.  

5.2 Structural Legal Shortcomings and Constraints 

5.2.1 Safety  

 As mentioned, Fran, Ruth and Joy identified safety as their primary need.  

Specialized domestic violence courts and the BDVTO Court in particular purport to 

provide enhanced victim safety by more effectively accommodating victims’ safety needs 

(Boyes, 2008). This is alleged to be accomplished by offering in-depth support measures 

and reducing the length of time between the laying of charges and the offenders' first 

appearance in court. Although the measures employed in the BDVTO Court potentially 

provide strengthened safety mechanisms for victims when compared to the conventional 

criminal justice system, the survivors mentioned a number of barriers that undermined 

their sense of safety. Most notably, they discussed their fears as they related to their 

safety in the time immediately following engagement with the justice system; lack of 

enforcement of judicial protection orders (e.g. the no-contact provision); and their 

perceived safety issues pertaining living in a relatively small community. 

 Many victims experience immense fear when seeking legal redress due to their 

concern of facing violent reprisal from their abuser. According to the Native Women's 

Association of Canada report (1994), some woman report feeling more terrified for their 

safety once charges have been laid (NWAC, 1994). As Ruth, Fran and Joy explained, 

much of this apprehension originates from victims' knowledge that men are typically held 
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in custody only briefly. Once abusers are released they are typically infuriated and, 

although the BDVTO Court has taken this into account by lessening the amount of time 

until offenders' first court appearances as well as providing victims with improved 

support resources, one can only infer from the survivors' testimonies that these steps are 

insufficient to provide victims with a well-founded sense of safety.  

 All three survivors spoke about how their lives were affected by fear of violent 

retaliation. Ruth was the most forthright in suggesting that men should be held in custody 

for longer to provide them with a period to regain composure while allowing survivors an 

opportunity to develop feasible safety plans. Furthermore, in speaking about safety 

concerns immediately following engagement with the justice system, Ruth spoke about 

the utility of providing a safe-cell device to survivors. She repeated several times how 

valuable she believed this device to be in providing survivors with a sense of living in 

relative safety. 

 A second obstacle the survivors identified with respect to their personal safety 

was the reality of living in a relatively small and remote community. They each 

expressed fears of encountering their abuser, and / or his circle of family and friends. 

They described many ways in which they compromised their liberty in order to boost 

their own safety and that of their families. It is patently unjust that victims must incur the 

totality of the burden of curtailing their free movement around their community in order 

to ensure their safety; it should surely be the justice system's responsibility to lift this 

responsibility from the victim and impose it upon the offender. 

 Third, in Chapter 4, it was indicated the survivors' lack confidence in the 

effectiveness of the no-contact provision to provide them with protection. While this is a 
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barrier all three survivors described encountering, Fran provided rich detail about the 

ways in which her abusive husband – on his own and with the cooperation of his family 

and friends – repeatedly and strategically disobeyed the court ordered provisions. 

Allowing an abuser to manipulate the criminal justice system by narrowly skirting breach 

of the court-ordered no-contact provision – while systematically terrorizing his victim – 

is nothing short of a travesty of the justice the Court purports to uphold. 

Fran repeatedly described a grey area in the law as demonstrated in the way in 

which police dealt with her reports on breaches of the provision by her ex-husband. 

When she identified a breach by her husband, police often conceded she was correct but 

that the contravention was not severe enough to warrant his arrest. Worse, when the 

police did get involved by providing her ex and or his friends and family with a firm 

warning, the situation was only exacerbated, and police action provided no relief to Fran 

or her children who were terrorized by her husband’s systematic testing of the court 

order. In the end police action provided none of the sought-after relief to Fran or her 

children who were living in daily fear because of the husband’s systematic testing of the 

court order. The judicial system’s failing to take seriously even the slightest infringement 

of the provision both devalues the survivors' right to safety and places survivors at 

increased risk of retaliation.  

5.2.2 Offender Accountability: Mandatory Counselling & Harsher Sanctions 

 As previously stated, the primary function of specialized domestic violence courts 

is the emphasis on holding offenders accountable and safeguarding victims (Boyes, 

2008). According to a Canadian report conducted by the Ad Hoc Federal-Provincial-

Territorial Working Group Reviewing Spousal Abuse Policies and Legislation (2003), 
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one of the main motivators in a victim's decision to seek legal redress is her level of 

confidence in the justice system's ability to deal effectively with domestic violence (Ad 

Hoc Federal-Provincial-Territorial Working Group Reviewing Spousal Abuse Policies 

and Legislation, 2003). Consistent with this assertion, Herman (2005) argues that "more 

victims might be willing to participate in formal legal proceedings if they believe the 

system offered remedies that could potentially make the ordeal worthwhile" (p. 575). 

However, beyond engaging with the criminal justice system for immediate safety and 

protection, because victims' visions of justice differ, victims’ ideal notions of effective 

responses are, to varying degrees, subjectively construed.  

