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Little research has been done on conceptualizing gender-based violence (GBV) 
against immigrant and refugee women as a continuum of violence. The objective 
of the larger study was to understand gender-based violence in migration and 
analyze the ways in which discriminations and inequalities interact to increase 
vulnerability and decrease access to supports and services for some women. 
Using (a) the concept of continuum of [sexual] violence and (b) intersectionality, 
we demonstrate the need to both document the range of violence in women’s lives 
and the tactics of victimization among immigrant and refugee women and show 
how they are different than the cumulated literature showing victimization tactics 
against the Canadian-born population. Using semi-structured interviews via phone 
or video, we asked professionals (N = 43) who worked with migrant women across 
Canada about forms of GBV experienced in the immigrant and refugee populations 
they worked with. Participants reported that non-physical forms of violence are 
more normalized, but also more commonly experienced than physical forms of 
violence in Canada. Additionally, intersecting social identities impact both the 
distinct and amplified forms of GBV immigrant and refugee women experienced. 
Results contribute theoretically and empirically to the conceptualization of the 
GBV experiences by immigrant and refugee women in Canada.
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Introduction

Nearly one in four women and girls living in Canada are current or former newcomers 
(Statistics Canada, 2023) and the proportion is expected to rise (Hudon, 2015). Although the 
number of asylum/refugee claimants can vary greatly by year, approximately 9,000 women 
(48% of total applicants) were principal applicants in an asylum claim in 2019 (Government 
of Canada, 2021). One of the reasons that migrant and refugee women often come to Canada 
is to escape previous trauma or ongoing gender-based violence. Although varying forms of 
gender-based violence/persecution are common reasons cited by refugee claimants, not all 
women making such claims are successful in gaining asylum (Carman and Elash, 2018; 
Tastsoglou and Nourpanah, 2019). Among women refugee claimants, commonly cited reasons 
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for seeking asylum include domestic violence, forced marriage, and 
female genital mutilation (Carman and Elash, 2018). We  use the 
terminology of “migrant and refugee” to denote the broadest possible 
range of different legal statuses of migrant arrivals in Canada (e.g., 
immigrants, temporary migrants, convention refugees, refugee 
claimants, and individuals without legal status). While migration 
status plays a major role in the specific rights and entitlements of 
migrants, we focus here on the general, common characteristics of 
their GBV experience.

This article derives from a larger study the objective of which was 
to understand gender-based violence in migration and analyze the 
ways in which discriminations and inequalities interact to increase 
vulnerability and decrease access to supports and services for some 
women. This paper focuses on Key Informants’ understandings of the 
experiences of gender-based violence (GBV) against migrant and 
refugee women in Canada (MRW). For our study purposes, Key 
Informants are individuals who provide professional services and 
support to such women. As professionals in the settlement and anti-
violence sectors, Key Informants play a crucial role in shaping policy 
and programming for immigrants, migrants and refugees when they 
first arrive in Canada and during their first few years of settlement. 
Drawing upon Kelly’s (1987) theory on the continuum of sexual 
violence, we apply a much-needed intersectionality lens to the issue of 
GBV experienced by migrant and refugee women, as perceived by Key 
Informants. Some of that violence has preceded the women’s arrival 
to Canada and constituted the reason for their migration; some 
occurred during long and arduous journeys before they arrived in 
Canada; and some took place in Canada. Most importantly, however, 
the “continuum” refers not just to ongoing journeys but to qualitative 
continuities and linkages of GBV forms, across space and time. The 
intersectionality framework sheds light on the significance of this 
continuum in shaping the experiences of migrant and refugee women, 
in the context of differential, but always higher vulnerabilities that 
migration and refugee journeys entail.

Starting with a critical overview of GBV forms in Canada, 
we proceed to draw upon Kelly’s (1987) theory and the intersectionality 
approach in order to understand the migrant and refugee women’s 
GBV experiences and the role that intersectionality plays in such 
experiences for the survivors from the perspectives of Key Informants 
from across Canada (individuals who work to prevent GBV and/or 
support those victimized by GBV). More specifically, in our research: 
(a) we contract Kelly’s (1987) continuum theory by highlighting the 
experiences of a particular population, namely migrant and refugee 
women; (b) at the same time focusing on this particular population 
intersectionally, allows us to expand Kelly’s continuum theory by 
adding unique forms of GBV or unique risk factors systematically 
amplifying vulnerabilities of MRW. We claim that this naming of new 
GBV forms is significant and cannot be ignored by lumping them all 
together as GBV; and, finally, (c) we discuss the implications of our 
analysis for policy needed to more effectively address GBV.

Forms of gender-based violence against 
migrant and refugee women in Canada: an 
overview

Migrant and refugee women residing in Canada are victimized by 
a variety of forms of GBV; however, in academic literature, most of the 

research focuses on intimate partner violence (IPV). Racialized 
minority women have lower rates of IPV compared to Canadian-born 
women, but this could be  because migrant women may be  more 
reluctant than Canadian-born women to disclose IPV to interviewers 
due to language or cultural barriers (Brennan, 2011; Brownridge and 
Halli, 2003; Cotter, 2021a). Namely, migrant women may face unique 
risk factors for and vulnerabilities to IPV due to structural inequalities 
at the intersection of migrant identity, gender, ethnicity, and class, as 
well as intersections between structural and cultural factors acting as 
impediments to seeking help (Abraham and Tastsoglou, 2016).

