
SPOTLIGHT ON 

GENDER-BASED 

VIOLENCE & COVID 

RESEARCH



Land 
Acknowledgement



WELCOME TO THE 

RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT

Erin Whitmore (she/her)
Executive Director

Ending Violence Association of Canada

AnnaLise Trudell (she/her)
Manager of Education, Training, and 

Research
Anova



When Covid-19 Meets the 

Existing Pandemic of 

Gender-Based Violence in 

Canada

Erin Whitmore, PhD

AnnaLise Trudell, PhD



From May 18 to July 20, 2020, 376 staff and volunteers in the GBV sector responded to our 
survey. They spoke about: 

• impact of COVID-19 on services

• impact of COVID-19 on survivors

• impact of COVID-19 on their own mental health and wellbeing

• what concerned them moving forward

WHAT WE DID



• 82% described an increase in prevalence and severity 
of violence. 

• 20% noticed changes in the tactics used to commit 
violence 

✓ using isolation as a tool for engaging in violence 

✓ misusing information about the pandemic to 
exercise control 

✓ monitoring access to technology to increase and 
isolation and limit help-seeking

WHAT WE FOUND

SURVIVORS STAFF/VOLUNTEERS

• 81% said work-related stress under COVID-19 to 
be somewhat (53%) or significantly more stressful 
(28%) than prior to the pandemic. 

• 84% reported health and safety concerns while 
doing their essential jobs



WHAT’S NEXT: 
GBV FINANCIAL FORECASTING TOOL
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What is the focus of this research? 

• To contribute to the adaptation and expansion of services to meet the needs of 
women during the COVID-19 pandemic.

• We summarized evidence collected through searching media reports of initiatives 
developed to support women experiencing domestic violence since the onset of 
COVID-19. 

How are we conducting this research? 

• Utilized JBI methods for conducting systematic reviews

• We searched the NEXIS Uni database for French and English media reports  including newspapers, 
magazines, newswires, and press releases published from March 1-June 23.

• Our search resulted in 2,459 ítems, and after 2 independent reviewers assessed each item, we 
identified 51 unique media reports. 

Lori Weeks, Professor, School of Nursing, Dalhousie University    lori.weeks@dal.ca

What initiatives have been created to meet the needs of women 

experiencing domestic violence during COVID-19? 



Type of Initiatives 

Identified

Examples

Technology-Mediated 

Services and Resources

• Silent Solutions: Hand signals, code numbers and words

• IT Security Skills: deleting record of online communication

• Access to Technology: cell phones, WiFi

Partnerships with    

Essential Services

• supports provided by/within essential services such as grocery 

stores and pharmacies e.g. using code words to signal for help, safe 

spaces available to contact services, counselling services 

Housing, Shelter and 

Transportation

• new spaces made available (e.g. unused hotel rooms, refurbished 

vacant housing), new emergency shelters funded, modifications to 

existing shelters and housing to adapt to COVID restrictions, free 

rides to shelters

Legal and Justice 

System

• new phones lines for free legal advice, virtual access to courts & 

police

• automatic extensions to restraining orders, increased monitoring of 

perpetrators

• ease travel restrictions during lockdowns to access services
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Alternative Housing Models to Address COVID-19 in  the VAW Sector

• Dr. Susan Scott (sscott5@lakeheadu.ca) and Dr. Angela Hovey (ahovey@lakeheadu.ca) 

• COVID-related shelter data collected by OAITH 

• on-going basis throughout the pandemic

• Survey of 75 Ontario shelters regarding housing models in use during COVID 

• 34 responded (45%); 23 fully completed (31%)

• Case studies

• 14 shelters (8 in Round 1; 6 in Round Two)

• Interviews with Executive Director, staff (managers and front-line), residents

• Document review 

Funding acknowledgments:

about:blank
about:blank


Survey Results

Alternative Housing Models Used
• Primarily motels/hotels, adaptations to original shelter, apartment/condo rentals, collaboration with other shelters

• Main issues: substance use; property damage; ensuring compliance (social distancing, masks); partner finding 
location

Services
• Housing support; child and family worker; counselling to women via phone, zoom, in-person regardless of housing 

setting 

• Delivery most impacted by changes to courts, public health policies, other service providers, housing-related service, 
family lawyers

