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Abstract 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a serious and prevalent threat to women's safety and well-

being in Canada and globally. Drawing from my counselling work with IPV survivors, I observed 

that many clients feel overwhelmed and retraumatized by their interactions with the legal 

system. This capstone explores how female survivors of IPV experience the Canadian legal 

system, which factors contribute to positive or negative experiences, and how counsellors can 

promote more supportive legal outcomes. Using reflexive thematic analysis of 22 Canadian 

studies, I developed a paired thematic framework and applied it to an adapted social-ecological 

model. Survivor and professional accounts reveal that while some positive experiences occur, 

many women face systemic barriers, biased attitudes, and inconsistent professional responses 

that perpetuate harm. Recommendations for future research, policy reform, and clinical practice 

are offered at each systemic level. This project underscores how counselling psychologists can 

advocate for systemic change and promote safer, more empowering legal experiences for 

Canadian IPV survivors. 

Keywords: intimate partner violence, Canadian legal system, counselling psychology, 

reflexive thematic analysis, social-ecological model, survivor experiences, professional 

responses, social justice 
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Counsellors’ Role in Promoting Positive Legal Experiences for Canadian Female 

Victims of Intimate Partner Violence 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is any act by an intimate partner that harms, threatens, 

intimidates, or controls the victim; the most common forms of abuse recognized as IPV are 

psychological, physical, and sexual violence (Cotter, 2021). Other forms of IPV are less widely 

recognized, including emotional, financial, spiritual, and relational abuse (Gutowski & 

Goodman, 2023; Spearman et al., 2023). There is an essential distinction between situational 

couple violence, which is a conflict that arises at the moment, and coercive controlling violence, 

which is intentionally planned and executed by an abusive partner (Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020). 

Coercive control is understood as an abuser's use of strategies intended to dominate and control 

their victim, often in ways that are not obvious to onlookers. Tactics can include intimidation, 

threats, humiliation, exploitation, isolation from support, and manipulation of both the victim 

and larger systems (Schneider, 2018). 

Intimate partner violence is a gendered problem, with some estimates indicating that 

women are statistically ten times more likely to be victims of IPV than men (Hardesty & 

Ogolsky, 2020; World Health Organization, 2012). Global studies suggest that IPV is more 

prevalent in less economically developed countries and could be associated with societal 

attitudes toward IPV (Willis & Marcantonio, 2021). However, economically privileged countries 

are not immune to high rates of violence against women. In Canada, 44% of women have 

experienced IPV in their lifetime (Cotter, 2021). 

There are immediate impacts on safety due to IPV, with an estimated one-third of 

Canadian victims of spousal violence suffering physical injuries as a result of the abuse (Public 

Health Agency of Canada, 2016). Though leaving the relationship is sometimes considered the 

solution to IPV, this is often not the end of the victimization. Women who leave an abusive 

relationship are at a high risk of stalking and intimidation, physical assault, and femicide 



4  

(Cotter, 2021). From 2011 to 2021, there were 1,125 gender-related homicides reported in 

Canada, 66% of which were perpetrated by the intimate partner of the victim (Sutton, 2023). 

Overt risks to physical safety are not the only adverse outcomes of IPV. There are also 

long-lasting adverse effects on victims' health, such as an increased risk of heart disease and 

dementia associated with IPV (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2016). All forms of violence can 

also negatively impact a victim's mental health and can have detrimental impacts on the 

development of children in the home (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2016; World Health 

Organization, 2012). Long-term impacts of IPV on women’s mental health can include anxiety, 

depression, suicidal thoughts, post-traumatic symptoms such as nightmares, and ongoing fear 

leading to avoidance (Savage, 2021). In addition, the unwanted consequences of leaving the 

relationship, such as financial strain, housing instability, and court custody battles, can further 

exacerbate health concerns (Thomas et al., 2015). 

Greater societal risks are also at stake in preventing IPV in our communities. Johnson et 

al. (2024) found a strong correlation between school shooting incidents and prior history of IPV. 

The widespread perpetration of violence by men who abuse their spouses is evident in recent 

events in Canada. In April 2020, a perpetrator of IPV violently assaulted his partner and 

proceeded to kill 22 innocent people in his community of Portapique, Nova Scotia (Mass 

Casualty Commission, 2023). A joint provincial and federal commission was established to 

investigate the incident and report its recommendations to prevent similar tragedies in the 

future. As stated by the Mass Casualty Commission (2023), "many mass casualties begin, as this 

one did, with an act of family violence… We ignore these forms of violence at our collective peril” 

(p. 118). 

The prevailing belief in much of society is that the best solution to IPV is getting the 

victim out of the relationship. Past research has explored the motivations of women to leave or 

stay in an abusive relationship (Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020; Tucker, 2021). However, there is 

very little research attention paid to abuse that occurs post-separation (Spearman et al., 2023; 
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Tucker, 2021). Women may experience post-separation abuse for years after the relationship 

has ended, and this kind of abuse is often overlooked by professionals (Tucker, 2021). A 

particularly concerning form of post-separation abuse is legal system abuse, which entails the 

abuser's exploitation of legal proceedings to control and intimidate the victim (Gutowski & 

Goodman, 2023). This form of abuse can include many tactics, such as deliberately dragging out 

litigation to drain the victim's financial resources, making false statements that undermine the 

victim's credibility and mental stability, and filing unnecessary orders to force in-person contact 

with the victim in court (Gutowski & Goodman, 2023; Tucker, 2021). The lack of awareness and 

attention given to legal system abuse by professionals often results in added harm to the victim 

from the institution that was meant to protect them and their children (Orr et al., 2023; Tucker, 

2021). Although efforts have been made to improve professional education about IPV in the 

legal system, the quality and availability of training vary widely between jurisdictions and are 

rarely made mandatory (Jaffe et al., 2023; Mass Casualty Commission, 2023). 

Continued abuse from an ex-partner is not the only risk that IPV survivors face; research 

from other countries has indicated that victims are frequently harmed by legal professionals 

(Gutowski & Goodman, 2023; Orr et al., 2023). In some cases, misogyny and discriminatory 

actions of the police can lead to invalidation, victim-blaming, and even criminal prosecution of 

the victim (Mass Casualty Commission, 2023). Patriarchal beliefs about IPV show up in court 

through mutualization and minimization of the violence, exacerbated by the judges’ inability to 

look at the abuse through the victim’s lens (Easteal et al., 2019). Survivors of IPV also face 

barriers to receiving justice and safety due to a lack of legal representation, resulting in the 

burden of self-representation, which is less likely to result in a desirable outcome for victims 

(Jaffe et al., 2023). Even when legal resources are available, it has been found that most IPV 

victims are unaware of their existence, indicating a lack of public education and system 

navigation support (Jaffe et al., 2023). Victims frequently find the court system to be incredibly 

distressing and overwhelming, and often report that no adequate help was available to get them 
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through the experience (Bradshaw et al., 2024; Gutowski & Goodman, 2023; Orr et al., 2023). 

The strain caused by navigating a complex and invalidating legal system can hinder the victim's 

ability to heal and may deter them from seeking professional help in the future (Paphitis et al., 

2022). 

Thus far, concerns about legal responses to IPV have been raised in studies conducted in 

several countries worldwide. This paper seeks to explore the topic in a Canadian context. The 

overall topic of this paper is vast: victims of IPV and the legal system in Canada. To narrow the 

focus, I chose to acknowledge the systemic issues at play within this topic and connect them to 

the practice of counselling psychology. The questions explored in this literature review are as 

follows: How do female survivors of IPV experience the Canadian legal system? Which factors 

contribute to positive or negative legal experiences for survivors of IPV? What role can 

counsellors play in promoting positive legal experiences for survivors of IPV? 

The following section outlines my personal position and theoretical perspectives, 

providing context for the analysis that follows. The methodology section will define my use of 

reflexive thematic analysis (RTA; Braun & Clarke, 2006) and summarize the steps I took to 

identify and interpret themes within the selected literature. The literature analysis section 

presents the thematic framework that I developed following my immersion in the literature. 

Major themes and subthemes will be outlined and explained in their respective contexts. I will 

explore the meaning I derived from the experiences of victims in the Canadian legal system, 

using illustrative examples from the study participants’ voices. The discussion section will 

include recommendations for future research and policy, implications for counselling 

psychology, a reflexive statement on my experience during this project, and some closing 

remarks. 

Self-Positioning Statement 

Qualitative inquiry acknowledges subjectivity in the collection, interpretation, and 

representation of information (Florczak, 2022). Instead of trying to remove all traces of bias, 
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qualitative researchers address it through reflexive consideration of how their unique position 

interacts with the data to influence meaning-making (Florczak, 2022). To position myself within 

this project, I will outline my personal, educational, and professional background, as these 

shape my worldview and approach. I will also explain the theoretical orientations that have 

influenced my research decisions and interpretations. Finally, I will outline the ethical 

considerations that influenced my choice of methodology. 

I am the mother of three children, whom I am raising along with my partner in our 

blended family. I identify as a past victim of spousal abuse, and I have been diagnosed with 

anxiety and depression disorders. My struggles with abuse and mental health were a primary 

motivation for pursuing a psychology career. After completing my bachelor's degree in 

psychology, I worked for several years in crisis intervention, parent skills coaching, and 

domestic violence prevention. I continue to work with abuse victims while obtaining a master's 

degree in counselling psychology, as I work toward becoming a registered psychologist. 

One of the most central theoretical influences on my work as a counsellor is person-

centred philosophy, which assumes that all people possess the ability to enact positive change in 

their lives and inherently deserve unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1961). I also lean 

heavily on the response-based approach, which understands abuse as a deliberate act that all 

victims resist in some way to keep themselves safe and uphold their dignity (Coates & Wade, 

2007). Both orientations emphasize the importance of clients’ strengths and personal 

autonomy, and condemn the silencing of individuals’ voices (Coates & Wade, 2007; Rogers, 

1961). These foundational concepts shape how I determine which social justice issues are most 

important and how I assess societal structures, such as the legal system. 

My interest in victims' experiences of the legal system started with a handful of stories 

from my IPV clients during counselling sessions. As time went on, and I continued to hear the 

same problematic trends, I realized that there was a widespread issue with the legal system's 

response to IPV. Due to multiple accounts of clients who had not received the help they 
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required, I also began to feel doubtful when offering resources and guidance. I felt discouraged 

in my role, but I was inspired to learn more about it. When I was tasked with selecting a topic 

for my capstone project that I felt passionate about, I naturally chose to investigate how 

counsellors could help victims have better experiences with the legal system. 

I considered whether choosing a topic so close to my field of clinical work was ethically 

appropriate, so I sought research on what was recommended. The literature has warned that 

professionals often believe their experience working with a specific population makes them 

wiser. However, it has been found that they do not necessarily have a better holistic 

understanding of the topic due to their experience (Greene, 2020). In addition, researchers who 

conduct studies in their area of expertise are particularly susceptible to errors in thinking, such 

as confirmation bias (Florczak, 2022; Greene, 2020). Contrastingly, it has been argued that 

being personally invested in the research may be more productive, an argument that supports 

my choice of topic (Johansson et al., 2022). I also read about various qualitative methodologies 

that not only permit but rely on the researcher's unique worldview. Rather than avoiding 

personal beliefs from entering the process, some orientations encourage the entanglement of 

researcher and data. One such approach is RTA, which emphasizes the intentional role the 

researcher plays in shaping the research outcome (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Due to its strong 

focus on researcher accountability while remaining firmly rooted in qualitative traditions, I 

chose to adopt RTA as my primary methodology for this literature analysis. The process of RTA 

will be explained in more detail in the methodology section. I will also provide a reflexive 

statement near the end of this paper to discuss my experience. 