Forced marriages and femicide are other forms of GBV that less 
is known about, and particularly about the experiences MRW face. 
While an estimated 70 cases of forced marriages per year have been 
documented in Ontario, with 92% of those victimized being women, 
forced marriages are not restricted to citizenship status, particular 
geographic area or culture (Anis et al., 2013). The number of cases of 
GBV does not necessarily include arranged marriages and this may 
be an important distinction to consider because arranged and forced 
marriages “shade into one another through varying degrees of social 
and cultural expectation” (Anitha and Gill, 2017, p.  180). As for 
femicide, the proportion involving migrant victims is not known, and 
nationwide data are not available; however, at least 99 migrants and 
refugees were victims of domestic homicide between 2010 and 2018, 
87% of which were women (Dawson et al., 2018). Further, though 
prevalence of “honor-killings” is difficult to determine, we know that 
it does occur: there were an estimated 10–15 cases in Canada from 
2002 to 2012 (Korteweg and Yurdakul, 2012).

Human trafficking is of increasing concern (Kaye et al., 2014), but 
also with limited data, due partially to the hidden nature of the crime, 
and because victims tend to distrust police, experience language 
barriers, or are unaware of their legal rights (Ibrahim, 2018). Instances 
of police-reported human trafficking have been increasing since 2010 
with 95% of those victimized being women, many of whom were 
young (Ibrahim, 2018). Women who experience multiple forms of 
oppression combined with their sex or gender may be at higher risk 
of being trafficked (Kaye et al., 2014).

There are limited data available on female genital mutilation, but 
it is expected that girls in Canada are not safe from the practice. It is 
also difficult to estimate the number of people seeking asylum claims 
on the basis of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, or queer (LGBTQ) 
identities (Fox et  al., 2020). However, the combination of anti-
LGBTQIA+ discrimination (e.g., homophobia, transphobia) and 
misogyny makes queer and trans women vulnerable to specific 
gendered forms of violence (e.g., “corrective rape”), particularly in 
combination with class, immigration status, and race-based 
oppression (Dearham, 2017).

The continuum of sexual violence

The continuum of sexual violence, a concept developed by Kelly 
(1987), describes the range and extent of sexual violence women face 
based on interviews with women and their experiences with sexual 
violence, including the more hidden aspects of violence. Recently, 
Kelly (2012) has clarified that the term “sexual violence” at the point 
of development of the continuum (and on) was a term encompassing 
all forms of violence against women and is equivalent to more 
contemporary terms “violence against women” and “gender-based 
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violence.” This paper takes and supports that position. In the original 
study, women were asked about a range of experiences and a tally of 
the reported incidences of violence was recorded. The incidences were 
then organized from the most to the least common forms of sexual 
violence and represented on a continuum. In the current study, 
we asked Key Informants which forms of GBV, in their opinion, are 
most pressing. The question posed to the Key Informants was used as 
a proxy for reported incidences of sexual violence in Kelly’s study 
with women.

The continuum has two meanings: (a) there is a basic common 
character to the sexual/gender-based violence (i.e., men use different 
forms of abuse, coercion, and force to control women) and (b) there 
are no distinct categories of sexual/gender-based violence, because 
they all “pass” into one another. Both meanings highlight that most 
women have been victimized by sexual violence in some way, although 
the forms of violence, how women define the violence, and the impact 
of violence varies.

As one moves through the continuum, less frequent forms of 
sexual/gender-based violence are encountered (e.g., incidences of 
sexual harassment are more common than incidences of incest). 
Namely, the continuum is not about seriousness or severity of effects 
on the women (unless it is death1) because it is not a hierarchy of 
sexual violence. The forms of violence that most women experience, 
and on more occasions (i.e., common forms of violence), are less likely 
to be criminalized in law and are also the ones that men are more 
likely to define as acceptable behavior (e.g., sexual harassment 
conceptualized by men as a “joke”).

The continuum as a concept according to Kelly’s theory can 
be used in three main ways. First, the concept captures everyday forms 
of violence (e.g., threats) without focusing on extremes of violence 
such as physical force. Second, it links aspects or forms of men’s 
violence against women with common interactions between men and 
women. Finally, women can use the continuum to link typical (i.e., 
everyday male behavior) and atypical male behavior which enables 
women to locate and name their own experiences of sexual violence.

The continuum has been used to understand different forms of 
men’s violence against women such as the relationship between 
financial abuse and other forms of violence against women (Eriksson 
and Ulmestig, 2021), and recognizing and predicting abuse escalation 
(Barata et al., 2005). In a forced migration context, Kelly’s continuum 
of sexual violence has also been used to argue that different forms of 
GBV connect and overlap throughout conflict, flight and displacement 
(Krause, 2015; Tastsoglou, 2022). More recently, the continuum 
concept has been applied beyond the refugee journey into 
re-settlement, with asylum-seeking women being victimized in 
accommodation facilities and through inadequate service provision 
in receiving societies (Sullivan et al., 2021; Phillimore et al., 2022; 
Sahraoui and Freedman, 2022).

