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Enhancing and Expanding the System for Families Affected by Family Violence

Minister’s Message
As the Minister Responsible for Health and Social Services, I am honoured to present the 
Phase II of the NWT Action Plan on Family Violence: A Framework for Action. I am pleased 
with the direction the NWT is moving in regards to addressing the issue of family violence. 
I know that we are on the right track and are making a real difference in the lives of people 
affected by this issue.

Phase II of the NWT Action Plan on Family Violence: A Framework for Action is about 
enhancing and expanding the range of supports available for families affected by family 
violence.

Family violence is an issue that affects us all. It is an issue that exists in all communities and 
among all people regardless of income, race or education level. Because of its widespread 
nature, family violence is an issue that can be challenging to address. Unfortunately in the 
Northwest Territories our rates of family violence are some of the highest in the country.

Actions contained in this plan focus on the needs of all family members affected by family 
violence with the intention of delivering increased support, service and accountability for 
both victims and perpetrators of family violence.

This plan was developed as a community through the collaboration of the Coalition 
Against Family Violence and the GNWT Departments of Health and Social Services, Justice, 
Executive, Education, Culture and Employment and the NWT Housing Corporation. Each 
organization has renewed their commitment to addressing family violence and is committed 
to achieving the goals and actions set out in this plan.

Addressing the issue of family violence the Northwest Territories and changing attitudes is 
not an issue that will be solved quickly and will require a long term investment and strong 
partnerships.

We are committed to realizing our vision.

“A society where all individuals are safe, respected and valued; where any form of family 
violence is unacceptable; and where children, women and men have opportunities to reach 
their full potential.”

Sandy Lee
Minister of Health and Social Services
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In 2003, the Coalition Against Family Violence (CAFV) submitted A Framework for Action: 
A Call to Action to the GNWT. Since that time, CAFV has been working in close partnership 
with the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT) to develop and implement 
Action Plans that consist of actions and activities that will have a direct impact on family 
violence in the NWT. The first such plan was entitled “Government of the Northwest 
Territories Response to the NWT Action Plan on Family Violence: A Framework for Action”. 

Accomplishments:
During the first Action Plan the following goals were accomplished: 
• The Implementation Steering Committee was created, with membership from 5 GNWT 

Departments including Health and Social Services; Education, Culture and Employment; 
Justice; the Executive; the Housing Corporation; and 2 CAFV NGO representatives. The 
purpose of this committee was to ensure that the vision of the Action Plan was carried 
out. 

• The Protection Against Family Violence Act (PAFVA) was enacted, which included the 
implementation of a 24 hour crisis line that allows victims to access services under the 
Act. A public education strategy was implemented to increase public awareness of the 
Act.

• Preliminary work was completed for the Yellowknife Interagency Family Violence Protocol. 
Based on this work, a toolkit for family violence protocol development was compiled to 
encourage other communities to establish similar protocols.

• Staff positions dedicated to addressing family violence were created at the GNWT 
Departments of the Executive and Justice.

• Best practices research on programs designed for person who choose to abuse 
their intimate partners was completed, as well as recommendations for next steps in 
developing such programming in the NWT.
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Enhancing and Expanding the System for Families Affected by Family Violence
While a lot of important work took place during the first Action Plan, family violence 
continues to be a concern for all residents of the NWT. According to the Statistics 
Canada report, Measuring Violence Against Women: Statistical Trends 2006, which was 
commissioned by F/P/T Ministers Responsible for the Status of Women to determine the 
scope of domestic violence faced by women in Canada, rates of violence in the North were 
12% compared to 7% in the rest of Canada. This report also found that the rate of women 
who go to shelters to escape family violence in the NWT/Nunavut is 5 times the national 
rate (137 vs 29). 

Family violence affects individuals, families and communities in many ways. In order for 
our territory to prosper, family violence must be definitively and comprehensively tackled. 
Strategies to address family violence must take into account the needs of all family 
members and provide supports that allow individuals, families and communities to develop 
healthy relationships in their homes and communities. 

In the spring of 2006, the GNWT and the CAFV began the work to develop a new action 
plan on family violence, which is now considered to be Phase II of the work that was 
completed, as discussed above. The vision for this Phase of the Action Plan is:

“ A society where all individuals are safe, respected 
and valued; where any form of family violence is 
unacceptable; and where children, women and men 
have opportunities to reach their full potential.”

It is anticipated that implementation of the Action Plan Phase II will result in a range of 
enhanced or new services for men, women, children and Elders. Furthermore, there will be 
increased support, service and accountability to family members who are resisting violence 
and for family members who are being violent.

