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Introduction 
 
Indigenous women experience a disproportionate rate of intimate partner violence 
higher than any other group of women in Canada (Cotter, 2021; Ontario Native 
Women’s Association, 2020). Two Spirit and gender-diverse people are at additional 
risk of experiencing intimate partner violence due to the compounded effects of racism, 
sexism, and homophobia (2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations, 2008; Hunt, 2016).1 
Before moving forward in this literature review, there is a need to define the term 
“Indigenous,” to better understand the distinct group who has experienced intimate 
partner violence at disproportionate rates and the risk assessment tools that may assist 
in alleviating repetitive violence. According to the Government of Canada, “Indigenous 
people is a collective name for the original people of North America and their 
descendants” (Government of Canada, 2009, 1). The Canadian Constitution recognizes 
three groups of Indigenous peoples: First Nations, Inuit and Métis. These are three 
distinct peoples with unique histories, languages, cultural practices and spiritual beliefs 
(Government of Canada, 2021).  
 
The imposed term “Indigenous” has become frequently used by governments and social 
institutions alike in Canada. Much of the literature on violence against female 
descendants of the original people in Canada references violence against Indigenous 
women, which minimizes the distinctiveness of First Nations, Inuit and Métis women 
and their communities. The implementation of the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) required that the federal government adopt a 
distinctions-based approach in which “the unique rights, interests and circumstances of 
the First Nations, the Métis Nation and Inuit are acknowledged, affirmed, and 
implemented” (Minister of Justice and Attorney General of Canada, 2018).2 As per the 
above definition, and in alignment with the Chiefs of Ontario mission statement,3 a 
distinctions-based approach was implemented for this literature review, focusing 

                                                           
1 Two Spirit is defined as “a contemporary pan-Indigenous term that honours male/female, and other 
gendered or non-gendered spirits, as well as spiritual and cultural expressions. The term may also be 
used interchangeably to express one’s sexuality, gender, and spirituality as separate terms for each or 
together as an interrelated identity that captures the wholeness of their gender and sexuality with their 
spirituality” (Lezard, et al., 2021, 8). Several spellings of Two Spirit exist, including upper-case, lower-
case, and hyphenated or with a number (e.g. 2Spirit, 2S, Two Spirit, two-spirit, etc.). There is no 
consensus on spelling, but Two Spirit is frequently used (Journalists for Human Rights Indigenous 
Reporters Program, 2017). 
2 It is noted in the literature that a “one-size-fits-all” approach to Indigenous research and policy making is 
reflective of a pan-Aboriginal view. The implementation of a distinctions-based approach was meant to 
remedy this, however, it remains criticized in the literature for only acknowledging the three federally 
recognized Indigenous groups in Canada, and for its overall lack of recognition of Indigenous people 
living in urban settings in Canada (National Association of Friendship Centres, 2020). 
3 Chiefs of Ontario supports all First Nations in Ontario as they assert their sovereignty, jurisdiction, and 
their chosen expression of nationhood (Chiefs of Ontario, 2022). 
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specifically on the experiences of intimate partner violence of First Nations women, Two 
Spirit and gender-diverse people. 
 
What is Intimate Partner Violence?  
 
Intimate partner violence (IPV), also referred to as spousal violence and domestic 
violence, is a complex form of gender-based violence4 that is defined by actual or 
threatened physical, sexual, psychological, or economic violence occurring between 
current or former legally married or common-law spouses, or dating partners (van 
Gelder et al., 2020). In Canada, statistics indicate that women, girls, Two Spirit and 
gender-diverse people experience violence at higher rates than men (Howard, 2021). In 
fact, 80% of people who report intimate partner violence to police in Canada are women 
(Conroy, 2019).  
 
IPV is the most prevalent form of violence against women worldwide (Fulu et al., 2013; 
Lysova et al., 2019). The Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics notes that 44% of 
women who have ever been in an intimate partner relationship report experiences of 
psychological, physical, or sexual abuse in the context of an intimate relationship 
(Cotter, 2021). Socioeconomic conditions also influence the level and severity of 
intimate partner violence. For example, Shelter Voices, an annual survey of Canadian 
women’s shelters created by Women’s Shelters Canada, noted the impact of COVID-19 
on victims of IPV and frontline service providers. Shelter Voices 2020 stated that 52% of 
the 266 participating shelters reported seeing clients experiencing either somewhat or 
much more severe violence. While the survey indicated that women were experiencing 
more violence in their homes, 71% of shelters reported reduced capacity within their 
shelters due to the need for physical distancing and other public health measures 
(Women’s Shelters Canada, 2020).  
 
An intersectional examination of the literature reveals that experiences of intimate 
partner violence are further exacerbated for people who are part of multiple 
marginalized groups (Heidinger, 2021; Holmes & Hunt, 2017; Hunt, 2016). Statistics 
Canada’s Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces (SSPPS)5 confirms that 61% of 
First Nations women report experiences of physical or sexual violence committed by an 
intimate partner in their lifetime (Heidinger, 2021). A study conducted by 2-Spirited 
People of the 1st Nations in Toronto, Ontario, estimated that 60-75% of Two Spirit 

                                                           
4 While men can also be affected, IPV is a gendered phenomenon with women disproportionately 
experiencing violence perpetrated by male partners (Fulu et al., 2013). 
5 The 2018 SPSS Survey series examined the prevalence, nature, and impact of IPV on Canadians. It 
included surveys specifically capturing the experiences of IPV among sexual minority women and men, 
women with disabilities, young women, and ethno-cultural minority women (Heidinger, 2021). 
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people had experienced some type of intimate partner violence in their lifetime (2-
Spirited People of the 1st Nations, 2008). 
 
Methodology 
 
The following literature review examined the available peer-reviewed and non-peer-
reviewed literature on intimate partner violence against First Nations women, Two Spirit 
and gender-diverse people. The literature review is the first step in a larger project titled 
the Risk Assessment and Danger Assessment Tools (RADAT) project. The RADAT 
project aims to understand the unique risk indicators of IPV against First Nations 
women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people and subsequently create risk 
assessment and danger assessment tools reflective of those indicators.6 The project is 
led by the Women’s Initiatives Sector of the Chiefs of Ontario Secretariat, whose team 
members have significant experience in IPV prevention and response in First Nations 
communities. 
 
Intimate partner violence against First Nations women and Two Spirit people remains 
underreported due to distrust in the justice system and police (House of Commons 
Canada, 2021; Hunt, 2016).7 Experiences of IPV against Two Spirit and gender-diverse 
people remain under-researched in Canada and globally (Hunt, 2016; The Final Report 
of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, 2019). 
Information on the experiences of Two Spirit and gender-diverse people is included 
whenever possible. We hope this literature review can be a starting point for more 
research that captures the experiences of IPV for Two Spirit and gender-diverse people.  
 