Key Informants drew on MRW experiences within the Canadian 
context (i.e., violence that began after settlement in Canada or 
continued from the country of origin). In that way, the results 
capture violence across time and geographic location, though 

1 Kelly (1987) writes that death is an exception to the hierarchy of sexual 

violence consequences. Though she does not specify why, it is presumed 

because it is one that ends a woman’s life.

primarily rooted in Canada. Starting from structural violence as a 
backdrop for the victimization of women by men we include more 
types of violence (and more people/groups) in Kelly’s continuum of 
sexual violence. There are unique forms of GBV and GBV 
vulnerability in a Canadian migration/refugee context that emerge 
only upon understanding the intersectional discriminations framing 
migrant and refugee women’s lives. Understanding them helps 
assess how these forms may shift the range of the GBV continuum. 
Such understanding does not detract from the universal problem 
(GBV and its continuum of forms); on the contrary, it recognizes 
the particular forms of GBV thereby enabling targeted policy 
responses. Feminists have discussed the importance of 
“differentiated universalism” (Lister, 1998) for the feminist 
movement and the need for “transversal dialogue” (Werbner and 
Yuval-Davis, 1999).

Intersectionality

The point of departure of a feminist intersectional perspective is 
that women and men do not form essentialized, hermetically sealed, 
homogenous groups, with similar experiences and identities within. 
On the contrary, they are differentiated by diverse power relations, 
unequal social positions, and identifications built thereupon 
(Tastsoglou, 2019). Gender power relations, which typically 
disadvantage women and gender minorities, persist in all societies and 
interweave with other forms of social divisions to distribute power and 
resources in context-specific ways. Gender inequalities, intersecting 
with other hierarchies of power are embedded in the organization of 
social institutions and manifest themselves on the level of 
interpersonal relations, experiences and identities. Feminist theorists 
such as Choo and Ferree (2010), and Hill Collins (2010) have argued 
that these power relations, social positions, and identifications are 
mapped on a broader and shifting matrix of intersecting structural 
inequalities and oppressions within a global capitalist context.

Intersectionality has a rich history with antecedents in 
United States and British Black feminist thought (Reilly et al., 2022). 
The term itself was coined by United States feminist and anti-racist 
legal scholar Crenshaw (1989) in her seminal law review article that 
pointed out the necessity of demolishing a “single-axis analysis” 
(Tastsoglou, 2019). Intersectionality was diffused globally and became 
very influential not only in feminist and anti-racist theorizing but also 
in government and United Nations’ discourse. A rich and ever-
growing literature has understood intersectionality in a variety of 
often complementary ways: For example, “a matrix of domination” 
consisting of intersecting axes of oppression (Hill Collins, 1990, 2010); 
a multi-level historical co-determination of interactive racialization, 
gendering and class forming processes (Choo and Ferree, 2010); a 
“knowledge project” situated within the power relations it studies (Hill 
Collins, 2015); a “work in progress” inviting researchers and activists 
to always broaden the scope of work where intersectionality can 
be  mobilized (Carbado et  al., 2013; Marfelt, 2016); an “activist” 
approach animated by the motive of social change and social justice 
(Hill Collins, 2015). In our own analysis, the intersectionality 
approach leads us to identify the specific impacts in the experiences 
of GBV of intersecting social positions and identities built upon 
women who carry the legal and social statuses of migrants and 
refugees in Canada.
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Intersectional frameworks have often been employed in research 
examining MRW’s experiences of GBV. For example, particular 
heightened stressors (e.g., social isolation, language barriers) have 
been identified, and viewed as associated with their immigration 
status intersecting with other social identities, such as those based on 
race and class, to exacerbate the experiences of GBV and prevent 
women from challenging the abuse (Erez and Harper, 2018). However, 
only limited research has examined how forms of GBV may 
qualitatively differ for MRW (e.g., men threatening to report wives to 
immigration officials; Erez et  al., 2009), their frequencies of 
occurrence, and how, as a result, the continuum of violence involves a 
different range of GBV. It is those differences in the experience of the 
continuum of GBV that necessitate that we focus on understanding 
the GBV continuum specifically for MRW in Canada, without any 
assumptions and projections based on the continuum of sexual 
violence for the general population of women. The present article 
focuses on the specificities of GBV experience for MRW as such 
specificities are perceived by Key Informants who work with migrants 
and refugees. The article’s findings focus on the intersection of gender 
and migrant/refugee status, as our data regarding other identities (e.g., 
race, religion) is too limited to make any broader claims.

Methodological considerations

This paper draws upon data from the Canadian research 
program,2 associated with the international project Violence Against 
Women Migrants and Refugees: Analyzing Causes and Effective Policy 
Response. The data analyzed in this paper are derived from interviews 
with 43 Key Informants from across Canada, conducted between fall 
2019 and summer 2020.

Key Informants included professionals who worked either 
directly or indirectly with migrant women. They were most often 
employed in either the settlement or anti-violence sectors and had 
a role in developing policy and programs or delivering supports to 
migrant women who had experienced GBV. Approximately one 
third [15] of the Key Informants were service providers in the 
immigrant settlement sector (e.g., counselors, administrators) and 
another third [13] worked with domestic violence survivors in 
varying capacities (e.g., counselors). Six Key Informants were 
government workers who worked on immigration, policy, and 
women’s issues [6] and five were NGO members. Two Key 
Informants worked in legal services for refugees and immigrants; 
two worked in health care clinics for refugees (for more detail, 
please see Holtmann et  al., 2023). A pan-Canadian Expert 
Advisory Group advised on key issues related to this work, such as 

2 The Canadian GBV program (https://www.smu.ca/gendernet/welcome.

html) includes researchers at four institutions (i) Saint Mary’s University, (ii) 

University of New Brunswick, (iii) University of Guelph, and (iv) University of 

Manitoba. The research program has been approved by the Research Ethics 

Board at each of the four institutions. The Canadian program, funded by 

Canadian Institutes of Health Research, is part of the international project on 

Violence Against Women Migrants and Refugees: Analyzing Causes and 

Effective Policy Response (GBV-MIG), a winning project of the Gender-Net 

Plus Consortium (https://gbvmigration.cnrs.fr/)

recruiting and interviewing with trauma-informed approaches 
to research.

