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YOU SAID IT 

You can’t be that kid standing at the 
top of the waterslide, overthinking it. 
You have to go down the chute.  
—Tina Fey, actress, comedian, writer, producer 

NOTHING 
HAPPENS UNTIL 
YOU DECIDE. 
MAKE A 
DECISION AND 
WATCH  
YOUR LIFE  
MOVE FORWARD.
—  Oprah Winfrey, television host and philanthropist

DECIDING TO MAKE  
A DIFFERENCE
I am part of the movement to end violence against 
women because I grew up in a family where my mom 
experienced abuse. Those memories stayed with me, 
but now as an adult I’m no longer afraid, angry or 
helpless. I want to make a difference now more than 
ever because of my daughter. Participating in this 
movement will help spread the lessons that I’m passing 

on to Sophie, to other little girls 
and boys as well.
—Son Ngo, a Vancouver participant in 
Move for Hope, a one-hour workout  
that raises funds for women’s shelters  
and violence prevention programs  
across Canada

I’M NOT TELLING  
YOU IT’S GOING TO 

BE EASY— 
I’M TELLING YOU  
IT’S GOING TO BE  

WORTH IT. 
— Art Williams, entrepreneur, author, coach

SHARE YOUR  
FEEDBACK  
WITH US!  

TAKE OUR READER SURVEY AT  
surveymonkey.com/r/SHEreaders
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CHOOSING 
EMPOWERMENT

Yes or no? Should you or shouldn’t 
you? Should you apply for that pro-
motion? Should you have children, 

or more children, or no children? Go back 
to school? Buy that house? Get married? 
Run for office?

Big life choices like these aren’t easy. Since they usually require weighing our 
own needs against those of others, they can be especially tricky for women. Many 
of us have trouble even noticing our needs. Most of the time our first instinct is to 
put others first, even if it means acting against our own best interests.

Big life choices are even tougher when you’re starting from a place of disadvan-
tage. I am constantly amazed by the courageous choices made by the women and 
girls who attend the programs we fund. I’ve talked to a single mom who was raising 
two children alone in poverty, yet somehow found the guts and fortitude to learn a 
skilled trade to give her kids a better life. I’ve met a woman who’d been physically 
and emotionally abused by her husband for years, brainwashed into believing she 
was too stupid to live on her own, that no one would ever want her, convinced that 
he would kill her if she left. Yet somehow one night she found the courage to leave, 
driving alone for hours in the dark on unfamiliar highways to an uncertain future. 
I’ve talked to young girls who are willing to risk being bullied and ostracized in 
order to publicly challenge sexist gender stereotypes, because they decided to 
step into their power. 

Making empowered choices is never easy. There is always a cost. And sometimes 
they are simply not possible unless we have help. In this issue, you’ll read about 
other women’s most empowered decisions (THE BIG QUESTION, page 15), why 
columnist Heather Mallick keeps choosing to speak her mind even in the face of 
threats (SHE SAYS, page 20), and the types of supports that help women make 
one of the most difficult decisions of all: to leave an abusive relationship (LEAVE? 
EASIER SAID THAN DONE, page 10).

Along the way, I hope you’ll gain insight into making your own empowered  
decisions and how to say yes to the life you really want.

Diane Hill , SHE Editor, Canadian Women’s Foundation
Send your letters to she@canadianwomen.org
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IN THIS ISSUE
Fall 2015

2 NOTEBOOK
Updates & inspiration from our community.

6 ELIZABETH’S STORY
A skilled trades program gave Elizabeth the 
tools she needed to build a new career and  
start her own company.

8 YOYO’S STORY
The messages on girls’ T-shirts aren’t always 
positive. Yoyo created a design she’s proud  
to wear.

10 FEATURE: LEAVE? EASIER SAID 
THAN DONE
Women in abusive relationships must find 
answers to a maze of questions before they  
can leave safely.

15 THE BIG QUESTION
What was your most empowered decision?

16 LEADERS IN ACTION
To help women and girls, they give their time, 
money, and heart.

19  HOW TO: PUT YOURSELF FIRST
Deciding to practice self-care is the first step  
to taking on new roles and challenges.

20 SHE SAYS
Columnist Heather Mallick keeps “writing while 
feminist,” despite the danger.

EDITOR’S 
NOTE

canadianwomen.org

The Canadian Women’s Foundation is Canada’s 
public foundation for women and girls. We invest in 
programs that help women and girls to move out of 
violence, out of poverty, and into confidence. Our 
work creates a ripple effect, helping to create safer 
families, stronger communities, and a more prosper-
ous society for all. Since 1991, we’ve raised money 
and invested in over 1,300 community programs 
across Canada, and are now one of the ten largest 
women’s foundations in the world.

canadianwomen.org

EMPOWERED
DECISIONS

‘‘ ‘‘

NOTHING 
HAPPENS 

UNTIL YOU 
DECIDE.  

Make a decision and watch 
your life move forward.

 
—OPRAH WINFREY,  

TELEVISION HOST AND PHILANTHROPIST

BONUS! DOWNLOAD 
A FULL-PAGE POSTER 
CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/ 
DOWNLOADS
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UPDATES & 
INSPIRATION 
FROM OUR 
COMMUNITY

FOR A FULL LIST OF EVENTS CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/CALENDAR

NOTEBOOK

Barbara Gosse (foreground), 

Senior Director of Research, 

Policy and Innovation, 

facilitates the first Canadian 

Women’s Foundation 

roundtable discussion on 

sex trafficking.

CALGARY, AB
A closer look at what it means to 
“be a man”: The Canadian Women’s 
Foundation hosted a screening of 
The Mask You Live In, a documentary 
that examines how male gender 
stereotypes influence our sons, 
families and communities. After 
the film, guest speakers facilitated 
a fascinating question-and-answer 
session.

MONTREAL, QC
Thanks for the lift, eVox! The 
company, which makes electric 
bicycles, raised money for the 
Canadian Women’s Foundation during 
the artful launch of their latest bike. 
eVox organized a silent auction of 
about 20 paintings by Montreal’s top 
urban artists at a local gallery, and 
gave people the chance to try the 
bike while they were there. Merci!

TORONTO, ON
Our Director of Violence Prevention, 
Anuradha Dugal, presented at the  
Ontario Government’s Select  
Committee on Sexual Violence and 
Harassment, recommending ways to 
overcome obstacles to reporting  
sexual abuse. She recommended  
funding inclusive, culturally sensitive 
supports, and implementing a provincial 
framework for gender equality.