Methodology 
 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

RTA is a qualitative analytic process that allows for flexibility in analyzing data, while 

also maintaining methodological rigour and transparency (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Unlike some 

other qualitative methods, RTA is not rooted in any specific philosophy and can be used as a tool 
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across a variety of theoretical orientations (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I was coming to this research 

topic with previous experience working with survivors of IPV, and certainly with preconceived 

ideas about the legal system in Canada. Since researcher subjectivity is viewed as an asset in 

RTA, rather than something to be avoided, this was a good fit. According to the RTA, patterns 

are not discovered or emerge on their own; themes are actively constructed and interpreted 

through the researcher's iterative immersion with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2022). The 

active role in developing patterns of meaning enabled me to utilize my previous experience to 

better understand what I was reading. Validity is addressed through documentation of how and 

why decisions were made along the way, which allowed me to maintain accountability 

throughout the process and ensure my work was methodologically sound (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, 2022). Since this project does not involve the primary collection of data from participants, 

there is less concern regarding ethical considerations related to consent and disclosure. 

However, I paid close attention to the ethical use of survivors' accounts and avoided 

misrepresenting or decontextualizing the data obtained through secondary sources. 

An essential part of the methodology is my orientation to RTA, which should be explicitly 

described and rationalized to the reader (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2022). I employed an 

inductive/deductive approach to RTA, meaning I analyzed the data to align with my prior 

understanding of the topic, and my immersion in the data helped shape what I was looking for 

along the way. My analysis was primarily deductive because I approached the data set with a 

specific interest and theoretical lens, and I developed research questions prior to beginning my 

data collection. For example, my response-based and person-centred orientations informed my 

interest in survivors' experiences from their perspective, so I searched for articles that included 

direct victim quotes. The analysis was also partially inductive, as the research questions evolved 

through the coding process, with new understandings emerging as the articles were read. I 

primarily searched for latent themes, meaning I was interested in examining the underlying 

conditions that produced the data, rather than just reporting surface-level accounts. My 
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research questions reflect a constructionist perspective, as the primary reason for identifying 

individual survivor accounts was to identify trends that expose the social and structural factors 

affecting victims’ experiences overall, and discuss how the system may be improved. A 

constructionist perspective is also reflected in my use of a social-ecological model to 

conceptualize the themes, which allows for identification of specific systemic reforms that can 

improve victims’ experiences. 

RTA involves specific steps that enable structured immersion in the dataset. According 

to Braun and Clarke (2006), the six steps are familiarization, generating codes, searching for 

themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. Since the 

process is iterative, it is not uncommon to revisit previous steps, resulting in a slightly varying 

actual path each time (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To ensure transparency, I will describe the actual 

steps I took in my analysis, which are also summarized in a reflexive process log in Appendix A. 

Description of Process 

In the early stages of exploring the research topic, I familiarized myself with 

international studies that discuss common concerns IPV victims have with legal systems 

worldwide. Articles were found using a combination of database searches, Google Scholar, and 

backward citation review. First, I searched ProQuest, EBSCO, and Taylor & Francis using 

keywords such as "domestic violence or DV," "intimate partner violence or IPV," "legal system," 

"family law," "justice system response," "coercive control," "social justice," and "help-seeking." 

Google Scholar was searched with similar terms. Additionally, I searched the reference lists of 

articles I found, and this backward citation review yielded several more articles to consider. This 

exploration helped me compile initial codes to search for when I turned my attention to strictly 

Canadian studies. 

The final data set selected for analysis included 22 articles, published between 2017 and 

2023, that explored IPV and the Canadian legal system. Various study types were represented, 

including qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods studies. My primary focus was to gain a 
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deeper understanding of the experiences of IPV survivors with the legal system from their 

perspective, so I intentionally aimed to incorporate qualitative studies that highlight the 

personal accounts of victims. I also endeavoured to find studies that consider the perspectives of 

legal professionals and the problems from their point of view. Some of the literature in the 

dataset does not represent the voices of victims or legal professionals; it either contains 

descriptions of legal professionals' behaviours or focuses on commentary on systemic issues or 

policy critique. Consideration of the study methods and perspectives represented in the data set 

was crucial to ensure the quality of the data, so the balance was reviewed in detail. Appendix B 

contains a table listing characteristics of the data set, including study type, study design, analysis 

methods, and primary perspectives for each article. 

During my familiarization with the Canadian data set, I searched for the presence of 

these initial codes (see Appendix C, Table C1). I kept detailed notes on each article for my 

reference. Next, I took a step back and considered how these codes might fit into larger themes. 

I noticed that distinct systemic levels were represented (structural, interpersonal, and individual 

levels), which prompted me to view the dataset from a more systemic lens. However, I realized I 

had only been focusing on factors that contribute to negative experiences for survivors. I also 

noticed that my research questions were not specific enough, so I adapted them to ask more 

specifically about the factors that contributed to positive experiences and what led to negative 

ones. According to Braun and Clarke (2022), it is common for research questions to evolve in 

RTA, and “honing and refining your research question are not indicators of poor-quality 

practice, of poor design, but of a process through which deeper insight has been generated” (p. 

12). I then returned to step two to generate more codes that represented factors that contribute 

to positive experiences for survivors. I then revisited the data set to search for the presence of 

those positive codes, which I tracked using another code matrix (see Appendix C, Table C2). 

When using RTA, it is recommended to use a “dual process of immersion or depth of 

engagement, and distancing, allowing time and space for reflection and for insight and 
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inspiration to develop” (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 9). Therefore, after completing the second 

round of coding, I took a break for a few days to distance myself from the literature and reflect 

on the process so far. 

When I revisited my data set and reviewed my notes from the two rounds of coding I 

completed, I endeavoured to view the information differently and develop new themes to 

represent the literature. I started by comparing the positive and negative matrices and noticed 

some parallels between them. Using sticky notes, I wrote codes that represented both positive 

and negative experiences, then grouped some of the codes into overarching characteristics or 

adjectives that could be used to describe the legal system. These characteristics were then paired 

to contrast the positive and negative features of the legal system, resulting in six theme pairs. 

The themes represent patterns of meaning that are present in the dataset, rather than simply 

categories of policy and practice found in the survivors' stories. Table 1 outlines the paired 

thematic framework that I developed through this process. As will be further discussed in the 

analysis, it is essential to acknowledge that some survivors had mixed experiences, and some of 

these characteristics may be present simultaneously or overlap. For clarity, all theme names are 

presented in Title Case in the body of this paper; quotation marks are used only at the first 

introduction of each theme. 
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Table 1 

Paired Thematic Framework Comparing Characteristics of the Legal System 
 

Positive Characteristics Negative Characteristics 
Coordinated 
When systems work in unison, survivors 
spared re-traumatization of disjointed, 
opposing processes 

Integrated and specialized courts 
Same judge throughout proceedings 
Information shared between systems 
Referrals to other community resources 

Siloed 
Fragmented systems deepen survivor 
vulnerability by forcing them to repeat and 
defend their story 

Victims must attend multiple courts 
Story must be repeated, context lost 
Contradictory court decisions 
No follow-up with families at risk 

Accessible 
Accessible legal supports help victims engage 
meaningfully with system during crisis 

Legal aid is available 
System navigation support provided 
Safe court environment 
Victim advocates are available 

Obstructive 
Barriers in access signal to survivors that help is 
conditional, delayed, or unsafe 

Self-represent, or incur financial hardship 
System is confusing and overwhelming 
Safety concerns at court 
Victims attend court unsupported 

Accountable 
Professionals who take responsibility for 
process help build survivor trust in system 

Oversight of policies and practice 
Laws applied consistently 
Clear and consistent roles and duties 
Victim feedback invited and considered 

Inconsistent 
When professional responses vary or break down 
across stages, survivors face confusion and risk 

Professional actions go unchecked 
Reforms not translated into practice 
Role confusion, gaps, variable responses 
Victim input ignored or dismissed 

Effective 
Legal responses that are timely, protective, 
and effective can interrupt cycles of harm 

Risk assessed promptly and accurately 
Protection orders granted and enforced 
Abusers held accountable 
Communities have reduced IPV rates 

Inadequate 
Delayed, dismissive interventions allow violence 
to persist under legal oversight 

Patterns of coercive control are ignored 
Protection orders denied or not enforced 
Abusers allowed to manipulate system 
Policies/practices do not deter abuse 

Informed 
Professionals who understand trauma and 
violence can support safety and healing 

Professionals trained in IPV/trauma 
Rulings based on research on IPV harms 
Gender-sensitive attitudes 
Practices are trauma-informed 

Biased 
Judgments shaped by myths or stereotypes 
expose survivors to harm disguised as justice 

Lack of training or understanding 
Shared parenting prioritized over safety 
Oppressive attitudes and practices 
Victims pathologized and discredited 

Empowering 
Survivors regain dignity and agency when 
their knowledge is treated as credible 

Victims feel heard and believed 
Encouraged to self-advocate 
Treated fairly and with dignity 

Invalidating 
When systems ignore or dismiss survivor voices, 
it reinforces the silencing dynamics of abuse 

Victims silenced and blamed 
Lawyers discourage disclosure of abuse 
Court is humiliating and demoralizing 

Satisfied with outcomes, feel safer System causes additional trauma 
 

Note. Features of the legal system that contribute to positive or negative experiences for 

survivors of IPV. Paired themes developed after the second round of coding. 
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Literature Analysis 

The following analysis of the literature is based on my paired thematic framework. It 

addresses the first two research questions of this project: How do female survivors of IPV 

experience the Canadian legal system? Which factors contribute to positive or negative legal 

experiences for survivors of IPV? The first research question was explored during the coding 

process, which identified the presence of positive and negative experiences, and is highlighted 

by several illustrative data extracts in the following sections. A more detailed exploration will 

follow, including descriptive quotes from survivors and professionals. The second research 

question goes “beyond a concern for experiential phenomena to social processes” that contribute 

to those experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 8). My paired themes framework clearly 

identifies several characteristics of the legal processes that contribute to survivor experiences, 

addressing the second question, which will be expanded upon in the following sections. 

However, the last question, which asks what counsellors can do to help, remains unanswered at 

this stage. 

Describing the characteristics of the legal system is not enough; it is also important to 

“examine the processes by which behavior is shaped and maintained in these settings and the 

ways in which such processes are influenced by the larger social and economic context” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 6). Contextualizing individual survivor experiences within the 

broader structures allows findings from survivor narratives to be “applied to the design of 

interventions aimed at modifying the environment” to promote better outcomes 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 16). Therefore, looking at the data through a systemic lens enables 

counsellors to identify specific ways they can promote more positive legal experiences for 

survivors of IPV. 

I mapped my thematic framework onto an adapted version of Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological model. The original model outlines four distinct levels: the microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As shown in Figure 1, I arranged the 
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paired themes within three nested layers: survivor experiences, professional responses, and 

structural conditions. The survivor's experiences at this level parallel Bronfenbrenner's 

microsystem and represent the direct interactions that survivors have with actors in the legal 

system, such as police, lawyers, and judges. The professional responses layer closely aligns with 

a combination of the mesosystem and exosystem, as it reflects survivors’ navigation of multiple 

legal settings and highlights the indirect impact of institutional procedures and professional 

decisions. The structural conditions level mirrors the macrosystem by revealing how the 

interaction between laws, gender inequality, and public policy shapes the legal environment that 

survivors must navigate. 