Our semi-structured interviews used an interview guide 
developed in collaboration with the international project teams. The 
guide was tailored to the Canadian context, with questions covering a 
range of themes including types of service users, forms of violence, 
services offered, work challenges and ideas about improvement. 
We fully acknowledge the indirect source of our information about 
the GBV experiences of MRW as well as the fact that Key Informants 
did not speak with one voice about GBV but from their own 
professional and social positions with all the insights and shortcomings 
associated with them (Oliveira et al., 2019). In this paper, we focus our 
analysis on the forms of GBV they collectively identified from 
their perspectives.

Interviews were completed remotely by three interviewers, 
either over the phone or videoconference. The decision for remote 
interviews was partially to facilitate recruitment of participants 
from varied geographic locations, but also because most of the 
interviews were conducted during travel restrictions limiting 
in-person meetings due to COVID-19. Interviews varied in length 
from approximately 30–150 min. All interviews were conducted in 
English except one which was conducted in French. Interviews 
were audio recorded, transcribed, and thematically analyzed 
(Braun and Clarke, 2006). This paper focuses on two themes that 
were generated from this analysis: (1) forms of GBV and (2) 
intersectional processes shaping experiences of GBV. All 
participants discussed a range of forms of violence by which 
women were victimized. Many participants talked about 
non-physical forms of violence (e.g., financial, psychological) being 
the most pressing forms of GBV. Some participants also spoke 
about why non-physical forms of violence are pressing forms of 
GBV such as their higher frequency, higher likelihood to 
be  perceived as ambiguous, and lower likelihood to 
be taken seriously.

The perspectives of Key Informants and how they understand and 
recognize GBV are particularly important because (a) they are in a 
position to recognize red flags; (b) they are in proximity to migrants 
and refugees, given that the latter do not have their familiar social 
contexts and supports in Canada; (c) professionals are aware of the 
gaps in migrant and refugee services and able to identify them for us 
as researchers—they are aware of vulnerabilities that cross-cut different 
groups. At the same time, the major drawback of accessing information 
through Key Informant voices has to do with their perspectives, 
interpretations and priorities not necessarily coinciding with those of 
MRW (Lokot, 2021). Despite this shortcoming, speaking with Key 
Informants was part of our trauma-informed approach to data 
collection: by first gathering insights from those who work in close 
proximity with MRW. We were sensitive of the burden MRW may feel 
having to retell their stories in order to access services, legal status, etc.

Findings and discussion

Our findings in this section are grouped under two broad 
categories. In the first, drawing upon Kelly’s continuum theory 
we examine the commonalities between Key Informants’ perceived 
experiences of violence against MRW with that of existing literature 
on Canadian-born women; while, in the second, we  assess how 
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MRW’s experiences of GBV stand apart from those of Canadian-born 
women using the aforementioned literature.

Commonalities in the continuum of sexual/
gender-based violence

Forms of GBV
Unlike Kelly’s approach, we  did not ask about frequency of 

violence the Key Informants’ clients experienced. However, we did 
ask the participants what they felt were the most pressing forms of 
violence (i.e., subtheme: “most pressing forms of GBV” which was 
coded 80 times). Non-physical forms of violence accounted for 
most of the answers and included emotional (n = 9), control and 
manipulation (n = 7), psychological (n = 7), financial (n = 6), and 
verbal (n = 2). For two forms of violence, sexual violence (n = 9) and 
IPV (n = 5), it was unclear whether these responses were about 
physical or non-physical forms of violence. For example, IPV is 
widely known to include both physical and non-physical forms of 
violence (e.g., Cotter, 2021b). Physical violence (n = 7) was also 
cited. See Table 1 for a complete list. The number of times each 
answer was given was somewhat irrelevant to the overall analysis, 
but is used to show “links between the different forms of sexual 
violence” (p.46), regardless of location. The violence that the Key 
Informants most often reported on was the violence they were privy 
to in the Canadian context: violence that either continued from the 
refugee or migrant woman’s home country or began in Canada.

In this section, we argue that the results of the first theme with 
respect to MRW are aligned with Kelly’s (1987) general overview of 
sexual/gender-based violence. In sum, like Canadian-born women, 
(a) MRW are more commonly victimized by non-physical forms of 
violence rather than physical forms of violence; (b) non-physical 
and physical forms of violence are interlinked, but non-physical 
forms of GBV are normalized, delegitimized, and rendered 
invisibile in Canadian society underscoring the need to 
conscientiously expand conceptualizations of GBV beyond 
physical violence.

Focusing on everyday/common forms of 
violence

Kelly’s concept of sexual violence as a continuum has several 
important features used as an organizing principle in these results. 
First, the continuum refers to incidences of abuse and should not 
be interpreted as a continuum of seriousness or how severe the effects 
of abuse can be on a woman. From the participants who answered that 
physical violence was the most pressing form of GBV (interview 
question: In your opinion, which forms of GBV are most pressing?), 
several noted the caveat that non-physical forms of violence were just 
as pressing. KI163 explained that although physical violence is the 
most pressing form of GBV, non-physical forms of violence happen 
more often than physical violence.