A ROUNDUP OF 
SOME OF OUR  
LATEST EVENTS

> >>CROSS 
CANADA 
EVENTS

BUILDING A NEW NATIONAL  
STRATEGY ON SEX TRAFFICKING 
Sex trafficking in Canada is a growing reality, with girls as young 
as 11 being forced into prostitution. Traffickers are organized, 
sophisticated, and highly successful at maintaining control over 
their victims and avoiding police. On the rare occasions when 
women and girls do manage to escape, they immediately need 
personalized, coordinated, round-the-clock supports, but for the 
most part, these integrated services simply don’t exist. To help 
survivors get the help they need, a new collaborative network 
of community organizations and government agencies must be 
created, supported by sustainable funding and improved public 
awareness. In 2014, the Canadian Women’s Foundation launched 
a new five-year strategy to help end sex trafficking in Canada. A 
critical part of this strategy is to bring together survivors, law 
enforcement, community stakeholders, and government agencies 
in a series of regional roundtable discussions. The roundtables 
provide an opportunity for local agencies to discuss strategies 
and resources, and will help to lay the groundwork for a 
coordinated national strategy to end sex trafficking. To date, two 
roundtables have been organized by the Foundation—in Toronto 
and Halifax—with three more scheduled for Quebec, Manitoba 
and BC. “Through these discussions, we can find out what’s been 
happening on the ground and feed that information up into policy 
recommendations and new ways to collaborate,” says Anuradha 
Dugal, the Canadian Women’s Foundation’s Director of Violence 
Prevention. “Together, we are finding shared solutions and the best 
approaches for ending sex trafficking in Canada.” 

LEARN MORE CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/TRAFFICKING

GAME
CHANGER
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LACHUTE, QC
Congratulations to long-time 
grantee Fonds d'Emprunt des 
Laurentides (FEL) for winning the 
Prix Égalité 2015, which recognizes 
excellence in women’s economic 
development. FEL won for  
“Women and Money: A Survival 
Guide,” a financial literacy tool 
it has distributed to over 60 
organizations in Quebec.

ANTIGONISH, NS
Our hats are off to the most recent 
graduates of the Canadian Women’s 
Foundation Leadership Institute. 
Over the last three years, 75 women 
have participated in this program, 
which is designed to build the next 
generation of leaders in Canada’s 
nonprofit sector. LEARN MORE 
CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/
LEADERSHIP-INSTITUTE

NATIONAL  
They came! They sweated! They 
raised hope! On May 30, more 
than 800 people across Canada 
participated in our Move For Hope 
event, capping off the 10th year 
of our Campaign to End Violence. 
The campaign raises funds for over 
450 women’s shelters and violence 
prevention programs in Canada.

> > >

>

DON’T MISS
Our next event could be yours! 
We invite you to join the many 
Canadians who are helping women 
and girls across the country by 
hosting a fundraising event on 
our behalf. For inspiration, read 
PEOPLE WE LOVE (Page 18).     

LEARN HOW TO HOST YOUR 
OWN EVENT! CANADIANWOMEN.
ORG/HOST

OF CANADIANS 
UNDERSTAND  
THAT CONSENT 
MUST BE BOTH 
AFFIRMATIVE AND 
ONGOING 
SOURCE: CANADIAN WOMEN’S FOUNDATION 
SURVEY BY ANGUS REID, 2015

33%

SWEET
&

SOUR

WHAT DOES A HAIRCUT HAVE  
TO DO WITH CONSENT?
Ever been to a hairdresser for a trim, only to wind up with the worst hair day 
ever? It’s one of the familiar scenarios in a new video from the Canadian Women’s 
Foundation’s Get Consent campaign. The message is that, whether in an everyday 
situation or a sexual situation, “you should never get more than you asked for.” 
Within a week of its release, the Get Consent video was viewed over 80,000 times 
and generated many media stories. The campaign contributes to the conversation 

about establishing a culture of consent 
in Canada. It comes on the heels of a 
Foundation survey that found only 1 in 
3 Canadians understand consent must 
be both positive and ongoing. “Sexual 
consent is a two-way exchange,” says 
Diane Hill, Senior Director of Public 
Engagement at the Foundation. “It’s an 
ongoing process of giving and getting 
permission.” LEARN MORE TO WATCH 
THE VIDEO AND LEARN MORE ABOUT 
CONSENT, GO TO GETCONSENT.CA

WE 
SPEAK 

OUT

OF CANADIANS 
AGREE THAT  
SEXUAL ACTIVITY 
SHOULD BE 
CONSENSUAL
SOURCE: CANADIAN WOMEN’S FOUNDATION 
SURVEY BY ANGUS REID, 2015

96%

CHALLENGE The trend toward 
texting, sexting and Snapchatting 
can lead to confusion around 
romantic relationships and consent. 
In fact, our latest study found 1 in 
5 Canadians age 18 to 34 believe 
that if a woman sends an explicit 
photo through email or text, she is 
consenting to real-life sexual activity. 

IDEAS THAT WORK 
SOLUTION Our Teen Healthy 
Relationships programs help young 
people understand that talking about 
consent is part of healthy relationships. 
Whether they’re communicating online or 
off, participants learn what consent looks 
like—and how to make sure they have it. 
Educating about consent is leading to a 
new generation of healthier relationships.

The Get Consent campaign illustrates 
that giving and getting consent is part of 
everyday life.
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Students in the  
Fourth R program in 
Fort Smith, Northwest 
Territories work on a 
role-play scenario that  
deals with sending 
inappropriate  
texts and emails.

One really interesting thing we heard in three 
sites was that all of them reported a reduction  
in homophobic comments and a more accepting 
environment for LGBTQ youth. 
—Ray Hughes, National Education Coordinator for the Fourth R in Nunavut and the  
Northwest Territories.

BRINGING VIOLENCE PREVENTION  
TO THE NORTH
In a classroom in the South Slave Region of the Northwest Territories, students leave 
their books and desks to one side, gathering in a circle in the middle of the room.  
They are about to begin a warm-up exercise as part of the Healthy Relationships Plus 
program developed by the Fourth R, a violence-prevention organization based in 
London, ON. The Fourth R’s healthy relationships curriculum is already offered in 
5,000 schools across Canada. Now, funding from the Canadian Women’s Foundation is 
helping expand the program into schools in the Northwest Territories and Nunavut. 
Young people in the North struggle with many of the same problems experienced by 
youth in southern provinces, including substance abuse, mental health issues, dating 
violence, bullying, and suicide. “The difference is, the rates are much higher here,” says 
Ray Hughes, National Education Coordinator with the Fourth R. To ensure the 
students can relate to the content, the Fourth R has developed customized course 
materials that reflect the local cultures and issues. Students learn to resolve conflicts 
and manage high-risk behaviour through interactive workshops and tools such as 
videos and role-playing. Teachers serve as facilitators and coaches, rather than “the 
person with all the answers.” “When you go into an Aboriginal community, you need to 
build trust,” Ray says. “There are so many researchers that drop in and fly out and they 
never hear from them again. When local officials heard our plan was about 
sustainability, that we have some funding from the Canadian Women’s Foundation that 
isn’t just one year—that was an important thing.”

