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Overview
Training to address violence and injustice was offered by the Centre for Response-Based Practice in 
Calgary in May 2013. Northerners attending the Calgary response-based practice training conference 
were inspired to bring it to the Northwest Territories (NWT) to benefit more individuals working 
to prevent violence. Through an eight-member partnership, a northern version of the Calgary 
conference was rolled out over three days in Yellowknife on February 17-19, 2014.  The Yellowknife 
In Dignity training conference was the culmination of eight months of work by the partnership. The 
partnership was spearheaded by the Status of Women Council of the NWT and YWCA Yellowknife and 
involved the Coalition Against Family Violence, Centre for Response-Based Practice, Growing Together, 
NWT Justice, NWT Seniors’ Society, and RCMP ‘G’ Division. 

The In Dignity training conference featured 17 presenters. Almost 150 people participated. The 
presenters are response-based practitioners in the private, academic, First Nations, government, and 
community sectors. Participants came from throughout the NWT. They work on the front-line and in 
policy positions in community justice, education, women’s, corrections, policing, wellness, home care, 
social, health, and victim services. 

The training conference was funded through the resources of each partner. The conference was 
hosted by the Status of Women Council of the NWT and moderated by Lois Little, Lutra Associates 
Ltd. This report provides highlights from the 12 sessions that made up the three-day conference.

Brenda Adams, M.D., RCC
Private Practice
Brenda Adams M.D., RCC is a Principal Faculty member with the City University 
of Seattle Master of Counselling program on Vancouver Island. She also works 
as a counsellor in private practice and with H’ulh-etun Health Society. She has 
extensive experience working with First Nations communities on Haida Gwaii 
(formerly The Queen Charlotte Islands) and on Vancouver Island. Her special 
interests include counselling those who have experienced or perpetrated 
violence and those who are experiencing grief. Drawing on the response-based 
approach developed by Allan Wade and colleagues, she developed a response-
based approach to grief counselling, with special applications to counselling 

people after the death of a family member who abused them. She also combines her background in 
medicine and counselling to examine implications of leading edge gene-environment and epigenetic 
research for counselling and other social responses to violence. She has presented at local, provincial, 
and national events.

Presenters 
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Shelly Bonnah 
Associate, Centre for Response Based Practice, BC. 
Shelly Bonnah is the Chief Operating Officer and Clinical Director for Interior 
Community Services in Kamloops, British Columbia. Shelly is an Associate with 
the Centre for Response-Based Practice, and works with Allan Wade, Linda 
Coates and Cathy Richardson to conduct research and provide training in the 
areas of working with children and families who are victims or perpetrators 
of violence and leaders of organizations who are invested in addressing 
issues of violence in their workplaces. Shelly also teaches Family Therapy and 
Counselling courses through the Family Therapy Centre in Kamloops, BC. She 
has a MA in Counselling Psychology from City University of Seattle, and is 

currently a Ph.D. student at the TAOS institute / Tilburg University.

Linda Coates, Ph.D.
Okanagan College, Psychology, Kelowna, BC; Co-Founder Centre for 
Response Based Practice
Linda Coates has received international acclaim from researchers, legal and 
mental health professionals, and victims’ advocates for her work on the 
connection between violence and language in diverse settings. She has worked 
closely with Allan Wade and Nick Todd in developing the Response-Based 
approach to community work and therapy with victims and perpetrators and is 
Associate Professor of Psychology at Okanagan College. Linda has published 
numerous articles and book chapters on the connection between violence and 
language.
Renee-Claude Carrier
Assistant Executive Director, Kaishees Place: Whitehorse 
Feminist activist Renee-Claude Carrier has devoted her career to ending 
violence against women and advocating for equality for women. Among her 
proudest achievements are the workshops she has created to raise awareness 
of these issues, educating diverse groups including elementary school children 
to federal court judges. She also helped develop a video and training manual 
with a strong emphasis on the North, to sensitize professionals in rural 
communities to the issues of family violence. Renee was raised in Quebec and 
speaks both French and English fluently.

Renee first began her activist career at L’Auberge Transition, a women’s shelter 
in Montreal, in 1993. She is now the Assistant Executive Director of the Yukon Women’s Transition 
Home Society, also known as Kaushee’s Place. Over the years, she has collaborated with other shelter 
activists from around the world to examine the progression of the women’s movement and to redirect 
our global direction toward women’s equality. Now, Renee is seen by her community as an expert on 
understanding women’s resistance to violence and how language often re-victimizes women. Renee 
works daily to advocate for women and women’s rights on an individual and societal level.  Renee 
has been invited to speak at many public occasions, such as Take Back the Night demonstrations, 
and December 6 events commemorating the massacre of women at the Ecole Polytechnique. 
Her expertise is often requested by government departments and agencies for workshops and 
consultations.

Renee is empowered and energized by women’s resilience, responses, and resourcefulness, and she 
is always honoured when women share their stories with her.
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Lyda Fuller
Executive Director, YWCA Yellowknife
Lyda Fuller is currently the Executive Director of the YWCA Yellowknife, a 
position she has held for the past fifteen years.  She leads a large, multi-
service agency with a mission of improving the well-being and independence 
of people, particularly women.  Lyda provides support to program areas that 
include a 12 bed shelter for women and their children experiencing intimate 
partner violence, a 39 unit housing complex for homeless families, a variety 
of after school child care programs, programs to strengthen and support self-
development for girls, and residential in-home and outreach support services 
for adults with disabilities.  The YWCA Yellowknife acts as the coordinator for 

capacity building in the five NWT shelters for women experiencing intimate partner violence.