 Like many other specialized domestic violence courts, the Battlefords Domestic 

Violence Treatment Option Court places a large emphasis on the provision of court-

ordered mandatory counselling (and treatment) for offenders.  Despite the variability 

pertaining to victims' conceptions of adequate judicial responses to intimate partner 

violence, the findings reported in Chapter 4 indicate that all three survivors were highly 

sceptical about court-mandated mandatory counselling for the abuser. The survivors' 

assertions largely echoed the research presented in the review of the literature. Similar to 

the findings in McGillivray and Comaskey's (1999) study, and Tutty et al, (2008), Fran, 

Ruth and Joy were unanimous in stating that counselling should be provided for 

offenders while serving a prison sentence.  Each survivor spoke about how abusers 

routinely failed to take counselling and treatment seriously, merely going through the 

motions to avoid serving a prison sentence. They also suggested that, in addition to being 

often ineffective, mandatory counselling is far too light a consequence for such serious 

criminal behaviour.   
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 Research on batterer programs is inconclusive, as it remains disputable whether 

these programs are having the desired impact of rehabilitating offenders and decreasing 

recidivism. While this matter is certainly very important in ensuring the safety of victims, 

it is beyond the immediate purview of this study to determine the suitability of this 

measure. However, the findings suggest that the survivors believed counselling to be 

wholly inadequate not only in providing (short-term and long-term) safety but also in 

fulfilling their conceptions of justice.  

Therefore, from the survivors' perspectives, abusers are not being held sufficiently 

accountable as the survivors did not believe counselling to be a sufficiently serious 

penalty for the suffering they experienced. When the justice system fails to honour 

victims' suffering through the application of appropriate sanctions, the court is 

inadvertently diminishing the perceived severity of this type of an offense. By 

minimizing the harm experienced by victims, a detrimental message is being conveyed to 

society, one which places a greater value on the betterment of abusers than the wellbeing 

of victims. This message is inherently connected to the structural and institutional 

underpinnings that perpetuate notions of patriarchal dominance, which propagates 

continued marginalization of female victims.  

 Additionally, involvement with the criminal justice system does not necessarily 

better victims' life circumstances; in fact, as described in the findings, it has made Fran's 

life worse. Therefore, when victims' notions of justice are not met, it has the potential to 

severely compromise victims’ willingness to reengage with the justice system. Excluding 

female victims’ voices with respect to disciplinary actions may unwittingly lead to more 

suffering, violence and possible fatalities.  
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5.3 Community and Cultural Change   

5.3.1 Societal Acceptance of Domestic Violence and the Pressure Not to Report  

 According to the quantitative data gathered in Mike Boyes’ evaluation of the 

Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option Court (April 10, 2003 to April 1, 2008), 

the Court is achieving its goals5 through the delivery of an integrated approach involving 

the government and community agencies (2008).  Boyes' quantitative results contend that 

the Court has been able to protect victims and decrease the frequency of intimate partner 

violence. However, despite this conclusion, Fran, Ruth and Joy spoke in detail about the 

normality and prevalence of domestic violence in North Battleford and the surrounding 

reserve areas.  The survivors' assertions are confirmed by two recent news articles that 

both discuss the high incidence of violence, particularly intimate partner violence, in 

North Battleford (Hamilton 2012; Baker, 2013; Charlton, 2013; Charlton & Tebbutt, 

2013; Young, 2013).  

  As detailed in the findings, the survivors provided evidence of the existence of 

prevailing community beliefs that are hostile to victims and frequently trivialize this type 

of violence. The victim-blaming and scornful attitudes emanating from within the 

community were exhibited in a variety of ways. First, Ruth and Fran described being 

harassed and ostracized from their communities. As previously established, the 

harassment Fran received from those affiliated with her ex-husband became so severe 

that she and her daughters lived in a continual state of fear of suffering debasement and 

reprisal.  Ruth detailed a couple of incidences on her reserve where she suffered 

                                                 
5 Mike Boyes states that the goals of the BDVTO Court are as follows: "To reduce occurrences of domestic 
violence and protect victims in the Battlefords area through early intervention and appropriate treatment 
delivered through an integrated set of strategies by the government and community agencies" (Boyes, 2008, 
p.3).  
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antagonizing remarks; one in particular stood out in which a male acquaintance engaged 

in victim-blaming behaviour, maliciously diverting responsibility for the violence from 

the abuser to the victim.  

Furthermore, Joy and Ruth spoke about pressure not to report the violence. Joy 

recounted how she had internalized this pressure for a long time to the extent that she 

routinely placed her abuser's interests ahead of her own. She also explained how her 

brother abused his partner but, because this type of violence had become the norm, some 

people (e.g. in this case her sister-in-law and her family), did not regard it as particularly 

objectionable.  