Scope 
 
Both peer-reviewed and non-peer-reviewed literature were included in the literature 
review, including quantitative and qualitative research and mixed-methods studies. All 
included literature was published after 2005. All non-peer-reviewed literature was 
published in Canada. The phrase “intimate partner violence” was intentionally selected 
as the primary search term over other similar terms (i.e., spousal violence, domestic 
violence, family violence, gender-based violence).8 It is noted that the literature review 
is academic in nature to provide an overview of the current literature on the topic. The 

                                                           
6 The overarching goal of the RADAT project is to create a First Nations victim database software system 
that can be made available for use at the community level. Tracking cases and producing reports via a 
dedicated software on First Nations victimization at the community level aids in obtaining trends and 
patterns which may lead to new or enhanced prevention and intervention funding.   
7 See section Historical and Current Context of Intimate Partner Violence against First Nations Women, 
Two Spirit and Gender-Diverse People for more information on distrust in the justice system and police. 
8 See Rationale section for information about why IPV was chosen as a search term. 
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relevant non-academic literature is included to capture community-based perspectives 
and data.  
 
Rationale 
 
Several evidence-based risk assessment and danger assessment tools have been 
developed within the mainstream9 and are currently used in both mainstream and First 
Nations IPV response across Canada (Millar et al., 2013; Northcott, 2012). The Chiefs 
of Ontario Women’s Initiatives Sector identified a gap within the present risk 
assessment and danger assessment tools; namely, they may not reflect the unique risk 
indicators for IPV against First Nations women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people.  
 
The use of the term “intimate partner violence” as the primary search term for the 
literature review was an intentional choice. The researchers acknowledge that some 
First Nations communities prefer the use and scope of the term family violence, which is 
defined as “any form of abuse, mistreatment or neglect that a child or adult experiences 
from a family member, or from someone with whom they have an intimate relationship” 
(Cross et al., 2018, 3; Department of Justice, 2017). This literature review, and the 
RADAT project more broadly, focus on IPV instead of family violence for three reasons. 
First, the term “intimate partner violence” is more widely used in the mainstream. Thus, 
the availability of literature and assessment tools focusing on IPV is much greater than 
those for family violence. This is crucial as the RADAT project will be informed by the 
current literature and tools. Second, while family violence is a significant issue across 
Canada (Holmes & Hunt, 2017), it remains true that IPV is the type of abuse that 
women, girls, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people are at the highest risk of 
experiencing (Howard, 2021). Finally, the framing of the RADAT project was designed 
to align with the mandate of the Women’s Initiatives Sector at Chiefs of Ontario, which is 
to promote the safety, well-being and empowerment of First Nations women, girls, Two 
Spirit and gender-diverse people and communities. Since IPV is the type of abuse these 
groups are most at-risk of experiencing, IPV was selected as the project’s focus. 
  
Purpose 
 
The purpose of this literature review is to inform the development of First Nations risk 
assessment and danger assessment tools and, subsequently, a First Nations victim 
database system that can be used to track cases of IPV and produce reports to aid in 
understanding trends and patterns of IPV specifically in First Nations communities. 

                                                           
9 The term mainstream is used throughout the literature review to refer to the dominant Euro-Canadian 
ideas, values, and attitudes that societal norms are built upon in Canada.   
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More specifically, the purpose of the literature review is to provide a foundation of 
knowledge on the topic and situate our project in the context of the current literature, 
identify any inconsistencies, gaps in the literature, or questions left unanswered, identify 
the need for additional research, and make a case for why our project is needed. 
 
Historical and Current Context of Intimate Partner Violence against First Nations 
Women, Two Spirit and Gender-Diverse People 
 
Acts of genocide against Indigenous people in Canada have been propelled through 
colonial structures and is evidenced by the Indian Act, the Sixties Scoop, the residential 
school system, and human and Indigenous rights breaches. This genocide has led 
directly to increased rates of violence, death, and suicide among First Nations, Inuit, 
and Métis people in Canada (Native Women’s Association Canada, 2010; Ontario 
Native Women’s Association, 2020; The Final Report of the National Inquiry into 
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, 2019). Legacies of colonialism, 
ongoing colonialism and dispossession, patriarchy, and the economic and social 
marginalization of Indigenous women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people in Canada 
have resulted in a significantly increased risk of IPV being perpetrated against these 
groups (Cotter, 2021; Heidinger, 2021; Kubik & Bourassa, 2021).  
 

“As the evidence demonstrates, human rights and Indigenous rights abuses and 
violations committed and condoned by the Canadian state represent genocide 
against Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people…they are the root 
causes of the violence against Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA 
people that generate and maintain a world within which Indigenous women, girls, 
and 2SLGBTQQIA people are forced to confront violence on a daily basis, and 
where perpetrators act with impunity” - Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final 
Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and 
Girls, 2019, 167).   
 

It is noted in the literature that intimate partner violence against First Nations women 
and Two Spirit people remains underreported due to distrust in the justice system and 
police (House of Commons Canada, 2021; Hunt, 2016). The 2020 General Social 
Survey on Social Identity found that over 50% of First Nations respondents reported 
having little confidence in the police (Cotter, 2022). The report further stated that “as 
government institutions were drivers of colonization, and police have been used to 
support many of these practices, there continues to be mistrust of official institutions by 
Indigenous people” (Cotter, 2022, 3). 
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Indigenous women are overrepresented in Canada’s criminal justice system as both 
victims and as people accused or convicted of crimes. In 2018, Indigenous women, who 
comprise approximately 4% of the female population in Canada, accounted for 42% of 
the women admitted to custody in Canada (Department of Justice, 2019; Heidinger, 
2021). In the same year, Indigenous women experienced violent victimization10 twice as 
often as Indigenous men, and nearly three times more often than non-Indigenous 
women (Department of Justice, 2019). In addition, studies show that when Indigenous 
women report violence, their experiences are often taken less seriously within the 
criminal law system, and their perpetrators routinely receive lenient punishments, if any 
at all (Howard, 2021).  
 
Noting that the available statistics do not capture the entire scope of IPV against First 
Nations women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people, the data is still shocking. A 
recent analysis of the 2018 National Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces 
(SSPPS) indicates that significantly more than half (61%) of First Nations women have 
experienced violence by an intimate partner in their lifetime (Cotter, 2021; Heidinger, 
2021). It is also noted that First Nations women have disproportionately experienced 
physical and sexual abuse in intimate partner relationships, which are often considered 
the most severe and life-threatening forms of IPV (Heidinger, 2022). First Nations 
women were approximately twice as likely to experience physical and sexual abuse by 
an intimate partner in their lifetime compared with non-Indigenous women, with 42% of 
First Nations women reporting experiencing physical abuse in an intimate partner 
relationship compared to 22% of non-Indigenous women, and 18% of First Nations 
women reporting they had experienced sexual abuse in an intimate partner relationship 
compared to 11% of non-Indigenous women (First Nations Health Authority, 2019; 
Heidinger, 2021).11  
 
A report from the National Collaborating Centre for Indigenous Health confirms that Two 
Spirit and gender-diverse people are at an increased risk of IPV and are often targeted 
because of their gender identity, expression, and sexual orientation (Hunt, 2016). While 
it is more difficult to quantify the experiences of violence of Two Spirit and gender-
diverse people because of the lack of statistical data, it is noted in the literature that 
almost 50% of police-reported hate crimes are motivated by race or ethnicity, and 
another 13% are motivated by sexual orientation, making Two Spirit and gender-diverse 
people vulnerable to a “triple jeopardy” of violence motivated by a combination of 
                                                           