The success of these actions relies on a long-term commitment to the issue of family 
violence from communities, families, regions, governments and service providers. 
Decreasing the incidence of family violence in the NWT involves changing attitudes to 
violence and requires responses that are swift and clear. Both of these require ongoing 
commitment and long-term investments. 

The new and enhanced programming includes prevention, intervention, recovery, outreach, 
and aftercare. It provides for increased capacity in regions to better respond to families 
affected by family violence. This plan enhances existing services and introduces new 
programming that will have a direct effect on residents of the NWT who are struggling with 
the issue of family violence. The implementation of these programs will significantly increase 
the NWT’s ability to respond appropriately to victims and abusers, thus reducing incidents 
of family violence in the NWT.
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The FVAP Phase II Implementation Steering Committee is working to achieve the 
following goals by implementing the actions as indicated: 

Build a system that provides safety for women, children and older adults
• Provide increased support to the current shelter system in the form of increased funds to 

meet current critical needs and increase stability.
• Improve the consistency of accessibility to shelters from communities that do not have 

shelters.
• Develop consistent expectations of program delivery for all shelters.
• Work in partnership with shelters to identify appropriate funding to address required 

building upgrades and repairs.
• Support implementation of family violence protocols in NWT communities and regions.

Provide outreach, advocacy and prevention programming to women, children and older 
adults living in non-shelter regions.

• Support provision of programming for children who witness family violence.

Increase public awareness and attitudinal change about violence against vulnerable 
populations with the long term goal of changing behaviour
• Ongoing public education on the Protection Against Family Violence Act
• Develop baseline data on public attitudes regarding family violence as a method of 

assessing attitudinal change over time.
• Continue to support Family Violence Awareness Week as a method to educate the public.

Expansion of the partnerships between those working to decrease incidents of family 
violence in their communities, regions, organizations, and Departments
• Promote interagency collaboration at the community, regional, headquarters and Federal 

levels.
• Establish links and working partnerships with staff responsible for components of mental 

health and additions, promotion and prevention and child and family services to improve 
connections to and awareness of family violence initiatives.

Improving legislation and policy to support people affected by family violence
• Monitoring and Support of the Protection Against Family Violence Act
• Completing the 5-year Protection Against Family Violence Act Performance Evaluation
• Research and review family violence supplementary reporting forms used in family 

violence cases.
• Review strategies that address the needs of families in transition.
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Improved quality and number of services across the NWT, addressing the full spectrum of 
needs of victims, families, and communities
• Determine if there is any surplus housing available that could be dedicated to families 

struggling with family violence.
• Explore options for a dedicated Domestic Violence Coordinator to be located at “G” 

Division RCMP.
• Ensure victims of family violence have expedited access to information about available 

services.
• Develop and implement a long term program for males who abuse their intimate female 

partners that encompasses offender treatment, positive reintegration into the community 
and follow-up.

Increasing skills with targeted professionals and volunteers in supporting people affected 
by family violence
• Explore funding opportunities to provide Legal Information Training to shelter workers, 

advocates and victim’s assistance workers.
• Ongoing support and training for Protection Against Family Violence Act designates. 
• Develop and/or borrow information specific to family violence to be included in training 

sessions for CSOs.
• Develop a training curriculum for shelter workers and advocates that is based on best 

practices and can be delivered in a number of different formats – self study; facilitated 
workshops; staff development meetings; etc.

Continue to support school based initiatives that promote the development of healthy 
families and healthy relationships
• Continue to distribute and support distribution and use of “Dealing with Child Abuse: A 

Handbook for School Personnel”.
• Ongoing support for any school based initiatives that promote the development of 

healthy families and healthy relationships.
• Explore availability of resources to review the current health curriculum including   

information about healthy individuals, relationships and families.

Improve and coordinate services to children and youth related to family violence 
prevention and the development of healthy relationships
• Complete a scan of programs and services currently provided by Regional Health and 

Social Services Authorities to youth promote healthy families and healthy relationships.
• Complete a scan of programs and services available in schools that support the 

development of healthy families and healthy relationships.
• Complete a scan of programs and services currently provided by the Department of 

Justice to youth that promote healthy families and healthy relationships.
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The Coalition Against Family Violence (CAFV) is committed to being aware of current 
best practices in responding to family violence. In 2007, the CAFV became aware of the 
innovative work of Wade, Coates, Todd and others that address family violence from a 
response-based model (for more information please see Appendix A). 