 Existing literature acknowledges and discusses the survivor-blaming behaviour 

that often occurs in Aboriginal communities as well as the immense pressure many 

women contend with not to report the abuse in order to keep the offender out of prison 

(NWAC, 1994; Cameron, 2006; Cunliffe & Cameron, 2007; Balfour, 2008). While these 

problems are presumably intensified in Aboriginal communities as the present issues 

have to be understood through a socio-historical lens, by acknowledging Aboriginals’ 

unique legacy of colonialism, the findings indicate that all three survivors were subject to 

similar mistreatment.  

 The Native Women's Association of Canada report (1994) states that "[w]omen 

will find the strength to come forward if they feel that the attitude in the community 

supports them" (NWAC, 1994, p.24). This claim is confirmed by Herman's research 

(2005), which found that, through engagement with the criminal justice system, victims 

strongly desire "validation of their experiences, and for family and friends to take an 

unequivocal stance in support of her and in condemnation of his violence" (p.577). In 
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recognition of these assertions and of the survivors' testimonies, it is evident that 

community denouncement of violence in addition to offering survivors support and 

reintegration is critical in fulfilling victims' needs. Natalie J. Sokoloff and Ida Duport 

(2005), state that "protection for battered women depends as much on social movements 

for structural changes and social justice as it does on culturally competent services for 

individual women and communities" (p.10). Therefore, because the community's 

response to violence is inextricably linked to the provision of safety for victims, only 

when the community begins to repudiate acts of intimate partner violence on a wide scale 

can long-term safety for victims be realized.   

 Moreover, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996) asserted that 

“intimate violence has invaded whole communities and cannot be considered a problem 

of a particular couple or an individual household” (Federal Government of Canada, 

Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, 1996). It is necessary for intimate 

partner violence to be recognized as a serious community problem in need of a 

community-based solution in order to effect change in the community's social milieu. To 

achieve this, it must be acknowledged that standardized, institutional and individualized 

responses to domestic violence are failing and what is needed in their place is the 

implementation of a collaborative and comprehensive community engagement and 

problem-solving strategy centred on victim safety. This approach would improve 

offender accountability and, most significantly, change the community climate to one 

intolerant of domestic violence (Sadusky, 2003).  

 Furthermore, the intended exclusion, subjugation and domination of women 

through a male-centred powered discourse, an order in which patriarchy reigns supreme, 



144 
 

creates a breeding ground for violence against women (Murdocca, 2007). Angela 

Cameron (2006), notes that there is a lack of consultation by police and courts with 

women and women’s groups, which excludes women from a meaningful role in directing 

how gendered crimes should be dealt with in their communities. Presenting survivors 

with these types of opportunities will provide them with a voice that can engender 

feelings of empowerment, something that is severely diminished by virtue of the nature 

of intimate partner violence. This is consistent with the National Aboriginal Women's 

Association's Collaboration to End Violence report (2011), which states “all responses 

must be community led” (p.i).  

 Subsequent to providing survivors with a principal role in raising community 

awareness of intimate partner violence and developing programs and policies, in order to 

produce a significant change in the community ethos, it is essential to foster wide-spread 

community engagement. The United States has been at the forefront of developing 

numerous theories, court practices and treatments in an effort to effectively eradicate 

domestic violence (Mills, Barocas & Ariel, 2012). One of the ways in which they have 

attempted to accomplish this is by placing an emphasis on the reconceptualising of 

domestic violence as a community problem, in need of community-focused solutions.  

 To this end Chicago has incorporated a number of slogans with respect to intimate 

partner violence, such as:  "[t]here's no room for domestic violence in this 

neighbourhood;" "safe neighbourhoods begin with safe families;" and, “safe 

neighbourhoods are everybody's business" (Sadusky, 2003, p.16). The introduction of 

such phrases has been concurrent with the intense promotion of community policing 

efforts. It is purported that a coordinated community response effectuated with a 
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community policing ethos can help to transform the community (i.e., the cultural and 

institutional) climate, in producing what Thelen (2000), describes as a "general 

deterrence to the use of violence as an acceptable practice in the home" (p.4). In 

accordance with this perspective, the public acceptance of violence towards women can 

be addressed with a response to intimate partner violence that incorporates a proactive 

approach reflective of community engagement (Sandusky, 2004).   