10 Violent victimization is defined in the 2018 Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces as “a physical 
assault (an attack, a threat of physical harm, or an incident with a weapon present) or a sexual assault 
(forced sexual activity or attempted forced sexual activity”; Heidinger, 2022, 3). 
11 It is noted in the literature that comprehensive sex education increases the likelihood that youth will 
engage in safe sex and form healthy, responsible relationships in adulthood, and yet Indigenous youth 
are less likely to receive comprehensive sex education (Vanner & Almanssori, 2021). 
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racism, sexism, and homophobia (Hunt, 2016; Moreau, 2022). The limited statistics that 
are available on experiences of IPV for Two Spirit and gender-diverse people depict a 
harsh reality; a study conducted in 2008 by 2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations in 
Toronto, Ontario, estimated that 60-75% of Two Spirit people had experienced some 
type of intimate partner violence in their lifetime including but not limited to: physical 
abuse, sexual abuse, and stalking (2-Spirited People of the 1st Nations, 2008). In 
another study comprised of 25 ethnographic interviews with Indigenous people who 
identified as Two Spirit, lesbian, gay, transgender, queer, questioning, intersex, or 
asexual/aromantic/agender (2SLGBTQQIA) in Vancouver, 92% of participants 
discussed having experienced IPV in their lifetime (Ristock et al., 2011).  
 
Intimate partner homicide (IPH) is the most severe outcome of IPV (Leth, 2009). 
Between 2014 and 2019, almost 400 women in Canada were killed by a former or 
current intimate partner. The proportion of female victims killed by an intimate partner 
was eight times greater than male victims. Consistent with the overall disproportionate 
risk of IPV, the risk of IPH is heightened among Indigenous women, with over one-
quarter of IPH victims between 2014 and 2019 being Indigenous women (Government 
of Canada, 2020). In 2017, there was a 32% increase in the rate of homicides for 
Indigenous women victims from the previous year (Department of Justice, 2019). From 
2015 to 2020, Canadian police reported 168 homicides of First Nations women (17% of 
all women victims of homicide; Heidinger, 2022). No statistics have been reported about 
the percentage of IPH victims in Canada who identified as Two Spirit or gender-diverse.  
 
In 2019, the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls 
(MMIWG) began the Forensic Document Review Project (FDRP). They found that the 
widely cited statistic claiming that Indigenous men are responsible for 70% of murders 
of Indigenous women and girls is not factually based. Through the FDRP, 174 files and 
35 reports on policing related to Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people 
were reviewed and analyzed.  
 
The Project findings state that,  
 

“In December 2014, the Minister of Aboriginal Affairs at the time appeared to 
publicly blame Indigenous men for the high numbers of deaths of Indigenous 
women and girls in Canada, stating that ‘it’s apparent what part of the problem is. 
Obviously, there’s a lack of respect for women and girls on reserves. So, you 
know, if the guys grow up believing that women have no rights, that’s how they 
are treated.’ In March 2015, the minister stated during a private meeting of Treaty 
6, 7, and 8 chiefs in Calgary, Alberta, that Indigenous men were responsible for 
70% of murders of Indigenous women and girls. A month later, in April 2015, the 



8 
 

RCMP commissioner at the time issued a statement confirming the 70% figure 
cited by the Aboriginal Affairs minister. In a separate letter to Grand Chief 
Bernice Martial of Treaty No. 6, dated April 7, 2015, the commissioner of the 
RCMP confirmed that on the basis of the information reviewed in preparation of 
the 2014 Report, the RCMP determined that 70% of offenders were of 
“Aboriginal origin.” Surprisingly, neither the 2014 nor the 2015 RCMP Report 
makes any mention of this 70% figure.” – MMIWG Forensic Document Review 
Project, 2019, 250.  
 

Co-chaired by representatives from the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls and Thunderbird Partnership Foundation, Creating New 
Pathways for Data: The 2021 National Action Plan Data Strategy (The Strategy) was 
released last year. The Strategy states that “in today’s environment, data have become 
an important resource with the potential to positively or negatively influence policy and 
decision-making…Indigenous Peoples have been identified, analyzed, and researched 
without consent or participation for far too long” (Creating New Pathways for Data, 
2021, 4). The Strategy is an important step toward increasing Indigenous data 
sovereignty and contesting the publication of inaccurate or misleading statistics about 
Canada’s Indigenous peoples.  
 
IPV Risk and Danger Assessment Instruments 
 
The widespread nature of IPV and the consequent need for efforts to prevent it have led 
to the creation and proliferation of specialized IPV risk assessment and danger 
assessment instruments. Risk and danger assessment instruments, used in safety 
planning, advocacy, and counselling, have been found to offer the best predictions12 of 
perpetrator recidivism, future re-assault, severe re-assault, and homicide (Messing, 
2019). Mainstream risk and danger assessments (i.e., those which are normed on the 
behaviour patterns of Caucasian North American offenders) have not been validated for 
Indigenous men who perpetrate IPV (Peters et al., 2018; Shepherd, 2016). As stated by 
Peters et al. (2018), “further research is required to understand whether the major risk 
indicators identified for non-Indigenous offenders are the same for Indigenous 
offenders; the possibility of additional risk indicators for Indigenous offenders; and 
applicability of standardized risk assessment tools to Indigenous offenders” (4). The 
RADAT project is one example of such research.13 

                                                           
12 Several meta-analyses have revealed that mechanical and statistical IPV risk assessments have 
demonstrated significantly higher predictive validity, or the ability to correctly predict future events, better 
than survivor perceptions or predictions and unstructured clinical judgement of violence risk (see Hilton et 
al., 2021; Radatz & Hilton, 2019). 
13 Additionally, a small number of risk assessment tools have recently been developed or adapted for use 
with Indigenous people, including the Life Story Board by Chase et al in 2010 and the Walking the Path 
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Assessment of Risk 
 
Initially developed by forensic mental health professionals, risk assessment instruments 
aid in determining the best course of action by estimating, identifying, qualifying, or 
quantifying risk (Nicholls et al., 2006). The benefits of IPV evidence-based actuarial risk 
assessments are well noted in the literature (see Canales et al., 2013; Heyman et al., 
2012; Moser & Campbell, 2012) and include providing a means to assess the level of 
danger that is posed to the victim by distinguishing between low, moderate, and high-
risk IPV perpetrators, the capacity to assist frontline professionals in identifying high-risk 
situations for IPV, and the ability to mitigate the risk of repeated victimization by 
“ensuring that the appropriate intensity of intervention and monitoring is imposed in 
accordance with the risk level of the case” (Canales et al., 2013, 6). The additional 
benefit of providing a common language for frontline professionals utilizing different 
systems and in different organizations to communicate and understand levels of risk is 
also noted (Canales et al., 2013; Millar et al., 2013). 
 
Most risk assessments consider a variety of static and dynamic risk indicators 
(Northcott, 2012). Static risk indicators, or indicators that are relatively fixed or time-
irrelevant, “are not capable of change over time either spontaneously or when targeted 
with some intervention or management strategy” (Blanchard, 2013, 3). Static risk 
indicators include demographic factors like age and gender, history of childhood trauma, 
history of criminality, and history of substance abuse (Canales et al., 2013; Millar et al., 
2013). In contrast, dynamic risk indicators are potentially changeable or time-variant 
factors and are “amendable through intervention” (Blanchard, 2013). Dynamic risk 
indicators include factors like the offender’s personality, self-esteem, mental health, 
current substance abuse, negative peer associations, socioeconomic status, and 
unemployment or under-employment (Canales et al., 2013; Millar et al., 2013).  
 