The Fourth R’s northern programs, serving grades 7 to 9 in Arviat, Yellowknife, and the 
Regions of Tlicho, Sahtu, Dehcho, and South Slave, receive 4-year funding from the 
Canadian Women’s Foundation. LEARN MORE ABOUT THE CANADIAN WOMEN’S 
FOUNDATION’S VIOLENCE PREVENTION GRANTS CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/STOP-THE-VIOLENCE

CONGRATULATIONS 
TO OUR CEO!

Sheherazade Hirji 
received the 2015 

Humanitarian of the 
Year Award, presented 

by Premier Kathleen 
Wynne on behalf  

of the Canada Pakistan 
Business Council. 

This incredible 
honour recognizes 
Sheherazade’s 20 

years of service in the 
nonprofit sector, her 
leadership, and her 

philanthropic vision.

CONGRATULATIONS  
ROYAL LEPAGE!

Our long-time supporter 
Royal LePage has 
been named 2015 

Outstanding Corporate 
Citizen by the Canadian 
Franchise Association. 
For more than 15 years, 
the company’s charity, 
Royal LePage Shelter 
Foundation, has been 

working with us to help 
women and children in 
Canada safely escape 

domestic violence.

 
PROGRAMS
IN ACTION
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INSPIRATION IS JUST  
A CLICK AWAY!

PLAYING FAIR
Women and girls haven’t always 
been welcome in the world of 
sport—in their communities 
or at the elite level. A new 
documentary, PLAY FAIR, 
explores five decades of activism 
for equal access to sports, and 
features interviews with athletes 
including Hayley Wickenheiser. 
One of the founders of the 
Canadian Women’s Foundation, 
Senator Nancy Ruth, was an 
executive producer for the 
film. What does the future hold 
for girls, women, and sport? 
Watch the film at playfair.tv. 

 
STUNNING SNAPSHOTS 
Humm, a photo of a 
hummingbird in flight by Nigel 
Bullers, is one of the many 
captivating images that was 
submitted to the 2015 Worldwide 
WOW Photo Contest. The 
contest was organized by the 
Canadian Progress Club Elevate, 
and proceeds went to the 
Canadian Women’s Foundation. 
Check out the gallery of winners 
and honourable mentions 
at wowphotocontest.ca.

TWEET US YOUR FAVOURITE  
FEISTY BOOKS & MOVIES!  
@CDNWOMENFDN

READ
WATCH
ENJOY
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CAUTION: BARRIERS AHEAD

SEE IT
BELIEVE IT

It’s well documented that women in Canada are more likely than men to experience 
poverty, domestic violence, sexual assault, and a gender wage gap. But, by every measure, 
women with disabilities and Deaf women face an even harsher reality: higher rates of 
poverty, more sexual violence, lower employment rates, and more violent crime. 

Percentage of women 
with disabilities who 

live in poverty:

33%

LEARN MORE: FOR MORE 
INFORMATION ABOUT 
WOMEN WITH DISABILITIES 
AND DEAF WOMEN,  
GO TO: DAWNCANADA.NET.

DOWNLOAD THIS 
INFOGRAPHIC 
CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/
INFOGRAPH-VIOLENCE

SOURCE: DISABLED WOMEN’S NETWORK OF CANADA (DAWN-RAFH CANADA) AND STATISTICS CANADA

51% 

of women with 
disabilities 

experienced a  
violent crime 

within the last year, 
compared to 36% 
of women without 

disabilities.

1 out 
of 5

 women in  
Canada live  

with a  
disability. 4x

Women with 
disabilities are 4 

times more likely to 
be sexually assaulted 
than women without 

disabilities.

Women with disabilities 
and Deaf women are 
vulnerable to a wide 
variety of abuse, 
including neglect, 
financial exploitation, 
and psychological 
abuse. Some abusers 
restrict women’s access 
to assistive devices, 
such as wheelchairs or 
respirators. According to 
the DisAbled Women’s 
Network of Canada, 
women who live in 
institutions can also face 
“violations of privacy, 
restraint, strip searches, 
and solitary confinement.”

47%
Employment rate for 

women with a disability, 
compared to 70% for 

women without a disability. 
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After finishing a skilled trades program in 
carpentry, Elizabeth Small is building a new 
future as the owner of a renovation company  
and paving the way for other women in  
skilled trades. As told to Jessica Howard

I CAME OUT OF SCHOOL not really knowing what I wanted to do with my life. 
Skilled trades came way, way after. After I went through a series of jobs that I 
wasn’t really interested in, a family friend invited me to get involved in buying 
an investment property that we would renovate and rent. I started to learn 
renovation skills, and that led to working for a construction company. During 
my last job with the company, I realized everything I was learning was wrong. 
They asked me to work on a shower and it was so wrong they had to rip it all out.

I definitely didn’t have enough formal training. I applied to the Enhanced 
General Carpentry for Women program because I wanted to learn the right 
way and go further with my career. Everybody works in the trades on seniority, 
and I wasn’t going to spend five years at the very bottom. Once I got the call 
to say I was accepted in the program, I was over the moon. 

My instructor always used to joke that my favourite phrase was “Really?!” I 
was often in disbelief in class, because it was so different from the way I had 
been taught. I was excited, though, because I finally understood what I was 
doing wrong and why. When I graduated, I saw myself working as an employee 
to learn the next level of carpentry. But one of my former co-workers asked 
if I could build her garage. So I looked over the plans and said, ‘We can do 
this,’ and I got two other women from the program to work with me. If I hadn’t 
done the garage, I never would have gotten incorporated or started my own 
company, Arriba Contracting. Ever since, I’ve gotten work by word of mouth. 
I’ve never advertised. 

What I’ve noticed is that the home is typically the woman’s place; she 
decorates it, she furnishes it. If she’s hiring a contractor, there’s a connection 
to see a female in that role. I think I’ve gotten a lot of jobs because I’m a woman. 
I’m not going to kibosh that—I’m going to go with it! 

I hire people who’ve graduated from the program because it makes my job 
10 times easier when I don’t have to break bad habits. I also want women and 
men on my crew because it shows that they can work together. For women, it 
can be hard to get a job in this industry. It’s tough convincing guys to give us 
a chance. Every year, I go back and talk to new students in the program. My 
advice for women going into the trades is to pursue it as if it was any other 
occupation. If you wanted to be a rock star, you wouldn’t say, ‘Well, it’s a male-
dominated field.’ You’d be strummin’ away on your guitar, or belting out a song 
to show them what you’ve got. Same thing here. 

The Enhanced General Carpentry Program is delivered by the Centre for  
Skills Development and Training and is a Canadian Women’s Foundation 
funded program.