 It is important to be unambiguous with respect to what is meant by community 

policing, which is defined by the COPS (n.d.) manual as follows: "[it] is a philosophy 

that promotes organizational strategies, which support the systematic use of partnerships 

and problem-solving techniques, to proactively address the immediate conditions that 

give rise to public safety issues such as crime, social disorder, and fear of crime" (COPS, 

n.d., p.5).  Community policing focuses heavily on incorporating and relying on 

community engagement as opposed to police operating as in an incident based fashion. A 

fundamental principle associated with community policing is that there is not a singular 

way to police, rather police methods and practices must be tailored to the specific set of 

community needs. However, there are some common identifying features of community 

policing, including the following: "adopting a problem solving orientation, working with 

key stakeholders in the community, and making changes to the agency organizational 

structure to facilitate community participation in public safety" (Schaefer Morabito, 

2010, p.565). Additionally, these defining attributes of the policing model allow for the 

engagement of a proactive, as distinct from a reactive, stance to solving crime (Schaefer 

Morabito, 2010).  
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 A primary example of a community policing initiative, as mentioned in the 

section on the police, is the development of a Domestic Violence Liaison Officer (DVLO) 

position. As seen in the community policing initiative in Chicago, the chief role of these 

officers is raising community awareness through the development of public education 

activities, such as: organizing and participating in health fairs, vigils and marches, and 

leafleting neighbourhood blocks, grocery stores, and other public gathering points 

(Sadusky, 2003). The value of creating a position such as this is connected to a number of 

factors, such as increased capacity to: build strong communities; enhance communication 

pathways among community members, police, service providers, and community 

agencies; foster community engagement; and reduce the onerous workload of Victim 

Services.  

 A number of best practices identified in the scholarship produced by the Battered 

Women's Justice Projects on Community Policing and Domestic Violence: Five 

Promising Practices (2003), offer a broad framework of supplementary strategies to 

effectively engage and educate the community in reducing domestic violence through the 

development of the following: neighbourhood focus group discussions; community 

forums and workshops; town hall meetings; public service announcements; domestic 

violence awareness month activities; leafleting of public places with information about 

domestic violence resources; school workshops to educate youth; the involvement of 

faith-based groups; fundraisers, as well as other ongoing outreach initiatives (Sadusky, 

2003).  

 Employing an approach applying the tenets established throughout this section 

taken in totality is likely to significantly help to address and prevent intimate partner 
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violence while both enhancing conditions of safety for victims and laying the 

groundwork for a healthier community. 

5.4 Conclusion 

 In summary, in answering the primary research question—whether the Battlefords 

Domestic Violence Treatment Option (BDVTO) Court (process) meets female victims’ 

needs—according to assertions from Fran, Ruth and Joy, one must conclude that, despite 

the Court’s efforts to apply a specialized, composite, and integrated approach, it has 

fallen short of its goal to meet these survivors’ safety needs. In order for the Court to 

meet survivors’ needs, concurrent implementation of a three-pronged approach is 

recommended, including: 1) continual strengthening and reassessment of certain 

components: participation, information and support of the BDVTO Court; 2) rectification 

of the identified shortcomings in the application of the law; and, 3) reformation of the 

community’s ethos through engagement and education. Implementing this approach can 

foster an environment in which survivors’ needs will be met; however, it remains true 

that female survivors must be consulted and provided a voice in the formulation of any 

initiatives aimed at meeting their needs.  
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Recommendations 

 Several policy recommendations and implications for further research will be 

offered below. They are based on the foregoing analysis derived from the survivors' 

standpoints. In accordance with the survivors' testimonies, recommendations and 

implications for further research will address the BDVTO Court, the overarching 

application of law, and societal problems.  (These recommendations and implications for 

future research have numbers corresponding to the analysis section of this chapter). 

5.1 Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option Court  
 
5.1.1 Information 
 

1) Case developments should be delivered by court-affiliated actors on an ongoing 
basis; however, resources such as Survivor's Handbooks, DVDs, and access to 
well-designed, informative internet websites, should be provided to victims upon 
initial contact with service providers. These resources could address matters 
related to frequently asked questions, women's legal rights, available services, and 
so forth. The more information and resources available to victims the more the 
legal process will be demystified, thereby strengthening survivors' confidence and 
their resolve to seek justice.  

 
5.1.2 Support: Formal and Informal Support Services  
 

1) It is of particular importance that, when looking to assess and enhance current 
support mechanisms, researchers, program evaluators, and policy analysts rely on 
consultation with female survivors. This is critical because, in conceptualizing 
intimate partner violence as a gendered crime, failing to provide support services 
that are responsive to the unique experiences of women de-contextualizes this 
type of violence. As argued by Heather C. Melton and Joanne Belknap (2003), 
intimate partner violence must be regarded as a social problem for women; 
therefore, the provision of gender-neutral support services will not be sufficient 
(Melton & Belknap, 2003). As a result, in developing and administering more 
individualized support services, female survivors’ various standpoints must be 
strongly considered.  

 
2) It is necessary to maintain and continue to forge strong inter-agency working 

relationships to provide victims with a multitude of resources for assistance, 
guidance and advocacy prior to, during and following the court process. 
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3) Upon survivors' engagement with the legal system, they are likely overcome by 
numerous and potentially severe conflicting emotions, compounded by self-doubt, 
self-blame, and confusion. Therefore, ensuring a prompt, coordinated, proactive 
and thorough response from community service providers is critical.  