The Ontario Domestic Assault Risk Assessment (ODARA), created by the Ontario 
Provincial Police Behavioural Sciences and Analysis Section and researchers at 
Waypoint Centre for Mental Health Care, is one example of a frequently used risk 
assessment in Ontario. The ODARA is an actuarial risk assessment tool used for 
estimating the risk that a domestic violence offender will assault a partner again (Hilton 
et al., 2021; Moser & Campbell, 2012). Specifically, the ODARA was designed for use 
with male perpetrators of violence to assess the likelihood that they will recidivate acts 
of physical violence against their female partners and how quickly they are likely to do 
so. Interestingly, research by Moser and Campbell (2012) examining a sample of police 
reports of IPV that included female offenders, same-sex couples, and perpetrators of 

                                                           
Together Danger Assessment by the Campbell and the Alberta Council of Women's Shelters in 2012 
(Peters et al., 2018).  
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non-physical violence found that the ODARA could predict recidivists and non-
recidivists regardless of perpetrator gender, victim gender, or type of violence 
committed (Moser & Campbell, 2012).  
 
Assessment of Danger 
 
While most validated IPV risk assessments are designed to predict perpetrator 
recidivism and future re-assault, Jacquelyn C. Campbell’s Danger Assessment 
(henceforth called by its official title, Danger Assessment, abbreviated as DA), is the 
only IPV risk assessment that is specifically intended to “assess the likelihood of 
lethality or near-lethality occurring in a case of intimate partner violence” (Campbell et 
al., 2009, 653). The DA is designed to be used by IPV survivors in partnership with 
frontline workers and was created by categorizing risk indicators identified through 
research as predictive of intimate partner homicide (Messing et al., 2013).  
 
The DA includes a calendar activity and 20 yes or no questions that are weighted on a 
scale of 1 to 4 and summed by the frontline responder to provide an overall score, with 
possible scores ranging from 0 to 37, where a higher score designates a higher risk of 
intimate partner homicide (Campbell et al., 2009). The questions on the DA are based 
on risk indicators identified through research as being predictive of IPH. These risk 
indicators include but are not limited to recent estrangement (including physical or legal 
separation), stalking, a perpetrator’s threats to kill his intimate partner, substance 
abuse, and abuse during pregnancy (Messing et al., 2013). Several studies have 
demonstrated that the DA predicts IPH and attempted homicide with better accuracy 
than most other validated IPV risk assessments (see Campbell et al., 2009; Hilton et al., 
2008; Messing & Thaller, 2015). There have been four adaptations of the original DA 
(Danger Assessment – Revised [DA-R], Danger Assessment – Immigrant Women [DA-
I], Walking the Path Together Danger Assessment [DA Circle], and the Lethality 
Screen).  
 
Unique Risk Indicators of First Nations Women, Two Spirit and Gender-Diverse 
People  
 
The Final Report on the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women 
and Girls includes Calls for Justice specific to First Nations, Inuit, and Métis women. 
Further, it offers Calls for Justice specific to Two Spirit and gender-diverse people (The 
Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and 
Girls, 2019). As Heidinger (2022) and the McCreary Centre Society (2006) note, specific 
characteristics are associated with a higher probability of experiencing violence among 
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First Nations women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people. These characteristics, or risk 
indicators, are explored below. 
 
Adverse Childhood Experiences 
 
The impact of colonization and the historical and current trauma inflicted on First 
Nations peoples are associated with Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)14 
intergenerationally (Radford et al., 2022). Namely, adverse childhood experiences 
include exposure to abuse (including physical, sexual, and emotional abuse), neglect 
(including physical and emotional neglect), and household dysfunction (including 
parental incarceration, IPV within the home, household substance abuse, household 
mental illness, and parental separation). These ACEs have been well-researched for 
over 25 years. They are empirically proven to be associated with many negative health 
outcomes, including depression, anxiety, PTSD, substance use problems, and suicide 
(Brown et al., 2013; Radford et al., 2022).  
 
As stated by Heidinger (2022), for First Nations women, “experiences of trauma and 
displacement at an early age, linked to placement in residential schools and child 
welfare system where abuse and maltreatment were rampant, may further perpetuate 
violence through the cycle of intergenerational trauma” (11). The First Nations Regional 
Health Survey, Phase 3, states that 74% of First Nations adults in Canada reported 
being directly or intergenerationally affected by their parents’ or grandparents’ 
attendance at residential schools.15 Survivors of residential schools reported that 
isolation from their families, verbal and emotional abuse, physical abuse, and loss of 
cultural identity had lasting negative effects on their mental and physical health (First 
Nations Health Authority, 2019).  
 
Notably, it is stated in the First Nations Mental Wellness Continuum Framework 
(FNMWC)16 that “mental wellness is supported by culture, language, Elders, families, 
and creation and is necessary for healthy individual, community, and family life” 
(Thunderbird Partnership Foundation, 2015, 1). The residential school system 
intentionally and systematically stripped Indigenous peoples of their culture, leading to 
many negative health outcomes for First Nations individuals and communities (Native 
Women’s Association Canada, 2010). 
                                                           
14 Adverse childhood experiences, often referred to in the literature as “ACEs” include exposures to abuse 
and household dysfunction during the developmental years (0-18 years old). Such exposures are 
associated with long term negative health outcomes in adulthood (Esden, 2018; Zyromski et al., 2018). 
15 In Ontario, 55% of adults who attended residential schools reported suffering from negative effects to 
their physical and mental health (Chiefs of Ontario, 2019). 
16 The FNMWC Framework was developed collaboratively by Assembly of First Nations, Health Canada’s 
First Nations and Inuit Health Branch, the National Native Addictions Partnership Foundation, and the 
Native Mental Health Association (Thunderbird Partnership Foundation, 2015). 
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Figure 1: The First Nations Mental Health Continuum Framework (Thunderbird 
Partnership Foundation, 2015).   
 
ACEs are consistently reported to be higher in Indigenous populations compared to 
non-Indigenous populations. This is well noted in the First Nations Regional Health 
Survey, Phase 3, which reports that almost 30% of all First Nations children in Canada 
had been diagnosed with one or more chronic health conditions, and 21% of First 
Nations children in Canada with one or more chronic health conditions experienced 
significantly higher emotional or behavioural issues than other children without a health 
condition (First Nations Health Authority, 2019). Additionally, nearly 25% of First Nations 
youth in Canada reported Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10) scores suggesting 
that they were likely to have a moderate to severe mental disorder.17  
 
For First Nations women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people, ACEs are a form of 
intergenerational trauma rooted in colonization (Hunt, 2016; Radford et al., 2022). 
ACEs, including physical, sexual, and emotional abuse during childhood, were 
associated with a greater likelihood of lifetime violent victimization and experiences of 
IPV for First Nations women (Heidinger, 2022). Notably, Statistics Canada reports that 
42% of First Nations women report being physically or sexually abused by an adult 
                                                           
17 K10 is a simple self-reporting tool used to assess the likelihood of having a mental disorder. It can be 
used to identify those in need of further assessment for anxiety and depression, and other mental health 
conditions. 
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before age fifteen (Heidinger, 2022). These childhood experiences of violence are 
important risk factors for experiences of IPV and IPH. Statistics Canada further reports 
that Indigenous women who experienced abuse by an adult during childhood are twice 
as likely to experience violent victimization as an adult, including IPV, than Indigenous 
women who did not experience childhood abuse (Heidinger, 2022).  
 