VISIT ELIZABETH'S WEBSITE ARRIBACONTRACTING.COM

ELIZABETH’S
STORY

FIRST PERSON
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Elizabeth Small  
now runs her own 
renovation company, 
Arriba Contracting. 
She hires workers  
from the skilled trades 
program she attended, 
and tries to keep a  
mix of men and women 
in her crew.
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Yoyo decided that 
“confident” was going  
to be a key word on the 
T-shirt she designed in an 
As We Are workshop 
(shown on next page).
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Yoyo Benchetrit thought the messages on many T-shirts 
 for girls were disempowering. So she created her own.  
As told to Jessica Howard 

IN MY YEARBOOK, I wrote about my teacher, Ms. Jones. She taught me to be just who I am 
and to not hide the things I’m good at. In her class, we made T-shirts about being grateful. 
She said when she saw me in my shirt, standing proud and tall, it inspired her to want to get 
everybody to be proud of who they are. 

She came up with an idea to do a workshop called “As We Are”, which I got to participate 
in. It was a great experience. In the workshop, we started by looking at T-shirts with bad 
messages about women. For example, one said “Allergic to Algebra.” That offended me 
because I really like math. It upset me to see a girl wearing that and thinking she’s not 
allowed to be good at math because it’s “for boys.” 

We discussed these messages and brainstormed to come up with more positive ones. We 
also talked about women we think of as leaders and who inspire 
us. There are a lot of female athletes I think are good role models,  
like Serena Williams. Serena shows she doesn’t think that 
anyone can stop her. We also talked about family members who 
inspire us. I said my mom, because she’s confident, she works 
hard, she’s supportive, and she really believes in women’s rights.

After that, we worked on our own T-shirt designs. I wanted 
mine to describe what women are to me: confident, leaders, 
musical, athletic, intelligent, and proud of who we are. I put 
“confident” twice because that’s the word we really need to 
get out there.

I think a lot of girls are put down just because of their gender. 
A lot of people say there’s two categories, women and men, and 
they need to follow certain rules, like women being pretty or 
being skinny. And then that kind of lowers the way girls think. 
They don’t try as hard because they think, for example, “I can’t 
play football, because girls don’t play football, so why bother?”

I usually wear the shirt I designed to bed, because it gives 
me a reminder before I go to sleep. I have three copies of it 
and my brother wanted one, too. He’s seven. Hopefully, this 
project will go worldwide and a lot of girls will start standing 
tall and being proud. And they’ll hopefully try to be leaders to 
other kids, too.

As We Are is a Canadian Women’s Foundation funded project that encourages girls  
aged 9 to 13 to challenge stereotypes and design T-shirts with positive messages. Select T-shirt 
designs will be sold to support the Foundation’s girls’ programs. Watch canadianwomen.org 
for details.

LEARN MORE: TO READ AN INTERVIEW WITH LORNA JONES, THE TEACHER WHO STARTED AS WE 
ARE, GO TO CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/BLOG/AS-WE-ARE

FIRST PERSON

YOYO’S
STORY
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FOR SEVERAL YEARS, CHRISTINA* hid the truth. 
She had five young children, worked full-time, and was 
coping with an abusive, alcoholic husband. 

The abuse followed the classic cycle: violent out-
bursts over something like spilled milk, followed by 
remorse and promises of change. In the calm phases, 
he bought her flowers, made dinner, and took care of 
the kids. “It was what I imagined it was like to have a 
husband and wife working together,” she says. But over 
time, those precious moments shrank.

“I had lost all sense of self-worth,” Christina says. Her 
husband accused her of being a “psycho” and causing 
the abuse. When she thought about the future, she felt 
hopeless and overwhelmed. “For me, the uncertainty 
and the unknown were more daunting than what I knew 
and lived on a daily basis.” She strongly believed that 
marriage was “for better or for worse” and felt ashamed 
at the thought of ending her marriage.

“I did in fact still love him and he loved me.” 

When most people hear stories like Christina’s, their 
first question is usually not “Why did he treat her that 
way?” Instead, they judge her behaviour: “Why didn’t 
she just leave?” 

But now, people are finally beginning to understand 
how hard it can be to escape abuse. Last year, after 
surveillance video footage showed professional foot-
ball player Ray Rice knocking his partner Janay Palmer 
unconscious and dragging her out of an elevator, 
the hashtag #WhyIStayed exploded on social media. 
Survivors of domestic abuse shared many different rea-
sons they stayed: fear, self-blame, isolation, the children, 
“it wasn't always that bad.”

As Christina knows all too well, women in abusive 
relationships face very real barriers to leaving. Before 
making the decision, they must address many questions 
about their personal safety, their finances, their legal 
options, their housing, and their children. It is a process, 
not a single decision. And in order to leave safely and 

*Name and identifying details have been changed. 

LEAVE?  
EASIER SAID 
THAN DONE
For women in abusive relationships, there’s no simple way out. Many 
obstacles block the door, and the threat of poverty lurks on the other 
side. A continuum of services and supports helps women exit safely  
and rebuild their lives. By Jessica Howard

FEATURE
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permanently, many women need support. 
In just one year in Canada, about 78,000 women 

report intimate partner violence to police. Since many 
cases never get reported, the actual numbers are much 
higher. Rates of domestic violence are higher among 
certain groups of women, including young women, 
Aboriginal women, and women with disabilities. 

Many women actually do leave their abuser, but 
face so many difficulties they end up returning. One 
in three women who stay in a women’s shelter have 
been there before.

Women typically have two key fears about leaving: 
losing custody of their children and living in poverty. 
The second outcome is far more likely, says Sheila 
Davis, a children’s counsellor and public educator at 

Bryony House, a women’s shelter in Halifax. Due to 
the chronic lack of affordable housing and inadequate 
government income supports, the financial odds for a 
single mother in Canada aren’t good: 23 per cent are 
poor. “Many women end up living on social assistance 
in sub-standard housing,” Davis says. 

Some women lose their jobs amid the chaos of leav-
ing or because they have to move away. They may be 
unable to work because of physical or emotional trau-
ma. Some women have been fired because their abus-
er makes harassing phone calls to their workplace, or 
shows up in person and causes trouble. 

As every working parent knows, finding affordable 
childcare is a challenge. Once a child’s space has been 
lost, it can take months to get it back. Women who’ve 
been stay-at-home moms may need months to up-
grade their skills or find a job outside the home. 

But the biggest risk in leaving isn't always finan-
cial. Abuse is about maintaining control, so the risk 
of violence increases if abusers realize women are on 
their way out, and remains high during the months af-
ter they leave. Shelter workers spend a lot of time on 
the phone helping women to create a comprehensive 
safety plan, thinking through each step of their depar-
ture ahead of time. 

When Christina was in her mid-20s, the violence 
started to get worse. She began calling the police and 
soon knew the local RCMP officers by name. 

Then a female minister from Christina’s church 
heard about the abuse. She came to visit Christina 
and told her that while marriage is “for better or for 
worse,” God doesn’t condone domestic violence. “It 
was like I had permission to leave my husband and 
break up our family,” Christina remembers. This shift 
in her beliefs was the beginning of what would still be 
a long journey. 

