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SESSION 1:  The Role Of Community 

SESSION FOCUS In this session we will explore the historical background 

and evolution of community response to woman abuse and family violence 

- in relation to community resources, services and community 

interventions. This session will provide an overview of how the community 

response has developed and changed over the years, as our understanding 

of the issues of woman abuse and family violence has developed and 

evolved.  

 

SESSION LEARNING OUTCOMES When we have completed this session, we 

will have a clearer picture of what kinds of services and programs are 

available in the community to address violence against women. We will 

also be able to identify some of the major challenges within the current 

forms of community response and the methods that have been found to be 

most beneficial to ensuring an effective and accountable response. 

This session will deepen our understanding of the foundations of 

community responses to woman abuse and family violence, which in turn 

should help us to better work with, and hopefully help to improve the 

community agencies, organizations, and services intended to assist victims 

of abuse. 

The secret is to gang up on the problem, rather than each other.-. Thomas 

Stallkamp   

Coming together is a beginning. Keeping together is progress. Working 

together is success.-. Henry Ford 

 

  
  

http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_secret_is_to_gang_up_on_the_problem%2C_rather_than_each_other./414166/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotes/author/Thomas_Stallkamp/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotes/author/Thomas_Stallkamp/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/Coming_together_is_a_beginning._Keeping_together_is_progress._Working_together_is_success./240166/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/Coming_together_is_a_beginning._Keeping_together_is_progress._Working_together_is_success./240166/


A. INTRODUCTION 

As we have discussed in earlier modules, woman abuse has traditionally 
been seen as a private matter - something that happens behind closed 
doors. This perception has changed over time and continues to change as 
we have more and more success in raising awareness of the prevalence of 
intimate partner abuse, of the damaging impact of this reality, of the need 
to ensure that abusers are held accountable for their behaviour and of the 
ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŀfety is effectively protected. The changes 
that have occurred have been because women survivors have courageously 
stepped up and spoken out about their lives, whether as participants in 
research and focus groups, or at community speaking engagements, raising 
awareness and challenging the community to take action and find effectively 
responses. 

B. THE TERMINOLOGY OF WOMAN ABUSE 

To begin the exploration of the community response to woman abuse, a 

good place to start is the words that are used to describe the issue. As we 

have seen in previous sessions, language is important as it tells us much 

more than just giving us commonly-used terms, but reflects the attitudes of 

the society at a given time. For many years (prior to the 1990s), the term 

ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǳǘƛƭƛȊŜŘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ 

to describe abuse women experienced at the hands of an intimate partner. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ŀōǳǎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅΩ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

understanding in North American society at that time that intimate partner 

violence and abuse rested within the realm of the family, and therefore was 

a private matter.  

During the early 1980s, the criminal justice system had begun to be 

recognized as having a role in respondiƴƎ ǘƻ ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƘƛŦǘ 

came about in part due to the growing recognition of the serious impact of 

abuse on women and children. We were finally starting to acknowledge that 

if this same behaviour happened between strangers, criminal charges would 

almost most certainly be laid and prosecuted against the perpetrator. This 

was the beginning of the involvement of the criminal justice system in 

intimate partner abuse situations.   

 

 
 

 

  The criminal justice system was instrumental in changing the terminology 
ŦǊƻƳ ΨŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ǘƻ Ψdomestic violence’. This term was certainly more 
accurate in identifying the issue as one that related to couples in intimate 
ƻǊ ΨŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ǎǘƛƭƭ 
does not carry any connotation of responsibility or accountability for the 
abuse. The message is that there is no apportioning of blame to anyone.  
This term also lends itself to somewhat bizarre references that further the 
impression that this is a social phenomenon rather than a criminal act - for 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άa ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ƘƻƳŜέ ƛƴ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ǳǎŜŘ 
in a social work university class, as if it is the home that is violent, not the 
people in the home.  