The First Nations Regional Health Survey, Phase 3, states that 29% of Two Spirit youth 
in Canada reported experiencing physical and sexual abuse during childhood—a rate 
more than three times higher than non-Indigenous youth (Burczycka, 2017; First 
Nations Health Authority, 2019). A study conducted by Lehavot et al. (2009) 
investigated the experiences of Two Spirit and gender-diverse women and found that a 
shocking number of respondents reported experiencing physical abuse (78%) and 
sexual abuse (85%) during childhood, both of which were associated with further 
experiences of violence and negative mental and physical health outcomes later in life. 
 
Being Under the Legal Responsibility of the Government 
 
Being under the legal responsibility of the government, including involvement in the 
child welfare system, group homes, residential schools, or youth justice facilities, is 
associated with a greater likelihood of lifetime violent victimization, including 
experiences of IPV (Fallon et al., 2021; Heidinger, 2021, 2022). There are more 
Indigenous children in the child welfare system today than at the height of the 
residential school system and the Sixties Scoop,18 which displaced nearly 200,000 
Indigenous children (Ontario Native Women’s Association, 2020). The continued 
displacement of Indigenous children from their communities through the child welfare 
system from the 1980s to today is sometimes referred to as the “millennium scoop” 
(Native Youth Sexual Health Network & Ontario Federation of Indigenous Friendship 
Centres, 2015).  
 
Alberton et al. (2020) assert that, to this day, “being subjected to discrimination, racism, 
assimilation, acculturation, and genocidal practices, policies, and ongoing negative 
narratives” have rendered Canada’s First Nations, Inuit, and Métis populations at a 
significantly greater risk of involvement with the child welfare system (Trevethan et al., 
2001). This fact is highlighted by the 2016 Canadian Census, which reports that while 
Indigenous children and youth accounted for only 8% of the national population, 52% of 
children and youth in care were Indigenous (Government of Canada, 2018). Indigenous 
Services Canada reports that 9,330 First Nations children were placed in the child 
                                                           
18 Despite the name, the sixties scoop actually began in the mid-1950s and continued into the 1980s. It is 
estimated that during this period, 20,000 Indigenous children were forcibly removed from their 
communities and placed into non-Indigenous homes, perpetuating practices of assimilation and loss of 
identity (Native Women’s Association Canada, 2010).  
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welfare system between 2019 and 2020 (Indigenous Services Canada, 2021). Gender-
specific statistics were not reported for First Nations youth.19 However, it is noted that 
Indigenous women have disproportionately experienced placement in child welfare, with 
11% of Indigenous women reporting being under the legal responsibility of the 
government, compared with 2% of non-Indigenous women (Heidinger, 2022). The same 
study found that 81% of Indigenous women who were ever under the legal responsibility 
of the government experienced violence later in life, although the report did not specify 
that the violence was within an intimate partnership (Heidinger, 2022).  
 
The limited literature on experiences of Two Spirit and gender-diverse people in the 
child welfare system notes that people who identify as Two Spirit or gender-diverse 
often face further marginalization in the child welfare system in the form of sexism, 
homophobia, and transphobia (Native Youth Sexual Health Network & Ontario 
Federation of Indigenous Friendship Centres, 2015). No statistics have been collected 
about the percentage of children in the child welfare system identifying as Two Spirit or 
gender-diverse. Given what is known about the connection between the child welfare 
system and experiences of IPV later in life, statistics need to be collected denoting how 
many Indigenous youth in the child welfare identify as Two Spirit  or gender-diverse.  
 
Poverty 
 
It is estimated that 51% of First Nations children in Canada live in poverty (Fallon et al., 
2021). In 2016, a quarter of First Nations households in Canada were deemed 
overcrowded, while only 1 in 20 households in the general population was deemed 
overcrowded (Statistics Canada, 2021). As of 2018, almost 2% of First Nations 
households in Canada still do not have access to water services in their homes. In 
Ontario, 31% of First Nations homes need major repairs, and 34% need minor repairs.20 
It is also noted that 24% of First Nations homes in Ontario do not have access to piped 
water. Additionally, 25% of First Nations adults in Ontario do not consider their main 
water supply safe to drink year-round (Chiefs of Ontario, 2019). 
 
According to 2016 census data, First Nations women are at a disproportionately high 
risk of experiencing poverty (Statistics Canada, 2021). This is significant as poverty is 
associated with lifetime violent victimization and experiences of IPV (Heidinger, 2022). 
Countless anecdotal accounts from women note that a lack of financial resources 

                                                           
19 First Nations-specific statistics within the child welfare system are not well reported. The Canadian 
federal government stated that, to comply with a Canadian Human Rights Tribunal ruling ordering every 
child “willfully and recklessly” apprehended in the on-reserve child welfare system from 2006 until present 
be paid $40,000, the total payout would be between 5 to 8 billion dollars (Lamirande, 2020).  
20 In Canada, 38% of First Nations adults living in remote or special access communities live in homes 
that need major repairs (First Nations Health Authority, 2019).  
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inhibits the ability to leave relationships where IPV occurs, which is further reflected in 
the literature (Capaldi et al., 2012). The literature also notes that the impact of poverty 
on the ability to flee IPV is exacerbated when there are children involved; some women 
indicate that they were unwilling to flee violent relationships because they would be 
unable to provide for their children (Capaldi et al., 2012; Government of Newfoundland 
and Labrador, 2005). The literature also noted that poverty as a risk factor for IPV is 
compounded by living in a rural area, where there is a lack of accessible services for 
victims, as well as a lack of support systems for victims fleeing abuse (Bleakney & 
Melvin, 2022).  
 
Kia et al. (2020) note that Two Spirit people face complex barriers to accessing basic 
resources such as housing, employment, and social support, which put them at an 
increased risk of experiencing poverty. In a study of 75 Two Spirit and gender-diverse 
individuals in Manitoba and Northwestern Ontario, 48% of Indigenous-identified 
respondents reported annual incomes below 10,000 Canadian Dollars (CAD), 
compared with 25% of non-Indigenous respondents (Taylor & Peter, 2011). For 
reference, Statistics Canada reports that less than 5% of the Canadian population had 
an income below 10,000 CAD in 2011 (the same year the above study was conducted; 
Statistics Canada 2013). Given what is known about the association between poverty 
and experiences of IPV, it is notable that Two Spirit and gender-diverse people 
experience poverty at such a high rate.  
 