“We’ve been told many times by women that the 
first step in making a change is having somebody 
believe them and being validated that it is not OK 
for them to be going through what they’re going 
through,” Davis says. “It’s the believing part that is the 
most powerful catalyst for change.”

But Christina still wasn’t in a position to leave. There 
were no services for abused women in her rural com-
munity at the time and she wasn’t sure what to do next. 

Many rural areas in Canada don’t have shelters or 
crisis lines, but even women who live in big cities often 
don’t know where to find help. Some women, like new-
comers to Canada or women with physical disabilities 
face even greater barriers. 

Surprisingly, even when women do contact a shel-
ter they may not immediately identify their situation 
as “abusive.” Crisis-line counsellors don’t force the 
issue, they simply try to assess the danger, find out if 
there are children involved, and provide whatever help 
the woman asks for. Each situation is different and it 
takes time for women to understand their options. Of 
course, if someone is in crisis or in immediate danger, 
the counsellors help them to take safe action. 

For many women, the decision to leave is trig-
gered by a specific incident. The abuser may escalate 
their actions or start hurting the children. They may 
shift from psychological abuse to physical violence. 
Sometimes the catalyst comes from outside; a health-
care worker or child-protection official may intervene. 

For Christina, her decision crystallized when she 
saw the domino effect of the abuse on her children: 
“The husband kicks the wife, the wife screams at the 
child, the big brother hits the little brother, the dad 
hits the big brother, and then the little brother kicks 
the dog,” she says. Though her children had once been 
one of her main reasons for staying, they became the 
main reason to leave.

Christina sought counselling at a mental health clin-
ic and began planning, documenting events, assem-
bling legal papers, and taking control of her finances. 
She packed an emergency bag. 

One night, her husband came home drunk and 
threatened to sexually assault her. He forced her onto 
the bed and started strangling her. “It really scared me, 
the look in his eyes.” For the first time, she thought he 
might kill her. She managed to escape. 

That night, he was arrested but was allowed to 
Continued on page 14

ABUSE IS ABOUT MAINTAINING 
CONTROL, SO THE RISK OF 

VIOLENCE INCREASES IF 
ABUSERS REALIZE WOMEN 

ARE ON THEIR WAY OUT.
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SAFETY  
CONCERNS

What if he finds 
out I’m trying  
to leave? 
What if he  
retaliates?  
Will he try to  
hurt the kids?  
Will he try to  
kill me?
Is there a  
shelter in my  
community?
How will I get 
there secretly? 

FINANCIAL 
WORRIES

How can I 
withdraw money 
without him  
finding out?  
How will I  
support myself? 
How can  
I work if I’m on  
my own with  
the kids?  
Will I have to 
move and start  
my career over  
again?

LEGAL  
QUESTIONS

How can I  
prove I am  
being abused?  
Will I lose  
custody of  
the kids? 
Will he  
go to jail?  
I hit him back 
once—will I  
be arrested?

What will I  
tell the kids?  
How will  
I parent by  
myself?  
How can I break 
up our family?  
Will the kids  
miss their  
dad?

FRIENDS  
AND FAMILY

Will they  
believe me?  
Will they blame 
me for being  
in this relation-
ship?  
Will I bring  
shame on my  
family?  
Will they take  
his side?

THE  
FUTURE

How long can  
I stay at the 
shelter? 
Where will I  
go next? 
Will it ever be 
safe to go back? 
Is our relation-
ship really over? 
How can I possi-
bly start over  
on my own?

Women in abusive 
relationships often  
find it difficult to leave,  
for good reason.

When deciding whether to leave or 
to stay, they must consider many 
challenging questions and consider the 
reality of an uncertain future. Since 
many women who experience abuse 
already feel desperate and alone, finding 
answers to these questions can be 
overwhelming without support.

WOMEN IN ABUSIVE 
SITUATIONS FACE MANY 
BARRIERS TO LEAVING, 
INCLUDING:

SHOULD I STAY OR SHOULD I GO?

PARENTING  
RESPONSIBILITIES
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DOWNLOAD THIS INFOGRAPHIC CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/INFOGRAPH-VIOLENCE
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return home the next day. Christina and her children 
moved to her parents’ house in another town until he 
was legally removed from the home. 

The abuse was finally over, but she still had a long 
way to go. At the age of 28, Christina was starting over 
on her own with five children. At first, she did not feel 
safe, and her father followed her to and from work ev-
ery day. She found counselling for her kids and began 
divorce and custody proceedings. 

Christina was lucky enough to find shelter and sup-
port with her family, but that is not always the best or 
safest option. Many women need refuge at a women’s 
shelter, but every night in Canada, hundreds of wom-
en and children seeking shelter are turned away be-
cause there is no space. Lise Martin, Executive Director 

with the Canadian Network of Women’s Shelters and 
Transition Houses, says the good news is that higher 
awareness about domestic violence is leading more 
women to leave. But in most provinces and territories, 
Martin says, funding for shelters has been stagnant, 
which makes it impossible to meet the growing need. 
Women who do find room can stay at a first-stage shel-
ter anywhere from a few days to a few months, then 
must leave. There is always another woman waiting for 
the bed. 

During their first few weeks at a shelter, women 
often need medical attention, legal advice, counsel-
ing, childcare, and support in helping their children 
cope with trauma and change. “Most children still  
feel an attachment to their dad. It’s one of the hardest 
things for a mom to hear,” Davis says. 

As the reality of life as a single mother sinks in, many 
women question whether they made the right decision. 
In the midst of this turmoil, “it takes quite a while for 
that confidence to take hold,” Davis says.

For starters, they must learn to navigate complex 
government bureaucracies. Lee-Anne Lee, a family sup-
port worker and children’s advocate at Harmony House, 
an Ottawa shelter, says the legal system can appear 
“ginormous and frightening” to many women. “We try 
to break it down into manageable pieces.” Part of her 
job is helping women gather the documentation they 

need, and accompanying them to legal appointments 
and court appearances. 

There are other processes too, like child custody and 
applications for child-care subsidies. For women who 
are new to Canada, there’s the complication of immigra-
tion issues. Many women also have to continue dealing 
with their abuser, perhaps through child visitations or 
court appearances. At this stage, many abusers are 
on their best behaviour, working hard to convince the 
women to return. 

But over time, with the help of counselling, parent-
ing programs and group support, most women gain 
confidence, build stronger relationships with their 
children, and take pride in creating a happier, health-
ier home.

“I see women who have been able to leave an abu-
sive relationship as women with a phenomenal amount 
of strength,” Lee says. “I try and help them build on the 
strengths they already have.” Lee says the best part 
of her job is seeing how women and children flour-
ish during their stay. By the time they leave Harmony 
House—a shelter that offers longer-term housing for 
survivors—most women are eager to start their new 
lives. They’ve finished a big step in their journey. 