 
Figure 1 

Social-Ecological Conceptualization of Paired Themes 
 

Note. Paired themes applied to levels that represent their proximity to survivor experiences. 
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Next, I will provide a detailed analysis of the literature utilizing my paired themes, 

including illustrative data extracts and narrative analysis of my interpretation of the data. I will 

briefly summarize how this analysis addresses the first two research questions in the following 

section. Then, I will discuss the implications of this analysis in the discussion section, which will 

address the third research question and provide suggestions for actionable change. 

Structural Conditions 

Structural factors significantly influence how survivors of IPV experience the legal 

system in Canada. The main themes in this area, as identified by my paired thematic framework, 

are whether the system is “Coordinated vs. Siloed” and whether it is “Accessible vs. Obstructive”. 

A Coordinated legal system features integrated and specialized courts where the same judge 

oversees all court appearances (Birnbaum et al., 2017; Pang, 2021). It facilitates information 

sharing among professionals and offers referrals to other community resources to meet the 

needs of families (Black et al., 2020; Nikolova et al., 2021; Saxton et al., 2020). In contrast, a 

Siloed legal system requires victims to attend multiple court hearings with different judges, 

resulting in a lack of information sharing between courts and professionals, which can 

sometimes lead to contradictory court rulings (Badets & Stumpf, 2023; Koshan, 2023). An 

Accessible legal system provides services such as legal aid, system navigation, and victim 

advocacy, and it takes steps to ensure that victims feel safe when attending court (Nonomura et 

al., 2021). Conversely, Obstructive legal systems create barriers for victims, including limited 

access to legal representation, safety concerns, and the burden of navigating a complex and 

confusing system independently (Baird et al., 2021; Chan & Lennox, 2023; Ellis et al., 2021). 

Overall, Coordinated and Accessible legal systems contribute to more positive experiences for 

survivors, while Siloed and Obstructive systems tend to produce more negative experiences 

(Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021; Li, 2023; Saxton et al., 2018). The following sections will provide 

several relevant examples from the dataset that support these claims. 
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Coordinated vs. Siloed 

Integrated Domestic Violence Courts (IDVCs) can enhance the experiences of victims in 

several ways. Pang (2021) found that integrated courts provided access to victim advocates and 

court coordinators, specialized knowledge and training on IPV, better screening for risk, and an 

increased focus on safety. Birnbaum et al. (2017) found that the IDVC was successful in reducing 

the overall time spent in court, lowering the costs of legal proceedings for families, decreasing 

the number of referrals to child protection services, reducing the need for supervised visitation, 

and improving overall compliance with court orders, including mandatory abuse counselling for 

perpetrators. However, there are concerns about the implementation of specialized IPV courts, 

such as limited resources for advocacy and case management, a shortage of specialized judges, 

unintended consequences for victims such as child welfare involvement, and concerns that there 

is an over-emphasis on shared parenting even in these courts (Birnbaum et al., 2017; Pang, 

2021). In the IDVC, both parents benefited from increased parenting time when attending the 

specialized court compared to the usual family court system (Birnbaum et al., 2017). Increased 

parenting time could be evidence that the IDVC is doing a better job at facilitating behavioural 

change in abusive parents. However, another possibility is that the court is placing increased 

focus on shared parenting arrangements, without necessarily increasing safety (Birnbaum et al., 

2017). 

Even if the jurisdiction has a specialized IPV court, victims often still must attend 

multiple types of court (Pang, 2021). Different judges from family and criminal courts may not 

be aware of existing protection orders, and their rulings may inadvertently contradict existing 

orders (Koshan, 2023). Badets and Stumpf (2023) found that lawyers were far more likely to 

consult with criminal legal representation when representing the accused, and rarely consulted 

with criminal colleagues when representing the victim of IPV. The lack of communication 

between family and criminal courts can be problematic for survivors to understand, as described 

by one victim who said, "the courts make us feel like the criminal cases are unrelated from the 
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family law cases… it is very confusing" (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 75). Although the IDVC 

helps maintain continuity when there are multiple filings by the same family in the family court 

system, it does not make the process Coordinated across different court systems. 

Lack of information sharing can have other consequences for victims of IPV. For many 

victims, telling their story of abuse victimization can be distressing. For example, one victim 

recalled “it felt like I was going to have a heart attack… It was… physically hurting me to talk 

about this” (Baird et al., 2021, p. 8128). This quote demonstrates the strain placed on survivors’ 

mental, emotional, and physical health when attending court. Contrastingly, when there was 

adequate information sharing, survivors reported that the process was less stressful because 

they did not have to recount their story as often (Nonomura et al., 2021; Pang, 2021). 

The Siloed nature of the legal system often results in poor follow-up with families at risk 

(Nikolova et al., 2021). One survivor said the police “were warning me of what would happen or 

could happen if this continued, yet weren’t directing me to any resources that could help 

facilitate change” (Saxton et al., 2018, p. 11). Sometimes, a lack of coordination can lead 

professionals to be unaware of the other community resources available to their clients. Lawyers 

surveyed by Badets and Stumpf (2023) reported having limited knowledge of other supports or 

services they could recommend for their clients if IPV was disclosed. In addition, families who 

are reported to CFS and do not require their services are often not referred elsewhere for more 

suitable community supports (Nikolova et al., 2021). 

Legal professionals in the dataset are calling for a more Coordinated response. Police 

report frustration about the Inadequate services for families with complex needs, and state they 

have trouble finding appropriate referrals for them (Saxton et al., 2020). One officer asserted 

that “the work that we’re doing here, in partnership with community members is all important 

because… it takes a whole army of individuals to work through those situations” (Saxton et al., 

2020, p. 14). These examples demonstrate how Coordinated legal systems facilitate more 

positive experiences for survivors than Siloed systems. 
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Accessible vs. Obstructive 

Women who are victims of abuse face several barriers in obtaining legal assistance and 

getting access to court (Chan & Lennox, 2023; Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021; Li, 2023). The legal 

system is complex, and survivors often struggle when system navigation support is not available. 

A predominant trend in victims’ descriptions of their experience with the legal system is feeling 

overwhelmed and confused (Saxton et al., 2018). One survivor described the legal system as 

“confusing and intimidating, even for the very educated with lots of resources” (Saxton et al., 

2018, p. 18). Assistance with navigating the legal system through a court coordinator can help 

alleviate the stress experienced by victims (Birnbaum et al., 2017; Pang, 2021). Survivors who 

are supported in navigating the legal system usually report more positive experiences overall. 

Access to victim advocates can also be a significant determining factor in how a survivor 

experiences the legal system. Unfortunately, most survivors in this dataset had to attend court 

without support. One survivor questioned why she was not provided "some kind of support 

person even just to stand with me… I'm terrified." (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 61). Victims are 

vulnerable to intimidation and manipulation in court, as evidenced by another victim who said 

her abuser was mouthing things across the room in court to try to influence her decisions 

(Nonomura et al., 2021). One lawyer said that even with extensive, detailed briefs prepared in 

advance, his client could not present them to the judge because “just a look [from him] was 

triggering for her. And she would come in [to our office] and be like, I don’t know what 

happened” (Chan & Lennox, 2023, p. 105). The stress of attending court without support has a 

significant cost for victims. Survivors of IPV seek mental health support more frequently after 

separation from their abuser, especially if they are involved in adversarial court proceedings, 

and if they are experiencing post-separation abuse and coercive control (Ellis et al., 2021). One 

survivor described the struggle for justice, describing survivors as “prisoners of war… forced to 

negotiate their own freedom without power or weapons” (Nonomura et al., 2021, p. 13). 
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Many survivors also have significant physical safety concerns when they must attend 

court. Survivors of IPV may find it hard even to begin the legal process, as evidenced by one 

survivor who said it was “hard to just walk in and fill out an application after you’ve been broken 

down, bruised or punched, or if you are crying or hiding from somebody who you’re afraid might 

find you there” (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 62). Other survivors fear being approached by 

their abuser before or after court, as described by another victim who said her abuser was 

waiting around the lobby of the courtroom before and after the hearing (Nonomura et al., 2021). 

Professionals can facilitate a safer experience for survivors of IPV. One woman said her lawyer 

"acted as that go-between, that contact between him and me as far as the divorce goes. It meant 

I didn't have to have any contact with him whatsoever" (Nonomura et al., 2021, p. 16). Another 

survivor said having an escort in and out of the courthouse by the court sheriff made her feel 

much safer (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). 

Legal representation is essential for survivors of IPV. However, lawyers are expensive, as 

illustrated by one survivor who said, “there is no way to get through it without going bankrupt or 

taking a second job” (Nonomura et al., 2021, p. 15). Legal aid provides a more Accessible avenue 

for survivors who cannot afford legal fees. Mothers escaping abuse are more likely to need legal 

aid than their abusers, who can more often afford a private lawyer (Ellis et al., 2021). However, 

not all survivors of IPV qualify for legal aid and are forced to self-represent. One lawyer 

described survivors self-representing as a “nightmare” and demonstrated how difficult it must 

be by sharing, “There are days where I’m like, oh my God, I feel like I’ve been beaten to a pulp. 

But this woman has to get up in front of a senior lawyer and a team of opposing counsel herself” 

(Chan & Lennox, 2023, p. 105). Survivors who self-represent also move through the court 

system more slowly because they need more time to prepare, and often experience worse 

outcomes (Chan & Lennox, 2023). These examples highlight the importance of Accessible legal 

systems, which help survivors have better experiences than when the system is Obstructive. 
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Professional Responses 

The way professionals respond to the needs of survivors of IPV significantly impacts 

whether their experiences are positive or negative. According to my paired thematic framework, 

the primary themes in this area concern whether the legal system is “Accountable vs. 

Inconsistent,” and whether it is “Effective vs. Inadequate.” When the legal system is 

Accountable, it ensures oversight of policies and practices, applies laws consistently, clarifies 

professional roles and responsibilities, and invites and considers feedback from survivors 

(Nikolova et al., 2021; Saxton et al., 2020; Sheehy & Boyd, 2020). In contrast, Inconsistent legal 

systems lead to unchecked professional actions, unimplemented legislative reforms, confusion 

in roles resulting in service gaps, and disregard for survivor input (Baird et al., 2021; Chan & 

Lennox, 2023). Effective legal systems involve timely and accurate risk assessments, the 

granting and enforcement of protection orders, holding abusers responsible, and ultimately 

result in reduced IPV rates within the community (Badets & Stumpf, 2023; Gill et al., 2021; 

Ryan et al., 2022). Conversely, Inadequate responses from the legal system often stem from 

ignoring patterns of coercive control that increase risk, denying or failing to enforce protection 

orders, allowing abusers to manipulate the system, and proving ineffective in deterring abuse 

(Ellis et al., 2021; Hilton et al., 2023; Koshan, 2023). Professional responses that are both 

Accountable and Effective typically lead to more positive experiences for victims (Hrymak & 

Hawkins, 2021; Nonomura et al., 2021). Inconsistent or Inadequate responses usually result in 

more negative experiences (Morton et al., 2021; Saxton et al., 2018). The following sections will 

elaborate on this by providing examples from the data set that represent the two theme pairs at 

this ecological level. 

