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Roadmap
1. Learning Objectives

2. Summary of GBV-MIG Project

3. Forms of GBV and Impacts

4. Barriers and Responses to Support



LEARNING OBJECTIVES
1. Recognize what GBV means in the context of migration, including forced 
migration. Specifically define:

➢ Who are the migrant and refugee women (MRW)?

➢ What are the forms / impacts of GBV?

➢ Why do we look at MRW in the context of Canada?

2. Expand the range of violence and the tactics of victimization experienced by 
immigrant and refugee women and how they differ from the Canadian-born 
population.

3. Appreciate the agency and resilience of migrant and refugee women.

4. Articulate what communities and society can do to support the development 
of resilience of MRW and identify GBV and immigration/settlement sector 
vulnerabilities.



GBV-MIG PROJECT 
SUMMARY

• International consortium of 7 country case studies

• Canadian project funded by CIHR

• Violence against Women Migrants and Refugees: Analysing Causes and 
Effective Policy Response

• Dr. Evangelia Tastsoglou, Saint Mary’s University

• Dr. Catherine Holtmann, University of New Brunswick

• Dr. Lori Wilkinson, University of Manitoba

• Dr. Myrna Dawson, University of Guelph

• Key methods

• 43 interviews with Key Informants 

• Individuals who provide professional services and support to 
migrant and refugee women

• 48 interviews with migrant and refugee women (MRW)

• Term denotes the broadest possible range of different legal 
statuses of migrant arrivals in Canada 



WHAT IS GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE (GBV)?
• Violence directed against a person because of their gender

• Majority of those victimized are women and girls

• Devaluing, disdain, and/or hatred of the feminine 

• Fear/loathing and policing of violation of gender norms

• Range of GBV experienced by MRW

• Domestic violence

• Forced marriage

• Femicide

• MRW may face unique risk factors for and vulnerabilities to GBV due to structural inequalities

• Intersection of migrant identity, gender, ethnicity, and class

• Intersections between structural and cultural factors acting as impediments to seeking help



CONTINUUM OF VIOLENCE (KELLY, 1987)

There is a basic common character underlying various forms of GBV:

• The use of various forms of abuse, coercion and force in order to 

control women.

• Patriarchal norms.

• Traditional heterosexual practices and assumptions

GBV forms “pass into one another and cannot be readily distinguished.”

The adjacent elements are not significantly different from one  

another, although the extremes may appear quite different        

They are “interlinked”
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RELEVANCE TO MIGRANT AND REFUGEE WOMEN (INTERVIEWS WITH PROFESSIONALS)

• Continuum is relevant, but original examples (Kelly, 1987) inadequately represented MRW experiences

• Child apprehension

• Language barriers and controlling access to language acquisition

• Non-physical forms of violence are more normalized

• MRW more likely to report physical forms of violence

• Non-physical forms are more common

• May not be conceptualized as violence

• By the women, police, service providers

• Intersecting social identities impact the forms of GBV that the MRW experience



Participant Profile
48 Semi-Structured Interviews with 

Survivors

Interviews with Migrant/Refugee Women. Who are the Women Participants in our 
Research? 

10

• 2-stage recruitment of migrant and refugee women: 

- Partnering with anti-violence and 

immigrant/refugee organizations

- Alerting and Encouragement of potential 

interviewees by the organizations

• Or, Interviewer personal contacts and snowball-

sampling in particular communities 

• Spring of 2020 to end of  2022

• One of our Post-doctoral fellows and 4 other research 

associates trained by the co-investigators

• In person or  remotely (audio-recorded)

• 30-150 min. per interview

• Interview guide developed by the international team but 

adapted to Canadian context 

• Interviews were conducted in English or French (in a 

few cases also translated by the interviewers who 

spoke the language); transcribed and coded using QDA 

Miner.

• Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006)

• A little fewer than half came from the Western Provinces (MB, SK, 

AB)

• 29 newcomers (0-5 years) in Canada; 10 had arrived in 5-10 

years; 9 were in Canada for over 10 years.