Willam Greenland
Native American Flutist 
William Greenland is best known as an award winning Gwich’in radio host 
on CKLB Radio in Yellowknife, who has received national recognition.  He 
has received the NWT premier’s award for his work with the NWT Youth 
Ambassadors Program.  He has traveled extensively with his music and work 
as a Radio Broadcaster. Today William works for the Healing Drum Society in a 
new program “Wek’èahkaa Healing Program” for men who have used violence 
and abuse in their intimate relationships. We are especially blessed to hear his 
amazing talents with the Native American Flute. 
Barb Hood
Executive Director, NWT Senors’ Society 
Barb Hood joined the NWT Seniors’ Society in July 1999 and still remains 
as the Society’s Executive Director.  Under her guidance, and with the help 
of many exemplary community volunteers, staff and Board Members, Barb 
has seen much growth and prosperity for Seniors throughout the NWT.  She 
is dedicated to connecting the NWT on issues related to older adults and 
passionate about helping maintain their dignity and safety in the north.  
Barb is consulted by groups and organizations across the country about issues 
affecting older adults in the NWT and contributes to developing best practices 
and tools that help older adults in other jurisdictions based on her knowledge 

and experience in working in isolated northern communities.  Barb is happy to share her experiences 
from delivering workshops and trainings to older adults, service providers and community leaders 
over the past 15 years.

Constable Kelly Manweiller
RCMP “M” Division SRU
Constable Kelly Manweiller is a 13 year Constable with the RCMP, currently 
stationed in “M” Division in the Specialized Response Unit, (SRU). The SRU 
focuses on domestic violence, child abuse, abuse of older adults and sexualized 
assaults. Prior to SRU, Cst. Manweiller worked in the Major Crimes Unit for 
“M” Division for two years, was a Watch Commander in Whitehorse for one 
year and served in northern Manitoba for nine years.  Cst Manweiller has a 
BA from the University of Winnipeg with a double major in Conflict Resolution 
and Justice and Law Enforcement. Cst Manweiller teaches Step-Wise Child 
Interviewing and has been recognized as a local expert in this area.



Lois Little
MC, Co-Founder of Lutra Associates, Yellowknife
Lois Little has lived and worked in the Yukon, Nunavut, and Northwest 
Territories since 1969 and has resided in Yellowknife since 1975. She is the 
founding partner of Lutra Associates Ltd., a Yellowknife-based socio-economic 
research and management consulting firm that was established in 1978. In her 
work with Lutra, Lois has led or participated in over 400 research, evaluation, 
and program/project design assignments on behalf of the firm. Her work 
focuses on the social, cultural, and economic spheres of northern life.

Cindy Ogden, M.S.W., R.S.W.
Counselor, Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter
Cindy Ogden is currently a therapist at the Men’s Counselling Service of the 
Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter, as well as a PhD student at the University 
of Calgary, Faculty of Social Work. For the past 23 years, Cindy’s work, both as 
a clinician and a research associate, has focused on issues related to violence 
against women and children.

Lorraine Phaneuf
Executive Director, Status of Women Council of the NWT
Lorraine Phaneuf is currently the Executive Director for the Status of Women 
Council of the NWT.  Having worked for women’s organizations for over 15 
years, Lorraine focuses her attention on the political, economic and social 
issues facing women in NWT, and working toward solutions to address those 
issues.  She currently co chairs the Coalition Against Family Violence. In 
addition she sits on various boards and advisory boards that work to improve 
the lives of women and children.

Barbara McInerney
Executive Director Kaushee’s Place Housing Society /Yukon Women’s 
Transition Home Society Whitehorse, Yukon
Barbara McInerney has worked in the anti-violence movement since 1990. She 
is the Executive Director of Kaushee’s Place Housing Society and the Yukon 
Women’s Transition Home Society in Whitehorse, Yukon where she has worked 
since 2000. In 2010, Barb began work with a coalition of women during the 
Review of Yukon’s Police Force. She remains active in the implementation of 
the recommendations from the Review, focusing on relationship building, policy 
development and training. She is an activist, advocate, feminist, mother and 

grandmother who is dedicated to the advancement and equality of women.
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Ann Maje Raider
Residential School Health Support Worker of Liard Aboriginal 
Women’s Society, Watson Lake, Yukon.
 Ann Maje Raider was the first democratically elected Chief of the Liard First 
Nation where she served in office from 1992-1998. In 1999 Ann, along with 
other passionate Kaska women, organized the Liard Aboriginal Women’s Society 
(LAWS) in order to implement a comprehensive healing strategy to address the 
physical and sexual abuse of residential schools. Through LAWS and her term 
in political office, Ann has designed and managed multiple projects that focus 
on healing from the events of residential schools and colonization, while also 
addressing the healing that is needed for individuals who were victims of family 

violence or unhealthy and toxic circumstances.

Ann is currently the Residential School Health Support Worker of Liard Aboriginal Women’s Society.  
She is dedicated to working to end violence and colonialism against women. 

Cathy Richardson, Ph. D, Associate Professor
Indigenous Specializations, School of Social Work, University of 
Victoria, Victoria, B.C.
Dr. Catherine Richardson is a family and community therapist specializing 
in practice and research involving recovery from violence. She is currently 
involved in advancing response-based practice and does violence prevention 
work in a number of settings – with Indigenous communities, with women who 
have been assaulted, and in child protection settings.

She is a co-founder of the Centre for Response-Based Practice and an 
Assistant Professor in the School of Social Work at the University of Victoria. 

Dr. Richardson is interested in the intersections of social justice, resistance knowledges, culture and 
spirituality. She is currently involved in a number of research projects, several with her colleague, 
Dr. Allan Wade. She has presented her work at the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues and has been published in scholarly journals. Currently she is involved in a number of research 
projects related to structural violence and youth, activism and holistic healing. She lives in Cowichan 
Bay with her three children.