Accountable vs. Inconsistent 

Appropriate oversight can be a pivotal factor in improving survivor experiences with the 

legal system. One police officer advocated for more specialized IPV police units, saying that the 

increased scrutiny for officers in a specialized division is beneficial for ensuring quality of 
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services (Saxton et al., 2020). Integrated IPV courts, as previously discussed, also show promise 

in improving oversight through increased monitoring of judges’ attitudes and behaviours (Pang, 

2021). Contrastingly, a lack of appropriate oversight and unchecked professional responses can 

lead to unpredictable and potentially harmful outcomes. Survivors of IPV describe dramatic 

variability in the quality of support they receive, sometimes attributing a positive response from 

professionals to luck (Saxton et al., 2018). One survivor shared that through her repeated 

interactions with the police, she believes that it “really depends on the officer you get. Some 

truly understand domestic violence, but most do not” (Saxton et al., 2018, p. 16). Another 

survivor recounted how some police acted sensitively while others were condescending (Saxton 

et al., 2018). Police officers also observe Inconsistent responses among their fellow officers, both 

in level of training and personal attitudes around abuse, even within the same precinct (Saxton 

et al., 2020). One police officer said they regularly had to “re-educate” their colleagues because 

they “just didn’t get it” (Saxton et al., 2020, p. 9). 

Some policy reforms have been implemented to improve consistency in the legal 

system’s response to IPV, such as mandatory charging policies. Pro-arrest policies have helped 

to standardize some police responses and have resulted in increased responsiveness from the 

justice system overall (Ryan et al., 2022). However, the interpretation and application of pro-

arrest and pro-charge policies are heavily influenced by the attitudes and assumptions of legal 

professionals, leading to continued irregularities (Ryan et al., 2022). A significant criticism of 

pro-arrest policies is that they lacked input from victims of IPV in their development (Ryan et 

al., 2022). 

Other legislative reforms have also failed to address IPV because they have not been 

implemented consistently. Lawyers interviewed by Chan and Lennox (2023) noted that 

promising amendments to provincial legislation have had little impact on improving victims' 

experiences, as they have not been Effectively implemented in the courts. Several articles 

discuss how changes to Canada’s Divorce Act are promising, but many judges still revert to older 



23  

legislation, such as the maximum contact provision in the previous act (Koshan, 2023; Morton 

et al., 2021; Sheehy & Boyd, 2020). Multiple articles also highlight the concerning trend of false 

claims of parental alienation being considered legitimate by judges, even though parental 

alienation syndrome has been discredited by researchers (Sheehy & Boyd, 2020; Zaccour, 2020; 

Nonomura et al., 2021). Legislation has attempted to incorporate knowledge of the harms that 

IPV can have on children in the home; however, professional attitudes are slow to accept these 

findings (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021; Nonomura et al., 2021). 

Another barrier to consistent professional responses to IPV is a lack of clarity regarding 

roles and responsibilities. Since responding to IPV is a complex process, having clearly defined 

professional roles and duties is essential to improve the overall response. However, confusion 

around professionals’ roles in responding to IPV can result in Inconsistent responses and gaps 

in services for victims (Saxton et al., 2020). Police report a lack of confidence in determining 

IPV risk when there are children in the home, so they pass on that responsibility to child welfare 

workers, resulting in excessive referrals to child protection (Nikolova et al., 2021). Many of these 

unnecessary referrals are promptly closed by the child welfare worker; however, as previously 

discussed, very few of these families are referred to more appropriate resources for follow-up 

(Nikolova et al., 2021). Clarifying the role of police officers in accurate risk assessment and 

appropriate community referrals would reduce gaps that arise from passing the buck. One police 

officer said, "I think that our expectations for [service provider] are different than their job, and 

I think that their expectations for police are different than our job” (Saxton et al., 2020, p. 14). 

These examples provide further justification for a more Coordinated response from 

professionals, as previously discussed. 

Effective vs. Inadequate 

When risk is assessed in a timely and accurate fashion, IPV victims who are at high risk 

are more likely to receive the help they need. Although many lawyers routinely ask their clients 

about IPV during interviews, they rarely use formal IPV risk assessment tools (Badets & Stumpf, 
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2023). For police, formal IPV risk assessment tools are primarily used when there is an incident 

of physical violence (Hilton et al., 2023). Legal professionals often ignore non-physical forms of 

abuse, even though there is still a risk of intimate partner homicide in cases with no prior 

history of physical assault (Hilton et al., 2023; Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). 

A significant part of evaluating the risk for a victim involves paying attention to patterns 

of behaviour in the relationship. However, officers’ case reports often describe the physical 

violence and rarely include other contextual details, such as the perpetrator’s attitudes around 

abuse and control (Hilton et al., 2023). Police also tend to assess the severity of abuse based on 

the current incident, and do not usually consider patterns over time (Gill et al., 2021). One such 

pattern that is relevant to risk assessment is coercive control, which involves repeated 

psychological control and intimidation (Hilton et al., 2023). Victims of abuse post-separation 

widely experience coercive control, especially if there were coercively controlling behaviours 

present before they left the relationship (Ellis et al., 2021). Coercive controlling behaviours are 

correlated with increased risk of repeated and escalating violence, so the lack of consideration 

around this factor when determining risk is problematic (Hilton et al., 2023). 

In the data set, several victims who reported positive experiences attributed them to the 

availability and enforcement of protection orders, which made them feel safer. Protection 

orders, such as an emergency protection order (EPO) or a restraining order, have the potential 

to deter abusers from continuing to victimize and give an avenue for police to protect victims 

more Effectively. Survivors of abuse often have difficulty obtaining a protection order, as they 

are rarely granted, and when they are, it is often for a short period (Chan & Lennox, 2023; 

Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). Though police can apply for protection orders on behalf of victims, 

they rarely do so, leaving the burden of applying on the victim (Koshan, 2023). When victims do 

apply for an EPO, judges are hesitant to grant one (Koshan, 2023). One lawyer explained that 

when his client, who had an intense fear of her abuser, applied for a non-expiring protection 
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order, the judge responded, "Protection orders are a kind of a burden. It affects the person so 

badly in their life. I'll give you a 30-day protection order" (Chan & Lennox, 2023, p. 122). 

Due to their overall reluctance to grant EPOs, judges are more likely to grant mutual 

protection orders for victims (Koshan, 2023). Mutual protection orders are problematic as they 

mutualize the abuse, remove responsibility from the abuser, penalize the victim for seeking 

safety, and may negatively impact custody disputes (Koshan, 2023). Judges are also often 

reluctant to include the children on protection orders, as evidenced by one judge who removed 

the children from an emergency protection order, stating that “parenting matters should not 

ordinarily be dealt with [via EPOs] … to frustrate or to prevent the other parent from visiting or 

seeking custody of their children” (Koshan, 2023, p. 280). 

Protection orders are only Effective if they are enforced. A significant majority of police 

officers consider IPV a serious issue that warrants close attention by law enforcement (Gill et al., 

2021). However, police are also hesitant to enforce protection orders when they are violated, 

which negates the purpose of the order (Koshan, 2023). One woman interviewed by Hrymak 

and Hawkins (2021) described how the order was not served to the abuser promptly, saying she 

was “still waiting for him to get served, almost six days later” but was told that because she was 

currently out of town, they were “not in a rush to serve him” (p. 56). Although a protection order 

can be helpful for its duration, obtaining an extension or a renewed order can be challenging. 

One victim explained that the two years the protection order was in place allowed them to "heal 

significantly," but they chose not to renew the order because they would be forced to disclose 

information to their abuser through the application process (Saxton et al., 2018, p. 12). 

Survivors who have had positive experiences with protection orders increasing their safety are 

often forced to go without that protection when the order ultimately expires. The data set 

describes several challenges with victims obtaining them, having them enforced, and issues with 

renewing the order, indicating a systemic problem in victims’ ability to seek safety from abuse. 
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In the data set, several victims expressed that their abuser was allowed to manipulate the 

legal system to continue their control and intimidation of the victim, which was not detected by 

professionals (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). In a study by Nonomura et al. (2021), half of the 

survivor respondents reported that their abuser used the court system as a tool for further abuse 

and control. The literature also found that abusers use excessive litigation as a form of abuse by 

prolonging the legal proceedings and financially draining the protective parent (Zaccour, 2020). 

As described by one victim, “he calls my lawyer’s office all the time. And I get billed for that 

time... it eats away at my legal aid.” (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 33). 

Abusers can also use claims of parental alienation to manipulate the legal system. When 

mothers disclose IPV in court, erroneous accusations of parental alienation by the father serve 

to silence and discredit the victim mother (Paquin-Boudreau et al., 2022; Sheehy & Boyd, 

2020). According to one victim, her safety concerns were completely disregarded: 

I was immediately accused of parental alienation and of making up all the violence. I was 

so terrified. I had no idea what to say or anything, and the judge said at one point that 

my daughter was looking for attention. (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 45) 

Sheehy and Boyd (2020) found that when there were allegations of both IPV and parental 

alienation, judges were more likely to give attention to the parental alienation claims than the 

abuse claims. In cases with already substantiated IPV and subsequent allegations of parental 

alienation, the abuse is seemingly forgotten and no longer addressed (Zaccour, 2020). In some 

cases, the claims of abuse are then reversed onto the mother, and her alleged alienating 

behaviours are described as abusive toward the father and children (Sheehy & Boyd, 2020). 

For a legal system to be Effective, abusers must be held responsible, and their abusive 

actions must be addressed. Contrary to the other studies, Ellis et al. (2021) did not find any 

connection between ongoing custody cases and increased post-separation abuse. There are, in 

fact, examples of judges who detected and prevented abusers' manipulation of the legal system. 

For example, one judge stated in his ruling after the father alleged parental alienation: 
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This court finds that the father was an abusive parent and husband. He remains a 

physical and emotional danger to the children and the mother if he re-engages in their 

lives. The court finds that the children have done much better without the father in their 

lives and it is in their best interests that this remains the case. (Sheehy & Boyd, 2020, p. 

87) 

Another survivor described how the lawyer assigned to represent her children was thorough, 

fair, and provided an accurate account of their story (Nonomura et al., 2021). These examples 

show that some legal professionals are holding abusers responsible for their behaviour and 

preventing manipulation of the system, though these examples are unfortunately rare in the 

dataset. 

When the legal system's response to IPV is Effective, there should be a reduction in the 

rates of IPV reported by the community. Police in Ontario implemented mandatory reporting to 

child protective services when IPV is discovered in the home, regardless of the severity or other 

circumstances (Nikolova et al., 2021). Although the mandatory reporting policy has resulted in 

more overall referrals, the number of long-term cases that remain open with child protection 

services has not increased significantly, suggesting that many of those families do not require 

referral (Nikolova et al., 2021). Another initiative is the pro-arrest and pro-charge policies 

implemented in several Canadian jurisdictions since the 1980s (Ryan et al., 2022). Mandatory 

charging has successfully increased public awareness of the prevalence and seriousness of IPV 

and has resulted in more arrests for IPV. However, it has not been Effective in deterring abuse 

(Ryan et al., 2022). This section has demonstrated how many of the Canadian legal system’s 

responses to IPV have been Inadequate, and how important it is to address other underlying 

issues around abuse in order to truly address the problem. 