In the 1990Ωs, after a lot of community education and advocacy on the part 
of abused women themselves and their allies, a major shift took place. A 
change in the terminology came about that finally reflects the reality of 
the situation. ΨWife assault’ became a commonly-used term, finally 
reflecting the reality that the vast majority of victims are women and the 
majority of abusers are men.   

In the 2000ΩǎΣ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǘƻ Ψwoman abuseΩ which most 
accurately describes the reality in heterosexual relationships, ƻǊ Ψintimate 
partner abuseΩΣ which is more expansive, as it takes into account the 
realities of abuse in same-sex partner relationships. 

Today, we still see many different terms being used to describe the reality 
of living in an abusive relationship. Certain systems tend to use particular 
terminology; for example, the criminal justice system in Ontario uses the 
term domestic violence, health care providers more commonly use 
ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ όLt±ύ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜ 
the term woman abuse.  

Our struggles as a society in naming this issue can be seen to reflect the 
larger struggles in dealing with and responding to the issue.   
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Think of the first time you ever heard about this issue. What 

terminology was used to describe/identify it? Have you heard 

different ways that the reality of woman abuse has been 

described? Did it vary on the age of the people talking? On 

the situation, geographic community, or cultural background? 

 



C. CANADIAN PERSPECTIVES ON WOMAN ABUSE  

As we know, intimate partner abuse was traditionally considered an 
individual, private family matter. Intervention from any agency, sector or 
institution within the society was neither expected nor forthcoming.   
 
One of the most poignant illustrations of this is an account by Pat Capponi, a 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊκsurvivor activist in the mental health field. In 

Upstairs in the Crazy House: The Life of a Psychiatric Survivor (Penguin Group 

Canada, 1992), Ms. Capponi recalls a childhood marked by domestic 

violence and an abusive father.  She remembers running out of the house, 

with her mother and her siblings, after her father had viciously attacked her 

mother. She goes on to talk about walking around their local park, in the 

middle of the night, in the dead of winter. They would stay out in the park 

until they thought that he had drunk himself to sleep, and then would 

return hours later, back into the same situation. Pat speaks about the feeling 

- even as a child, of being defeated by the situation because there was 

absolutely nowhere for her mother, herself, and her siblings to go to escape 

the abuse, except to the park. This was the only recourse, because at that 

time, in the 1940s and 1950s, there was nowhere else to go and no one to 

call on for help!  

 

 

    

 
With the rise of feminism during the 1960Ωs, we witnessed a transition 

where woman abuse was beginning to be recognized as a social issue. A key 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ǿŀǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ 

women - an area that had never been discussed before. 

 
With attention finally being paid to the seriousness and extent of this issue, 
we saw a growing analysis of woman abuse that recognized it as a significant 
issue for the entire community, and one that needed to be addressed.  As 
part of this conversation, the need for government and community services 
to intervene to protect women, ensure their safety and to provide effective 
social supports was identified.   
 

  We have seen a variety of sectors within society, including agencies and 

organizations, that recognize the issue of woman abuse exists and who 

have been establishing a role for themselves in identifying women who are 

in abusive relationships, and at times intervening to protect the safety of 

women. 

 

 

 
 
 

The Canadian experiences have changed over time. Unfortunately, the 

changes are not always for the better. In Ontario during the early 1990Ωs, 

we saw some significant policy changes in the criminal justice response, 

thanks to the convening of the May-LƭŜǎ /ƻǊƻƴŜǊΩǎ LƴǉǳŜǎǘΣ ƘƛƎƘ-profile 

attention by a major Toronto newspaper, and many other social 

campaigns. These in part were a response to the CƻǊƻƴŜǊΩǎ Lnquest 

recommendations, and to a broad-based discussion about the issue among 

many community agencies and the community at large. For more 

information about this important inquest: (excerpt below) 

 http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/May-Iles-inquest-
recommendations.pdf  

 
 
 
Graph Showing 
Frequency of 
Common Risk 
Factors in DVDRC 
Cases Reviewed 
(2003-2012): 

http://www.mcscs.jus.gov.on.ca/english/DeathInvestigations/office_coroner/Publi
cationsandReports/DVDR/2012Report/DVDR_2012.html 
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What do you think were some of the forces that helped bring 
about change in the way we, as a society, began to intervene in 
woman abuse? 