Staffing
• Proportion of staff willing to work: 25% to 100% 

• Staff stress levels: much higher (65%), higher (26%), same (9%)

• Issues arising: ensuring meet COVID requirements; staff safety; following shelter policies; PPE; resident safety; 
oversight by public health department; refusal to work

Assessment of Alternative Approaches
• Benefits: capacity and accessibility; collaboration with community services; maintain staff and resident safety

• Likely approaches post-COVID: None; motels; apartment rentals; new office arrangement; triage system developed; 
isolation areas; transition isolation site; client access to wifi; online team meetings

• Likely service delivery changes: virtual services; texting for crisis line; staff working remotely; social distancing; hand 
washing; sanitizing/cleaning of building; cleaning during service hours; new positions (i.e., child and youth, housing, 
school); off-site locations; web-based communication; alcohol/legal substances allowed on property
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COVID-19 and the Experiences 
of Intimate Partner Violence 
Survivors and Service 
Providers

▪ Dr. Kendra Nixon (Principal Investigator),    
RESOLVE Manitoba, Faculty of Social Work,  
University of Manitoba

▪ Nadine Henriquez (Co-Investigator), Faculty of 
Health Studies, Brandon University

▪ Nadine Smith (Partner), Family Violence 
Prevention Program, Government of Manitoba

▪ Renée Hoffart (Research Associate), 
RESOLVE Manitoba, University of Manitoba



umanitoba.ca

Our Research Focus

The purpose of this one-year, mixed-method study is to address these 
critical gaps by better understanding how pandemics, such as COVID-19, 
impact survivors of IPV and the organizations that serve them. 

Study Purpose:

Spotlight on GBV & COVID-19 Research (EVA Canada, 12/08/2020)

1. Establish a foundational understanding of the nature and scope of the impact of 
pandemics on the social issue of IPV;

2. Explore the impact of pandemics on IPV survivors;
3. Identify how pandemics can put IPV survivors at additional risk;
4. Explore the impacts of pandemics on IPV service providers;
5. Explore how IPV-serving organizations in Manitoba responded to COVID-19, 

including what barriers they encountered; and
6. Develop policy and practice recommendations for policymakers and service 

providers.

Study Objectives



umanitoba.ca

Our Research Methods
We are employing three major data 
collection strategies: 

Spotlight on GBV & COVID-19 Research (EVA Canada, 12/08/2020)

1. In-depth interviews with survivors across the province; 
2. An online survey geared to obtain service provider experiences 

and responses; and 
3. Follow-up focus groups with survey participants. 

Sponsor: Individual Partnership Engage Grant (PEG) COVID-19 
Special Initiative, Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council, $24,780 (September 01, 2020-August 31, 2021)

Contact: Dr. Kendra Nixon at kendra.nixon@umanitoba.ca
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Building Leadership Capacity to address GBV 
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A CALL TO ACTION: ACTIVITIES TO STAY INVOLVED 

● JOIN OUR BUILDING LEADERSHIP PROJECT MAILING LIST FOR UPDATES,  UPCOMING EVENTS AND 

INVITATIONS FOR REGIONAL NETWORK ORGANIZING. 

● CHECK OUT OCASI’S INITIATIVE TO END GBV IN IMMIGRANT AND REFUGEE COMMUNITIES WEBSITE:  

https://ocasi.org/gender-based-violence FOR AN ARCHIVE AND REPORTING ON OUR ROUNDTABLE 

SERIES AND PROJECT DEVELOPMENT 

● FOLLOW US ON TWITTER:  @OCASIGBV 

https://ocasi.org/gender-based-violence
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• Jennifer Koshan, Janet Mosher and Wanda Wiegers, “COVID-19, the 
Shadow Pandemic, and Access to Justice for Survivors of Domestic 
Violence”, https://ssrn.com/abstract=3698160

• Research Q: How did Canadian governments and courts respond to 
domestic violence during the first stage of Covid-19 pandemic

• Focus: Judicial decisions March 16-June 1, 2020

• 67 reported decisions (ON: 50, QB: 8, BC: 4, NS and NL: 2 each, AB: 1, none in 
remaining provinces/territories)

• Theoretical frameworks:

