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What women say… 

I think the mandatory charging policy 
is a good idea. At least it lets the 
women have an opportunity to get 
some distance from the violent 
partner, whether they want it or not.  

 (Straight, white woman, aged 18 to 25, good policy, more 

willing to report knowing about the policy) 



What women say… 

Removing all power and control from a 
woman in this circumstance is simply a 
similar experience with being abused… It is 
one more person who has the power to 
make choices for you. I was calling police 
for support and safety not to take over my 
life… There was no part of that process that 
enabled me or empowered me.  

(Survivor with mixed feelings about policy, policy 
makes her less willing to report, bad policy for her) 



Focus of our research 

• Women’s experiences with mandatory 
charging 

• Benefits and negative consequences of 
mandatory charging for abused women 

• Knowledge of the policy 

• Improving the policy 

 
 



Methodology 

• Literature review identified primary research with 
women (n=32)  

• Input from VAWCCs, our community partners 

• Design of questionnaires for women (n=293), service 
providers (n=286) and police (n= 113) 

• Administration of survey on-line 

• Qualifiers for participation: Women: 18 years and 
older, abuse happened in last 5 years, living in Ontario, 
living as a woman at the time and currently. Service 
providers and police must have worked with survivors in 
the past 5 years. 



WOMEN Number % 

Age     

18-29 70 24 

30-39 81 28 

40-49 83 28 

50+ 56 19 

No answer 3 1 

  293 100 

Gender      

Female 288 98 

Gender non-conforming 3 1 

No answer 2 1 

  293 100 

Ethnicity     

Caucasian 255 92 

Indigenous 23 13 

African Canadian 6 2 

South Asian 1 0 

Latin American 7 2 

Other 4 1 

  293 100  

Disability*     

None 150 51 

Physical condition 58 20 

Mental health condition 100 34 

Don’t know/no answer 15 5 

293 100 

  
Number % 

Sexual orientation     

Straight/heterosexual 261 89 

Bisexual 13 4 

Lesbian/gay/homosexual 5 2 

Queer, pansexual, sexual 10 3 

Prefer not to say 4 1 

  293 100 

Highest education at the time     

Primary and some secondary 18 6 

High school diploma 41 14 

Apprenticeship or trades certificate 7 2 

Some college 24 8 

College diploma or certificate 86 29 

Some university 28 10 

University degree 78 27 

No answer 11 4 

  293 100 

Sample of women 

Monthly household  income at the time     

Less than $2,000  70 24 

 Between $2,000 and $3,000  43 15 

Between $3,000 and $5,000  62 21 

Over $5,000  71 24 

Don't know / Don't remember 15 5 

Prefer not to say or no answer 32 11 

  293 100 



SERVICE PROVIDERS 

Sector Number  % 

VAW Sector (shelter, counsellor, transitional support, 

sexual assault crisis centre) 

186 64 

PAR Working with charged women  30 10 

PAR Outreach to women victims 23 8 

Children’s Aid Society 14 5 

Hospital based sexual violence response program  12 4 

Victim services 27 9 

Family counselling 2 1 

Corrections 6 2 

Aboriginal services  4 1 

Public Health or social services 17 6 

Mental health or addictions 10 4 

Other 10 4 

  289 100 

Years working in field     

2 years or less 35 12 

3 to 5 years 52 18 

6 to 10 years 51 18 

11 to 20 years 88 30 

More than 20 years 63 22 

Total 289 100 

Gender     

Female 273 94 

Male 14 5 

Two-spirited 2 1 

  289 100 

Sample of  
service  
providers 



POLICE 

Position  Number % 

Patrol officer 47 42 

Sergeant  4 4 

Partner assault investigator or supervisor 51 45 

Chief or commander 2 2 

Other 9 8 

  113 100 

Years working in policing      

2 years or less 12 11 

3 to 5 years 13 12 

6 to 10 years 17 15 

11 to 20 years 36 32 

More than 20 years 34 30 

No answer 1 1 

113 100 

Gender     

Female 65 58 

Male 41 36 

Two-spirited 2 2 

No answer 5 4 

  113 100 

Sample of police 



THE RESEARCH 
LITERATURE 

  



Debates among feminists 

• The law can be both empowering and 
disempowering  

 

• Claims that the state has subverted 
feminist goals by further entrenching the 
power of the state 



Research findings 

• Survivors endorse mandatory policies but 
show less support in their own specific 
cases (90% vs 72% in Barata & 
Schneider, 2004)  

• Specific populations of women survivors 
feel greater negative impacts  

• Less support among white women (53% ) 
than African American women (79%) 
(Smith, 2001) 