Dr. Robin Routledge
Private Practice
Robin Routledge is a former psychiatric nurse (graduated Alberta Hospital 
1969), a present psychiatrist (Calgary, 1980), and family therapist of the 
systemic persuasion. He’s been on the faculties of these Universities: Calgary, 
U Victoria, UBC, and City U of Seattle. He’s been a lecturer, Assistant Professor, 
Associate Professor and a member of the Faculty of Graduate Studies. 
Presently he teaches medical students in the UBC Island Medical Program, 
and counselling in City University. Robin practices general psychiatry in the 
Cowichan Communities in the context of community and hospital teams. Being 
on-call and available means being ready to meet a person with any form of 

suffering and provide a healing response. He’s not a neurologist.
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Lissa Samantaraya-Shivji, B.SC.
Manager of Strategic Development & Evaluation, Calgary Women’s 
Emergency Shelter, Calgary AB
Lissa Samantaraya-Shivji is the Manager of Strategic Development and 
Evaluation at the Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter in Calgary, Alberta, 
Canada. Her role at the organization focuses on program evaluation for all 
shelter and community-based programs, leading strategic planning for the 
organization, and overseeing research projects and initiatives. Lissa has 
completed multiple research projects assessing the long-term outcomes of 
several programs and examining the experiences of victims of abuse. Lissa was 

a significant contributor to the Alberta Council of Women’s Shelter province-wide Danger Assessment 
research project examining lethality risk of abused women, and is a certified Danger Assessment 
Trainer.

Gerri Sharpe 
Opening Prayer
Gerri Sharpe-Staples was born in Yellowknife but is actually from Gjoa 
Haven, NWT.  She lived in Inuvik for 21 years, before going to Rankin Inlet 
for 14 months,  then moving to Yellowknife to work at the Workers Safety & 
Compensation Commission.  Gerri was part of a group that started the first 
on the job day care back in l994. She has sat on the Inuvik Transition House 
Board and was President of the Status of Women Council for the NWT.  She has 
always held a strong spirit and a strong connection to her people which one 
can see through her art and through the traditional tattoos on her face.

Allan Wade, Ph. D. 
Private Practice, City University of Seattle, Duncan B.C.
Allan lives on Vancouver Island where he works in private practice as a family 
therapist and researcher. Allan is primarily concerned with addressing the 
problem of violence in all its forms and in promoting socially just legal and 
human services work. With Linda Coates and Nick Todd, Allan has developed a 
Response-Based approach to working with victims and perpetrators of violence. 
Allan is senior faculty with the Master of Counselling Program, City University 
of Seattle and Adjunct Associate Professor of Social Work at the University of 
Victoria.

Greg Towler
Family Violence Coordinator, RCMP “G” Division Yellowknife
Greg Towler is the family violence coordinator with the RCMP “G” Division 
in Yellowknife.  This new position was created in April 2013, based on the 
recommendations of the territory’s latest Family Violence Action Plan, released 
in 2009. Greg is responsible for ensuring members of the RCMP across the 
NWT have the necessary training to respond appropriately to family violence.  
He is tasked to work closely with community organizations and RCMP members 
to create a more coordinated approach when family violence occurs in northern 
homes. 
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Gillian Weaver-Dunlop, M.S.W., R.S.W.
Manager, Men’s Counselling Service, Calgary AB
Gillian has worked with the Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter since 2003, 
first as Manager of Research and Evaluation, and - for the past five years 
- as Manager of the Men’s Counselling Service. As part of her current role, 
Gillian provides therapy to perpetrators of family violence, as well as to their 
partners. She has also worked as a research associate with RESOLVE Alberta, 
part of a tri-provincial family violence research network. Gillian has co-
authored publications from a response-based perspective, including “Honouring 
Resistance”, and “Choosing to Change”.

Workshops
In Dignity: Forming Effective Response to Violence and Injustice 

The opening keynote was delivered by Cathy Richardson and Allan Wade, both of the Centre for 
Response-Based Practice. The presentation highlighted the key response-based principles and 
practices. Photos, stories, and every day examples were used to describe a response-based practice. 
The presenters explored the values of dignity and social justice and the influence that colonization 
has and continues to have on achieving or maintaining them.
 
Dignity is physical and psychological integrity or wholeness and inclusion. It is respect, esteem, and 
worth in one’s own eyes and in society. Esteeming people involves recognizing and honouring what 
is important to them within their socio-cultural context. “We are all (and need to be) students of 
dignity.”As grandparents and parents, we teach manners and codes of behaviour. We refrain from 
telling others what to do and causing harm. We preserve others’ feelings and repair harm. We stand 
up for and help others. We avoid embarrassing situations and humiliation in every encounter – all in 
the name of dignity. 

Violence is deliberate. It is an attack on dignity. It is a humiliation. For many victims the loss of 
dignity is the most lasting and painful injury from violence. People always resist violence to retain 
their own dignity and the dignity of loves ones. As counselors and responders, our central task 
is to uphold and restore the dignity of victims of violence. Fulfilling this responsibility involves 
not minimizing or obscuring the violence, or giving unwanted advice that sends messages of 
incompetence or low worth.  Upholding and restoring dignity is about acknowledging competence, 
and recognizing and honouring the victim’s resistance and strength (e.g., what she did and what 
worked).

Victims respond physically, emotionally, mentally, socially, and spiritually to positive and negative 
social responses. Responses come from family, friends, the police, the court, and child and family 
services. Positive responses help victims to recover more quickly and fully, and to more likely choose 
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to work with authorities and report violence in future. There are many examples of positive responses 
– all honour resistance. Negative responses have the opposite effect. The majority of victims of 
violence receive negative social responses. Virtually all people marginalized in society have this 
experience. Social responses may be the single best predictor of victim distress, disclosure rates, 
victim cooperation with authorities, and work with offenders. Positive social responses contribute to 
resiliency, which is a collective community achievement rather than an individual characteristic. 

To focus on resistance requires careful attention to language. It also requires an understanding 
that resistance is a response rather than an effect of violence. For example, effects of sexualized 
abuse are depression and despair. Responses to sexualized abuse are withdrawal and avoidance. 
When responses are the focus, the results for victims are very different.  The language of effects 
has a negative bias while the language of response is positive and empowering. The language of 
response reveals the victim’s resistance rather than concealing or eradicating it as is the case with 
the language of effects. “If we don’t see how victims resist, we won’t see the violence.” The language 
of response focuses on the victim rather than the perpetrator. As counselors and responders, we 
have a responsibility to attend to our language in order not to victim blame or punish, or obscure the 
violence.  For example, the word ‘bullying’ can often hide what is really going on. 