Survivor Experiences 

As identified in my paired thematic framework, survivors' perception of their interaction 

with the legal system largely depends on how “Informed vs. Biased” the professionals they work 
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with are, as well as whether their experience is “Empowering vs. Invalidating.” When legal 

professionals are Informed, they have specialized training in IPV and trauma (Badets & Stumpf, 

2023; Saxton et al., 2020). They base their rulings on current research, maintain gender-

sensitive attitudes, and apply trauma-informed practices (Hilton et al., 2023; Koshan, 2023). In 

contrast, Biased responses from legal professionals often stem from a lack of training or 

understanding of IPV and trauma, coupled with oppressive attitudes (Gill et al., 2021; Morton et 

al., 2021). Biased professionals tend to prioritize shared parenting over safety and may 

pathologize or discredit victims (Paquin-Boudreau et al., 2022; Sheehy & Boyd, 2020; Zaccour, 

2020). An Empowering legal system treats victims fairly and with dignity, encouraging them to 

advocate for themselves (Ellis et al., 2021; Pang, 2021). This approach helps victims feel heard, 

believed, and safer (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021; Ryan et al., 2022). On the other hand, an 

Invalidating legal system can be humiliating and demoralizing, leaving victims feeling like their 

voices have been silenced and that they are being blamed for the abuse (Baird et al., 2021; Chan 

& Lennox, 2023). Such a system may also lead to revictimization or additional harm (Black et 

al., 2020; Nikolova et al., 2021). Ultimately, when survivors of IPV connect with Informed 

professionals who Empower them, they tend to have better experiences within the legal system 

(Nonomura et al., 2021). Conversely, those who encounter Biased professionals who Invalidate 

their experiences typically have negative experiences (Saxton et al., 2018). Examples from the 

data set that demonstrate these concepts will be provided in the following two sections. 

Informed vs. Biased 

Survivors who reported positive experiences with the family court system said that it was 

helpful having legal support that was Informed and knowledgeable about IPV (Nonomura et al., 

2021). One woman described a trauma-informed response from a police officer who visited her 

in the hospital and “was sensitive, he was even apologetic for my situation, called me afterwards 

to tell me what was going on," and said he did not want the victim to worry (Hrymak & Hawkins, 

2021, p. 44). However, trauma-informed and knowledgeable responses from legal professionals 
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were, unfortunately, not very common in this dataset. Survivors are painfully aware of the rarity 

of Informed responses, as many said they were “lucky” to encounter supportive professionals 

(Saxton et al., 2018, p. 16). A lawyer highlighted how scarce Informed responses are in the court 

system when he claimed it was rare for his clients to feel understood by judges; instead, his 

clients often say things like, “I feel like the law was like my abusive spouse” (Chan & Lennox, 

2023, p. 127). Some lawyers interviewed by Badets and Stumpf (2023) admitted that they did 

not feel confident in recognizing the warning signs of IPV, and were uncertain of what legal 

steps to take when IPV was disclosed. Gill et al. (2021) explored police officers' understanding of 

IPV. They found that more than half demonstrated a conventional view, defining it based on the 

criminal code and primarily considering physical violence. However, there are signs of 

improvement; officers' responses to the open-ended questions showed some progressive 

attitudes, which could be due to ongoing training and education initiatives (Gill et al., 2021). 

Legal professionals who are not adequately trained in IPV are more likely to contribute to 

negative experiences for survivors (Nonomura et al., 2021). One survivor described the 

Invalidating responses from her lawyer as "more painful than my ex because with him I knew 

what to expect," and that she was “treated as a third-sort customer, not even human” 

(Nonomura et al., 2021, p. 18). 

When court rulings are Informed by research, the outcomes are more likely to be 

beneficial to victims. However, an overwhelming theme in the data set indicated that the legal 

system frequently prioritizes shared parenting, or maximum contact, over the safety of both 

survivors and their children. There are problems with the overall justice system, minimizing and 

ignoring IPV or falsely believing that it does not affect the children, despite ample research 

documenting the harm that IPV can have on children's development (Black et al., 2020; Hrymak 

& Hawkins, 2021; Zaccour, 2020). One lawyer recognized this problem, explaining that the 

family courts tend to assume that fathers can still be safe parents for the children, regardless of 

their abuse of the mother (Chan & Lennox, 2023). Several studies in this data set found that 
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judges favoured shared parenting arrangements that granted the maximum amount of 

parenting time to both parties, even in cases where IPV had been substantiated, and most of 

these arrangements did not include any safety provisions (Morton et al., 2021; Sheehy & Boyd, 

2020; Zaccour, 2020). One judge stated in his ruling, “The fact that the mother suffered PTSD 

and serious depression as a consequence of the toxic relationship is not a reason in itself to grant 

her custody” (Zaccour, 2020, pp. 350-351). This ruling assumes that abuse toward the mother 

does not affect the children. There are very real harms in awarding shared custody to violent 

abusers, as illustrated by one survivor who described that her daughter would vomit, scream, 

and wet the bed after coming home from a mandated visit with her father, which was not 

considered by the court (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). Even allegations of direct child 

endangerment are often ignored by the court, as described by one mother who was told she had 

no choice but to allow her children time with the father, even though he regularly drove while 

intoxicated with the children in the car (Nonomura et al., 2021). 

Unfortunately, many survivors struggle to have their safety concerns taken seriously by 

legal professionals. Victims of IPV are often burdened with an expectation to provide credible 

evidence of the abuse to legitimize their story (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). The ongoing 

expectation to provide evidence of the abuse is described by one survivor who said, “it falls on 

you to prove it… over and over and over again” (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 40). Lawyers 

describe it as “pretty straightforward” to prove physical abuse because they can present medical 

reports, but say it is challenging to provide evidence of financial or emotional abuse (Chan & 

Lennox, 2023, p. 124). Even with quality evidence of the abuse, there is no guarantee the 

concerns will be taken seriously, as illustrated by one victim who was told that “if you record 

[the violence against your kid] …then you are the crazy one” (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 44). 

Biased responses, particularly around gender, also result in women being routinely 

discredited within the legal system (Ryan et al., 2022; Zaccour, 2020). Morton et al. (2021) 

found that male judges were more suspicious of women's claims of IPV and less likely to 
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legitimize them. Survivors are expected to conform to the stereotype of the good mother, who 

would protect her children at all costs. However, many women who seek protection orders or 

full custody because of the abuse are perceived as vindictive (Chan & Lennox, 2023). Women’s 

attempts to protect their children are considered an attack on the rights of the other parent, as 

demonstrated by one judge’s ruling stating, “care must be taken that the hyper-vigilance of one 

spouse is not the basis for unreasonably restraining the liberty of the other spouse” (Koshan, 

2023, p. 274). Mothers are forced to be very strategic: the timing of when a protection order 

application is filed can impact whether the abuse claim is believed, and the absence of a 

protection order can undermine the credibility of IPV claims in future hearings (Koshan, 2023). 

Protective mothers are also frequently accused of making entirely false claims of abuse to benefit 

their custody case. Badets and Stumpf (2023) found that some lawyers do not routinely ask their 

clients about IPV because they are concerned they may receive false accusations of abuse, even 

though such accusations are rare. Black et al. (2020) investigated cases referred to child 

protection that also included a history of IPV, and found that accusations of child abuse were 

more likely to be dismissed when there was a concurrent child custody dispute in family court. 

Of the cases closed by the child welfare worker, only a small percentage were deemed to be 

malicious claims (Black et al., 2020). 

A lack of training also leads professionals to make assumptions when determining 

whether a victim is credible. Judges frequently question why they did not leave the relationship 

sooner, reasoning that if it were truly abusive, they would not have stayed. One judge said, "If 

she didn't call 911 it couldn't have been that bad" (Chan & Lennox, 2023, p. 123). Some police 

also demonstrate a lack of understanding of the complexities of escaping abuse, as described by 

one survivor who said the police take women less and less seriously each time she has called 

about IPV and then gone back to her abuser (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). 

Survivors also struggle to be taken seriously due to a lack of professional training on 

trauma responses. Trauma symptoms resulting from IPV can cause both short and long-term 
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impairment for victims, which can make it challenging to navigate the legal system and advocate 

for themselves (Baird et al., 2021). However, many legal professionals do not understand how 

trauma responses can affect a victim’s ability to present herself in court (Koshan, 2023). Judges 

frequently interpret their behaviour as a lack of credibility (Morton et al., 2021; Zaccour, 2020), 

as demonstrated by one judge's ruling that said, "the court has considerable difficulties with the 

reliability of the mother's evidence. She had a very poor memory of events" (Morton et al., 2021, 

p. 111). Lawyers also lack understanding of how trauma responses affect survivors' ability to 

present themselves. One survivor shared that their lawyer told her she “presented horribly” and 

said, "nobody is going to believe you - it sounds like you're exaggerating" (Hrymak & Hawkins, 

2021, p. 39). 

The pervasive lack of understanding of the potential harms and complexity of escaping 

IPV indicates a dire need for increased training for judges and other legal personnel (Chan & 

Lennox, 2023). This data set also emphasizes the importance of addressing oppressive, 

patriarchal and Biased attitudes in the legal system to make the legal response to abuse fair and 

just (Morton et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2022). Allocating more resources to helping professionals 

become more Informed about IPV and trauma is essential. 

Empowering vs. Invalidating 

When victims feel heard and believed after disclosing abuse, their experiences with the 

legal system are perceived as more positive. Unfortunately, many victims in this data set said 

their voices were silenced. Several articles found that when abuse is reported, legal professionals 

would often minimize the violence (Baird et al., 2021; Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). According to 

one survivor, she had a lawyer “roll her eyes at me” and said she was “playing the victim and… 

just making up a sob story” (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 51). Another victim reported that she 

had trouble even discussing what happened because she was sure that nobody would believe her 

(Baird et al., 2021). 
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Empowering survivors to self-advocate enables them to have more positive experiences 

with the legal system. However, studies in the data set found that if a victim repeatedly asserts 

the relevance of the abuse to custody orders, it can be considered stubbornness or manipulation 

(Zaccour, 2020). A mediator criticized one survivor for trying to protect her children, stating 

that she was "putting so many obstacles in the way of access” (Chan & Lennox, 2023, p. 119). 

Many lawyers will directly discourage victims from raising concerns about IPV in court, as they 

believe it will make the victim seem vindictive or petty (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021; Koshan, 

2023). Judges often mutualize the violence by referring to it as high-conflict and suggesting both 

parties were equally at fault, which obscures the nature of the violence and silences the victim 

(Morton et al., 2021; Paquin-Boudreau et al., 2022). 

Police responses were also highlighted as a potential source of disempowerment for 

victims. Since victims of IPV have already had their power taken away by the abuser, mandatory 

charging policies have been criticized for further removing survivors' agency (Saxton et al., 

2020). Many police officers face a dilemma when it comes to Empowering victims. One police 

officer explained that community groups focus on "giving power back to the woman," whereas 

officers primarily focus on "intervening because they need protection" (Saxton et al., 2020, p. 

12). This quote illustrates the police's delicate balancing act between upholding survivors' 

dignity and maintaining public safety. 

In addition to feeling heard, victims of IPV need to be satisfied with the outcome and feel 

safer because of the legal system’s response. Some survivors felt safer after interacting with 

police, such as this victim who said, “they were there right away I felt they were looking out for 

myself and children” (Saxton et al., 2018, p. 8). Another participant praised the RCMP for 

explaining her rights, warning the abuser of the consequences if it happened again, waiting with 

her until supportive friends arrived, and following up with her the next day (Saxton et al., 2018). 