Experiences of Homelessness or Street Involvement  
 
First Nations people are overrepresented in Canada’s homeless population, 
experiencing disproportionately high rates of both visible and hidden homelessness.21 It 
is estimated that 9,191 First Nations people, at a minimum, are experiencing 
homelessness in Canada at any moment. First Nations people who live in the Canadian 
Prairies are especially vulnerable to homelessness; 68% of homeless shelter users in 
the Prairies are Indigenous, while Indigenous people only account for 10% of the total 
population (Assembly of First Nations, 2021). The disproportionate experiences of 
homelessness amongst Canada’s Indigenous peoples are intimately linked to Canada’s 
colonial history (and present). As stated by Baskin (2020, 98), “there are ongoing effects 

                                                           
21 Visible homelessness refers to individuals who can be found sleeping in parks, cars, shelters, or on the 
streets.  Hidden Homelessness refers to individuals who do not access homeless supports and services 
even though they are improperly or inadequately housed, and who are living in temporary, provisional 
accommodations, typically with friends, family members, and acquaintances (Alberton et al., 2020; 
Kauppi et al., 2017).  
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of colonialism on virtually all aspects of life for Indigenous people including health, 
participation in the economy, legal rights, housing, cultural security and families.”22 
 
For First Nations women, experiences of homelessness are associated with a greater 
likelihood of lifetime violent victimization and, subsequently, a greater likelihood of 
experiencing IPV (Heidinger, 2022).23 Women with precarious living situations are more 
likely to either stay in or enter unsafe relationships, making housing and homelessness 
an important risk factor for experiences of IPV (Kauppi et al., 2017). While gender-
specific statistics on homelessness were not reported for First Nations women, the 2018 
SSPPS Survey indicates that 9% of Indigenous women have experienced 
homelessness. This percentage is almost five times larger than the proportion among 
non-Indigenous women (1.9%). Additionally, 26% of Indigenous women have 
experienced hidden homelessness and temporarily lived with a family member, friend or 
acquaintance, compared with 10% of non-Indigenous women. Among Indigenous 
women who reported experiencing homelessness, the vast majority (91%) also 
experienced lifetime violent victimization, including experiences of IPV (Heidinger, 2022; 
Ontario Native Women’s Association, 2020).  
 
In 2006, the McCreary Centre Society launched a study to understand better the 
experiences of Indigenous Youth who are homeless or street-involved and noted a 
significant overrepresentation of Two Spirit and gender-diverse youth in their sample. 
Only 44% of females and 77% of males surveyed identified as fully heterosexual. The 
overrepresentation of Two Spirit and gender-diverse youth in the homeless population 
was hypothesized to result from homophobia and transphobia, leading youth to flee 
their homes, and a lack of safe and inclusive services to turn to for aid (McCreary 
Centre Society, 2008). Many Two Spirit and gender-diverse people have reported 
experiencing discrimination when accessing housing services, including homeless 
shelters. This has led to an overrepresentation of Two Spirit and gender-diverse people 
in the unsheltered homeless population (Lyons et al., 2016). Given what is known about 
the association between homelessness and IPV, it is notable that Two Spirit and 
gender-diverse people report experiencing both disproportionate rates of homelessness 
and discrimination when accessing housing services (Lyons et al., 2016; McCreary 

                                                           
22 Anderson and Collins (2014) investigation of Indigenous peoples' experiences with homelessness in 
Canada revealed that Indigenous people were overrepresented in experiencing homelessness in all 13 of 
the major cities included in their investigation. Notably, their findings indicate that in all but three cities, 
Indigenous peoples were at least five times more prevalent in the homeless population than in the 
general population. 
23  The overrepresentation of Indigenous people in both the child welfare system and in experiences of 
homelessness are not unrelated. Alberton et al.’s  (2020) findings indicate that Indigenous peoples 
increased  involvement in the child welfare system consequently puts Indigenous people at a greater risk 
of exposure to visible and hidden homelessness (See also Baskin, 2020).  
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Centre Society, 2008). As noted by Hunt (2016), “vulnerability due to isolation or being 
distanced from family and community may contribute to Two Spirit people staying in 
abusive relationships” (15).  
 
Living in a Rural Area 
 
Almost half (45%) of First Nations adults living in First Nations communities in Canada 
live in rural settings, and 15% live in remote or special access communities (First 
Nations Health Authority, 2019). According to a study by Statistics Canada in 2016, of 
nearly 800,000 women living in isolated communities in Canada, 32% of women were 
First Nations. While Indigenous women account for only 5% of Canada’s female 
population, the same study also found that 72% of women living in “very remote 
communities” were Indigenous (Bleakney & Melvin, 2022). While living remotely was 
associated with some benefits (including closer connections to their communities, 
cultures, traditions, languages, and lands), significant barriers were also observed for 
Indigenous women living rurally (Bleakney & Melvin, 2022).  
 
Indigenous women noted less access to goods and services, fewer educational and 
employment opportunities, and social isolation as barriers while living in rural 
communities (Bleakney & Melvin, 2022). These factors are significant when considering 
the overall well-being of Indigenous women living in rural settings, especially those who 
may be experiencing IPV (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2005; 
Heidinger, 2022). Depending on the geographic location of First Nation women, access 
to social services, education, and employment may be inhibited, and experiences of 
social isolation may be more common (House of Commons Canada, 2021). It is noted 
that Southern First Nations may have more access to services, social connections, 
education, and employment (all of which are protective factors against IPV) than those 
in the North in rural or remote settings (Heidinger, 2021; Statistics Canada, 2021).  
 
In 2020, Shelter Voices (Canada’s annual survey of women’s shelters), reported that 
shelters and transition homes in rural, remote, and Northern regions, many of which 
were Indigenous, experienced additional challenges related to COVID-19 due to 
increased isolation, higher cost of living, and a lack of transportation (Women’s Shelters 
Canada, 2020). Isolation is a noted risk indicator for IPV in the literature (see Heidinger, 
2021; House of Commons Canada, 2021; Lanier & Maume, 2009), potentially putting 
Northern First Nations women at additional risk of experiencing IPV (Heidinger, 2022; 
Kauppi et al., 2017). Shelter Voices also noted that women in smaller communities may 
be more hesitant to reach out for help for fear of judgment from the community 
(Women’s Shelters Canada, 2020). 
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Two Spirit and gender-diverse people living in rural or remote areas are at a higher risk 
of experiencing homophobia and sexism than in urban areas (Hunt, 2016). They are 
also less likely to have access to services that understand and validate their identities 
and meet their unique needs (Hunt, 2016; Ristock et al., 2019). In a study by Ristock et 
al. (2011) examining Two Spirit health, one participant noted, “it’s unfortunate, but if 
you’re in the rural area, you’re not, you find that they’re not accessible. Groups are not 
there, and there’s very much a silence about abuse” (11). 
 
 Maladaptive Coping: Substance Use and Abuse   
 
Substance use and abuse in First Nations communities is directly related to Canada’s 
past and ongoing history of colonialism (Health Canada First Nations Addictions 
Advisory Panel, 2012). The Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada states, “many students of residential schools who spoke to the Commission 
said they developed addictions as a means of coping” (2015, 137). Substance abuse is 
a maladaptive coping mechanism that was and continues to be used to cope with the 
colonial structures forced upon First Nations peoples (Urbanoski, 2017). 
 
Substance abuse, including problematic drug and alcohol use, is heavily tied to the 
perpetration and recidivism of IPV (Cafferky et al., 2018; Crane et al., 2014). Many risk 
and danger assessments ask whether the perpetrator uses alcohol or other substances 
to determine the level of risk present (see the ODARA and Jacquelyn C. Campbell’s 
Danger Assessment; Hilton et al., 2021; Messing et al., 2013). A recent meta-analysis 
found that substance use is also correlated with IPV victimization. The study found a 
significantly stronger correlation between drug use and IPV victimization than between 
alcohol use and victimization (Cafferky et al., 2018).   
 