“Shame on You”: Using Language to Conceal Violence and Blame Victims 

This session with Linda Coates and Allan Wade of the Centre for Response-Based Practice, challenged 
the language used to conceal violence, and blame and shame victims. For example, the term ‘abusive 
relationship’ says that both people are abusive. ‘Sex with a minor’ is incorrect because the law says 
that people 15 years of age and younger cannot consent to sex. ‘Sex with a minor’ is the rape of a 
minor. 

Mutual acts involve consent, co-action, co-agency, cooperation, and negotiation. Violence is unilateral. 
It consists of actions by one person against the will and well being of another. It is not mutual or 
collaborative. Unilateral or non-consensual acts objectify. The language we use is critical to revealing 
violence. For example, ‘wife assault’ is not a dispute or argument or an abusive relationship. ‘Child 
rape’ is not sex with a child or child prostitution. ‘Rape’ is not intercourse. Naming sex rather than 
naming rape conceals or distorts violence.
Language is used to rationalize violence. This is evident in the Canadian government’s apology to 
indigenous people taken into residential school. It was in fact, a non-apology. It implied the symbiotic 
relationship between the settlers and the colonized, that being that indigenous people were deficient 
and needed to be colonized. 

Language is used to mutualize violence and erase the victim. For example, ‘marital problem’ 
suggests that both individuals are the problem.  Mutualizing language in the courts, media, and by 
service providers is very problematic. In Canada, children are widely portrayed as engaged in sexual 
activity.  Legally, morally, and developmentally it is wrong to portray children as engaged in sexual 
activity. They cannot consent to sex. Child rape is a cause of shame and guilt. A child’s sexuality 
must be protected as sacred. The Centre for Response-Based Practice is working with human rights 
organizations to protect the rights of the child and is launching an international campaign to prevent 
the sexualization of children.
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Child Protection and Children in Care:  Honouring the Dignity and  Situational 
Intelligence of Children 

Shelly Bonnah and Cathy Richardson from the Centre for Response-Based Practice, offered a critical 
analysis of structural obstacles to child safety and truly helping families. Power and privilege and 
weak Canadian laws to enforce the rights of the child underlie many of these obstacles. 
  
Children facing adversity respond and resist but too often are diagnosed with trauma. A trauma 
diagnosis tends to exclude the loss and negative social responses the child has experienced. A 
response-based approach strives to discover how children/youth experience, respond to, and resist 
adversity in their lives. It focuses on the child/youth’s pre-existing ability, safety knowledge, tactics of 
resistance, and responses to ageism and oppression in society.

Every child in care has one or more experiences of loss and ruptured or severed connections to their 
families of origin. All children resist these losses and ruptures. Children in care use behaviours to 
test, push, and challenge the unfamiliar people and environments that have entered their lives. Youth 
learn to assess their environment while responding to the numerous threats they perceive around 
them. Defiance and oppositional behaviour may be a response and a way of intelligence gathering on 
matters of trust and intent. Resistance is ever-present.

Behaviour always needs to be put in context. People working with children need to understand or at 
least imagine the context. When every familiar routine of daily life is lost, children/youth resist that 
loss. When youth sense injustice, they will resist; when they feel powerless in decisions that affect 
their lives, they will resist; and when they feel that their dignity is threatened, they will resist. Too 
often the conclusion is drawn that there is something wrong with the child because of the way he/
she acts. Too often medication or chemical restraints are used to control and regulate behaviour and 
emotions. Such interventions may actually inhibit or impede the situational resistance used for self-
protection and safety.

A shift in approach and language to honour the dignity and resistance of the child can reveal the 
context of actions - depression may be exposed as grief; numbness as a way to moderate pain; and 
lack of trust as a way to safeguard survival. A response-based approach is a positive way for children/
youth to find and use their voice and to honour their resistance. A family rather than a child centred 
approach complements response-based practice and the web of relationships that build resiliency. 

Resistance in Popular Culture: Examples from Mainstream Media 

Lissa Samantaraya-Shivji from the Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter examined the portrayal of 
victims of family violence in mainstream media. Victims are mainly portrayed as passive or compliant. 
Mainstream media tends not to notice the ways victims resist violence although examples abound in 
movies, television, music, and literature. By focusing attention on the effects rather than the ways 
people resist violence, there is acceptance of interpersonal violence against women; minimization 
of violence and its impacts; and misinformation about violence and the victim’s views. A focus on 
victimization is disempowering and mitigates perpetrator responsibility, often placing the burden on 
the victim.
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A response-based approach draws attention to resistance rather than the effects of violence. Five 
main assumptions underlie the approach: 

1. Whenever people are badly treated, they always resist.
2. People tend not to notice that victims resist abuse.
3. Perpetrators of violence know that victims will resist, so they make plans to stop the victims 

from resisting.
4. Violent and abusive behaviour is always done deliberately.
5. When it comes to domestic violence, appearances are deceiving.

Mainstream media is rife with myths and stereotypes that obscure and mutualize violence. They 
include notions that resistance stops the violence and that acts of resistance must be overt and 
significant to everyone. Further, women’s resistance is often conceptualized only as an exit. This is 
problematic in that it is well known that violence increases upon separation and focusing on the exit 
obscures the experiences of women who are unwilling and/or unable to leave. 

Examples of victim’s resistance were shown from film, television, literature, and music. They   
included excerpts from the films Tyrannosaur, Precious, and Waitress; the television series Lost; the 
books Wide Sargasso Sea, The Hunger Games, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, and Because I am 
Furniture; the poem Still I Rise; and the songs Somebody that I used to know and Love the way 
you lie. The examples were a reminder to be critical of the constructs of violence in media especially 
when they conceal or ignore the victim’s resistance. Consumers of popular media need to recognize 
that resistance to violence is everywhere. It needs to be honoured.  