[Most pressing form of gender-based violence] could be physical, 
of course it’s physical abuse, it’s physical violence, it’s threatening, 
it’s threat to use physical violence or some force. And of course, it’s 
when the power balance is vulnerable and weak (…) For example, 
for sponsored immigrants, sponsored spouses, a lot of psychological 
abuse, a lot of emotional abuse, threatening and actually when the 
victim is not touched physically but she’s worked out to exhaustion 
by this attitude, relationships or this treatment. We deal a lot with 
these issues. I do not think it’s on the rise, but it was always a very 
high percentage. It’s a little bit higher than physical violence.4

Participants spoke about serious consequences of non-physical 
violence (e.g., victim suicide attempts) noting that victimized women 
often told them that non-physical forms of violence were more 

3 Interview excerpts have been edited to remove any identifying details. 

During analysis, we  assigned each participant a number. In this article, 

we attribute interview excerpts using the following: KI refers to Key Informant 

followed by the corresponding participant number.

4 Quotations have been “cleaned” for non-lexical sounds and repetition.

TABLE 1 Frequency of citing for “most pressing forms of gender-based violence” subtheme.

Form of violence Frequency of answer Clarification

Sexual 9

Emotional 9

Other kind of violence 8 Most answers focused on population such as children, girls, or transgender, but not the form of violence.

Physical 7

Psychological 7

Control and Manipulation 7

Undecided 7 Unsure; inability to rank, perception they are all pressing

Financial 6

Intimate partner violence 5

Unclear 4

Inter-related violence 3 Forms/types of violence cannot be separated; they are all related and co-occur

System/structural 2

Verbal 2

General non-physical violence 2
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difficult to heal from, in part because physical violence is easier to 
comprehend as violence:

KI21: Many women they tell me emotional and psychological 
abuse are more difficult to see and then to heal from. You know if 
you experience physical abuse. You know. You can see and you can 
understand and you know, it’s not right.

Women are more likely to contact the police if they are victimized 
by physical forms of violence (e.g., sustained physical injuries; Akers 
and Kaukinen, 2009), suggesting either that they, or others (e.g., service 
providers the women contact), are more likely to recognize them as 
violence. Although victimized women downplay physical forms of 
violence (Dunham and Senn, 2000), they may be  more likely to 
downplay non-physical forms of violence (e.g., emotional abuse) 
though they can have serious consequences (e.g., depression; Matheson 
et  al., 2015). Non-physical forms of violence are indeed far more 
common (Cotter, 2021b) even in cases when physical abuse is present 
(e.g., Sullivan et al., 2012). Thus, it is important to expand research and 
everyday discourses to include non-physical forms of violence, at least 
in part because they are more common and can have deleterious 
consequences (Matheson et al., 2015). In lieu of the frequency of forms 
of SV in Kelly’s continuum, here our findings refer to the “most pressing 
forms of GBV,” raised by KIs, as being indirect, invisible, and 
normalized. Additionally, the range of violence for immigrant and 
refugee women may be different than for Canadian-born women and 
include unique experiences like instances when the perpetrator controls 
the women’s access to language classes or language acquisition which, 
in turn, makes it difficult to seek support services or access information 
about the law.

Linking the forms of men’s violence against 
migrant and refugee women

Another feature of the continuum is that men’s violent acts against 
women and girls are linked by a common underlying factor: men use 
varying methods of abuse, coercion, and force to control women. For 
example, the majority of women experience multiple forms of violence 
(Thompson et al., 2006), of which non-physical forms of violence (e.g., 
stalking) may be more likely to be accompanied by other forms of 
violence (e.g., physical, sexual; Krebs et al., 2011), may last for longer 
periods of time (e.g., controlling behavior; Thompson et al., 2006) and 
are linked to physical violence later on in an intimate relationship (i.e., 
“escalation of violence”; Murphy and O’Leary, 1989). These features of 
violence were reflected in interviews with Key Informants regarding 
the victimization of MRW: one form of violence can escalate to the 
point of physical violence while encompassing other forms of violence:

KI35: As usual, there is a combination, it’s not one or another. (…) 
I mean, this escalates. At the beginning, it can start by certain 
controlling behaviors and at the end it will entail also [added for 
emphasis] physical violence. And the psychological violence, the 
emotional violence is there. So [it] is not one or another. Many of 
these different fragmented ways to violence will be combined. It’s 
like a constellation. We cannot just tease out one.

Participants spoke about the normalization of the most frequent 
kinds of GBV which is a pressing issue. KI4 added that the 

normalization means that some forms of GBV are not flagged as 
violence and do not receive the same response from society:

We flag certain things as violent right. But all of that kind of 
normalized [violence] (…) do not get the same response from our 
society (…) For me it’s that kind of normalizing practice that 
happens, that to me is the most pressing.

This normalization can occur in two ways: First, some participants 
noted that non-physical forms of violence are “culturally” sanctioned 
forms of behavior and normalized:

KI12: I’d say from a newcomer clinic perspective, from the 
patients that I see it is the emotional and financial violence that is 
subtle and maybe culturally sanctioned in other…well even here 
frankly, but can be culturally sanctioned but is insidious for a lot 
of the women I see.

By accepting the notion of “culturally sanctioned violence” 
some participants reproduced societal stereotypes about violent 
cultures (which are perceived to practice violence that is not 
known or characteristic of/in Canadian society), but also 
illustrated how dismissive society is of certain forms of violence as 
“cultural.” Additionally, however, participants understood 
Canadian culture as being implicit in the normalization of 
violence. KI32 gave the example of some types of violence being 
framed as “fights,” an acceptable notion in Canadian society: 
“Society in general is like ‘everybody gets in fights’ but it’s more 
than that.”