While alcohol use remains a prevalent concern in First Nations communities across 
Canada,24 opioid use has become increasingly concerning in recent years (Urbanoski, 
2017). According to findings from the Chiefs of Ontario and Ontario Drug Policy 
Research Network (2021), the rate of opioid-related deaths among First Nations people 
in 2019 was approximately four times higher than that for non-First Nations people. 
Hunt (2017) notes that Two Spirit people are more likely to use substances to cope than 
those who identify as heterosexual. The literature suggests that the increased use of 
substances among Two Spirit and gender-diverse people is related to intersections of 

                                                           
24 The First Nations Regional Health Survey, Phase 3, states that 57% of First Nations adults reported 
that they had consumed an alcoholic beverage in the past year. This statistic is slightly lower than what 
was reported in Phase 2 (59%; First Nations Health Authority, 2019).  
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racism, heteronormativity,25 and intergenerational trauma (First Nations Health 
Authority, 2013; Hunt, 2016).  
 
Since the Cannabis Act was created in 2018, there have been reports anecdotally and 
in mass media of increased drug-related violence in First Nations communities related 
to the establishment of cannabis dispensaries on First Nations reserves (Henderson, 
2018; von Scheel, 2022). Some First Nations people have spoken out against the 
growing presence of cannabis dispensaries in First Nations communities, while others 
recognize the presence of dispensaries as an opportunity for economic growth and 
development (Barrera, 2018; Henderson, 2018). There remains very little peer-reviewed 
literature on the topic, especially in the Canadian context. Given what is known about 
the connection between substance use and IPV, more research is needed on the topic 
of cannabis in First Nations communities and its potential connection to violence.  
 
Protective Factors for First Nations Women, Two Spirit and Gender-Diverse 
People 
 
While certain factors are associated with a greater risk of experiencing IPV for First 
Nations women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people, there were also factors which 
the literature indicated are protective against experiences of IPV for these groups. It is 
noted that there is a lack of First Nations-specific research on protective factors against 
IPV. While some research speaks to protective factors for Indigenous women and Two 
Spirit people more broadly, none of the identified studies were situated in Canada. The 
protective factors for Indigenous women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people are 
explored below and contextualized with First Nations-specific data wherever possible.  
 
Economic Mobility: Education and Employment  
 
Economic mobility, or access to financial resources, was the protective factor most 
frequently reported in the literature for Indigenous women experiencing IPV (see 
Burnette, 2018; Dildar, 2021; McKinley & Hefflinger, 2016). Women who are not 
financially dependent on their partners are far more likely to flee in circumstances of 
IPV. Those without financial security often cannot leave (Heidinger, 2021). In the 
literature, two factors were strongly correlated with economic mobility for those 
experiencing IPV. Namely, these factors were education and employment (Burnette, 
2018; Burnette & Hefflinger, 2016).  
 

                                                           
25 Heteronormativity is defined as the attitude that heterosexuality is the only normal and natural 
expression of sexuality (Merriam-Webster, 2022).  
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In a study published in 2016 based on 29 ethnographic interviews with Indigenous 
women in the United States who had experienced IPV in their lifetime, women 
described education as a tool to gain social and economic mobility and eventually leave 
abusive relationships (Burnette & Hefflinger, 2016). One study participant is quoted as 
saying: “It was at that time that I wanted to get away from the abusive relationship. . . I 
started taking classes, and then five years later, I got my bachelor’s… I was like, I’m not 
going to rely on him for the rest of my life” (69).   
 
Education creates the opportunity for financial independence through employment and 
the development of social relationships, both of which are protective factors against IPV 
(Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2005; McKinley & Hefflinger, 2016). 
Notably, 55% of First Nations adults in Ontario have a high school diploma or certificate 
(or higher), and females living in First Nations communities consistently report higher 
percentages of high school completion than males (Chiefs of Ontario, 2019).26 This 
number is still significantly lower than the general population of Ontario, though, where 
nearly 90% of adults have a high school diploma or higher. The labour force 
participation rate for First Nations women in Ontario is also at an all-time high of 55%. 
However, this is still lower by approximately 10% than the Ontario average of 66% 
(Chiefs of Ontario, 2019).27 The literature further noted that First Nations women, Two 
Spirit and gender-diverse people face systemic barriers to achieving economic 
independence, including experiences of violence while accessing education and 
employment (Bleakney & Melvin, 2022; Kia et al., 2020).  
 
Access to Intimate Partner Violence Services 
 
Access to IPV services was also found to be protective (Gauthier et al., 2018; Messing 
et al., 2017). Victims of IPV may take actions to protect themselves while experiencing 
abuse, which can include accessing formal and informal support. Formal support 
includes any services accessible through doctors, police, or social service providers. 
Examples of formal support services include IPV shelters and transition homes, 
perpetrator arrests, restraining orders or peace bonds,28 and batterer programs 
                                                           
26 In Canada, nearly two-thirds (66%) of First Nations adults have a high school diploma or certificate or 
higher (First Nations Health Authority, 2019).  
27 The Labour force participation rate for First Nations women in Canada is also at an all-time high of 
66%, which is exactly the same as the Canadian average (First Nations Health Authority, 2019). 
28 A peace bond is different from a restraining order. In Ontario, restraining orders are provided through 
family court. Individuals can apply for a restraining order if they are concerned about their safety and were 
married to or lived with the person for any period of time or have a child with the person. A peace bond is 
a court order that requires another person to “keep the peace” and obey certain conditions. A peace bond 
does not convey that a person has committed a criminal act (Ministry of the Attorney General, 2021; 
Ontario Court of Justice, 2022).  
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(Messing et al., 2017). Informal support includes access to information and resources, 
which can lead to further help-seeking behaviour. Informal support can be provided by 
family, friends, neighbours, coworkers, and others (Gauthier et al., 2018).  
 
A study by Messing et al. (2017) found that accessing emergency domestic violence 
shelters and restraining orders significantly reduced subsequent abuse for victims of 
IPV. It is worth noting that for many First Nations women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse 
people, accessing shelters and restraining orders comes with significant barriers. Those 
who live outside of urban areas have significantly less access to formal support services 
(Bleakney & Melvin, 2022). Additionally, disparities within the justice system, including 
the overrepresentation of Indigenous women among those incarcerated and the fact 
that Indigenous women who report violence are often taken less seriously by police than 
non-Indigenous women, make it more challenging for Indigenous women to obtain 
restraining orders and peace bonds (Howard, 2021). While formal support services are 
often crucial for victims of IPV, a study by Postmus et al (2009) indicated that more 
tangible supports are often the most helpful for women fleeing abuse. The study 
identified access to food, housing, financial assistance, and the presence of loved ones 
as examples of tangible supports (Postmus et al, 2009).  
 
Social Connection  
 
Strong social connections were also identified as a protective factor for Indigenous 
women experiencing IPV (Burnette & Hefflinger, 2016). Some literature suggests that 
emotional expression could be instrumental in processing and overcoming experiences 
of IPV (Burnette et al., 2020). Having supportive and safe relationships with peers or 
family members to share emotional disclosures, observe healthy relationship dynamics, 
and process trauma was an important protective factor in the literature (McKinley & 
Hefflinger, 2016). For Two Spirit and gender-diverse people, relationships which affirm 
their identity protect against violence and increase well-being (Hunt, 2016; Ristock et 
al., 2011). Some IPV researchers have concluded that the best way to improve the 
long-term safety of IPV victims is to strengthen their social networks (Nolet et al, 2021).  
 