Working with Children in Transition House and Counselling Settings 

One in 10 children under the age of 18 have witnessed a family assault in the past 12 months 
and one in five have witnessed a family assault at some point in their life. Renee-Claude Carriere, 
Kaushee’s Place in Whitehorse and Shelly Bonnah and Allan Wade with the Centre for Response-
Based Practice challenged the idea that mothers fail to protect their children. This is a notion that is 
often perpetuated in institutional settings. It only makes sense that any work with a child should also 
involve the mother. This approach offers a way to stop intergenerational violence; renew the mother-
child bond, which is often attacked through family violence; and honour children’s ever-present 
resistance to violence and efforts to protect and preserve their families. 

Men who use violence often aim to invalidate the woman as a mother and damage the mother-child 
bond, both during the relationship and often long after separation. Positive social responses and 
reframing are ways to respect and restore the relationship between mothers and children and counter 
negative messages, and mother blaming and undermining.  Conversations with mothers and children 
that focus on their responses to adversity can help them to see the way they protected each other 
and had each other’s interests and protection at heart. The presenters shared several examples of 
ways that both mothers and children resist violence and try to protect each other.  

Mutual respect and trust are key to building relationships. Children need to know that adults won’t 
get angry. Adults working with children need to remember that various terms such as ‘victims’, 
‘perpetrators’, and ‘bullying’ can be confusing. For example, the term ‘bullying’ can obscure the 
violence. There are many tools available for working with children. One simple tool is drawing ‘three 
houses and a shed’ to facilitate conversations about good things, worries, and dreams. This and other 
tools can be used to recognize that children always respond and resist violence. Their resistance 
needs to be honoured. 10



Responding to Abuse of Older Adults 

Barb Hood with the NWT Seniors’ Society, described older adult abuse in the NWT, particularly the 
prevalence of financial abuse and neglect. Older adult abuse is a recognizable problem in most, if 
not all NWT communities. It is expected to worsen with an expected 130% increase in the number 
of older adults in the next 15 years – from 3,828 in 2009 to 8,835 in 2029. The Society along with 
local Elders/seniors groups are building networks to create safe communities for older adults. Training 
for front-line workers and advocating for legislation and policies that enable service providers to 
meaningfully intervene are also ways that the Society is working to address abuse. Still, denial, the 
low profile of older adult abuse, and lack of priority to older adult abuse are challenges that work 
against best efforts to address this issue.

In his work as Family Violence Coordinator with the RCMP “G” Division, Greg Towler said that training 
and partnerships are key. The incidence of senior victims of family violence in the NWT is nine times 
the national average even though many seniors don’t report violence and abuse. Assault, financial 
abuse, and neglect are significant concerns. When older adults come to the RCMP, it is usually as 
a last resort and in response to a repeated pattern of abuse. Most often, a family member is the 
perpetrator. It takes a lot of courage for an older adult to come forward, underscoring the need for 
positive responses and sensitivity to language. 

Alan Wade, Centre for Response-Based Practice, reinforced the importance of using positive 
language. It is important to speak about safety rather than abuse and to look for and celebrate the 
ways that older adults resist and break out of their isolation (e.g., by going to bingo). Loneliness is a 
greater cause of death than obesity. Older adults may not come forward because of guilt and shame 
including a history as a perpetrator or of not having protected their family. Further, older adults don’t 
want to expose family members or be exposed to racism and negative responses. Service providers 
need to get over any prejudices they have, take a response based approach, and build positive 
relationships. There are many stories that illustrate the way that older adults resist violence and hold 
onto their dignity. Resistance needs to be honoured.   

The Social Cell: Embodied Responses to Interpersonal Violence 

Brenda Adams, MD and private practitioner, confronted the myths about genetic vulnerability or 
predisposition to such adversity as ‘mental health disorders’, addictions, and violence. Extensive 
research into the interaction of genes and the environment (known as epigenetics) was the basis for 
her analysis. 

The function of genes can only be fully understood within the cellular environment in which they 
operate. The cellular environment is dynamic and changes constantly through signals from other 
cells, including those that derive from events occurring in the external environment. Therefore, 
gene function must be understood in terms of the interaction between environmental signals and 
the genome. The DNA sequence doesn’t change with alterations in the social environment but the 
way that information is stored in the DNA and used by cells does change gene function. Through 
epigenetics research, the ability to alter gene function by changing the social environment is 
becoming more widely understood.
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When only genetics are used to explain behaviours, responses and the context or the social 
environment are obscured. A genetics-only approach takes a ‘cause and effect’ view. It suggests for 
example, that distress following adversity is a result of an intrinsic biological deficiency. This typically 
precipitates a pharmacological intervention. When people are medicated after they experience 
distress from adversity, this intervention is an attempt to fit individuals into their environment rather 
than create environments in which people can thrive.

Everyone responds to adversity although the threshold and form of response varies. Given compelling 
evidence of the constant dynamic interplay between the environment and genetic responses to it 
including on gene transcription and protein synthesis, therapy methods that ignore an individual’s 
interactions with their environments are likely to omit information required to understand the person’s 
responses. The opportunity to contextualized solutions is also missed. Rather than characterizing 
individuals as vulnerable to stress or to adversity, inventions based on epigenetics can actually see 
individuals’ responses to both adversity and social context.  Further, it becomes obvious that those 
most likely to suffer or become aggressive following exposure to adversity may also be most likely 
benefit from supportive social responses and thrive under favourable conditions. For instance, when 
people who are highly responsive to social environments are incarcerated in hostile and demoralizing 
prison settings, their risk for future violence increases.

Epigenetics has profound implications for guiding social responses to violence but little of this 
research has reached front-line workers or policy makers. Epigenetics provides an opportunity 
to decrease human suffering and inequality by improving the quality of social environments and 
stimulating positive change.  