Second, participants implicated society more broadly in the 
normalization of non-physical forms of violence, including specific 
systems such as media and the criminal justice system. They viewed 
these systems as reproducing society’s differential treatment of 
physical and non-physical violence (e.g., focusing on physical 
violence). KI27 described a situation in which a woman pressed 
charges against her male partner for physical abuse. After his release, 
he  used non-physical forms of violence as he  became aware that 
he would not be criminally charged for those:

She did press charges last year, okay. And since then, he’s very well 
aware that if he should threaten her or use any type of physical 
force that he  will be  probably jailed and, who knows in his 
situation perhaps, sent back because she sponsored him. (…) But 
so now what happens is that he can continue to be psychologically 
and verbally abusive toward her, ignore her, be very indifferent, 
tell her she’s not a good mother. But that’s not criminal charges. 
That does not warrant a criminal charge so he knows exactly just 
where not to cross the line.

The framing of some forms of violence as more legitimate or more 
socially and legally recognized (most commonly these are the most 
explicit and extreme forms of violence) than others and the 
non-recognition or invisibilization of certain forms also has an impact 
on responses to GBV, beyond the criminal justice system and reaching 
into policy. KI4 explained that physical forms of violence are 
legitimatized forms of violence – at the expense of other forms 
being delegitimized:
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We identify these are like physical forms of violence. This is the 
way it’s legally sanctioned right. I’d call that kind of more 
legitimate forms of violence [and] (…) the limitations of framing 
it in that way right (…) trying to understand the way that it’s being 
thought of, the way that it’s in practice, the way that it gets 
legitimized but then all of the other forms of gender-based 
violence just seem to not be able to be labeled or identified right. 
(…) Because the way we are thinking about it and the way we talk 
about it then in turn becomes the way that we respond to it. And 
if we do not even have the capacity, the literacy, let us say, to look 
at certain forms as violent right. Then there’s no way that there’s a 
policy around it.

The perception of what constitutes men’s violence against women 
varies in the law, across states and times. For example, feminist 
activists and researchers have fought for decades, with some success, 
for broadened definitions of men’s violence against women and in 
opposition to dominant Western definitions of violence which often 
focus on physical violence (e.g., DeKeseredy and Schwartz, 2001; 
Senn, 2000). Conceptualizations and definitions of what constitutes 
GBV need to be broadened to include non-physical forms of violence 
with the understanding that while these forms of violence are likely to 
be minimized or labeled as a joke (Lockyer and Savigny, 2020) and less 
likely to be taken seriously by the criminal justice systems (Powell and 
Henry, 2018), broad definitions of GBV that include structural 
arrangements in (re)producing GBV may trivialize the experience of 
violence for including “everything but the kitchen sink” (e.g., 
DeKeseredy and Schwartz, 2001). As such, social scientists and others 
should be urged to consider “who benefits, who loses, and what is 
implied” (p.243) through the questions asked about GBV and how 
GBV is defined (e.g., recognize the benefits and limitations of framing 
violence only as extreme physical force; Muehlenhard and 
Kimes, 1999).

An amended continuum: an intersectional 
approach to GBV experiences of migrant 
and refugee women in Canada

In this section, we explore the intersections of social identities 
(e.g., gender, legal status) on the GBV experiences of MRW with a 
focus on forms of GBV either specific to MRW or aggravated by 
their migrant/refugee identity. Discrimination based on an 
intersection of gender with other social identities was a finding that 
echoed throughout our interviews. This discrimination was tied to 
the stereotypical and narrow idea of what violence looks like. KI25 
explained that the experiences of most people, particularly those 
who are marginalized in some way (like women who do not have 
status) are not readily reflected in public conversations 
about violence:

We’re still stuck on a really kind of stereotypical idea of what 
violence looks like (…) When people hear gender-based violence, 
they think mostly of domestic violence, as in physical violence, or 
sexual violence (…) that really erases the experiences of most 
people actually. And then particularly the experiences that 
we would see non-status women experiencing or other women 
with disabilities, other populations who have the highest rates of 

gender-based violence, but whose experiences aren’t always being 
reflected in sort of the public conversation around it.

Drawing from our interviews, we identified five pathways—
constituting risk factors—in which a woman’s migrant or refugee 
status impacted the specific types of violence she experienced. The 
first three pathways—social isolation, threats of child 
apprehension, and involvement of extended family—may 
be common to many, non-migrant women impacted by IPV as 
well. We argue that the first three pathways/risk factors produced 
much amplified vulnerabilities for MRW. The second two 
pathways/risk factors—language barriers and legal status—
signaled vulnerabilities to GBV distinct to MRW. For example, 
women from countries of origin where French or English is not an 
official language (or when one of the two languages is not spoken 
by the MRW) would experience language barriers as a risk factor 
producing vulnerability to violence that Canadian-born would 
likely not.

Social isolation
Social isolation was perceived to be  particularly problematic 

among MRW as well as a form of violence in and of itself. For some 
women, the migration to Canada was used as strategic abuse to isolate 
the woman from her family; for others, the abusive partner uses social 
isolation to gain or maintain control over the woman (e.g., she is 
escorted to all public spaces to keep her from gaining any 
connections). KI29 emphasized the role of digital space in 
social isolation:

So there might just be one laptop in the home. Who has use of a 
laptop? Who has the literacy to use the laptop? Who prevents 
whom from attending digital literacy classes? Who controls the 
Wi-Fi passwords? Who limits the amount of time that a person is 
online because if you can isolate them, you can isolate them every 
which way not just physically but also electronically (…) She 
cannot look up, she cannot book anything. She cannot go home. 
She cannot see her family. She cannot ask them to come over to 
visit her. She cannot Skype with them.