 



Research findings: women’s goals 

• Women’s needs and goals change over 
time 

• Some women want the violence to stop 
but don‘t want charges 

• Mandatory policies are best implemented 
in conjunction with social and community 
supports 



EXPERIENCES OF 
ONTARIO WOMEN WITH 
POLICE AND THE POLICY  
  



Contact with police 

• Half of women had contact with police 

–English-speaking 58% and French 
46% 
 

• Serious abuse remains unreported 

–20% women with physical injuries 
requiring care did not report 

–37% of women very afraid of partner 
 



Reasons for not reporting 

I would never call them for help specifically 
because of this policy. There are many times 
that I would have called for help because I 
wanted him to be taken away that night, or 
until he was sober, but I don't call because 
of the long-term consequences. 
(survivor with male partner, police contacted by someone else, 

she thinks it’s a bad policy overall and it was bad for her, 
charges were not laid and she did not want charges) 

 



Reasons for not 
reporting, police-related 



Reasons for not reporting,  
Ethnic and Indigenous women 

• Ethnic minority and Indigenous women 
(n=16) more likely to lack trust in police 
(38% vs. 15% Caucasian) and negative 
experiences with police (31% vs. 8%) 

As a woman of colour, who is now in law school I 
still do not trust the police. And I never will. They 

wield too much power and have never been helpful 
for me. It would take a lot for me to ever contact 
them. (survivor with male partner, police not contacted, 

thinks the policy is good overall) 

 

 



Reasons – cont’d 

Percentage 



Reasons – cont’d 

Percentage 



When police were contacted 



Charging according to women’s 
wishes 



Helpfulness of police contact 
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Helpful even though 
charges not laid 
They arranged for me to meet with them at a neutral 
location, they initiated conversation with my ex and kept 
him away from me and occupied while I was able to get 
my things. (survivor with male partner who was not charged, 

police actions very helpful and she was very satisfied with the 
outcome, whether it is a good or bad policy depends on the 
circumstances, knowing about the policy makes her more willing 
to contact police) 

 

Once police contacted him, all threats stopped 
immediately. (survivor with male partner who was not charged, 

police were very helpful and she was very satisfied with the 
outcome, she is not sure if it is a good policy or if knowing about 
it makes her more willing to call police in future) 



Seven women were charged 

I explained to the police that I hit my partner to defend 
myself and I got charged with domestic abuse and did 6 
months’ probation. This is after the fact that my partner is 
well known to police and has a long violent record.  I really 
do not believe I deserve to have a record now because I 
am a victim of his abuse, this is just another way the 
abuse continues to play out within society.  

(survivor, very afraid of partner, someone else contacted the 
police, both she and male partner charged, wanted charges 
against partner, has mixed feelings about policy generally and 
does not know if it was good for her) 

 



Everything that my partner did to me he turned around 
and told the police that I was the one who did them. They 
never even asked me why I originally called or asked any 
questions just listened to his story of what I apparently did 
to him and laid charges immediately.  

(survivor, she was charged and not male partner, didn’t know if 
she wanted charges against partner, has mixed feelings about 
policy and feels it was bad in her case) 

 

I hit my partner because he cheated on me and I was 
stressed out.  

(survivor, someone else contacted the police, she was charged 
and convicted, believes it is a good policy and was good in her 
case as she learned how to deal with her anger)  

 



PERCEPTIONS  
OF THE POLICY 
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Good/bad policy for 
themselves 
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Perceptions of women: 
Good for most women 

I was so controlled for so long by my 
husband that I could not think clearly 
enough to know that his abuse was wrong 
enough to involve the police. All it would 
have taken was an arched eyebrow from 
him… to make me confused and afraid 
enough to ‘take it all back.’ (survivor, more 

willing to report knowing about the policy) 

 

 



Good and bad 

It has both good and bad qualities… [For 
me specifically it was good.] He was able 
to receive the help he needed! 
Counselling and group. This has changed 
his behaviour. (survivor, more willing to 

report knowing about the policy) 

 



Bad policy for most women 

There are times when we may need help 
to calm our partner down. We may not 
want them charged. Who can we turn to 
if there is a mandatory charge policy? 
(survivor, believes it is bad policy generally and 
was bad in her case, male partner was not 
charged, she did not want charges)  



Perceptions of police 

For the most part it is a good policy but I 
have seen cases where women had no 
intent to have their partners charged. 
Sometimes this leads to recanting of their 
statement or outright change in their 
statement resulting in public mischief 
charges. (male detachment commander with 

over 10 years of  experience) 

 



Perceptions of service 
providers 

The impact of abuse can be extremely 
immobilizing on the victim… the victim's 
and her children's safety is increased if 
the law takes control of the situation & 
leaves it out of her hands.  
 