Response-Based Neurology in Psychiatric Practice 

The neuron is the basic cell of the brain.  Robin Routledge, MD and private practitioner, spoke about 
the hundred billions of neurons that make up the human brain. The human brain accesses and makes 
sense of information transmitted through neurons. Each part of the brain has different functions. 
Certain parts of the brain make special contributions but all parts need to work together. Neurons 
are able to respond to chemical changes around it and carry electric charges over some distance. 
Neurons interact and respond to different kinds of environmental changes. Neurons constantly 
replace or prune connections in response to how they are used. So if an individual does something 
different, the neurons will slowly make new connections. In this way, the brain is like a hedge that is 
constantly growing, changing, and pruning. 

The human mind emerges from the interaction of the brain and the environment. The brain responds 
to the world; assembles representations; and adapts to the circumstances it selects. It responds and 
adapts quickly but context is all important. 

Psychiatry is a response to alleviate human suffering. As a practice, it grew out of human responses 
to events and circumstances associated with industrialization and war, for example as a response to 
combat fatigue, brain washing, and post traumatic stress disorder. The current theory of psychiatry 
is focused on trauma informed care (e.g., a focus on ‘what happened to you?’) and a presumption of 
illness. Moving to the theory of response-based care (e.g., ‘how did you respond?’) is more useful. A 
response-based approach respects the many adaptations the human brain makes to its social context 
and reveals responses and resistance to adversity and efforts to retain dignity. 
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Together for Justice: Addressing RCMP Responses to Indigenous Women 

Ann Maje Raider, Rose Caesar, and Hammond Dick with the Liard Aboriginal Women’s Society, Cst. 
Kelly Manweiller, (RCMP) “M” Division, Barb McInerney, Kaushee’s Place, and Allan Wade, Centre for 
Response-Based Practice, spoke about their efforts in Yukon to improve RCMP responses to violence.  
In the Western world-view, looking after each other may be seen as co-dependence. But caring and 
compassion for others are core values of indigenous nations. “If you are Kaska, you have a heart.” 
The Liard Aboriginal Women’s Society (LAWS) is taking back Kaska ways and practices, and regaining 
identity and connections that the residential schools and a long history of colonization have eroded. 
The Society’s resources and healing supports help people to realize and be proud of their skills to 
resist violence. Re-establishing agency unlocks feelings of being stuck in the role of a victim. “I don’t 
want to be stuck in the residential school cage. I want to be free. I don’t want to go back there.” 

For a very long time relationships with the RCMP have been troubling and without trust or a sense of 
safety. Poor relationships with the RCMP are rooted in their historic role of taking children away from 
their families. The RCMP have long been known as ‘someone to be afraid of’ and this continues to be 
the way that RCMP are named. More recent events that have named RCMP members as perpetrators 
of violence have amplified negative views and relationships.

Through the efforts of women’s advocates, indigenous and non-indigenous women standing together, 
and work with the Centre for Response-Based Practice, LAWS embarked on a journey to repair RCMP 
- community relationships. Leadership and continuity in participation were key to the successful 
repairing of relationships.  It was important that the commanding RCMP officer was in the room and 
committed to the journey. Leaders should not have the option of not being present - “those days are 
over.”

An outcome of the relationship building journey is a community safety protocol with the RCMP. The 
community safety protocol evolved through an agreement to work in partnership with kindness and 
respect. The partnership involved lots of learning for all (e.g., alcohol is a deliberate choice and a 
weapon of violence - why drink if you know that it makes you abusive and violent?).  The protocol is 
now being implemented in Watson Lake and the shift in relationships is resonating in a greater sense 
of safety in the community and elsewhere in Yukon. Currently, the RCMP and the Yukon Women’s 
Transition Home are working on a similar protocol for Whitehorse.  

Funding continues to be a challenge not only for LAWS but for Yukon women’s organizations. 
None have base funding, a continuation of colonial and gendered practices. At the same time, the 
independence of the LAWS and women’s organization is a strength. Yukon women’s organizations 
working together as a coalition is a powerful piece of successful relationships. It is a way for women 
to stand together and complement rather than compete with each other including for limited funding.

From an RCMP perspective, it was courageous for Yukon women to bring the police to the table. 
While the RCMP recognized the need to rebuild relationships and restore trust, there had to be a 
willingness to work hard and begin afresh. The commanding officer had this will. The RCMP has 
formed a Yukon-wide specialized family violence response unit giving priority to the issue. The unit 
gives guidance to the front-line. In this regard, RCMP members are directed not to look to victims 
to bear the weight of reparation or resolution in the courts. Members look to other tools including 
third-party reporting, case conferencing, and direct referrals as ways to respond to violence. Members 
are asked to look at the ‘big picture’ rather than taking an event-specific view (e.g., asking what 
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happened in the past; what worked) and at long-term safety solutions. The response unit works 
closely with other agencies. Safety and risk assessments are done in each case. 

The journey inspired by LAWS has led to an overall shift to community centred approaches and an 
openness to input from others. More and more there are good stories about the RCMP and people 
are making space for them. The efforts of the specialized family response unit have:

• Inspired positive changes in the ‘inner culture’ and ‘tone’ of the RCMP.
• Equipped RCMP members with new skills and knowledge to keep victims of violence safe.
• Shifted the RCMP’s focus from law enforcement to ensuring women’s safety. 
• Shifted away from mutualizing language to response-based language including in manuals, 

forms, checklists, and assessment.
• Contributed to closer relationships and collaborations with women’s and First Nations’ 

organizations, including having a First Nation representative on the RCMP’s hiring committee.
• Led to joint media releases and efforts to re-educate the media to avoid revictimization. 
• Led to a review of all cases of crimes against individuals.
• Resulted in an RCMP commitment to committees, gatherings, schools, and other community 

relationships.

While results have been positive, there is still a lot of work to do to fully integrate response-based 
practice in the RCMP’s work.   

Response-Based Practice with Perpetrators and Victims 

Gillian Weaver-Dunlop and Cindy Ogden from the Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter, described 
their work with perpetrators using a response-based approach. Without a response-based approach, 
“it is like reading only the right page of a book – you never get the full story.” The Shelter offers 
individual and drop-in group counselling for perpetrators, individual counselling for women and 
partners of perpetrators, and long term counselling. The Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter is the 
only program working with both perpetrators and victims of violence. 