As Christina moved forward in her own journey, 
there were still many challenges to face. For months, 
her husband continued to call, trying to manipulate 
her and threatening suicide. The battles over custody 
and child support payments would continue until her 
children turned 18. Sometimes she had to work three 
jobs in order to make ends meet, but she was feeling 
free. “We finally had some peaceful, joyful times in our 
home again. I was still facing a lot of uncertainty as our 
legal issues were just starting, but I felt empowered.” 

Still, she believes the abuse and alcoholism had 
lasting effects on her children. Two of Christina’s sons 
struggled with addiction and recently died in separate 
motor vehicle accidents. She grieves deeply but tries 
to focus on the blessings in her life. She is now happily 
remarried and has several grandchildren. 

For many years, Christina has volunteered at a coun-
selling and support centre. On the 24-hour telephone 
support line, she listens to women who are struggling 
with familiar fears and uncertainties. 

“You just remind them about their internal and ex-
ternal supports. You get them to grab onto any sense 
of hope.” 

“There is always hope.”

The Canadian Women’s Foundation supports over 450 
shelters across Canada, including Bryony House in 
Halifax, NS, and Harmony House in Ottawa, ON. The 
Foundation also supports the Canadian Network of 
Women’s Shelters and Transition Houses, an organiza-
tion that represents over 350 shelters across Canada.

“MOST CHILDREN  
STILL FEEL AN  

ATTACHMENT TO THEIR  
DAD. IT’S ONE OF 

 THE HARDEST THINGS  
FOR A MOM TO HEAR.” 
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THE  
QUALITY  
TIME WE  
HAD WITH  
OUR PARENTS 
WAS  
WORTH IT.

WHAT WAS YOUR MOST EMPOWERED DECISION? 

Jessie Hemphill, Councillor,  
district of Port Hardy, BC 
In 2011, at age 27, I decided 
to run for town council. As 
a young Aboriginal woman, 
it felt important to bring my 
perspective to local politics.  
I thought my lack of experience 
would be an obstacle, but I 
learned that council members 
have diverse backgrounds. 
It’s been a gift to advocate 
for youth, women and First 
Nations people. I recently 
got re-elected and try to 
encourage young people to 
become civically engaged.

 

Barbara Meens Thistle, Vice 
President, Corporate Services, 
ICBC, Vancouver, BC
In 2007, while I was living 
in Vancouver, my dad was 
diagnosed with Parkinson’s. 
He was my mother’s primary 
care-giver. I had a great life 
in Vancouver, so it was a 
struggle to decide whether to 
return to Halifax to help out. 
My husband and I did return, 
and had to start all over again 

career-wise. That was hard to 
do in my 40s. But the quality 
time we had with our parents 
was worth it. We returned 
to Vancouver in 2014 with 
precious memories and no 
regrets. 

Manjit (Jeet) Chand, Co-Founder, 
Basics for Health Society, 
Vancouver, BC
When I was 17, I decided to live 
a different life than the one 
expected of me. Rather than 
having an arranged marriage, 
I took another path full of 
amazing experiences. I’ve been  
expelled (after being an 
honours’ student), disowned by 
my family (and later reclaimed), 
travelled the world, graduated 
university (twice!), trained 
many people in my field, and 
started a nonprofit. I want all 
girls to live the lives they dream.

Trish Crowe-Grande, In-Store 
Marketing Manager, Proctor & 
Gamble, Toronto, ON
Once my daughters were 
older and I was working full-

time, I finally decided to take 
the leap and get a university 
degree. I followed my passion 
and studied anthropology. My 
girls say I was a good example 
to them, juggling family and 
career but still pursuing my 
dreams. I am proud of my 
accomplishments. Those words 
from my daughters were the 
greatest gift my education 
gave me. 

Dr. Margery Holman, Associate 
Professor Emeritus, Department of 
Kinesiology, University of Windsor, 
Windsor, ON
After graduating from 
university, I started a dream 
career. Yet, in my mid-30s, 
as a university coach and 
athletic administrator, I realized 
something was wrong with 
sports—there weren’t many 
females! I decided to use my 
role as Director of Women’s 
Sport to influence change. 
I launched a course called 
Gender Issues in Sport. A 
group of us established an 
organization called Leadership 
Advancement for Women 
and Sport. I began to network 
more with like-minded people. 
It’s important to examine our 
values and live by them, or risk 
being silenced.  

THE BIG QUESTION
WE ASK YOU

TELL US! WHAT'S YOUR MOST EMPOWERED DECISION? CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/BLOG/ 
BIG-QUESTION-EMPOWERED-DECISION

THIS ISSUE,  
WE INVITED 
YOU TO TELL 
US ABOUT  
A DECISION  
THAT MADE 
YOU FEEL 
COURAGEOUS 
AND 
INDEPENDENT!
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LEADERS IN ACTION

TO HELP 
WOMEN AND 
GIRLS, THEY 
GIVE THEIR 
TIME, MONEY, 
AND HEART
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When she started her career, 
Anna Cordner looked around and 
noticed a lot of “group think.” 

“People tend to subconsciously 
hire people that are like themselves, 
and prefer to work with people that 
are like themselves,” Cordner says. 
“That may feel like it makes things 
easier, because we are all thinking the 
same, but you really lack the different 
perspectives that drive value.” 

Now, she works for a company 
that prioritizes diversity and female 
leadership. Cordner is a Specialist in 
Integrated Business Planning at the 
Calgary office of Agrium, a global leader 
in agricultural products and services. 

Cordner co-leads the Agrium 
Women's Leadership Group in Calgary, 
which organizes networking and 
professional development events, as 
well as a mentorship program. Through 
this initiative, she learned about the 
Canadian Women’s Foundation’s  
Move for Hope event—a one-hour 
workout that raises funds for women’s 
shelters and violence prevention 
programs across Canada. 

After meeting many “supportive, 
fearless, and inspiring” women 
through Move for Hope, she 
joined the Foundation’s Calgary 
Committee. Her eyes were opened 
to the reality of domestic violence 
after visiting a local women’s shelter 
as part of her committee work.

“For me, it’s been such an education. 
We have a long way to go and 
awareness is such a big part of it. I feel 
fortunate to understand the impact the 
Foundation has in our community and 
to be able to be part of the change.”

Since becoming a partner in 2010, 
Agrium has donated over $150,000 to 
the Canadian Women’s Foundation.

When people hear some of the Canadian 
statistics about violence, poverty and the 
effects on women, they often think, ‘Not  
in my backyard, not in my city.’ Because 
Calgary is such a prosperous city, people 
tend to think it’s happening elsewhere.”  
—Anna Cordner is a Specialist in Integrated Business Planning at Agrium.  
She volunteers with the Canadian Women’s Foundation’s Calgary Committee 
and the Calgary Move for Hope Committee. 