[Mandatory charging is]… good when it is 
power and control, bad when it is 
situational violence. 



Support for policy by sector 

Percentage 



BENEFITS AND 
CONSEQUENCES 

  



Benefits  

Percentage 



Benefits, con’t 

Percentage 



Benefits, con’t 

Percentage 



Benefits 
I suspect that had my partner not been removed from my 
home when he was, I would have sustained much more 
serious injury or death. (survivor, good policy generally, good 

for her, male partner charged, she didn’t know if she wanted 
charges) 

 

I think mandatory charging can be helpful most of the time 
as it may be the woman’s first and only opportunity to 
have someone stand up to her abuser… the key to this is 
to have educated, insightful, experienced police officers on 
the scene who are able to take the time and assess the 
dynamics of power and control. (female service provider, 

VAW sector, less than5 years of experience, good policy) 

 



Negative consequences 

Percentage 



Negative consequences, cont’d 

Percentage 



Negative consequences, cont’d 

Percentage 



Negative consequences, cont’d 

Percentage 



Consequences 

Woman victim wanted to have charges dropped in a minor 
assault case, citing wanting to go to counselling that dealt 
with abuse but also other contributing factors (financial, 
etc.) Crown refused to drop charges. Victim began to hide 
from her life to avoid being served a subpoena for court. 
She stopped staying at home and police coming to work 
place began to cause issues with employer. In the end it 
was the police that went to the Crown to have charges 
stayed citing victimization of victim as the state was now 
abusing her.  

(male supervisor of IPV investigative section, over ten years of 
experience, good policy) 



KNOWLEDGE OF  
THE POLICY 
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Effect of knowledge of 
policy on willingness to call 
police in future 
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IMPROVING  
THE POLICY 

  



Improving the policy  

• Expanded social supports 

– No contact order 

– Financial issues 

– Emotional upheaval 

– Information about the CJS process 

 

• Protection of women 

– When charges are laid, situation can become more 
dangerous if abuser violates court orders and other 
supports are not there for the woman 

 



Improving the policy  

• More training for police 

– dynamics and psychological effects of abuse 

– trauma-informed approaches 

– empathy for victims 

– determination of the primary aggressor to 
reduce dual charging and charging of the 
victim.  

– having counselors present when police 
respond to IPV 



Improving the policy  
• Police discretion 

– because the range of domestic violence is broad and 
complex it is not always productively addressed 
through the mandatory charging policy  

– women did not speak about police discretion, but 
about maintaining choice and control in relation to 
the policy 

• Differential response 

– officers suggested integrating a degree of discretion 
while striving to maintain its intended aims through 
a differential response 

– service providers spoke about the need for a 
differential response based on an assessment of risk 



Improving the policy 

• More consistent application of the policy 

– women and service providers felt mandatory charges 
should be applied more consistently by police, and 
that police should be better informed and trained 
about how to identify the dominant aggressor 

 

• Public education 

– possible deterrent effect on abusers 

– increased choice and control for women 

– holding police accountable 

– some survivors noted that they might not have 
called police if they had known about the policy 

 



I believe the right to press charges needs to stay with the 
woman. Only she knows what she can handle and what 
her needs are. In my experience the police, the legal 
system, and CAS are not equipped to adequately assist the 
woman through the process. Mandatory charging is a good 
idea (in an ideal world), but not realistic. It requires that 
all professionals involved be competent (having dealt at 
the very least with their own personal issues, not to 
mention their personal biases etc.) and in my experience, 
that is not the case. This then creates more problems for 
the woman. And if her right to press charges or not is 
taken away from her, then this puts her into an even 
worse position. At least if she presses charges herself and 
discovers that the professionals are making things worse, 
she can drop the charges. She isn't then stuck (hopefully) 
in a whirlwind of further trauma that was created by the 
professionals. (straight, white woman, aged 55 to 59, bad policy in 

general, more willing to report knowing about the policy) 

 

 



The report 
The benefits and impacts of  

mandatory charging in Ontario:  

Perceptions of abused women, service 
providers and police 

Holly Johnson, Associate Professor, and  

Deborah E. Conners, Post-Doctoral Fellow  

Department of Criminology, University of Ottawa, 2017 

 

French and English versions will be posted on: 

The OCTEVAW website: 

http://www.octevaw-cocvff.ca/ottawa-survivorvictim-support-
pamphlets-research-and-resources 

The BBWON website: 

http://www.buildingabiggerwave.org/ 

 

 