Women want their men to get help and make sense of their behaviours. Women have lots of hope 
and a right to know how serious their men are about changing their violent behaviour. When men 
come for counselling, they sign an agreement agreeing that the program can contact their partners. 
Therefore, the men know that their confidentiality is not absolute – that if there are concerns about 
the woman’s safety, these concerns will be acted on. After the first meeting with the man, the 
program will contact his partner but it is up to the woman whether or not she wants to talk. Most 
women do. But some will choose only to talk to staff about the man’s progress. Other women will 
choose to come in for counselling and other supports. 

Six assumptions underpin the Shelter’s work with perpetrators of violence: 

1. Abusive behaviour is deliberate. In discussions with men, Shelter staff try to open space for 
men to talk about their intention. It is in these details that the deliberateness of abuse is 
highlighted.

2. Men possess the ability to behave respectfully. Abusive behaviours can change moment to 
moment so it is important to honour that respectful behaviours are just as real as violent 
ones. Shelter staff try to maximize therapeutic use of the fact that men are capable of 
responding skillfully and appropriately. 14



3. Men often portray their violence as an effect (something over which they have little control 
or impersonal forces that overwhelm their good intentions). Talking about specific incidents 
often reveals that men speak in both the language of effects and response. Minimizing the 
language of effects and amplifying response-based language that highlights agency rather 
than being a disempowered object, is helpful to examining the choices men make.  

4. Violence is a response. Perpetrators spontaneously use the language of responses to 
acknowledge that they have acted poorly and to represent themselves as competent 
social agents who could have made better choices. These moments of self-reflection are 
opportunities to open space to explore choices. It is important to find compassion for men 
despite everything they have done. Men need to know that they are more than just someone 
who is abusive or violent. 

5. Excuses can be valuable sources of therapeutic material. Men may indicate that  they know 
they have behaved badly—that these are not the actions of a reasonable person (e.g., “I was 
drunk” or “I was stressed out”). Therapists can approach excuses as a type of aligning of 
action to coincide with the social order, even though the man has violated that order.

6. Self-correction is preferable to correction by others. Therapists need to support men’s 
preferred behaviour and align with the man’s small acts of self-correction, both overt and 
covert. These can take the form of goals, intentions, choices, second thoughts, regrets, 
misgivings, and apologies.  

A segment on interviewing perpetrators set out the foundations of safety in counselling that are 
helpful for counsellors working with men who use violence. The five elements of the framework were 
expressed in a ‘counselling pyramid’ or a blueprint for the process of counselling.  In reality, all five 
elements are inter-related and are often in play at the same time. The five elements are: therapeutic 
safety, engagement, disclosure, ambivalence, and self-correction. Therapeutic safety is critical as 
often counselling begins as punishment (e.g., mandated by the courts) so creating a space for men 
to feel safe, respected, and not judged is fundamental to working seriously towards continuous, 
sustained self-correction. Humour is an import element of engagement. Men tend to be anxious to 
disclose. This provides an opportunity to talk about the agency the man has to create a safe place for 
his partner. “Without safety, nothing else is possible.”  

Rethinking the Cycle of Violence 

Linda Coates and Allan Wade with the Centre for Response-Based Practice, challenged participants 
to rethink violence in light of social context, accuracy of language, the actions of the perpetrator, 
victim responses, social responses to both the victim and the perpetrator, and victim and perpetrator 
responses to social responses. Through examples where the victim’s response is revealed and when it 
is not, we know that there is a different feeling when it is clear that the victim is not passive. Further, 
when revealing a victim’s resistance, there is a more accurate description of the violence. 

Notions about the ‘cycle of violence’ which are often stated as a fact rather than just someone’s 
theory, radically distort the violence; frequently mutualize it; and fail to recognize the victim’s 
response. The notion of violence as a ‘cycle’ (e.g., explosion, honeymoon, and tension building) 
suggests that it is natural, expected, or inevitable, and that people are in it together. When victim 
resistance is concealed as it is in the ‘cycle of violence’, the victim may be cast as an accomplice in 
that her passivity is portrayed as a catalyst or cause of the violence. This line of thinking follows that 
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the perpetrator’s behaviour could be mitigated or managed if the woman had more self-esteem and 
didn’t trigger the man through her passivity. It might also suggest that couples who live in a violent 
relationship are a symbiotic pair – each dependent on the other. This is a common way of expressing 
and minimizing violence against women, obscuring perpetrator responsibility for that violence, 
blaming the victim, and obfuscating women’s resistance. 

When language hides violence, it also obscures responsibility and more often than not, creates space 
for victim blaming. Unilateral violence becomes mutualized. Conversely when language exposes 
violence, responsibility is clarified and victim resistance is honoured. If practitioners focus on what 
was done, they won’t see the victim’s resistance. They won’t see the skills and talents of perpetrators 
or their ability to change. If the ‘cycle of violence’ has one good thing to offer it is the repetitiveness 
of violence and resistance which are evident throughout. The language of repetitiveness rather than 
a cycle can avoid normalizing the violence.  To continue to use the notion of violence as a cycle is 
to perpetuate the normalization and acceptance of violence against women in diverse settings (e.g., 
shelters, police, courts, academics). We all have a responsibility in our personal and professional lives 
to expose violence and honour resistance.

Response-Based Practice at the Yukon Women’s Transition Home Society 

Barb McInerney and Renee-Claude Carriere of Kaushee’s Place in Whitehorse, introduced Betty’s 
Haven, a 10 unit second stage housing facility for women. It opened in September 2013. Their 
presentation described response-based practice in a feminist organization where the practice 
intersects with feminist methodologies. That is, both critical and reflexive approaches applied evenly 
throughout the organization - in management and programming - help staff see women and children, 
co-workers, and themselves as active agents working for positive social change and preserving 
dignity. In a feminist organization, response -based practice has a human rights orientation; 
understands that violence against women is a gender-based crime rooted in inequality; and is 
premised on women as the stewards of their life and its journey. 