• Urban areas of residence

• One third were Christian, 9 Sikhs, 9 Muslim, rest various religions

• 22 permanent residents, 5 asylum seekers, 4 waiting for a decision 

on legal status. Smaller numbers on student visas or work permits

• >1/3 worked full time; majority unemployed

• About 1/5 had a grade 12 education; 1/3 had a BA; another 1/5 

had a graduate degree

• About 1/3 had a European mother tongue (10 spoke English at 

home); the rest spoke Arabic or a variety of Asian and African 

languages

• 2 identified as European, the rest came from various countries and 

continents

• <half were separated or divorced; 9 were married; 13 were single

• 1-6 children, with the majority having 2-4

• 25 participants were in their thirties, another 11 in their forties, 

most of the rest in their 20s and a few in their 50s

• 19 survivors of  “precarious status” , including women who were 

PRs but had arrived as sponsored spouses



The Range of 
GBV Experiences 

of Migrant and 
Refugee Women  

1. Physical Violence

2. Sexual Violence

3. Psychological / Emotional 
Abuse

4. Economic Violence

5. Coercive Control

6. Sexual Violence

7. Forced Marriage

8. Reproductive Coercion



Physical, Sexual and 
Psychological Scar

SIMILARITY IN LIVED EXPERIENCES

1. Physical Violence: 

Back in India he was a policeman, he had power, so he misused and abused his 
power to exploit me. Some of my relatives told me it's better to move abroad 
where there are more strict rules that will protect me from any kind of abuse. But 
things did not change even after coming here, he physically abused me here as 
well. Even then, I didn't have the courage to call 911. There was a girl living next 
door who saw me going through this abuse on a daily basis so she encouraged me 
to call 911. She dialed the number and gave the phone to me (Param, from India)

2. Sexual Violence: 

He only wanted me during his physical needs, if I ever refused, he used to beat me 
up, so I had to eventually agree to it. I was pregnant and scared he might end up 
hurting my baby (Deep, from India)

3. Psychological / Emotional Abuse: 

All the time he was saying that if you call the police, I won’t be your sponsor …I told 
him …I will see Children’s Aid again, he said if you go through Children’s Aid and if 
you tell them the truth, I won’t be your sponsor and you will be deported, all the 
time he said that (Julia, mother of 2 girls, from Mexico)



Economic Violence - 
Controlling 
Behaviour 

SIMILARITY IN LIVED EXPERIENCES

4. Economic Violence: 

Even like every month he was going to take my cheque [COVID 19 support payment]. I 
never asked him. I have a joint account [with him]. I never asked for my cheque 
because I trusted him. If I asked for anything, he would always buy it for me, but I 
never asked for my cheque, for money or anything. He took all the money, like on that 
day he transferred it to his account from the joint account when he left me (Andy, 
from India) 

5. Coercive Control:  

Because he never was violent in my country. When I came here, he just started being 
violent. He has a big house, he has a car, everything, but I was talking to him …I need  
to study English, I need to, but he told me no, no, you stay here in the house…I was 
thinking I loved him because I was not speaking very well English, I don't get any 
information, I don't have Wi-Fi in the house because he controlled everything 
(Sophie,from Venezuela)



Forced Marriage and  
Reproductive 

Coercion

SIMILARITY IN LIVED EXPERIENCES

6. Forced marriage

So, when I went to Chad, I stayed with my aunt. And in her house, I faced a lot of struggles 
being single and I have a problem in my leg, so they looked down on me. And they think 
that I was alone in Egypt doing bad things like prostitute, or something like that, not 
studying. And they gave me a hard time, like verbal and physical assault. One of the 
things that pained me so much was that they had already arranged for me to marry a 
guy. He's like 70 or 80 years old.  And he's HIV positive…So when I came back [one day], I 
saw a lot of men standing, like sitting down and I didn't know what is happening. Then I 
asked my cousin, she said, it's your Fathihalek [the Islamic ceremony for marriage]. And I 
was shocked from that. And I started fighting for myself, telling them I don't want to, and I 
went to the men and I was just screaming. And so, they hit me and they put me in a room. 
So, I just stayed silent that day as I had lost my power, because they hit me, like everyone 
hit me, no one left me alone (Hadija, from Chad)

7. Reproductive Coercion 

Once our file got approved, he wanted me to abort our child. He took me to the hospital to 
get the child aborted but the guy who got us married convinced me and my husband not to 
abort the child so we came back. (Kamal, from India)



The Difference of 
Legal Migration 

Status 

UNQUE FORMS OF GBV AGAINST 
MIGRANT AND REFUGEE WOMEN 

SURVIVORS  

1. Threat of withdrawing sponsorship – When the abusive spouse is the 
sponsor of immigration status or threat of sabotaging asylum claim 

2. The spousal threat of losing children

3. The knowledge that, in Canada, if violence is occurring in front of 
children, counselors are obligated to involve protective services which 
means that the child will be removed from the mother’s care

When you are in a relationship, when you are being threatened all the 
time like I will cancel your sponsorship, I will take the kid, I will not let 
you take him... 