 
4) Although it is important to provide victims with a range of resources that allow 

them, if they wish, the opportunity to initiate contact on their own, the 
coordinated justice workers must understand the stress that victims face, which 
may preclude their reaching out proactively. Therefore, the responsibility of 
initiating introductory contact should be a preeminent task of the coordinated 
justice workers. Commitment of the various service providers to make contact 
directly with victims can be encouraged by ensuring that inter-agency 
communications are strong and organized.  

 
5) Initiatives should be developed with substantial, direct input from survivors to aid 

survivors in supporting others, particularly those who do not have informal 
support. Survivors’ personal experiences result in important insight that can be 
beneficial to other victims of intimate partner violence. Facilitating opportunities 
for survivors to take on this role would: provide an empowering experience of 
sharing their stories and hard-won experience with the justice system; provide 
helpful information to other women in similar difficult circumstances; and ease 
(to some extent) the burden placed on community-based resources.  

 
 
5.1.3 Police 

1) To foster confidence in the criminal justice system, police need to take a principal 
role in the development, design and implementation of intimate partner violence 
prevention and education efforts. This task may be accomplished through the 
police leading specialized workshops, campaigns, and programs focusing on 
encouraging victims to report abuse.  These undertakings could be targeted at 
specific sectors of the population or to the community in general. Such police 
engagement with both the general community and those deemed to be at risk will 
help provide victims suffering in silence with the assurance that the police are 
available to assist them. This should reduce victims’ reticence to report abuse. 
 

2) The interviewing of victims must be conducted in the most sensitive manner 

possible.  

3) To achieve a more positive experience for female survivors, there should be a 
female police officer present, if not leading, the victim interview. 

 
4) Police officers must undergo continual specialized education on the dynamics of 

intimate partner violence, training that would be more effective if it were 
delivered, at least in part, by victims' advocates. Second only to victims, 
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advocates have the most comprehensive understanding of the realities of intimate 
partner violence. An enriching element to the training would be the inclusion of 
input from female survivors of domestic violence to educate the police on their 
experiences.  

 
5) The development of a position such as a Domestic Violence Liaison Officer 

(DVLO), in which certain officers are tasked with an exclusive focus on domestic 
violence cases, would ensure that a cadre of police officers have an expertise in 
dealing with such cases that would improve the experience of female survivors.  

 

5.2 Structural Legal Shortcomings and Constraints 

5.2.1 Safety  
 

1) It is recommended that, immediately following the initiation of legal redress, in 
addition to the distribution of safe-cells, other methods to improve victim safety 
and deter offenders be developed and enhanced. These methods include: 
enhanced surveillance of victims' residences; the placement of safety devices such 
as alarms and video cameras in high-risk6 victims' homes; augmented supervision 
of offenders including, in some cases, monitoring through the use of electronic 
ankle bracelets; close watch over victims; vacancies in safe houses and shelters; 
and, alerting neighbours to call emergency services if they witness anything 
suspicious (Thelen, 2000). 

 
2) Recognizing that the North Battleford RCMP police detachment is not likely to 

have the personnel needed to perform tasks of enhanced surveillance of both 
victims and offenders, it is recommended that volunteers from the community be 
trained to fulfill this oversight function.  

 
3) Focus groups should be held with victims, police, and community members to 

identify other applicable measures that could be used to improve victim safety. 
 

4) There needs to be an emphasis on the further development of a community-
oriented policing model, which should lessen survivors' fears of suffering 
harassment, or violent harm. 

 
5) A buddy system7 for survivors who are fearful to venture into the community 

unaccompanied should be implemented. 
 

                                                 
6 The determination for which victims should be deemed high-risk, should be a mutual decision between 
court actors (i.e., police, prosecutor, judge), as well as the victim. If the victim believes that they are at a 
high-risk, they should be unquestionably provided with the enhanced safeguards.  
7 A buddy system in this context is referring to implementing a volunteer program in which trained 
community members could escort survivors into the community, making them less vulnerable.  
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5.3 Community: Cultural Change   

5.3.1 Societal Acceptance of Domestic Violence and the Pressure Not to Report  

1) Women must be given a stronger voice and a greater degree of primacy when 
looking at solutions for eliminating gendered issues plaguing their communities.  

 
2) Survivors should be offered opportunities to assume leadership roles in initiatives 

aimed at increasing community awareness and education about the prevalence and 
negative effects of intimate partner violence. 

 
3) All efforts to enhance the voices of females, particularly those of survivors of 

intimate partner violence, should be designed in consultation, utilizing a 
participatory method with survivors themselves. 

 
4) There must be enhanced encouragement from victims' advocates and front-line 

workers to foster a greater propensity for victims to choose to participate in 
empirical studies. This may in part be facilitated by those who work closely with 
victims by emphasizing the importance of having their voices heard, while 
continually developing ongoing efforts to strengthen relationships among 
scholars, policy analysts, front-line victims' advocates, and service providers.  