ANNA CORDNER IS ONE OF THE  
FEARLESS WOMEN
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For the last three years, the Avon 
Safe and Sound Program has been 
helping to prevent violence against 
women and girls in Canada. A 
special partnership with the 
Canadian Women’s Foundation, the 
Program raises awareness about 
the warning signs of domestic 
violence, how to help someone who 
is experiencing violence, how to 
stay safer online, and how young 
people can build healthier 
relationships and stop the cycle of 
violence. DOWNLOAD TIP SHEETS 
CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/AVON

VIA Rail Canada is committed  
to making a difference to 
communities across Canada, and 
to helping the Canadian Women’s 
Foundation move women and girls 
out of poverty, out of violence, 
and into confidence. VIA Rail 
proudly supports all areas of  
the Foundation’s work through  
a generous yearly contribution  
of in-kind ticket donations.
 

Since 2004, Rogers has been  
an extraordinary partner to the 
Canadian Women’s Foundation, 
raising awareness, supporting 
shelters across the country and 
creating change for women and 
girls. Through their financial and 
in-kind support, Rogers plays a  
key role in our annual Campaign  
to End Violence, Canada’s largest 
fundraising and awareness 
campaign on the issue of violence 
against women, which has raised 
over $17 million since 2005. 

As a founding national partner  
in our Campaign to End Violence, 
Winners and HomeSense help to 
raise hope for women who 
experience domestic violence. 
Twice a year, in the spring and fall, 
they launch an exclusive line of 
limited edition products with 
proceeds directed to women’s 
shelters across Canada, and 
prevention programs that help 
break the cycle of violence.

THE COMPANY WE KEEP: MANY FORWARD-THINKING COMPANIES IN CANADA INVEST IN WOMEN AND GIRLS 
THROUGH THE CANADIAN WOMEN’S FOUNDATION, INCLUDING:

FOR A FULL LIST OF OUR CORPORATE SUPPORTERS CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/OUR-SUPPORTERS

THE HIGH COST OF 
SEXUAL VIOLENCE

INTELLIGENT
INVESTMENT

When a woman is sexually assaulted, the impact on 
her life can last for months—even years—and it can 
affect her education, employment, and long-term 
well-being. Society pays, too. In Canada, the annual 
costs of sexual assault and related offences for the 
criminal justice system, social services, and employers 
add up to an estimated $200 million. When you 
include the medical costs, lost productivity, and pain 
and suffering of victims, the cost skyrockets to $4.8 
billion. The problem is huge. In a 2009 Statistics 
Canada survey, 472,000 people in Canada reported 
they had been sexually assaulted. Supports such as 
counselling and legal advice help victims re-establish 
a sense of safety and control over their lives, and 
reduce the long-term collective costs. But to stop the 
violence—for good—we also need to invest in violence 
prevention programs that teach young people to 
understand how to give and receive consent, and 
how to create healthier relationships. LEARN MORE 

CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/STOP-THE-VIOLENCE

$ COSTS TO VICTIMS
 Medical $113 Million
 Lost Productivity $211 Million
 Pain and Suffering $4.3 Billion

 COSTS TO SOCIETY
 Criminal Justice System $150 Million
 Social Services $32 Million
 Employer Losses $18 Million

THE FIGURES  
IN FOCUS 
The aftermath of sexual assault amounts  
to an estimated $4.8 billion per year.  
Here are some of the costs incurred:

SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE CANADA, 2009
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LEADERS IN ACTION
POWERFUL CARS, POWERFUL CAUSE
To raise awareness about violence against women, Anna Dielwart  
knew she needed to reach men

One year ago, Anna Dielwart sat spellbound listening to 
journalist Sally Armstrong deliver the keynote address at the 
2014 Canadian Women’s Foundation Calgary breakfast. Sally’s 
message was clear: the world is witnessing a powerful new 
movement for women’s rights.

“At the end of her talk, Sally emphasized that in order to get 
women to the next level, men and women have to walk together,” 
Anna remembers. “Women can’t do it alone.” 

Anna had invited some male friends to sit at her table and 
they were shocked at the severity of the violence facing many 
girls and women in Canada. As Vice-Chair of the Canadian 
Women’s Foundation’s Calgary major gifts cabinet, Anna  
started thinking about how she could get more men engaged  
in the issue. 

She started with her husband John, a retired oil and gas 
executive. Anna and John are both strong believers in giving 
back: Anna worked for years at a children’s hospital, and John 
has focused his philanthropy on helping abused children. John is 
also a collector. Over the years, he has assembled an impressive 
collection of rare and classic cars. Anna realized she could merge 
his passion for cars with their shared passion for change, and 
decided to invite dozens of their friends to view John’s private 
collection and to learn more about supporting women and 
girls in Canada. With the help of many dedicated volunteers, 
including Michelle Crone, Chair of the Calgary major gifts 
cabinet, they organized the “emPOWER us all” event.

Over 90 guests attended the 1960s-themed evening—
including lots of men—and many were dressed in ‘60s and ‘70s 
costumes. Although the cars were impressive and the theme  
was light-hearted, people really came to create change. They 
listened to personal stories of women who had experienced 
violence, and watched a video about sex trafficking. “The room 
went very quiet,” says Anna. “Even without conversing with 
people at that moment, I felt the message went deep.”

SINGING FOR AWARENESS David Porteous 
was 11 when he wrote his first song. Twenty years later, the Toronto musician 
has toured Canada and Europe, singing and playing guitar. This year, when he 
released his album, “31,” David decided he would go on tour for a good cause. 
In August, he embarked on a 10-show tour across Canada, with proceeds going 
to the Canadian Women’s Foundation. Why did he do it? The answer is simple, 
David says. “The Canadian Women’s Foundation directly affects women across 
the country and I admire the Foundation’s goals and desires to help women  
who deserve the well-needed support.” Thank you, David, for your dedication 
and support. Check out his music at davidmusic.ca.

1. Anna and John Dielwart 
with their two sons  
at the emPOWER us all 
event. 2. More than 90 
guests attended  
a viewing of the Dielwarts’ 
classic cars, collectively 
raising more than $90,000 
for the Canadian Women’s 
Foundation.

1

PEOPLE  
WE LOVE

2

LEARN HOW TO HOST YOUR OWN EVENT! CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/HOST
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HOW TO...
...PUT YOURSELF FIRST (REALLY!)

Pamela Johnson is  
the Program Officer at the 

Canadian Women’s Foundation’s 
Leadership Institute.

Does the idea of putting yourself first seem radical? 
Does your inner voice say: “That’s selfish!” 

In my work with women who run community 
economic development and nonprofit organizations, 
I hear a lot about the struggle to find time for 
self-care and to set healthy personal/professional 
boundaries. 

There are entrenched social norms that say 
women should put others first. We’re not always 
rewarded for being assertive, and we’re not 
socialized to take leisure time. Self-care is even 
harder for women in particular situations. For 
example, single working moms usually can't afford 
to pay someone to take care of their kids so they 
can take some personal time.

But self-care is a political and social issue, and 
it’s part of the fight for gender equality. We know 
that, over the long term, ignoring our own needs 
can diminish our physical, emotional, and even 
financial well-being. We get burnt out. We’re less 
able to make empowered decisions and take on 
new challenges. 