You know I will cancel your papers, you will be illegal, you have to go, I 
will buy you a flight and I will keep my son. You will not see him again, 
etc. So, when I was there, I was feeling afraid all the time like I have to 
keep my mouth shut, I have to do whatever he wants (Maria, from 
Mexico)



The Difference of 
Legal Migration 

Status 

UNQUE FORMS OF GBV AGAINST 
MIGRANT AND REFUGEE WOMEN 

SURVIVORS 

4. Fear of reporting to the police 

So for me it was a shock, emotional…to call the police. Because I do not know 
the police here…and certainly it is not the police who is going to kill me or do 
things like that here. It was clear it was not like that. But  I am afraid to call 
them because of my situation, my immigration situation. I don’t know if this 
situation of violence that I experienced will have repercussions on my 
immigration situation (Hope, from Nicaragua)

5. Legal Uncertainty translates into inability to work legally, access financial 
support, health and social care services as needed.

I don’t get child benefits because I am not a permanent resident and neither 
am I receiving stable child support from my husband. So, it is the shelter that 
provides us with food, clothes and diapers for my baby and sometimes my 
sisters send me money to buy things for the baby ... And the other thing is I 
can't work because I don’t have a work permit and the baby is only 5 months 
old (Lizette, from Mexico)



The Difference of 
Legal Migration 

Status 

UNQUE FORMS OF GBV AGAINST 
MIGRANT AND REFUGEE WOMEN 

SURVIVORS 

6. The complexity and slow progress of legal processes is 
experienced like another layer of violence, at the level of 
institutions

But the court was not fair to me, after providing all the evidence that 
he does not want to be a dad, the court still said they are giving him 
the benefit of the doubt that he will, one day, be a good father…. This 
came as a very big surprise to me because, he has a history of abuse, 
all the police reports indicated that… 

So, it took me many months, but I am still dealing with that. He sends 
me more threatening messages and I get stressed and scared all the 
time (Lizette, from Mexico). 



The Difference of 
Legal Migration 

Status 

UNQUE FORMS OF GBV AGAINST 
MIGRANT AND REFUGEE WOMEN 

SURVIVORS 

7. Lack of legal status translates into being unable to access language 
learning support and lack of accurate information

So, in the beginning I was fully dependent on him. That 100% I have to 
wait until he arrives from work and he takes me to the grocery, or he 
picked me here or he picked me here, he picked me up. And also, when we 
were going out that was not very often, all his friends and family were 
from here. … I went there and the police didn’t speak a lot of English. They 
only speak French. So, for me it was very complicated at the beginning to 
explain all the situation (Maria, from Mexico)

8. The fear and loneliness of always having to hide

Yes always we need to close our mouth. You can't tell anyone we are 
without status, we are without papers. Because the same people, they 
can…I don't know, they can call the police or Immigration to (speaking 
Spanish) 

To denounce you? 

Yes, to denounce us. That's why I always…I have a small group of friends 
and they don't know my situation (Guadalupe, from Mexico, 58 years)



Gender, Race, and 
Class 

INEQUALITIES AND INTERSECTIONS  

• Gender and Race

In the courts he only has to just pull out documents and go to the judge and 
complain. And I have no rights. The judge listens to everything he says, 
despite all the evidence that I send…In public he [the husband] is the most 
caring person. Ah, you know, he can cry for you. He appears to be so genuine. 
In private? No…. And exactly who is more believable? Him, white Canadian or 
me? (Maya, 35 year old, from Nigeria)

• Economic precarity

Here I have to start from zero…literally from zero!  Here, I had to start to do 
cleaning. It’s manual work. Physical labour. And I was not doing that in my 
country of origin. I was doing administrative work in tourism. This is my 
expertise. And here it is difficult for me to find work in my industry. So I need 
to study more here to work for a tourist company … I  cannot study now 
because I need an immigration status [permanent resident or accepted 
refugee]. (Hope, from Nicaragua)



Cultural Norms and 
Racialized Lenses

INEQUALITIES AND INTERSECTIONS

1. Ambivalence in seeking help outside of the immigrant, ethnic or 
refugee community

My aunt knew everything about it but never gave me right guidance. I blame her for whatever has happened with 
me here in Canada. She stopped keeping any contacts with me because I was not living with my husband. She never 
even bothered to ask me how I am surviving alone with my son here (Deep, from India).