 
5) Although the BDVTO Court has facilitated inter-agency relationships with 

numerous community-based agencies and organizations, efforts must go beyond 
this to involve the participation of community members. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Implications for Further Research 

5.1 Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option Court  

5.1.1. Participation  
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1) With respect to the Victim Impact Statement, further research needs to be 

conducted to establish measures to prevent survivors from feeling the need to 
censor their statements, particularly ways to offset the power imbalance in the 
courtroom.  

 
2) There is a specific need for further research to be undertaken with female 

survivors to determine what they believe to be their ideal level of participation.  
 

3) Because female victims are not a homogenous group, desired levels of 
participation are likely to vary on an individual basis. As a result, additional 
research must take into consideration ways to tailor participation on a case-by-
case basis to meet certain survivors' needs, without coercing those who do not 
wish to participate.  

 
5.1.2 Information  
 

1) Beyond the importance of acknowledging the value of contact initiated by the 
service provider rather than the survivor, there is a need for further research to 
identify other effective ways to disseminate information to victims about how the 
court system operates and what resources and options are available. 

 
5.1.3 Support: Formal and Informal Support Services  
 

1) There is a need to conduct further research with female survivors to develop 
effective practices to deliver tailored support services to meet survivors’ distinct 
needs for support, without overlooking other individuals’ needs.  

 
2) Additional research is needed to determine the most effective ways to provide 

survivors with adequate support during the court process, particularly when the 
offender's support system negatively affects the survivor. 

 
3) In recognition that resources belonging to community-based organizations are 

finite, further research should be conducted with respect to developing and 
implementing efforts to provide those without direct informal support 
mechanisms with an opportunity to obtain support through such measures as peer-
based advocacy and support groups and the facilitation of connections between 
them and survivors.   

 
5.1.4 Police  
 

1) It is essential that research is undertaken to determine supplementary initiatives 
that could be developed to fashion stronger relationships built on trust and 
confidence between survivors of intimate partner violence and police.  
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5.2 Structural Legal Shortcomings and Constraints 

5.2.1 Safety 
 

1) There is a need for further research to establish effective measures to ensure that 
survivors have sufficient time and support immediately after engaging with the 
criminal justice system to develop feasible safety plans for themselves and their 
children.  

 
2) There is a definite need for future research to be conducted with both victims of 

intimate partner violence and police in smaller communities to determine what 
survivors believe should be implemented to better provide for their safety. 

 
3) There needs to be further research in identifying best practices with respect to the 

enforcement of the no-contact provision in a proactive, not reactive, manner. 
 

5.2.2 Offender Accountability: Mandatory Counselling & Harsher Sanctions 

1) Ongoing  quantitative and qualitative research should be conducted to determine 
the extent of the effectiveness of batterer counselling and treatment programs and 
the direct impact of the use of those programs on the lives of victims. 

 
2) It is essential that further research be conducted with female survivors to 

determine survivors' views on mandatory counselling and whether they believe 
there is a need for reform to fulfill their needs of safety and justice. 

 

5.3 Community: Cultural Change   

5.3.1 Societal Acceptance of Domestic Violence and the Pressure Not to Report  

1) Continuing research should be conducted to identify means to strengthen police 
relationships and partnerships with community members, to develop relationships 
built on understanding, trust and mutual respect, particularly by incorporating the 
expertise of survivors of intimate partner violence. 

 
2) Research should be conducted on the utility of establishing the position of a 

Domestic Violence Liaison Officer (DVLO) and the applicability of implementing 
community-oriented policing (best) practices as described in the scholarship 
produced by the Battered Women's Justice Project. 
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Appendices  
 
Appendix A Interview Guide 
  
Demographics/Background Facts: 
 
1. How old are you? 
2. Ethnicity? 
 
BDVTO Court Experiences/Perceptions:  
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1. Can you please describe your experience of the court process?  
 
2. A. What would you say were your most high-priority needs while going through the 
court process?  
B. Which needs were met?  
C. Who managed to meet the identified needs?  
D. If any needs were not met, what were they and how do you think they could have been  
fulfilled?  

 
3. A. What was your level of participation in the court process? 
B. How did you want to participate in this process?  
C. Was your ideal level of participation achieved?  
D. Were you able to give any input during the court case process?  
E.  Was providing input an empowering experience for you?  
F.  Would you have preferred to provide more input?  
G. If you decided not to provide input, why was that? 
 
4. A. During the court process did you feel that you had been listened to and believed by 
the court personnel? 
B. Did you feel that you had any influence over the court proceedings?  
C. If you feel that you did not have any or enough influence, is that something you 
desired? 
 
5. A. Did you feel protected and safe during the court process?  
B. If you did feel a sense of protection and safety during the process, who was most 
instrumental in providing this?  
C. If you did not feel protected, why was this?  
D.  What if anything could have been done to make you feel an enhanced sense of 
protection and safety? 
 