In some cases, the social isolation can be  so extreme that a 
community may not know the woman even exists. KI34 recalled a 
woman who was sponsored by her husband who had controlled many 
aspects of her life, including her social interactions. He had kept her 
inside the home and isolated to the point that the organization did not 
even know that she had arrived in their community:

We had a woman that we did not even know. Basically, a former 
refugee who was now a citizen sponsored her as his wife and 
brought her to the country and her sponsor became her abuser. 
We did not even know she was here because she’d come through 
[a sponsorship] (…) he was her interpreter, he was her sponsor 
receiving the money, he was in charge of absolutely everything 
and she had not been out of the doors. She did not know the area, 
she knew nothing. Very isolated.

Social isolation is a common abuse tactic across a range of 
victimizations (Duron et al., 2021) and there is some evidence that 
perpetrators use isolation in IPV in specific ways depending on 
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context and victim’s social identities (e.g., elderly women; Brandl, 
2000). Though there are many theories on the relationship between 
GBV and social isolation (e.g., victim socially withdraws after abuse 
starts; Kim, 2019), our findings show that it is a perpetrator’s tactic of 
abuse and a form of violence in and of itself that can manifest as 
physical or digital social isolation against migrant women who have 
limited or no social networks due to leaving their family and friends 
behind when immigrating to Canada.

Threats of child apprehension
Some perpetrators use the possibility of children being taken away 

as a threat to keep the woman in the abusive home. KI42 explained 
that this is particularly difficult for migrant women who may not 
know their rights in Canada:

All sorts of threats like “You’ll never be able to survive without me. 
If you leave me, you’ll lose the kids, youth protection will take 
them.” That threat is particularly hard for migrant women who do 
not know their rights, they believe it.

KI8 added that, for some women, the kids being taken away may 
be a reality in their country of origin, so it is easier to believe that it 
will happen in Canada. IPV literature shows that husbands have 
threatened to take the children as part of IPV while in the relationship 
(Velonis et al., 2017) and post-separation (Toews and Bermea, 2017), 
although these threats typically involve the threat of filing for custody 
and kidnapping the children. These commonly used tactics were not 
often brought up by participants when describing threats made to 
MRW. Instead, men in relationships with MRW tend to deliberately 
use her lack of knowledge of the law, convincing her that Canadian 
law would work against her and leave her without her children (either 
in state or husband’s care). Additionally, when a perpetrator controls 
access to information/technology (above) and to language acquisition 
(see below), it may be impossible for a woman to know when she is 
being lied to about child apprehension. This not only demonstrates the 
exacerbated (non-physical) violence that MRW are victimized by, but 
also that the types of violence are not always distinct and may pass into 
another. This particular nuance of a common threat can be understood 
only with an intersectional approach and makes the threat unique 
for MRW.

Involvement of extended family
Threatening to use/using violence against the woman’s family in 

her country of origin was noted as an amplified and possibly more 
frequent form of GBV for MRW. The concern for one’s family being 
so far away and possibly existing generalized violence in the country 
of origin can make a threat of violence particularly effective in the case 
of MRW. KI32 cited an example of a client whose husband’s family 
killed somebody from the wife’s family to threaten the wife.

Other things that we see in relation to working with the immigrant 
and refugee population is using relatives back in the country of 
origin to threaten their partner’s relatives. We  actually had 
somebody in Africa whose husband’s family killed somebody of 
the wife’s family to send a message. (…) We see a lot of that.

Existing IPV literature shows that animal (e.g., family pets) 
maltreatment is a form of violence committed against women 

(Fitzgerald et al., 2019) and that men’s violence against women extends 
to murder of their children (and suicide; Sev’er, 1997). It is unclear 
whether the situation is the same in IPV against MRW. Our data, 
however, suggest that threatening or using lethal violence against 
family members in another country is not atypical and that it may 
happen more frequently than in the general population of women 
victimized by IPV. Depending on the country of origin in question, 
the threat of resorting to violence against family members may appear 
more credible and terrifying pushing to compliance and 
submission of MRW.

Language barriers
Language barriers and controlling access to language acquisition 

are forms of violence used specifically against MRW. In addition, these 
forms of violence are pathways to increase vulnerabilities of MRW to 
further violence. KI27 described a situation wherein a woman she 
knew was trying to learn French, in part to better her education and 
to gain independence in Canada. Her partner, however, sabotaged her 
studying attempts:

She does not speak a lot of French (…) it’s difficult for her because 
now she’s just taken another course and will graduate but she has 
to pass a French course. (…) When she is studying or when she’s 
trying to study, her partner, because he does not really agree with 
her graduating and then gaining independence, will turn the TV 
up as loud as possible so she is not able to concentrate.

Language barriers are an often-cited impediment for MRW 
seeking help or services for GBV (e.g., Erez and Harper, 2018). Our 
results highlight especially how men control women’s language 
acquisition as a form of GBV, thus preventing women from gaining 
independence. Controlling access to language acquisition could 
also help account for why language continues to be a barrier for 
women trying to access GBV-related services (e.g., shelters, 
lawyers).