2. Greater rigidity of gender norms and roles in some cultures rendering women 
more submissive and tolerant of violence
All the neighbours, all the other family member will say it's not more, its family, you need to respect the man. You 
need to follow him. Please make it right because you have children, you cannot separate (Lily, 36 years of age, from 
China)

 

3. Beliefs about keeping the family together at all costs
So, I have been living this life for a long time... because I was not initially opening up to people about what I was 
experiencing. I did not open up because where I come from, when you are getting married, they advise you to keep 
your marriage issues a secret, and they teach us that as woman, if your man wants to have sex with you, you have 
no right to refuse him. So that was what was in my mind, and I could not tell anyone about what I was going 
through till I had friends after a few years in Canada then I told my friends this is the life I am living, this is what my 
husband was doing to me, and they told me that was not good, this is not fair (Safi, Congolese)

4. Racist ideas in mainstream society about “cultural differences” and expectations 
that racialized migrant women should somehow expect gender inequality and 
violence.

Dandellion (from Brazil) explained how her partner used cultural differences to justify his behaviour, often telling 
her that she did not understand how things worked because she was not from “there”.



Theoretical and 
Policy Implications 

1

1. Similarities in the lived experiences of GBV between 
the Canadian-born and the migrant and refugee 
survivors

2. Unique forms of GBV affecting migrant and refugee 
survivors and factors exacerbating the effects of GBV 
on this population

3.  A different range of GBV affecting migrant and 
refugee women. 

4. This understanding is an important point of departure 
for targeted policy intervention



Theoretical and 
Policy Implications 

2

5. Intersectional analysis is an important first step to 
understanding the range of GBV

6. Significance of legal migration status of survivors (in 
Canada)  

7. Necessity of contextual analysis  



Theoretical and 
Policy Implications 

3

8. Diverse forms of GBV  at the individual / 
interpersonal level but also at the level of 
communities and organized societies.  

9. Need to think beyond  the very definition of 
GBV as “violence directed against someone on 
account of their gender and intersectional 
positionality”  



The Social Ecology of Resilience

Resilience is a product of social relationships and institutions that 

enable individuals to respond to their vulnerability (Fineman, 2020).

Resilience is developed through processes in which individual, 

community, and state assets interact when faced with adversity 

(Ungar, 2011).

The development of resilience occurs at multiple levels of society 

(intrapersonal, interpersonal, community and societal).

The multiple levels of society that contribute to the development of 

resilience are interrelated. 



Intrapersonal level resilience: ability to develop relationships

They [migrant women] seem to have the strength to be able to 

develop significant relationships, you know strong friendships 

that they keep over time. And I admire that quality and I think 

that it feeds their ability to be so resilient and to create 

connections and sort of substitute the connections that they’re 

missing from their family. They come from places where 

they’re so surrounded, it’s not always supported positively. But 

still there are people around you and they end up so alone 

here. So that ability to create connections is probably one of 

the biggest strengths that I notice in them (KI42 shelter 

worker).



Interpersonal level resilience: informal networks of care with 
migrant women

Like, you know, like one goes to a program, she helps get the next 

one in. One knows this resource, like they are…you know, they’re a 

caring kind of extended family.... So that’s, huge resources, every 

one of them is in need and also a giver because they’re in the 

family.... And some have this strength and that... there’s huge 

resources they don’t all come from outside, they come like within 

that group.... Like, you know, you need to cry on somebody’s 

shoulder you don’t go running to a counsellor who is closed down 

on the weekend....You go talk to your sister upstairs.... So living 

here with like all kinds of strong women for a length of time... they 

feel safe and they just see other strong women.... And they’re 

influencing each other as each one gets strong.... They're the role 

models to each other (KI5 shelter worker).



Community level resilience: collaborations

Another response from community has been, we work in 

partnership often for our neighborhood. We’ve created a response 

to GBV committee where five local organizations in 

[neighborhood], it’s sad to say, but we’re the only Family Resource 

Center for that neighborhood. And it’s a neighborhood that has 

20,000 population. And we can never possibly support 20,000 

people. But then, the church, the school system, and the 

[inaudible] system, we’ve come together and create this action 

response committee in response to GBV, where each one of our 

organizations is a piece of it, is taking on some responsibilities 

(KI22).



Societal level resilience: government-community partnerships

We actually have negotiated something with Canada Border Services 

where if there is a court order to remove a woman at a shelter that 

we actually have it, so they know this is a shelter…. We inform the 

woman, and we tell her you can stay, or you can leave, it is up to 

you…. We really work with women to work with immigration 

lawyers…there is much more willingness not to deport women as it 

was years ago (KI20 shelter worker). 



Vulnerability: Individual and Institutional

All people experience periods of vulnerability throughout the life course 

because of physical embodiment (Fineman 2020). 

Care for those who are suffering from cruelty is a basic human right. 