6. Did you feel you were afforded respect and dignity by the court personnel and service 
providers throughout the court process? 
  
7. Did you perceive the court process as fair?  
 
8. A. What services did you receive through the court and the affiliated medical, social 
services and treatment providers? 
B. Were these services helpful?  
C. What service(s) would you say was/were most helpful?  
D. Which service(s) was/were least helpful?  
E. What made these services helpful? 
F. If you did not find these services helpful, what could have been done to improve these 
services?  
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9. A. What was your experience like with the victim advocate/victim services workers 
program?  
B.  Did they contact you directly?   
C. Were you informed about services available to you, as well as where to go for help, 
information and support?  
D. What did the victim advocate/victim services worker do that you perceive as being 
most beneficial (i.e. what did you like)?   
E. What did you not like about your experience with the victim advocate/victims services 
worker program? 
F. What could the victim advocate/victim services workers program do to improve their 
services for victims?  
 
10. A. How many times (and to how many people) were you required to recount your 
experience of abuse? 
 B. Did you find the court process to be efficient?  
 
11. A. How would you describe your relationship with the prosecutor?  
B. Did you have ongoing communication with the prosecutor?  
C. If not, would you have preferred to have had a greater degree of interaction with the 
prosecution?  
                         
12. A. Do you think the judge had a good understanding of the specificities regarding 
your case?  
B. Do you feel that you were treated fairly by the judge?   
 
13. A. Did you receive any witness support?  
B. If you did receive witness support, was it adequate?  
C. If you did not receive witness support is this something you think would have been 
beneficial for you? 
D. As a witness/victim what kind of support do you think is valuable? 

 
14. A. Did you have enough information about what was going on with the court 
procedures and the subsequent case developments?  
B. How important was being kept informed throughout the process to you?  
C. Who was most critical in keeping you informed?  
D. Would you have appreciated being kept more informed?  
 
15. A. Following the court procedure did you receive any ongoing support from     
community agencies?  
B. If so, what kind of support did you/do you receive and was it/is it helpful?  
C. If not, would you have appreciated the ongoing support?  
D. What type of ongoing support do you think would be most beneficial for you?  
        
16.  A. How did you feel the offender was treated throughout the court process?  
B. Did you receive more, less or the same degree of attention as the offender?  
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17. A. Can you recall what the amount of time was between when the charges were laid 
and the offender’s first appearance in court?  
B. While waiting for the offender’s first court appearance were your safety needs 
adequately addressed?  
 
18. A. Following the no-contact (provision) order, did you remain in close contact with 
the offender? 
 B. If so, did you find that the probation officer(s) properly monitored the offender 
through enforcing orders (i.e., ensuring that the offender was attending the arranged 
method of treatment)?  
C. Did the offender’s probation officer have contact with you?  
D. In general, how did the probationary measures affect your sense of safety and 
protection?  
 
19. A. What is your opinion on the mandatory counselling the Court prescribes for 
offenders?  
B. Were you supportive of the counselling, or would you have preferred that the offender 
served jail time or a combination of both?  
 
20. A. Did the court process meet your cultural needs?  
 B. If not, what could be done to better have addressed your cultural needs? 
 
21. A. Were you satisfied with the court case outcome at the time? 
 B. Are you still satisfied with the outcome? 
 
22. If you were in the same circumstances would you report the domestic violence 
incident again or not?  
 
23. How would you improve the overall experience of the BDVTO Court?  
 
 
 Closing 
  
Do you have anything further to add? Is there anything I may have forgotten to ask you 
or you have not told me about your experience with the BDVTO Court?  
 
Thank you for taking the time to share your experiences with me. The information, 
insight and knowledge you have contributed byway of your participation, will be 
valuable not only in the completion of this project, but hopefully in terms of improving 
the BDVTO Court process.  
 
If you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me.  My 
information is on the consent form that was provided to you at the beginning of this 
interview. 
 
Thank you again,  



170 
 

 
Samantha 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix B Research Poster  
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Appendix C Research Ethics Board Approval Form 
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Appendix D Introductory Letter 
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DATE  
RE: The Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option (BDVTO) Court: Examining 
the Standpoint of Female Victims 
 
My name is Samantha Michaels and I am Master’s student in the Department of Justice 
Studies at the University of Regina.  I am doing my thesis on the female victims’ 
experiences of the BDVTO Court.  This research project involves interviewing self-
identified female domestic violence victims who have partaken or are partaking in the 
BDVTO court process. The interviews will be no longer than two (2) hours.  The 
research will explore female victims’ perceptions and experiences of their involvement 
with the BDVTO Court process.   
 