Was there a time when you or someone you know was living in 
an abusive relationship and there was literally nowhere to go?  
What did you/they do? How (or did) you/they escape the 
situation?  Who, if anyone, helped you? 

http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/May-Iles-inquest-recommendations.pdf
http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/May-Iles-inquest-recommendations.pdf
http://www.mcscs.jus.gov.on.ca/english/DeathInvestigations/office_coroner/PublicationsandReports/DVDR/2012Report/DVDR_2012.html
http://www.mcscs.jus.gov.on.ca/english/DeathInvestigations/office_coroner/PublicationsandReports/DVDR/2012Report/DVDR_2012.html


 
 

Also, increased attention was paid to the reality that although any woman 

may find herself the victim of abuse, regardless of social, economic, cultural, 

political and religious background, the support that all women receive is not 

the same.  There are important differences in how women access and use 

support services based on factors such as: 

 
Á The financial resources available to the woman 

Á ¢ƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ όCǊŀƴŎƻǇƘƻƴŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ 

identified barriers to receiving services in French) 

Á Whether the woman is a visible minority 

Á Whether a woman has a physical, emotional, mental health, or 

cognitive disability 

Á Whether a woman lives in a remote or rural area  

Á Whether a woman is of Aboriginal descent 

Á Whether the woman has several of these factors in her life 

 

  D. THE CANADIAN RESPONSE  

I. Immediate Safety Needs of Women 

When we finally recognized the need for community involvement in 

woman abuse, the first response was to focus on the immediate crisis 

needs of women. As the community and agencies began to consider how 

to respond to this issue, they saw the most urgent need as providing a 

refuge or a safe place where women and their children could go to escape 

the violence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

II. ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ {ƘŜƭǘŜǊǎ 

“The house was scrubbed and painted, the beds were made and 

Interval House was ready for occupancy on April 1, 1973” – Lynn 

Zimmer, Interval House Founder 

http://ckc.tcf.ca/org/interval-house 

 

¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀōǳǎŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘ-1960Ωs and 

provided a safe place for a woman to stay. The first shelters focused on 

providing services to the abused woman- they offered support, often 

through peer counseling. There was little consideration of the needs of 

children who accompanied their mothers, even though consistently more 

than one-half of the residents of a shelter were, and still are, children of 

the women staying there. Services for children were added years later, in 

the 1980Ωs. The earliest shelters were established by women volunteers, 

often women survivors who were motivated to use their experience, 

knowledge, and skills to make changes in the community so that other 

women could be better protected. 
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¢Ƙƛƴƪ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ tŀǘ /ŀǇǇƻƴƛΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 

have somewhere to go in the middle of the night when your 

home is no longer safe. 

Think about the different challenges that you have faced. 
What would have made it different/better for you? Imagine 
how differently you might have been treated if: 
 
Á you were not able to speak English?  

  
Á you were a newcomer to Canada, with little or no 

idea about resources/services 
 
Á you have animals on a farm to care for 

 
Á you could only leave your location by plane 

  
 

http://ckc.tcf.ca/org/interval-house


 
Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 

governments and local communities, and even today virtually every abused 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƘŜƭǘer must do regular fundraising, from bake sales to galas, to 

collect the funds necessary to operate effectively and safely. As government 

funding became available, the structure of many services simultaneously 

changed from informal organizations that were developed and run by 

volunteers who were survivors themselves, into more formal, community 

agencies staffed by accredited social workers and other professionals.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
E. LIMITATIONS OF THE EARLY RESPONSE 

Once the importance of providing a safe haven for women was common 

practice, the next major breakthrough was acknowledging that some 

attempt must be made to intervene with the abuser.  At this point in time 

there were very few, if any, attempts to address the behaviour of the 

abuser. It would take until the early 1990Ωs before there was active 

involvement with abusive men.  