Social institutions that provide care are vulnerable because of the complex 

interactions between human vulnerability, institution building, and state power 

(Turner, 2006).

MRW vulnerability to GBV is entangled with the vulnerability of government 

agencies and community organizations that provide care for MRW survivors of 

GBV. 



MRW Vulnerabilities



Marginalization of immigrant settlement sector

What happens is when immigrants come, they are seen 

as taking away opportunities… So, what happens is the 

intention of the, what would you say, the government, of 

wanting to bring people in and doing it and opening 

borders, doesn’t trickle down to the regular citizen. You 

know? So, there is always that unhappiness. Why are we 

bringing [more immigrants]? Without realizing that there 

is a huge problem when you don’t bring [immigrants] 

(KI18).



Marginalization of anti-GBV sector

Canadian women’s shelters, second-stage housing, domestic 

violence outreach services, sexual violence services, and 

women’s advocacy organizations depend exclusively on short-

term provincial and federal government grants and their 

fundraising efforts. They do not receive sustained core funding 

like Canadian health care or police services.



Legal Categories

 

Health Care Income Assistance Settlement Services

Citizens and Permanent Residents 

(PRs)

 

Yes Yes, when requirements are met Only PRs

Sponsored Partner (with PR 

application by spouse in process; or 

conditional PR for 2 years)

 

Yes Can apply if sponsoring relationship 

breaks down and requirements are 

met

Yes

Resettled Refugee (Government 

Assisted Refugee)

Interim Federal Health Plan (IFHP); 

later, provincial plan

Refugee Assistance Program (RAP), 

monthly allowance for basic needs 

and beyond if approved, for one year

 

Yes

Refugee Claimant IFHP for essential health care 

services

No, if claimant’s origins are in "safe” 

countries

Only those approved by federal 

government

 

No Legal Status No access (unless paid by individuals 

or private insurance

 

No access No access

Temporary Foreign Workers (TFW) Yes, under provincial health care No. Employer can terminate contract, 

usually without notice

 

TFW Support Programs by provincial 

NGOs

Temporary Resident Permit (TRP) Only through purchase of a private 

plan

Yes, upon meeting federal/provincial 

requirements

No access to federally funded 

services



Marginalization of workers in immigrant 
settlement and anti-GBV sectors

The clients don’t want to leave because it’s more than just leaving their 

partner. The potential to leave their place of worship, their community, 

their friends, is a very real threat. Because if [the community and 

friends] are taking the perpetrator’s side, which oftentimes the guy’s 

charming, he might be a community leader, you know? He’s not 

smacking his wife in public, so then people are saying that she must be 

disobedient or isn’t doing what she needs to do and it’s very victim-

blamey… Who am I to say it’s gonna be better if you leave, because 

you’re not just leaving your husband, you’re leaving your entire life. Is it 

truly better for this woman to go live by herself in subsidized housing 

taking English classes all alone and never being with her community? Is 

that better? There are times where I question that maybe it’s not and 

then it’s kind of that ethical dilemma of I don’t know what the best 

support is (KI32 D/IPV service provider).



Reproduction of systemic barriers for MRW GBV 
survivors

I have very experienced staff but it’s challenging to get them 

moving from theory to practice. So, there is not a person on 

my staff that couldn’t well-articulate for you what trauma-

informed care is. There’s about 10 percent of my staff that 

function from a trauma-informed place. There’s about 90 

percent of my staff that think they practice from a trauma-

informed place, but I can’t, I can’t get them there… It’s very 

challenging because it’s very hard to convince somebody 

that they’re not doing something that they already think 

that they’re doing really well (KI 36 shelter administrator).



Policy Implications

• GBV is a global and national social problem to which 

all Canadians are vulnerable.

• Reductions in the prevalence of GBV in Canada 

depend on multiple systemic changes.



Implications for Practice

• Recognize the range of violence and the tactics of victimization 
experienced by immigrant and refugee women and how they 
differ from the Canadian-born population.

• Enhance services that respond to their intersectional needs, 
recognize their agency, and contribute to building resilience.

• Collaboration between immigrant settlement and anti-GBV 
agencies.



Thank you! International project 

www.gender-net-plus.eu 

Canada

www.smu.ca/gendernet

For more information:

@GBV_MIGCanada

https://twitter.com/GBV_MIGCanada 

https://gender-net-plus.eu/
https://gender-net-plus.eu/
https://gender-net-plus.eu/
https://gender-net-plus.eu/
https://gender-net-plus.eu/
http://www.smu.ca/gendernet
https://twitter.com/GBV_MIGCanada
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