Your name has been provided to me by ___________________________ because you 
were thought to fit within the criteria listed above.  If you agree to participate in this 
research project, any information you provide will be kept confidential.  No identifying 
information will be revealed in the results.  Your participation in this research project is 
completely voluntary and you may refuse to answer any questions or may stop the 
interview at any time.   
 
It is hoped that you will agree to participate in this research project. Upon the (successful) 
completion of the interview, you will be compensated with a thirty dollar honourium in 
recognition of your effort and expertise on the subject. This research project is being 
conducted to establish whether from the perspective of victims, the BDVTO Court is 
achieving its specific goal of providing enhanced protection and support. Based on the 
results, this research project will offer potential policy recommendations aimed at 
improving the victims’ experience of going through the BDVTO Court. 
 
Should you have any questions or concerns, please contact me by e-mail at 
michaesa@uregina.ca or by telephone at (306) 201-9199.  I will contact you within the 
next week to discuss your participation in this research project.   
 
Thank you in advance. 
 
Sincerely,  
Samantha Michaels  
Department of Justice Studies 
University of Regina 
 
Appendix E Informed consent form 
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CONSENT FORM 
 
Title: The Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option (BDVTO) Court: Examining 
the Standpoint of Female Victims  
 
Introduction: This research project seeks to explore the experiences of (female) victims 
who have been or are involved with the Battlefords Domestic Violence Treatment Option 
(BDVTO) Court. More specifically, this project is being conducted to determine whether 
the BDVTO Court is meeting the needs of female victims. 
 
Procedure: In order to fulfill the above mentioned objectives and goals of the research, I 
am asking you (on a strictly voluntary basis) to participate in this interview because you 
have self-identified as a domestic violence victim, who is currently or has partaken in the 
BDVTO Court process. This interview will not exceed two (2) hours in length.  I will be 
asking you (open-ended) questions about your experiences and perceptions of the 
BDVTO court process and procedures. I will also be asking about your feelings regarding 
the services associated with the court.  
 
Risk and Benefits: There are no likely risks associated with this study. The only cost to 
you will be the time required to complete the interview. However, as discussed, at the 
successful conclusion of the interview you will receive an honourium of thirty dollars for 
your participation and expertise. This research will help provide a better understanding of 
the BDVTO Court process from the perspective of female victims, those who have 
experienced it. Additionally, this research offers a chance of directly informing 
governmental policy and bettering the services associated with the Court.  
 
Confidentiality: Any information acquired through your participation in this research 
project, will remain strictly confidential by the researcher. There will be no identifying 
information revealed in the results. In order to ensure this, your identity will be concealed 
through the use of a code name. My notes and tape-recorded sessions will solely refer to 
you using the code name. Any of the names that you reveal to me throughout the 
interview process will also be changed to maintain complete confidentiality. Any quotes 
in the results will be presented anonymously through the use code names. Any clue or 
event that puts you or another person’s identity at stake will be deleted. All data will be 
stored in a securitized lockbox that only the researcher will have access to. Moreover, the 
consent forms will be stored securely in a locked file cabinet separate from the 
transcripts. A final copy of the thesis will be made available on the internet upon the 
completion of the project. You will be provided details on how to access it at that time.  If 
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you provide me with any information that you or someone else is in danger of physical 
harm, then I may have to reveal this information to the police and/or social services.  
However, it is unlikely this situation will arise, as I will not be asking you questions 
directly related to that  

Right to Withdraw: Participation in this research project is completely voluntary. You 
have the right to refuse to answer any of the questions that will be asked. If at some point 
during the interview session you no longer wish to continue the interview, without any 
persuasion the interview will conclude at your request. If you decide you no longer want 
to be a part of this project, the interview notes and tape-recorded sessions will promptly 
be destroyed. Having said this, once the interview process has concluded, you will be 
given one week to withdraw, after this point the data collected will be analyzed and there 
will no longer be an opportunity to withdraw.  

This research project was approved by the Research Ethics Board at the University of 
Regina.  If research participants have any questions or concerns about their rights or 
treatment, they may contact the Chair of the Research Ethics Board at (306) 585-4775 or 
by e-mail at research.ethics@uregina.ca.  
 
I _____________________________________, agree to the conditions stated in this 
letter of consent and to certify that I received a copy of the consent form. 
 
_________________________________  ____________________ 
Participant      Date 
 
_________________________________  ____________________ 
Researcher      Date 
 
If you have any further questions regarding your participation, the results, or this research 
project in general, please feel free to contact us: 
 
Researcher Contact    Supervisor Contact 
Samantha Michaels, B.A.   Margot Hurlbert, LL.M 
Department of Justice Studies   Department of Justice Studies  
University of Regina    University of Regina 
Regina, SK S4S 0A2    Regina, SK S4S 0A2 
(306) 201-9199    (306) 585-4232 
michaesa@uregina.ca                         Margot.Hurlbert@uregina.ca  
 
Your participation in this research project is greatly appreciated.   
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