This model is based on research and clinical practice that respects individual resistance to 
oppression and violence and believes that all people are deserving of human dignity. The 
response-based model rejects a “cause and effect” explanation for family violence. From the 
resistance perspective, family violence is not caused by anger, addiction, past victimization, 
losing one’s culture or family breakdown. Violence is a learned behaviour that the abuser 
uses because they have learned that it is an effective means to get what they want. 

This model also outlines that while an abuser is responsible for their choice to commit acts 
of violence, they may also be victims themselves of past abuses committed against them. 
The model is strength based and uses the analysis of “who does what to whom” to provide 
abusers with examples of their ability to refrain from violence.

From this model we can work productively with those who use violence and those who 
resist violence to decrease the incidence of family violence. 
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Appendix A
The Response-Based Approach to Family Violence

An essential element to any effective strategy involves positive social responses. Social 
responses can be described as how individuals, organizations and communities respond 
to families experiencing family violence. People who abuse require services that ensure 
they understand, acknowledge and take responsibility for their behaviours. Victims require 
supports that facilitate their inherent right to make personal decisions and take actions that 
ensures they are safe, healthy and able to reach their full potential. The quality of social 
responses is the strongest single predictor of victim distress. 

Social responses are the ways that individuals, families, organizations and communities 
respond to family violence. Positive social responses can contribute to families accessing 
safety, services and resources in a timely and comprehensive manner. Positive social 
responses include:
• Adequate and accessible safe housing and financial resources for family members 

experiencing violence. 
• Relevant counselling and support programs for all family members.
• Communities and community leaders that condemn family violence and publicly support 

attitudes that acknowledge the harmful impact of family violence.

Individuals and families who experience positive social responses are more likely to access 
safety, services and supports; engage in the justice system; and make decisions that stop or 
limit family violence.

Negative social responses may limit access to safety, services and resources and contribute 
to how individuals, families and communities perceive family violence. Some examples of 
negative social responses include:
• Responses and language that blames victims and excuses assaultive behaviour
• Attitudes that focuses on individual traits and deficits. Examples include beliefs that: 
 – alcohol is a mitigating factor in family violence
 – low self esteem explains why victims “allow” the abuse 
 – victims would leave if they wanted to
• Slow and mitigating responses to all family members.
• Custody and access decisions that result in children being placed in unsafe situations or 

limiting the access of the non-offending parent.
• Families experiencing family violence being reluctant to disclose their situation for fear of 

the consequences which could include limited access to their children or apprehension by 
child welfare authorities.

• Continued exposure for children results in delays in healthy physical and social 
development that impacts their current and future well-being and relationships. 

7

Enhancing and Expanding the System for Families Affected by Family Violence



The first step in providing positive social responses involves a clear understanding of “who 
is doing what to whom”. When resistance in relationships is documented the following 
dynamics appear:
• The deliberate nature of the violence: 

 Perpetrators suppress their victim’s resistance to the violence. It becomes clear that the 
abuser purposefully uses violence to control their victim’s behaviour. Abuse is not an 
‘accident’ and abuse cannot be blamed on things like alcohol or anger. Fortunately, just as 
a person chooses to be violent, they can also choose not to be violent. 

• The resistance of victims: 
Victims always resist violence, whether through thoughts, plans, words or actions. By 
acknowledging this resistance we honour the victim’s dignity and their attempts to stop, 
avoid or reduce the violence. This acknowledgment also replaces the tendency to blame 
or pathologize them for the violence.

• The unilateral nature of violence: 
Abuse against another person is not mutual or consensual. The victim has no 
control over the abuser’s behaviour; it is only under the control of the abuser.

Understanding the purpose and behaviours associated with resistance can assist 
individuals, families, organizations and communities provide more appropriate services and 
resources. Individual family members will resist within their relationships and the family may 
also resist interactions with organizations and communities. 

Individuals and families from oppressed and marginalized groups such as aboriginal women 
and children and families in remote communities, are more likely to experience negative 
social responses due in part to limited availability of safety, service and resources. 

Families that experience these types of responses will resist them. Resistance can include:
• Avoiding authorities, working the system
• Withholding information, disclosing only partially
• Isolating themselves
• Staying in contact with the perpetrator
• Using self-blaming language
• Appearing to comply, covert resistance
• Self-medicating, suicide

If individuals and family members can recognize and acknowledge resistance in their 
relationships, they can begin to better understand their own and others’ behaviours. 
Abusers can take responsibility and victims can recognize their own power and strength. 
This can result in changes in attitudes and behaviours that support healthier relationships, 
families and communities.

Once organizations and communities recognize and acknowledge resistance, services and 
resources can be developed and provided that support all family members. 
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