• Access to Justice; Marianne Hester’s Three Planet Model

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3698160


• Findings:
• Family law: privatization of disputes; minimization of risk of violence / Covid; 

maximization of parental contact
• Child protection law: maximization of risk of Covid, denial of parental contact
• Criminal law: balance between risks of Covid in jail vs risks of violence on 

release
• Overall: little awareness of heightened risks for survivors during COVID-19, 

focus on incident-based physical violence

• Recommendations
• Enhanced education, services, court access, demographic data

• See also COVID-19, Domestic Violence, and Technology-Facilitated Abuse; 
https://ablawg.ca/2020/07/13/covid-19-domestic-violence-and-
technology-facilitated-abuse/

https://ablawg.ca/2020/07/13/covid-19-domestic-violence-and-technology-facilitated-abuse/
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DEVELOPMENT 
OF ONLINE 
TOOLS TO 

SUPPORT IPV 
PREVENTION + 
INTERVENTION

R AC H E L  W I L L I A M S O N 
PA M  J O H N S O N 

E R I N  W H I T M O R E

• Adapt existing resources and evidence-based tools 
for IPV and interpersonal stress to meet the 
challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic through:

• Feedback from workgroup

• Develop an online intervention that can: 

• Assess prevalence and needs over time

• Provide curated resources and brief interventions 
based on responses to risk screener

• Collect information on participant-identified 
service gaps, the use, feasibility, and effectiveness 
of each intervention.

• Conduct ongoing analysis of participant feedback and 
outcome data in order to: 

• Report to workgroup on current needs and 
efficacy of interventions

• Inform revisions of online interventions



Review + 
Develop

✓Determine screening method
✓Determine intervention topics

Feedback

• Online survey to workgroup
• Incorporate feedback

Develop

• Develop interventions
• Determine assessment methods

Feedback

• Beta to workgroup
• Incorporate feedback

Launch

• National distribution
• Ongoing review + revisions
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Current research initiatives 

MARAC (Multi-agency risk assessment conference)

▪ Primary and secondary research into high-risk response tables in three communities.

▪ Themes: multi-agency high risk response, information sharing, risk assessment. 

▪ Geographical scope: Ontario

Tech for Women’s Justice
▪ Primary and secondary research into the intersections between technology, violence 

against women and access to justice.

▪ Themes: technology access and use during the pandemic, seeking legal information 
online, technology supported tools and devices for safety.

▪ Geographical scope: Ontario

Contact: 
Lieran Docherty
LDocherty@womanact.ca



Current research initiatives 

Eviction policy and practice in Ontario during the pandemic
▪ Primary research and policy analysis into the experiences and impact of evictions during the pandemic. 

▪ Themes: policy, experiences of eviction among women during the pandemic.

▪ Geographical scope: Ontario

Workplace supports for survivors during the pandemic 
▪ Primary research and policy analysis into the workplace support needs of survivors during the pandemic. 

▪ Themes: policy, workplace policy and practice, income supports.

▪ Geographical scope: Ontario

Safe at Home policy and practice
▪ Primary and secondary research into the rights of women to remain in their own home safely with the perpetrator 

removed. 

▪ Themes: housing policy, Safe at Home policy and practice 

▪ Geographical scope: Canada

Contact: 
Lieran Docherty
LDocherty@womanact.ca
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MIXED METHODS STUDY WITH 3 SOURCES OF DATA:

- QUANTITATIVE SURVEY (N=2576)

- SENSEMAKER DATA (N=209)

- IN DEPTH INTERVIEWS WITH HEALTH AND SOCIAL SERVICE WORKERS 

(N=30 ONGOING)

Objectives:  

- To explore chi ld and family socia l and emotional health 

as impacted by the COVID pandemic

- To explore the impact of the COVID pandemic on family 

conf l ict and violence

- To explore these constructs as they per tain specif ica l ly 

to urban Indigenous people

- To explore these constructs from the perspect ive of 

health and socia l service providers

Purpose: to create recommendations that can be used for 
policy and programming to minimize the impact of the 
ongoing pandemic on the social and emotional health of 
children and families



Preliminary trends

❑ Increased loneliness, and increased symptoms of 

anxiety and depression

❑ Increased levels of food, housing, and income insecurity 

(particularly among younger people and those with 

lower income)

❑ People are in the midst of their trauma rights now – the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic will  not be ful ly 

understood for years to come

❑ Need for a broadening of the def inition of “essential 
services” to ensure that people at risk of violence or 
other trauma continue to have functional access to 

services in crisis situations l ike that of COVID-19

Our sample is over 80% female, therefore findings may be 
particularly relevant for women at risk of GBV

https://www.facebook.com/
costofcovid/
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LEARNINGS FROM FRONTLINE WORKERS IN PEEL REGION:
Supporting Survivors of Violence during Lockdown 
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Q2: Have types of requests for services from survivors changed since the 

Emergency Order (mid-Mar-July 2020)?  