 

There was an increasing recognition that intervention was needed to end 

the cycle of abuse.  While one woman may leave her abuser and find safety, 

he would enter into another relationship and a new woman would be at 

risk.  Intervention is the only solution to breaking the cycle of violence.  

  F. CRIMINAL JUSTICE INTERVENTION ς THE POLICE PRO-CHARGE 
POLICY 

In the 1980Ωs, there was a major shift as the criminal justice system was 

pushed into playing a role in the community response to woman abuse. 

The criminal justice system would intervene in abusive situations and hold 

the abuser accountable. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In Ontario, this shift began with a ground-breaking policy developed by the 

police services of the City of London, where a pro-charge policy was 

adopted in relation to domestic violence cases.  

 
This policy was created to respond to the 

serious problems with the criminal 

justice response to domestic violence 

matters at the time. Prior to the pro-

charge policy, police treated domestic 

violence cases in the same way that an 

assault by a stranger was treated. In order for a criminal charge to be laid 

in those cases, a victim has to press charges against the perpetrator. In the 

case of a stranger assault, this is reasonable because there is no 

relationship between the two individuals.  
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What do you think has been the impact of this kind of shift 
from volunteers establishing a resource based, on their own 
experience, to formalized and funded agencies operating 
community-based services with professional staff? 
 

¶ What are the positive things that you think have been 
gained in this shift? 

¶ What are the things that have been lost in this 
transition? 

 

What are your thoughts about the involvement of the 

criminal justice system in intimate partner abuse? What are 

the benefits of this being a criminal justice issue? What are 

the challenges? Do you think the benefits outweigh the 

challenges? 

 

Notes: 
Notes: 



 
Not surprisingly, in a situation where the two individuals involved have an 

intimate and ongoing relationship through marriage, or have children in 

common, and where there has been a pattern of abuse- power and control 

of one partner over another- this approach is impractical and impossible to 

use. !ƴ ŀōǳǎƛǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ Ǉƛǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōǳǎŜǊΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ 

power, control, and intimidation over the victim. This makes it very onerous 

and burdensome to ask a victim to be the one to hold her abuser 

accountable by filing charges against him. Women have always known that 

this kind of behaviour would put them and their children at significant risk. 

Furthermore, without the certainty of any protection against recrimination 

by the abuser, victims are put in an untenable situation when asked to take 

on the responsibility of pressing charges against their abusive partner.  

 
The solution to this problem was the creation and implementation of a 
policy where the police, not the woman, would lay the criminal charges if 
there was reasonable grounds to believe a crime had taken place.  In this 
way, the community or the State would take on the responsibility for 
challenging the power and controlling behaviours of the perpetrator. By 
using this approach, the abuser would have no reason to further pressure 
his partner and would hopefully recognize that she was not responsible for 
the criminal charges he was facing.  
 
This policy was first piloted in London, Ontario, and by the end of the 1980Ωs 
almost all municipalities across Ontario were using a similar approach to the 
laying of criminal charges in woman abuse cases. 
 

  
 

  Along with this new and very different criminal justice system response 

came the beginnings of greater community response. Community 

agencies, especially counselling agencies, along with ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 

were given very specific responsibilities to deal with issues of woman 

abuse.  We now have an entire network of services in large communities 

such as Toronto, with a wide range of programs, including:  

 

o Initial crisis intervention  

o Specialized medical services 

o Counselling services (albeit short term) 

o Support groups 

o Employment and training programs specifically geared to women 

who have experienced woman abuse in relationships  

 

In the last 10 years or so, we have also seen the growth of programs for 

abusers. Often ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ōŀǘǘŜǊŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŦƻǊ 

abusers, these groups are intended to teach men within a socio-

educational group setting how to change their abusive behaviour. 