Following a response-based approach, staff at Betty’s Haven regularly critically analyze media and 
the language used in forms and policies to open space and agency of victims of violence.  They 
debrief and critique questions and approaches to best integrate response-based practice. Hierarchy 
doesn’t work; team approaches do. Every effort is made to build teams. Team leaders who can 
effectively re-frame and resist buying-into judgmental practices or old, disempowering approaches, 
are acknowledged. 

Betty’s Haven staff follow several principles that respect the need for women and children to 
experience dignity.  

• Self-analysis - a willingness to examine our own ideas and practice.
• Critical analysis - contest victim-blaming and mother-blaming in all forms.
• Non-judgmental - people are not judged by their past.
• Fresh start - every time a woman returns to the transition house, it is a fresh start and 

treated as their first visit.
• Self-determining - women and children decide what they want to do and talk about.
• Belief - believe women and what they say.
• Pro-choice – take this attitude regardless of personal beliefs.
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Integrating response-based practice within a mainly crisis environment requires staff to be conscious 
of their power and privilege to best support women and children who are unpacking the violence. 
This means knowing when and how to yield to women and their children. The mother-child bond 
must be honoured and supported. Staff work in a woman’s home to create a safe environment for 
mothers to parent; they are not taking over a woman’s space or her role as a mother. Staff are not 
teachers; they are allies offering tools and help. 

Work with women and children experiencing violence is demanding but hopeful. It is hopeful in 
that women’s stories are courageous and full of resistance. What is difficult is fighting with the 
bureaucracy and the many ways institutions and society work to silence and victimize women.

Partner Profiles 
Centre for Response-Base Practice
The Centre for Response-Based Practice aims to provide and promote 
socially just and effective responses to violence and other forms of 
oppression and adversity, through direct service (e.g. counselling), 
education, research, supervision and advocacy. The Centre also aims to join 

with individuals and organizations, nationally and internationally, in the development and application 
of Response-Based Practice.

Coalition Against Family Violence NWT
The Coalition (CAFV) was established in 1999 and is a territorial interagency group 
that brings together individuals, non-government and government agencies to share 
information and undertake projects in keeping with the vision. The Coalition meets 
once a month; specific project committees also meet at least monthly.  The CAFV 
envisions a peaceful, equitable society where all Territorial residents, as individuals, 

members of families, communities, organizations or governments, are valued, respected, safe and 
free from abuse, violence, and inequalities.

G Division RCMP
As a partner to the Federal Family Violence Initiative, the RCMP National Crime 
Prevention Services receives annual funding to distribute to RCMP detachments,  
non-profit community organizations as well as municipal, provincial and territorial 
partners to support communities in responding to family violence, victim issues and 
sexual assault investigators courses. “G” Division RCMP has generously received 

funding from this initiative and is proud to be one of the host organizations for In Dignity 2014.  

GNWT 
The GNWT has been a strong supporter of family violence initiatives. They have 
actively worked with the Coalition Against Family Violence NWT to implement two 
Action Plans and will continue their work through projects and training such as this 
conference.



Growing Together
Growing Together serves low income, single parent, Aboriginal/Métis/Inuit and/or teens that are 
pregnant and need help with pre/postnatal information or support such as nutrition consultations, 
breast-feeding, FASD information and much more.

NWT Seniors Society
The NWT Seniors’ Society is a non-profit organization incorporated in 1983 under 
the Societies Act of the NWT.  The Society provides information, acts as a resource 
and support for seniors and elders across the NWT. The Society is the only voluntary 
agency representing the individual and collective interests of all seniors and elders in 
the NWT.  Our mandate is to ensure seniors have dignity, independence, participation, 

fairness and security within the community.

Status of Women Council of the NWT
The Council was established under the NWT Status of Women Council Act in April 
1990. Its mandate is to work towards the equality of women through; advice to the 
Government of the NWT; research; public education; advocating on behalf of all 
women; and assistance to women’s groups and other groups working on issues of 
concern to women.  The Council has an appointed board of five women (one from 
each region) by the Minister Responsible for the Status of Women.  

YWCA Yellowknife
The YWCA builds safe and equitable communities where 
women, families and people living with disabilities can realize 
their full potential. Whether you are woman fleeing family 

violence, a family needing transitional or emergency housing, a person with special needs who needs 
support housing or you are looking for after-school programs for children, the YWCA is the place to 
come. Since 1966 we have been a leading provider of housing and services for the most vulnerable 
people in our community. 
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Evaluation  
Seventy-one participants completed evaluations. Eighty-nine percent or more of participants said 
that the training conference met their expectations, shared helpful information, and helped them to 
acquire new skills and knowledge. So many elements of the conference impacted participants but the 
use of stories and real-life experiences and examples were particularly influential. Learning about the 
power of language also had a tremendous impact. 

Participants took away a diverse array of messages and learnings including new insights and 
ways of looking at their own methods and approaches. Many are excited about the potential of 
response-based practice to upend old ways of intervening in violence and to empower victims. Most 
participants plan to share and apply their learning and remain conscious of human resistance and the 
need to preserve dignity.

Suggestions for improving the conference were mainly focused on eliminating disturbances from a 
neighbouring gathering; more attention to participant interaction and needs; and greater emphasis 
on plain language in some of the more complex presentations. To follow-up on the training 
conference, information sharing, networking, and smaller education and training sessions were 
suggested.

The presenters, sponsors, and organizations were lauded for putting on a great conference.      
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More Information   
If you are interested in a copy of the presentations given during the conference, please visit the 
Status of Women Council of the NWT website at www.statusofwomen.nt.ca, email at  
council@statusofwomen.nt.ca or call us toll free at 1-888-234-4485, 920-6177 if in Yellowknife. 

The Council also sends out regular mail outs throughout the year around a variety of topics. Please 
contact us if you would like to receive these mail outs.  If you would like to know anything else the 
Council is up to, either like us on Facebook or visit our website at www.statusofwomen.nt.ca.      
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Thank you for your support

Growing Together