The percentage of 

frontline worker-

respondents observing 

increases only depicted

(to nearest whole number)



44

Q3: Have you observed changes in types of challenges survivors are sharing 

with you since the Emergency Order (mid-Mar.-July2020)?

94%

77%

73%

64%

52%

45%

36%

31%

Financial stress

Keeping safe more challenging due to COVID

Access exchange sites  for visits with shared

children closed

Escalation in frequency of abuse or violence

Escalation in severity of abuse or violence

Abuse witnessed by children/youth

Technology used to control, isolate, track, etc.

Abuse directed at children
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Q10: What challenges or barriers have you experienced providing services 

since the Emergency Order (mid-Mar.-July 2020)?

Need to use own resources (phone, 

wifi, printing, etc.)

56%

Difficulty with 

techonology

54%

Adjusting to 

changed 

organizational 

policies & 

procedures

51%

Juggling increased 

carework, distance 

learning, etc. on top 

of work

44%

Increased 

staff 

workload

43%
Lack of access to 

documents/physical office or 

organization

41%

Feelings of isolation

39%

Shortened contacts 

with women

36%

Women not appearing 

for contacts/not 

accessible

31%

Women declining/reluctant to accept services

30%
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Becoming inventive when speaking to clients who are in homes 

with their abusers. 

Learning to be gentle with myself when I think I am not helping 

clients who are asking for help and they have to end the conversation 

abruptly (or)... after a few days of not hearing back, making a few calls to the client 

but no connections. 

Reminding myself I’m enough and I am doing the best I can with the situation...”

Being confident in our team's intent to do good and work through this has made all 

the difference. 

We will work [through] this and come out stronger!”

(emphases added; Q10, Q12 anonymous respondents, respectively)

Thank you to all Peel Region frontline worker-research respondents who shared 

your challenges & learnings with PCAWA 



pcawa@interimplace.com

www.pcawa.net

@PCAWA1

@PeelCAWA

@PCAWAcoordination

Peel Committee Against Woman Abuse (PCAWA) 

& Interim Place, host agency of PCAWA, with

Region of Peel’s ‘Family Violence Response Table - Data Group’
Donna Joyette Consulting 

&

Family Services of Peel’s Institute on Violence Prevention

mailto:pcawa@interimplace.com
http://www.pcawa.net/
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Research During 
COVID-19

Presented by Dalya Israel



Amplifying Survivors Voices



Meaningful Inclusion Project 



Thank you
Connect with us!

dalya@wavaw.ca
www.wavaw.ca

Like our Facebook page: 
www.facebook.com/wavawrcc
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Not all are “Safe at Home”: 
Violence Against Women Services in 

a Pandemic
Dr. Nadine Wathen

Professor & Canada Research Chair in Mobilizing Knowledge on Gender-Based Violence

Isobel McLean

Architecture Student (4th year), University of Toronto



Project overview

Designing VAW services for 

the future

Study 2: 

Analyzing 

Space & 

Place 

Study 3: 

Decision-

making in 

Real Time

Study 1: Impact on 

Women and Staff

1a: Outreach 

Survey 

1b: Interviews 

w/ women in 

shelter

1c: Staff 

Interviews

3a: ED Focus 

Groups

3b: System 

Leader 

Interviews

Space Use 

Handbook
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www.vawlearningnetwork.ca



www.vawlearningnetwork.c

a



What stands out to you in terms of this 
developing field of research?

What gaps do you notice?

What would be useful going forward?

PANELIST DISCUSSION



We will be posting a recording of this 
webinar as well as a list of panelists and 
their contact info on the EVA Canada and 

Anova websites.
www.endingviolencecanada.org

www.anovafuture.org

Follow Us on Twitter:

EVA Canada: @EndViolenceCA
Anova: @AnovaFuture

http://www.endingviolencecanada.org/