Although most respondents reported being satisfied overall with police responses, they were 

almost always unhappy with at least one aspect of the interaction (Saxton et al., 2018). 
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Responses from victims suggest that they often have low expectations of legal professionals' 

effectiveness in meeting their needs, so receiving any form of help is considered a positive 

outcome, even if the overall experience is Invalidating (Saxton et al., 2018). 

According to Chan and Lennox (2023), most professionals and victims are also 

dissatisfied with family court outcomes when there is IPV. In a public opinion poll, respondents 

who had personal experience with the family justice system were significantly less confident in 

the fairness of family courts, possibly indicating they had experienced an Invalidating or unfair 

response (Li, 2023). Some survivors in the data set reported that the court was demoralizing and 

made them consider giving up their fight for what they deserved. Survivors interviewed by 

Nonomura et al. (2021) described feeling like the legal system was doing nothing but draining 

their energy and felt like it would never end. Some lawyers also recognized how demoralizing 

the legal system is for survivors, sometimes causing them to think their only option was to 

return to their abuser (Chan & Lennox, 2023). One survivor said she “gave up simply from sheer 

exhaustion with the situation” (Saxton et al., 2018, p. 11). 

Another highly problematic trend in survivors' quotes in this data set was that, far from 

promoting healing and safety, their interaction with the legal system was traumatic in and of 

itself. For some victims, the process did not seem worth the pain they were caused by seeking 

justice. A lawyer shared that many of his clients tell him, "If they knew how bad [family court] 

was, they never would have left" (Chan & Lennox, 2023, p. 127). Some victims have such a bad 

experience that they are discouraged from seeking help again. One victim said, "Quite frankly, I 

doubt that, if it happened again, I would ever report a similar situation" (Saxton et al., 2018, p. 

16). 

Survivors reported that the family court system was harmful to them in several ways 

(Nonomura et al., 2021). Being forced to attend mediation with the abuser or having to face him 

directly in court is highly distressing for victims (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). Multiple studies 

cite victims describing facing their abusers in court as a terrifying, overwhelming, and highly 
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traumatic experience that was difficult to tolerate (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021; Saxton et al., 

2018). Other survivors feared their abuser’s ability to twist the narrative, such as one victim who 

said, “he is extremely manipulative, very articulate, so then I’m the one who looks unstable” 

(Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 54). 

Some survivors have reported overt intimidation and discrimination perpetrated by legal 

professionals. For example, one survivor said that a judge insulted her accent and her 

intelligence by saying, "I understand why you don't understand – it's because you're a foreigner" 

(Nonomura et al., 2021, p. 18). Police responses can also potentially make things worse for 

survivors of abuse. Some insensitive police responses can be hurtful, such as one victim who 

explained she finally got up the courage to report an assault that occurred eight months prior, 

and police “said I waited too long, and that perhaps once I have children I could teach them how 

to better handle these types of situations. I was horrified” (Saxton et al., 2018, p. 11). By calling 

the police, the victim risks being removed from the home or having their children apprehended 

(Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). Lack of legal consequences for abusers can also make calling risky, 

and several victims said calling the police just resulted in more severe abuse after the police left 

(Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021). Efforts to hold abusers responsible have been reflected in law 

enforcement policies aimed at alleviating this concern. For example, some victims feel relieved 

by mandatory charging policies, as it removes the burden from them to charge their abuser 

(Ryan et al., 2022). One survivor said: 

The police were the ones who charged my partner with assault, I might not have made 

that decision, even though it was the right decision to make. That was better because it 

was the police who made the charges and not me. (Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021, p. 44) 

However, mandatory charging policies have also resulted in harm to survivors. In some cases, 

the victim of the abuse may be arrested or charged, either instead of or alongside their abuser 

(Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021; Ryan et al., 2022). Pro-arrest policies have an even greater potential 

for negative impact on marginalized populations, and do not consider the unintended 
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consequences for children of the relationship (Ryan et al., 2022). Partly due to these unintended 

harms, many victims are reluctant to engage with police due to a lack of trust, which 

significantly hinders officers' ability to intervene (Saxton et al., 2020). These powerful examples 

emphasize the importance of empowering legal systems that prevent Invalidating or harmful 

experiences for survivors of IPV. 

Summary of Analysis 

The first research question inquires, “How do female survivors of IPV experience the 

Canadian legal system?” The dataset mentions some positive experiences that survivors had 

with the Canadian legal system, describing how the legal system promoted safer conditions for 

victims and treated them with dignity and respect. Unfortunately, most of the reported 

experiences in the data set described negative experiences that survivors had, and reveal 

systemic barriers, oppressive attitudes, and practices that lead to the re-traumatization of 

victims. 

The second research question asks, “Which factors contribute to positive or negative 

legal experiences for survivors of IPV?" Several examples of factors contributing to positive legal 

experiences were identified, despite their rarity in the literature. Survivors mentioned that 

having lawyers, judges, and police officers who listened to them, believed them, and acted 

decisively to protect them made a significant difference, reflecting a legal system that was both 

Effective and Empowering. When professionals acknowledged the abuse and the harm it caused, 

victims felt validated, which reflects an Informed legal system response. Many survivors also 

praised services that offered system navigation support or advocacy, stating that these 

significantly improved their overall experience, which demonstrates an Accessible legal system. 

Victims reported feeling more satisfied when specific actions were taken to enhance their safety, 

such as being granted a protection order and having that order enforced, highlighting the 

benefits of an Effective legal system. 
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Factors contributing to negative legal experiences were also explored in the data set, 

which addresses the second research question. Survivors faced challenges in obtaining legal 

representation, found the legal system confusing, and were frustrated by the lack of information 

sharing between courts, all of which are features of a Siloed legal system. Many survivors noted 

that most legal professionals they interacted with had a poor understanding of IPV, and they 

considered themselves "lucky" if they encountered a professional who was trauma-informed, 

which is evidence of Biased legal responses. Both survivors and professionals in this data set 

raise concerns about policies and practices that fail to increase safety for victims and 

communities, which highlights the Inadequate nature of the legal system's response to IPV. 

Some survivors shared that certain legal professionals, apart from being dismissive of their 

concerns, even caused them direct harm, which illustrates how the legal system is too often 

Invalidating for victims. 

This literature analysis has addressed the first two aims of this project by describing 

survivors' experiences with the legal system and identifying factors that contribute to the 

positive or negative nature of these experiences. The third research question invites the use of 

this knowledge to determine how counsellors can improve legal experiences for IPV survivors in 

Canada, which will be covered next. 

Discussion 
 

This reflexive thematic analysis, along with the thematic framework discussed, raises 

several implications for research, policy, and practice. First, implications for research will be 

explored, and areas that require further attention will be discussed. The following section will 

offer recommendations for policy and legislation that can improve the legal system's response to 

IPV. Critically, the subsequent section examines the significance of this analysis for counselling 

psychology, offering recommendations on how counsellors can support survivors, advocate for 

more trauma-informed legal responses, and promote systemic change to enhance their clients' 

positive experiences within the legal system. 
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Implications for Research 

Research on IPV has been ongoing for several decades and has evolved. Overwhelmingly, 

most global research on IPV focuses on heterosexual relationships in which the male is the 

perpetrator of the abuse (Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020; Spearman et al., 2023). Over the past 

decade, most research on IPV has focused on definitions, typology, motivations, effects, 

directionality, risk assessment, and the efficacy of interventions (Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020). 

Indeed, those topics are necessary to quantify and define the issue, but understanding the 

problem's features is insufficient to improve responses. Few studies have focused on systemic 

barriers to help-seeking or the power and control dynamics in the legal system's response to IPV 

(Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020). Additionally, post-separation abuse has been understudied, as 

many researchers focus on how to help victims leave the abusive relationship but do not 

consider the ongoing abuse that can occur after separation (Spearman et al., 2023). The findings 

of this literature analysis illustrate how prevalent it is in the Canadian legal system for survivors 

to be continually victimized through abusers' manipulation of the legal system, confirming the 

need for more research on post-separation and legal system abuse. 

Research on victims’ experiences navigating the legal system has identified several new 

directions in recent years, such as the gendered nature of IPV, barriers to help-seeking, post-

traumatic growth and coping of victims, understanding coercive controlling behaviours, 

perpetrators' use of the legal system to abuse victims further, and studies of female survivors’ 

experiences navigating family law (Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020). Notably, studies are now 

beginning to focus on the language used to describe abuse and how that language can de-gender, 

mutualize, and trivialize the IPV that victims have experienced (Morton et al., 2021). 

Researchers are also beginning to pay attention to how courts differentiate "conflict" from 

"violence," a critical distinction when determining rulings in family law (Spearman et al., 2023). 

Despite the advances in understanding the complexities of IPV, research in this area remains 

separate from other disciplines, preventing a Coordinated response from emerging to solve the 
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systemic issues that victims face (Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020). This literature analysis has 

demonstrated how important learnings about the harms of IPV on victims and their children 

have failed to be incorporated into decision-making by legal professionals, particularly among 

judges in family courts. More research is needed on how to apply academic knowledge about 

abuse to the legal practices that most directly affect survivors and their children. 

Continued research into how victims receive adequate help within the Canadian legal 

system, or the lack thereof, is crucial. This project has provided some context around the factors 

that contribute to positive or negative experiences for survivors in Canada. However, it was 

notable how few original studies I could find that explored the legal experiences of Canadian 

female victims of IPV. Though more attention has been paid to this topic in recent years, there is 

a clear need for Canadian researchers to understand legal system abuse, coercive control, and 

revictimization of IPV victims in family courts across Canada. 

Policy Recommendations 

Several changes are recommended at the legislative level to improve the legal system’s 

response to IPV. Canada's federal government has given considerable attention to the issue of 

intimate partner violence in recent years, and outlined its national action plan to end gender-

based violence in 2022 and federal/provincial bilateral agreements in 2023 (Women and 

Gender Equality Canada, 2023). However, the national action plan has been criticized for 

lacking clear direction, offering only hypothetical solutions, and producing little concrete change 

(Ending Violence Association of Canada, 2022). A national action plan must include 

collaboration between all levels of government and across sectors, as well as "concrete, action-

oriented implementation plans with budgets" (The Equality Institute & UN Women, 2023, p. 

23). The federal government should develop specific plans for implementation and systemic 

change (Ending Violence Association of Canada, 2022; Joseph & Sikri, 2023). 

Oversight of legislative reforms is also necessary to enhance the legal system's response 

to IPV. One of the most notable changes to Canadian law is the amendment of the Divorce Act of 
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Canada, which had not undergone any significant updates for more than twenty years (Cross, 

2022). These included a new section defining family violence and what constitutes the child's 

best interests, and an explanation of what should be considered, such as coercive control, 

severity and frequency of the abuse, and the potential that the child could be directly or 

indirectly harmed (Department of Justice Canada, 2019). However, many judges and lawyers 

continue to lean heavily on promoting maximum contact with both parents, regardless of the 

abuse, and penalize protective parents who try to protect their children from the person who 

harmed them (Department of Justice Canada, 2019; Jaffe et al., 2023; Neilson, 2023). The 

family court system should increase oversight of how judges apply new provisions in the Divorce 

Act to ensure that victims are not subjected to outdated and harmful practices. These changes 

would make the legal system more Accountable and Effective at addressing IPV. 

Even with the Effective implementation of legislative reforms, additional efforts are 

needed to address Biased attitudes and beliefs among legal professionals (Easteal et al., 2019). 