 
We have come a long way from the complete lack of services in the 1940Ωǎ 

and 50ΩǎΦ ! better understanding of the problem of woman abuse has 

enabled us to recognize that a comprehensive approach of intervention is 

needed to break the cycle of abuse. This includes meeting the safety needs 

of victims, behavioural interventions for abusers, and is reflected in the 

range of services and approaches that we have in place today.   

 
The good news is that we now have:   
 
Á Criminal justice resources devoted to policing abuse through the 

provincial criminal justice system and municipal police forces. 
 

Á A network of community agencies offering a range of programs 
and services available to women seeking help from abusive 
partners, including some services in languages other than English, 
as well as services that can meet the needs of newcomers to 
Canada. 
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What do you think about the concept of a pro-charge 
approach?  
Do you see any problems  

o For a woman?  
o For her children?  

¶ What do you think needs to be in place for the policy to 
work the way it is supposed to? 

¶ What are the positive things that you think have been 
gained in this shift? 

¶ What are the things that have been lost in this transition? 



However, with the downturn of the economy over the last few 

years, we have seen significant cuts to community-based services, 

including those directed to violence against women. 

 

The bad news is that:   

Á The  incidence of  abuse does not appear to be declining 

Á The numbers of women murdered every year by her intimate 

partner or ex-partner in Ontario is sadly consistent - between 30-35 

intimate femicides annually 

Á There has been little impact on cultural and community-wide 

acceptance of abuse 

Á There has been very limited gains in promoting equity for women 

economically, socially, and politically across society 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Celebrities getting involved: http://nomore.org/psas/  

  ACTIVITIES 
Activity 1: GROUP DISCUSSION  
 
Without a safe place to go, women feel helpless and unable to leave their 
abuser. What does safety mean to you?   
 
Activity 2: VIDEO  
 
In this Session, we looked at how responses to women abuse have evolved 
over the years. Watch this brief video, in which a Toronto public health 
nurse describes a successful intervention in an abuse situation through the 
use of the Woman Abuse Best Practices Guidelines: Facilitator, please play 
this: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ay06N7rWHRE. What factors do 
you think helped make this an intervention success story? What factors 
may have made it more difficult to successfully intervene?  

Activity 3: ARTICLE 

Take a look at the May, 2012 Domestic Violence Action Plan Progress 
Report (excerpt below): 

http://www.women.gov.on.ca/owd/docs/dvap_update_2012.pdf  
Do you see the kind of progress that the Action Plan seeks to achieve being 
made in your community? How do your local resources meet or exceed 
those envisioned in the Action Plan? How do they fall short? Can you think 
of any unintended consequences?  

Activity 4: JOURNAL ENTRY and SELF REFLECTION 

 
Think about your life as it is now.  How is it better than it used to be?  
What (if anything) do you miss from your former life? What gives you 
strength to carry on and to keep building a new life?  What drags you 
down, and how do you fight against that?  
SONG OF THE WEEK:   

Let Jewel remind us of how strong we are. Facilitator, please play this: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QaXr2vGDQwk&list=PL462E7D2210F
C12A6.   

Congratulations! Well Done! You are amazing! Thank you for caring and 
sharing! Treat yourself for a week well done!   
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Think about your experience and the experiences of others 

you know. How do you think the community response to 

women experiencing abuse has changed? Do you see ways 

that the response has improved? Has it gotten worse? Is it 

that some things have improved and others are worse? 

What does this say about our society? 

http://nomore.org/psas/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ay06N7rWHRE
http://www.women.gov.on.ca/owd/docs/dvap_update_2012.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QaXr2vGDQwk&list=PL462E7D2210FC12A6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QaXr2vGDQwk&list=PL462E7D2210FC12A6


APPENDICES 
 
  

Notes: 



 

Additional information: 

Understanding the cycle of abuse 

 
 
 
 
 
Is it too much to ask that people treat abused women like this? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Notes: 



http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/May-Iles-inquest-recommendations.pdf  

http://www.oaith.ca/assets/files/Publications/May-Iles-inquest-recommendations.pdf


 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
  



 
 
 