Interestingly, some Indigenous women noted that strong social connections were 
instrumental to fleeing from IPV and their healing afterward. Burnette and Hefflinger 
(2016) noted helping others through sharing experiences as a protective factor for IPV. 
In this study, several Indigenous women noted that the opportunity to share their stories 
and potentially make a difference in another person’s life helped them make meaning 
out of their experiences of IPV.  
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Cultural Identity, Sovereignty, and Tradition 
 
Cultural identity, sovereignty, and tradition can also be protective against IPV 
victimization for First Nations women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people (Balsam et 
al., 2004; Burnette, 2018). One study found that connection to cultural identity, including 
traditional healing practices, helped Indigenous women who have experienced IPV deal 
with seemingly insurmountable circumstances and make meaning of their experiences 
(Burnette & Hefflinger, 2016).  
 
It is noted in the literature that, while cultural identity can be protective against IPV, 
lateral violence must be acknowledged and its impact on IPV understood. The Native 
Women’s Association of Canada defines lateral violence as “a learned behaviour as a 
result of colonialism and patriarchal methods of governing a society… lateral violence 
happens when individuals who have endured oppression suppress feelings such as: 
anger, shame, and rage. Eventually these feelings manifest in behaviours such as: 
resentment, blame, and bitterness; and they are directed toward others who share their 
identity” (2011, 4). For Indigenous communities, lateral violence is a part of a larger 
cycle of hurt that has its roots in colonization, trauma, racism, and discrimination. 
Examples of lateral violence include bullying, intimidation, social exclusion, and 
physical, psychological, or spiritual violence (We R Native, 2020).  
 
Burnette (2018) found cultural identity, sovereignty, and tradition to be protective 
against IPV when enculturation intentionally fostered nonviolence. This was achieved 
through family and peers affirming nonviolent values and elders’ instilling Indigenous 
principles through storytelling. The Ontario First Nations Regional Health Survey, Phase 
3, stated that First Nations children in Ontario have a strong connection to culture, with 
73% of First Nations youth reporting that they participate in cultural activities.29 In 
Canada, First Nations adults also reported having a strong connection to culture, with 
19% always or almost always participating in their community’s cultural events and 48% 
sometimes participating. Notably, 36% of First Nations adults in Canada reported that 
cultural or traditional activities contribute to their overall health and well-being (First 
Nations Health Authority, 2019). 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
29 In Canada, more than one quarter (26%) of First Nations youth report that they always or almost 
always participated in their community’s cultural events and nearly a half (45%) reporting that they 
participated sometimes (First Nations Health Authority, 2019). 
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The Development of Culturally Safe First Nations Risk Assessment and Danger 
Assessment Tools 
 
Despite the documented need for risk assessment and danger assessment tools that 
are culturally safe (see Messing, 2013) and the high rates of violence experienced by 
First Nations women in Canada, there are no validated violence risk instruments that 
reflect the unique life and cultural experiences of First Nations women currently in use in 
Canada (Holmes & Hunt, 2017). While systemic oppression, discrimination, and 
inequality are known contributors to IPV against First Nations women, Two Spirit and 
gender-diverse people, “violence risk instruments are normed on the behavioural 
patterns, expectations and phenomenology of Caucasian North American offenders with 
European ancestry” (Shepherd, 2016, 1). As such, current risk assessments fail to 
consider the intergenerational nature of trauma and the involvement of First Nations 
people in government systems like residential schools, child welfare systems, or the 
Sixties Scoop. This demonstrates the need to develop First Nations-specific risk and 
danger assessment tools. 
 
The literature notes that risk and danger assessments for IPV against Indigenous 
women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people should be normed upon the experiences 
and voices of Indigenous people and experts in the field of violence against Indigenous 
women (Alberta Council of Women’s Shelters, 2012; Yakubovich et al., 2018). As stated 
by Lamontagne (2011), “the knowledge and capacity which the existing victim services 
staff possess are hugely valuable” (36). Indeed, the expertise of those who work in the 
field of violence against Indigenous women, along with the voices of those with lived 
experience as victims of violence, are indispensable to understanding the risk indicators 
of IPV against First Nations women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people. It is also 
noted that risk assessment and danger assessment tools for IPV against Indigenous 
women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people could incorporate storytelling and 
narrative approaches to allow perpetrators and victims to participate in the assessment 
process in a culturally safe way (Peters et al., 2018).  
 
Limitations 
 
It is noted that this literature review is only a starting point for the research on First 
Nations’ experiences of IPV. The dearth of First Nations and Two-Spirit-specific data 
available on the topic of IPV limited the literature review. The lack of available 
community-based IPV research with First Nations communities further limited it. 
Academic writing and the peer-review process are not reflective of how many First 
Nations communities would choose to share their experiences; First Nations cultures 
have long used oral traditions and storytelling to pass knowledge from generation to 
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generation (First Nations Pedagogy Online, 2009). We hope that the literature review 
can serve as the start of more research into the experiences of First Nations women, 
Two Spirit and gender-diverse people who are victims of IPV.  
 
Another potential limitation of the literature review is focusing on IPV instead of family 
violence. Focusing on family violence was beyond this project’s scope for several 
reasons.30 However, it must be acknowledged that some First Nations communities 
would find a literature review on family violence more reflective of their values and 
approaches to violence prevention. We hope that the literature review, and the RADAT 
project more broadly, may serve as an opportunity to develop assessment tools for 
family violence in First Nations communities. 
 
Recommendations for Further Research 
 
The dearth of First Nations-specific research on experiences of IPV presented 
challenges for the development of this literature review. It is recommended that future 
research take a distinctions-based approach to capture the unique experiences of First 
Nations women accurately. While there is a lack of First Nations-specific research, there 
is even less Two Spirit-specific research on IPV. More Two Spirit-specific research is 
needed to understand better how to prevent IPV against this group. There is also a 
need for community-based and longitudinal research on IPV against First Nations 
women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people. Research building on the present 
literature review could further include research into family violence risk assessments for 
First Nations, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people.  
 
Conclusion 
 
This literature review explored the risk factors for IPV against First Nations women, Two 
Spirit and gender-diverse people. The literature review is the first step of the RADAT 
project, which aims to develop IPV risk assessment and danger assessment tools 
reflective of the unique risk indicators of First Nations people.  
Risk indicators identified in the literature review include  

• Adverse childhood experiences. 
• Being under the legal responsibility of the government. 
• Poverty. 
• Experiences of homelessness or street involvement. 
• Living in a rural area. 
• Maladaptive coping (specifically substance use and abuse). 

                                                           
30 Please see the Rationale section.  
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Protective factors identified in the literature review include 
• Economic mobility through education and employment. 
• Access to existing IPV services. 
• Strong social connections. 
• Connection with cultural identity, sovereignty, and tradition. 

 
The Chiefs of Ontario’s Women’s Initiatives Sector remains hopeful that the literature 
review and the RADAT project may serve as an opportunity for more future research 
into experiences of IPV for First Nations women, Two Spirit and gender-diverse people. 
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