Efforts to improve legal professionals’ understanding of IPV have been proposed, such as Bill C-

233, which suggests an amendment to the Judges Act to allow for increased training and 

education for judges on intimate partner violence (Vecchio, 2022). Canada has implemented the 

Gender-based Analysis Plus education program, which prompts policy-makers to consider the 

impacts of their decisions based on gender (The Equality Institute & UN Women, 2023). Justice 

Canada has published a toolkit for legal professionals to refer to when handling family law cases 

involving IPV (Jaffe et al., 2023). However, the training and awareness of these tools vary widely 

among individual professionals, indicating that they are not using them consistently or are 

unaware of their existence (Jaffe et al., 2023). Offering more training is not sufficient, and a 

minimum level of training on IPV should be made mandatory for legal professionals, especially 

in family law (Jaffe et al., 2023). Implementing these changes will result in a more Informed 

and Empowering legal system for survivors of IPV. 
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Better collaboration among courts, service providers, and agencies is essential for 

improving survivors' experiences. Although there have been some promising developments in 

integrated domestic violence courts, responses have been mixed due to the continued lack of 

coordination with other legal systems (Jaffe et al., 2023; Vecchio, 2022). Initiatives to respond 

to IPV in the community more holistically have been piloted, such as the domestic violence 

response unit in High Level, the domestic conflict response team in Calgary, and the family 

violence outreach team in Wetaskiwin, all of which include a police officer and a social services 

worker responding as a team to IPV calls (Government of Alberta, 2015). Though these 

initiatives are promising, they remain underutilized in many regions. Oversight and training are 

not enough on their own; a consistent, Coordinated response is required to provide survivors 

with the help they need (Mass Casualty Commission, 2023). 

Changes must also be made to make survivors feel safe when attending family court. 

Other countries have prohibited the direct cross-examination of victims by their abusers and 

increased the use of remote court attendance to make victims feel safer (Douglas, 2017; Orr et 

al., 2023). Security accompaniment must be available to victims when they enter and leave the 

courtroom. Survivors should also be offered court coordinators and victim advocates whenever 

IPV has been disclosed. Even when these legal resources exist, it has been found that most IPV 

victims are unaware of the services available to them, indicating a need for improved public 

education and support with navigating the system (Jaffe et al., 2023). 

Addressing other barriers that survivors face in accessing legal help is also crucial. 

Survivors need access to legal representation, and calls for increased funding of legal 

representation of IPV survivors in family law have grown recently (Vecchio, 2022). In Alberta, 

victims are automatically provided with legal aid representation for EPO review hearings, which 

is a positive start; however, this does not address their need for ongoing representation in other 

matters (Government of Alberta, 2015). These changes would make the legal system more 

Accessible for victims of abuse. 
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By focusing on areas of improvement related to structural conditions, professional 

responses, and survivor experiences, the policies and practices in the Canadian Legal system can 

be amended to promote better experiences for survivors of IPV. Attention must be paid to 

higher-level policies, such as government and legislation, as well as to more practical aspects, 

including the court environment and the direct actions of professionals who interact with 

victims. To effect meaningful change in the legal system's response to IPV, these issues must be 

addressed at multiple levels and be part of a larger, Coordinated response (Hrymak & Hawkins, 

2021; Nikolova et al., 2021; Nonomura et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2022). 

Importance for Counselling Psychology 
 

For this analysis to apply to counselling psychology, it is essential to clarify why this 

information is important for practitioners. Understanding the experiences of IPV survivors with 

the legal system is essential for counsellors in several ways. First, understanding is necessary to 

validate the client's experience, provide client-centred care, and view their needs holistically. 

Second, counsellors must understand the clients' barriers to offer adequate instrumental 

support and advocacy, and help them navigate systems. 

The final research question in this analysis asks, "What role can counsellors play in 

promoting positive legal experiences for survivors of IPV?" This analysis helps answer the 

research question because understanding victims' struggles with the legal system can inform 

counsellors' social justice efforts, both inside and outside the counselling room. I will now offer 

some suggestions about how counsellors can promote better legal system experiences for 

survivors through clinical practice, advocacy, system navigation, and social justice efforts. 

Validation and Holistic, Client-Centred Care 
 

Validation is critical when working with survivors of IPV. As described by Sweet (2021), 

“pain is not a reference to an inner state, but a claim demanding acknowledgement” (p. 192). 

Actively responding to disclosures of abuse and naming the abusive acts can be immensely 

healing for clients, as this further confirms that their perceptions of the harm are accurate 
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(Baird et al., 2020). Counsellors can also validate clients’ frustrations when interacting with the 

legal system, which can help with their resilience and confidence as they continue to pursue 

safety and justice. 

Effective counselling for victims of IPV should have a holistic focus, which considers all 

aspects of the client’s life as interconnected and equally important (Paphitis et al., 2022). 

Limiting counselling to only the IPV experiences can be harmful, as it places the client in a 

“survivor capsule” and discounts the other parts of their lives and identity (Baird et al., 2020, p. 

6). Although counsellors cannot provide legal advice to clients, allowing space to discuss this 

aspect of their experience is essential to maintaining a holistic approach. 

To uphold survivors’ dignity and to Empower them, counsellors must recognize that the 

client is the expert in their own life. Although exploring options is helpful, choosing the next 

steps is entirely in the client's hands, even when the counsellor may disagree (Sullivan & 

Goodman, 2019). Survivors of IPV benefit most when counsellors collaboratively establish goals 

with the client based on their unique circumstances and needs and support them in reaching 

those goals at their own pace (Cattaneo et al., 2021). Whether or not to engage in legal 

proceedings following IPV is the client's choice, and counsellors should respect their wishes. 

Barriers, Advocacy, and Systems Navigation 

When survivors of IPV must fight for access to services, they experience further harm 

and recognizing the barriers that women face in getting help is essential (Baird et al., 2020; 

Sorrentino et al., 2021). Since healing from IPV trauma can be hindered by legal system burdens 

(Douglas, 2017; Paphitis et al., 2022), understanding these challenges is essential for 

counsellors. 

Counsellors should support clients in developing internal and external resources 

(Paphitis et al., 2022; Sorrentino et al., 2021). They can do so by developing coping plans for 

upcoming stressful legal proceedings or leveraging social support to accompany them to court. 

Clients also benefit from an increased knowledge of the available supports (Paphitis et al., 2022; 
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Sorrentino et al., 2021). Counsellors can assist by referring clients to legal advocacy supports 

and providing reading materials on court procedures. 

Counsellors can also help clients regain a sense of agency by encouraging self-advocacy, 

which can also be an Empowering experience and facilitate the healing process (Murray et al., 

2015). In addition, counsellors should be flexible and open to providing practical support, such 

as visiting the community with the client or reaching out to contacts to advocate on their behalf 

when needed and requested by the client (Sorrentino et al., 2021; Sullivan & Goodman, 2019). 

Social Justice and Promoting Systems-Level Change 

According to the Canadian Psychological Association (2017), counselling psychologists 

are required to promote social justice through individual advocacy and the promotion of 

systemic change. Counsellors are uniquely positioned to advocate for systems-level change, as 

they are privileged to account for experiences that many IPV survivors face when interacting 

with the legal system (Cattaneo et al., 2021). By "amplifying survivors' voices" through advocacy 

and sharing their stories, counsellors can bring awareness to the barriers victims face and the 

areas that need to change to remedy this (Cattaneo et al., 2021, p. 911). 

Working with individual clients and simultaneously pursuing systems-level change 

complement each other and lead to mutual benefit for both the client and society (Sullivan & 

Goodman, 2019). By utilizing an intersectional social justice approach, considering both the 

individual and the societal influences on the client's life, counsellors "can render structural 

harms visible, and once visible, changeable” (Sullivan & Goodman, 2019, p. 2010). 

Reflexive Statement 

My experience with this literature analysis was challenging and enlightening in several 

ways. I chose this topic because of my passion for helping my counselling clients, who are 

survivors of IPV, and I believed at the outset that I had a relatively clear understanding of where 

the legal system was failing them. However, I discovered this project was more difficult than I 

initially expected. At one point, I felt confused and unsure how to make sense of all my coding 
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and notes. I tended to view this issue at an individual level due to my person-centred practice, 

and it took some time and effort to widen my perspective to see the bigger picture. Adopting a 

social-ecological orientation when considering the themes was incredibly helpful in framing the 

data more systematically. This process reflects the principles of RTA, in which the researcher 

plays an active, interpretive role in meaning-making rather than discovering themes (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). Facing the roadblocks and working through them with the iterative RTA process 

made me appreciate the time and depth required for good qualitative analysis. 

My position influenced my interaction with and interpretation of the literature for this 

project. As a counsellor, I naturally approached the data through a clinical lens and likely placed 

more emphasis on data that pertained to counselling practice and advocacy. However, my 

position also influenced my personal and professional connection with the material, motivating 

me to expose the social justice issues within the dataset. Part of why I chose to use RTA for this 

project was its emphasis on methodological rigour and transparency. To ensure I had 

maintained this rigour throughout the project, I conducted a self-audit using Braun and Clarke’s 

(2022) tools for evaluating thematic analysis. The self-audit not only helped me identify and 

correct ill-defined concepts or decisions but also deepened my understanding of RTA and 

reinforced the importance of reflexivity for rigorous analysis. 

I must also acknowledge some limitations of my thematic framework. Although 

comparing what works and what does not was beneficial, the simplicity of my framework, which 

labels experiences as either "positive" or "negative," does not fully capture the complexity of 

survivor experiences. It is not uncommon for victims to have a single legal experience that 

includes both Empowering and Invalidating elements, or to hold mixed feelings about the 

outcome. My analysis also did not consider what kind of experiences survivors may view as 

neutral. Additionally, while the analysis focuses on how the legal system helps or harms victims, 

it gives less attention to what survivors themselves are doing to promote positive outcomes. 

They are not passive recipients of legal responses; they continually take actions that influence 
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their interactions with the system. In this sense, my analysis could have better incorporated the 

principles of response-based practice, which emphasize survivor agency and resistance. In 

future work, I am interested in learning more about how survivors self-advocate and what helps 

them persevere when the odds are stacked against them. Ultimately, this project further 

reinforced my motivation to include advocacy and social justice efforts in my counselling 

practice. 

Conclusion 

This literature analysis examined the experiences of survivors of IPV with the Canadian 

legal system. It asked what those experiences were, what was affecting them, and how 

counsellors could help improve them. The analysis explained how Coordinated, Accessible, and 

Accountable legal systems lead to better experiences than the Biased and Invalidating legal 

responses that survivors often encounter. Understanding these experiences is crucial for 

counsellors who work with victims of IPV, both for Effective client-centred care and to drive 

advocacy and social justice for clients. It is also informative for researchers, policy-makers, and 

legal professionals, as they all have an impact on whether survivors feel Empowered or re-

victimized. Learning trauma-informed responses to IPV is even recommended for the general 

public, since the first person a victim will confide in is often a friend or neighbour (Barrett et al., 

2020). An Effective societal response to IPV requires interventions at all ecological levels and 

across various contexts. 

In my experience working with survivors of IPV, I am often the first professional who has 

paid attention and made them feel truly heard and believed. Listening to survivors of IPV and 

treating them with dignity and respect is essential for their safety and healing process, and 

silencing their stories only serves to oppress these vulnerable individuals further. One survivor 

in this literature described the situation faced by victims of IPV as "the stuff of nightmares" 

(Nonomura et al., 2021, p. 6). Many people have never had to deal with such a terrifying and 

painful experience. However, escaping the abuse is not the end of victims’ suffering. As we can 
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see from previous research and this literature analysis, the violence in the relationship is too 

often “merely a rehearsal for the hardships of these institutional tasks” survivors encounter with 

our legal system (Sweet, 2021, p. 122). 