Legal status in Canada
Key Informants frequently spoke about legal status and its 

relationship to the specific forms of violence that MRW 
experienced. The violence can begin with refusal to sponsor and 
the intent to limit the woman’s rights (e.g., husbands refuse to 
sponsor, so wives are relegated to refugee status and, thus, limited 
rights in Canada). Once a woman is in Canada, her immigration 
paperwork can be withheld by the spouse to maintain power over 
her. This can be done in an effort to conceal her legal status in 
Canada from her:

KI8: It [GBV] also can be withholding of important immigration 
information. (…) That’s probably the big one. It’s the 
misinformation, the husband’s holding the passports and not 
telling them what their actual status is in Canada.

KI31 summed up comprehensively that women who do not have 
permanent residency or Canadian citizenship have their status in 
Canada abused by the perpetrators (e.g., threats of deportation, threats 
of job loss) as a form of control. The perpetrators also tend to be the 
ones who have a more secure legal status in Canada and prey on 
victims who have less secure status:
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I think whenever a woman does not have permanent residency or 
Canadian citizenship, a lot of clients I’ve worked with fear that their 
immigration status will be affected if they do anything. So I find a lot 
of perpetrators will use that and abuse it to no end, like their 
immigration status like “if you call the cops, I’m gonna tell them this 
and this and you are gonna go back home” or “If you do this you are 
gonna lose your job” or “If you do this, the police are gonna do this.” 
They make lots of threats or feed my clients lies about police, about 
their immigration status, about all these different things to kinda keep 
hold of the control. I think those are huge factors in perpetuating that 
violence (…) I’ve worked with clients who the woman has a work 
permit or they even have permanent residency but maybe they have 
more of what we call a temporary work permit or something like that 
and the other person is a Canadian citizen and they use to sometimes 
prey on our clients.

Some Key Informants warned however, that spouses may play a 
limited role in deportation and that the myth of a partner being able 
to deport the woman needs to be addressed. Using legal status as a tool 
to victimize is unique to MRW that can be understood more wholly 
through an intersectional lens, taking into account specifically the 
legal and social status of the woman.

The effect of a woman’s legal status on her experiences of GBV has 
often been framed as a structural issue with a focus on women’s 
inaccessibility to important services (e.g., Côté et  al., 2001). While 
we support this argument, men’s violence against women—in any form—
is widely acknowledged to be a systemic (e.g., patriarchy) and structural 
issue (e.g., Abraham and Tastsoglou, 2016). This does not preclude 
holding abusers responsible for their abuse and focusing on specific forms 
of violence women are victimized by (in this case how legal status is used 
against them by their male partners). For example, many women do not 
leave abusive relationships because they (often correctly) fear that it is 
dangerous and that they may not get adequate support (a structural issue). 
In fact, separation is a key factor in intimate partner femicide (Dawson 
et al., 2021). In this section of the paper we show that MRW face amplified 
or different forms of GBV (e.g., legal status used as a form of violence) and 
argue that the definition of GBV needs to be expanded to include a wider 
variety of forms of GBV and particularly those that affect women at the 
intersection of gender and migrant/refugee status.

Conclusion

This study has made some key contributions to the existing 
literature. First, we have showed empirically that the continuum of 
sexual violence (Kelly, 1987) applies as well to MRW victimized by 
GBV. Second, using an intersectional approach we have demonstrated 
that the continuum of sexual/gender-based violence for MRW 
comprises both similar (Jiwani, 2011) and different types of violence 
to those of Canadian-born women, thus expanding the range of 
violence that Kelly’s continuum encompasses and adding to the 
foundation of developing a continuum to “embrace intersectionality” 
(Kelly, 2012, p. xx). Consequently, we have claimed that the definition 
of what constitutes violence needs to be  broadened beyond the 
physical forms of violence, as such expansion could lead to challenging 
the public understanding of what GBV is and to showing how 
“normal” and subtle (i.e., non-physical) acts of violence are treated as 
acceptable (Muehlenhard and Kimes, 1999).

Furthermore, our synthesis of Kelly’s theory with a feminist 
intersectional perspective in the case of GBV and MRW survivors 
allows us to understand the amplified and / or unique forms of GBV 
that MRW are victimized by (e.g., threats of deportation). Through the 
analysis of our empirical data, we have shown the implications of 
gendered and intersectional discriminations for increasing 
vulnerabilities and compounding the GBV experiences of MRW in 
Canada. By doing so, we  have ultimately demonstrated that the 
continuum is incomplete without taking into consideration all women’s 
social identities (i.e., intersecting axes of oppression; Hill Collins, 
1990, 2010).

Naming and comprehending the specific forms of and 
vulnerabilities to GBV of MRW, rather than lumping them together 
under GBV, is important theoretically and practically. Theoretically, it 
allows us to acknowledge the differential impact of GBV to this 
particular population. It is the acknowledgement of such difference 
that makes it possible to act consequently. From policy and program 
delivery perspectives, it is only through such an understanding that 
targeted policies can be  designed and implemented to address such 
violence and accomplish equity, inclusivity and citizenship for MRW 
survivors of GBV.

There are three main limitations of the study. First, our study 
findings reflect prior literature: we know the most about IPV and least 
about GBV in public spaces directed at MRW. Namely, the key 
informants in our study spoke the most about (cis-) immigrant and 
refugee women victimized by male intimate partners, limiting much 
of our understanding of GBV against MRW to IPV. Secondly, the 
study is necessarily limited to the perspectives of Key Informants (e.g., 
service providers who work with MRW). Finally, future research 
should parse out the broad category of MRW and identify the specific 
experiences of victimized MRW by category.
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