Survivors of IPV can experience post-traumatic growth after abuse trauma, especially if 

they have adequate support to help in the healing process (Baird et al., 2021). Counsellors can 

make an enormous difference for survivors of abuse, but we are not lawyers, or judges, or police 

officers. We have no control over the law. However, we can and must pursue social justice for 

victims of abuse because they deserve better. This call to action is best stated by a survivor who 

implores us to “make the effort for me, make the effort for us, make the effort for yourself—this 

is not something that we can sit back and let happen” (Nonomura et al., 2021, p. 21). 
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Appendix A 

Reflexive Process Log for Thematic Analysis of Data Set 
 

Phase RTA 
Phase Actions Taken Outputs Key Decisions / Reflexive 

Notes 

Early topic 
exploration 

1, 2 Surveyed international IPV-legal 
system literature describing 
systemic failures, legal harms, and 
victims’ frustration. 

Preliminary code ideas based on 
negative survivor experiences. 

Decided to narrow focus to 
Canadian literature, focus on 
identifying harmful legal trends. 

Literature search 
and article 
selection 

1 Searched databases for Canadian 
studies involving female IPV 
survivors and the legal system. 
Screened for relevance to survivor 
experiences. 

Finalized body of 22 academic 
articles. 

Chose studies that addressed 
survivor-legal system 
interactions directly, prioritizing 
survivor voices and rich personal 
narratives. 

Familiarization 
with dataset 

1 Read all 22 articles in full. Created a 
synthesis matrix noting purpose, 
methods, findings, limitations, and 
personal reflections. 

Annotated synthesis matrix. 
Deepened understanding of survivor 
experiences and research designs. 

Began noticing repeating 
concerns. Reflected on the 
different perspectives 
represented in the studies 
(victim, professional). 

Initial coding – 
negative factors 

2 Identified presence of early codes in 
each article. Logged them in a 
matrix with “X” indicators and 
counted frequencies of each code. 

Binary-coded theme matrix. 
Frequency count of initial codes. 

Coding focused primarily on 
negative experiences. Started to 
notice theme clusters at different 
system levels. 

Code consolidation 
and thematic 
exploration 

3 Grouped related codes into 
subthemes. Noted distinctions 
between systemic conditions, legal 
practices, and subjective survivor 
experiences. 

Drafted 3-tier framework: structural 
factors; implementation factors; 
experiential factors. 

Developed idea of multiple levels 
of analysis. Still oriented around 
problems and harms. 

Research question 
refinement 

2 Revisited research questions to 
better capture both negative and 
positive survivor experiences. 

Refined questions to: 
“What factors lead to negative 
experiences?” and “What helps 
facilitate positive experiences?” 

Realized existing framework 
neglected helpful experiences. 
Decided to re-analyze for positive 
themes to balance findings. 
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Phase RTA 
Phase Actions Taken Outputs Key Decisions / Reflexive 

Notes 

Secondary coding 
– positive factors 

2, 3 Reviewed all 22 articles again to 
identify and track presence of 
positive experiences. 

Positive binary theme matrix with 
frequency of themes. 

Created refined list of positive 
factors. Compared their absence 
to negative experiences. 

Conceptual 
reframing and 
theme 
development 

4, 5 Explored new ways of organizing 
and representing themes by using 
sticky notes and rearranging them in 
different ways. 

Discovered opposite pairs within the 
positive and negative experiences. 
Noted their hierarchy organization 
(individual, interpersonal, 
organizational). 

Re-conceptualized themes into 
pairs and across social domains 
using a social-ecological lens. 
Created visual representation of 
theme model. 

Preparing for 
synthesis 

6 Wrote analytic summary sentences 
for each article, drawing on 
synthesis matrix. Considered 
features of overall body of literature. 
Reviewed steps taken so far and 
alignment with RTA. 

Descriptive summary table of the 
articles according to study type, 
methodology, and perspectives. 
Reflexive process log table created 
to document methodological 
process. 

Careful to highlight the context of 
the information for the reader, 
showing what voices are reflected 
in the analysis. Checked reflexive 
notes for transparency. 

Integration and 
narrative synthesis 

6 Described each theme pair in detail 
and provided vivid representative 
data extracts that show patterns. 

Analytic narrative exploring 
meaning of themes and integrating 
them into a complete story. 

Ensured multiple perspectives 
were represented in the data 
extracts, prioritizing victims. 

Note. Reflexive audit trail documenting phases, analytic actions, outputs, and key decisions of my thematic analysis process. Adapted 

from the RTA framework’s six phases: 1. Familiarization, 2. Generating codes, 3. Searching for themes, 4. Reviewing themes, 5. 

Defining and naming themes, 6. Producing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Steps listed in this log represent the actual actions of 

the author in the iterative process, including returning to previous phases when required. Closest matching RTA phase indicated 

beside each entry. 
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Appendix B 

Characteristics of Data Set 

Reference Type Study design Data analysis 
methods 

Primary 
perspectives 

Badets & Stumpf, 
2023 

QN Cross-sectional survey Descriptive statistics Professional views 

Baird et al., 2021 QL Semi-structured 
interviews 

Thematic analysis; 
Grounded theory 

Victim voices 

Barrett et al., 2020 QN Secondary data analysis Descriptive statistics; 
Bivariate comparison; 
Regression analysis 

Victim voices 

Birnbaum et al., 2017 QN Quasi-experimental 
design 

Descriptive statistics; 
Bivariate comparison; 
Regression analysis 

Systemic critique 

Black et al., 2020) QN Secondary data analysis Descriptive statistics; 
Bivariate comparison; 
Regression analysis 

Systemic critique 

Chan & Lennox, 
2022 

QL Semi-structured 
interviews 

Thematic analysis Professional views 

Ellis et al., 2021 QN Cross-sectional survey Descriptive statistics; 
Bivariate comparison; 
Regression-based 
analysis 

Victim voices 

Gill et al., 2021 MM Mixed methods survey Content analysis (QL); 
Descriptive statistics; 
Bivariate comparison; 
Regression-based 
analysis 

Professional views 

Hilton et al., 2023 QN Secondary data 
analysis; 
Case law analysis 

Descriptive statistics; 
Structural modeling; 
Simulation/resampling 

Observed attitudes 

Hrymak & Hawkins, 
2021 

MM Mixed methods survey; 
Case law review (QL) 

Thematic analysis; 
Descriptive statistics 

Victim voices; 
Professional 
views; 
Observed attitudes 

Koshan, 2023 QL Case law review; 
Semi-structured 
interviews 

Thematic analysis; 
Legal textual analysis 

Systemic critique 

Li, 2023 QN Cross-sectional survey Descriptive statistics Systemic critique 

Morton et al., 2021 QL Case law review Content analysis (QL); 
Legal textual analysis 

Observed attitudes 
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Reference Type Study design Data analysis 
methods 

Primary 
perspectives 

Nikolova et al., 2021 MM Secondary data 
analysis; 
Semi-structured 
interviews 

Content analysis (QL); 
Descriptive statistics; 
Bivariate comparison 

Professional 
views; 
Observed attitudes 

Nonomura et al., 
2021 

QL Semi-structured 
interviews 

Thematic analysis Victim voices 

Pang, 2021 QL Legal/policy review Legal textual analysis Observed attitudes 

Paquin-Boudreau et 
al., 2022 

QN Case law analysis Descriptive statistics; 
Bivariate comparison 

Observed attitudes 

Ryan et al., 2022 MM Scoping review Thematic analysis; 
Descriptive statistics 

Systemic critique 

Saxton et al., 2020 QL Semi-structured 
interviews 

Thematic analysis Professional 
views; 
Observed attitudes 

Saxton et al., 2018 MM Mixed methods survey Thematic analysis; 
Descriptive statistics; 
Bivariate comparison 

Victim voices; 
Observed attitudes 

Sheehy & Boyd, 2020 QL Case law review Content analysis (QL); 
Legal textual analysis 

Observed attitudes 

Zaccour, 2020 QL Case law review Thematic analysis; 
Legal textual analysis 

Observed attitudes 

Note. This table summarizes the 22 articles reviewed for the thematic analysis. The sample 

includes a balance of quantitative (n = 8), qualitative (n = 9), and mixed-methods (n = 5) 

studies. Some studies involved primary data collection, while others relied on analysis of 

secondary data or case law. The perspective categories are defined as follows: victim voices 

were identified through direct quotes from victims or descriptions of what they shared with 

others; professional views are based on legal professionals’ self-reported experiences, typically 

gathered through interviews or surveys; observed attitudes refer to professionals’ attitudes that 

can be inferred from their described behaviours; systemic critique was identified when articles 

focused on structural, policy, or institutional issues without highlighting other perspectives. 
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Table C1 

Initial Coding Phase – Negative Code Matrix 

Appendix C 
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Badets & Stumpf, 2023  x     x  x x x   x x 
Baird et al., 2021      x x x      x  
Barrett et al., 2020       x x      x  
Birnbaum et al., 2017  x      x  x      
Black et al., 2020  x     x    x x    
Chan & Lennox, 2023 x x x x x  x x x  x x x x  
Ellis et al., 2021 x x      x   x x x   
Gill et al., 2021  x     x x   x x  x x 
Hilton et al., 2023  x         x x x x x 
Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x  
Koshan, 2023 x x  x x x x x  x x x x x  
Li, 2023     x   x        
Morton et al., 2021  x x x  x x    x x  x  
Nikolova et al., 2021   x     x x x x x   x 
Nonomura et al., 2021 x x x x x x x x  x x x x x  
Pang, 2021 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x  
Paquin-Boudreau et al., 2022 x x x    x  x x x x  x  
Ryan et al., 2022   x  x  x x x x x x x x  
Saxton et al., 2020        x x x x x x x x 
Saxton et al., 2018  x x x x x x x   x x  x  
Sheehy & Boyd, 2020 x x x x   x    x x  x  
Zaccour, 2020 x x x x   x x   x x  x  
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Table C2 

Secondary Coding Phase – Positive Code Matrix 
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Badets & Stumpf, 2023               
Baird et al., 2021 x  x     x   x    
Barrett et al., 2020    x    x x      
Birnbaum et al., 2017   x x   x  x  x  x  
Black et al., 2020    x x   x     x  
Chan & Lennox, 2023 x  x    x x   x x   
Ellis et al., 2021   x     x   x x   
Gill et al., 2021    x    x  x x   x 
Hilton et al., 2023            x x  
Hrymak & Hawkins, 2021 x  x x    x  x x x   
Koshan, 2023 x   x    x x    x  
Li, 2023    x  x         
Morton et al., 2021 x  x x    x    x   
Nikolova et al., 2021    x x   x   x x   
Nonomura et al., 2021 x  x x    x   x x x  
Pang, 2021 x x x    x x  x x x x x 
Paquin-Boudreau et al., 2022   x x    x   x x   
Ryan et al., 2022 x   x    x x  x x x  
Saxton et al., 2020    x    x    x  x 
Saxton et al., 2018 x  x x   x x x  x x   
Sheehy & Boyd, 2020 x       x  x x    
Zaccour, 2020 x   x    x  x     

Note. Data set was searched for positive codes in the secondary coding phase, after my first attempt at developing themes from the 

initial codes. The first set of codes was unbalanced alone, as it only identified negative factors. 
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