So let’s get radical and start making self-care 
a priority! It can’t happen overnight, but here are 
three ways to start. 

THREE WAYS TO PRACTISE 
PUTTING YOURSELF FIRST

1. SAY “NO” TO OFFICE HOUSEWORK  
Women are more likely to take on “office 
housework”—behind-the-scenes tasks like cleaning 
the fridge, joining committees, organizing after-
work drinks, and taking minutes. These tasks 
typically go unnoticed and unrewarded, yet there 
is often an assumption that they’re part of women’s 
jobs. The next time you're tempted to volunteer for 
tasks like these, ask yourself: “Will this advance my 
career? Is it necessary I volunteer again?” Practice 
saying “No” and don’t feel guilty about it!
 
2. DO THINGS YOU LOVE
Have you noticed that the things you LOVE to 
do have slowly been replaced by the things you 
HAVE to do? Women are often caregivers for a 
host of people and, naturally, our interests can 
be displaced by the needs of others. See if you 
can make space to spend at least 30 minutes a 
week doing something you enjoy. Once that gets 
comfortable, try carving out more time to pursue 
things that give you energy—things that you LOVE.

3. ASK FOR WHAT YOU NEED 
Many women find it hard to tell their partners, 
parents, colleagues, or friends what they really 
want. Our reluctance may spring from unequal 
power dynamics in relationships, or an unconscious 
belief that our needs simply aren’t important. Make 
a list of things that would make your life easier 
or happier, whether it’s equalizing housework, a 
raise, more vacation time, or a sympathetic ear. 
(How about a space in the house just for you: 
the Den of Equality!) Then share your needs in a 
straightforward, respectful tone—no apologies 
required. Start with someone you trust, who will 
listen non-judgmentally, then work your way up to 
more challenging conversations.

WOMEN AT EVERY AGE 
ARE MORE LIKELY THAN 
MEN TO DESCRIBE 
THEIR DAYS AS “QUITE 
A BIT” OR “EXTREMELY” 
STRESSFUL.
SOURCE: STATISTICS CANADA, 2009

The Canadian Women’s Foundation Leadership Institute was 
launched in 2012 to build the leadership capacity of women who 
work in front-line women’s organizations across Canada. The 
program is delivered in partnership with the Coady Institute at 
St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish, NS. The Leadership 

Institute is helping to ensure the next generation of female 
nonprofit leaders have the skills they need to manage change, 
build the sector, create strong partnerships, and become a 
force for change for women and girls in Canada. LEARN MORE 
CANADIANWOMEN.ORG/LEADERSHIP-INSTITUTE
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“WRITING WHILE FEMINIST”

GUEST COLUMN 

SHE SAYS

EVERYONE 
ADVISES YOU 
TO DEVELOP  
A THICK  
SKIN. DO NOT 
LISTEN.

FOLLOW HEATHER  
ON TWITTER 
@HEATHERMALLICK 

I am a confident writer, always have been. But I 
recently chanced on a column I’d written in 2004 
about the aftermath of being interviewed by that 

hang-about village idiot, Bill O’Reilly, on Fox News, 
and my blood froze. That was the year I was first hit 
by online bursts of hate. I’d reached the 10-year 
point at which the wonderful U.S. journalist Michelle 
Goldberg has suggested that online feminist writers 
might well burn out. A decade of being called a 
“c—t” and an “ugly bitch”? It saps the soul. 

But I keep writing about equal rights, and so do 
most feminist journalists. It’s worth doing, not only 
because it’s how we earn our pay, and not only for 
moral reasons. I’m thinking of our daughters, and 
granddaughters. Imagine the bleak future they’re 
going to have if we back down now. We’re headed 
into hard times, and they’ll be that much harder for 
women without power, without public voices. 

Women’s rights are new in human history. I keep 
telling myself that, even though death threats and 
events at my home mean that I haven’t raised the 
blinds at the front of my house in seven years. I feel 
safer at work, where the building has security 
guards. 

As Goldberg writes, “uppity women have long 
been targets of rage and contempt.” The online 
world—comments, Twitter, Reddit, email—has taken 
this to a screaming extreme. Digital technology 
brings speed and ease to our lives, including the 
arrival of sexual insults, death threats, torture plans, 
and the mighty peculiar contents of mailed 
brown-paper packages for female journalists. I sigh 
about the photo above my column; there is not one 
aspect of me that is not deplored: eyes, hair, 
forehead, skin, jewelry, smile. Women always smile. 
They want to look un-hurtable.

What worries me is that smart editors have  
told me they cannot find new young women to 
write opinion online. Women see how other women 
are abused online—including by other women—for 
speaking truthfully or even firmly, and it’s too 

terrifying. I take their point. 
So here’s some advice on how to do it and keep 

it rolling merrily along. 
Everyone advises you to develop a thick skin.  

Do not listen. I don’t want to write like a rhinoceros 
with a hide impervious to human feeling, and you 
wouldn’t want to read it. I long ago diagnosed 
myself as being “clinically sensitive,” which is 
massively unhelpful in life, but marvellous for 
coming up with fresh angles that the rhinos will 
never see. 

Have a life apart from work. This is crucial. I read 
like a machine. I say to myself, “Whatever happens, 
I’ll always have my books.” I use them as drugs to 
soothe and offer insight. Also, I do physical things 
by rote—digging and clipping in the garden, 
working on collages, cleaning house—that take me 
out of my loud buzzing wordy head. 

Do not read what is written about you, whether 
praise or blame. It leads to self-regard. Because I 
feel guilty if I don’t respond to kind people, I do 
read email but I wear sunglasses so it’s all a bit 
blurry. But you don’t have to read any 
communication sent to you. 

Block freely on Twitter. You owe nothing to 
strangers. I am astounded by the way people see 
writers as a 24-hour hamburger stand, always open 
for customers. No. No hamburgers for you. 

And finally, it’s not good to be alone. Family and 
friends help, just by existing. They’re an alternative 
kindly universe. 

The joy of feminism is that you don’t ever have 
to be alone.

Heather Mallick is a staff columnist at the Toronto 
Star. The author of two non-fiction books, she has 
written for the Globe and Mail and CBC.ca. She is 
the winner of this year’s Landsberg Award, which is 
presented by the Canadian Women’s Foundation 
and the Canadian Journalism Foundation to a 
journalist who profiles women’s equality issues. 
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EVERYONE AT ROYAL LEPAGE HELPS TO END VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN IN MANY WAYS, INCLUDING 
HOSTING THE ANNUAL NATIONAL GARAGE SALE FOR SHELTER, VOLUNTEERING AT LOCAL SHELTERS,  

AND DONATING PART OF THEIR COMMISSIONS. 

PROUD TO HELP END 
 VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

‘‘At Royal LePage, our real estate agents know that a home isn’t always a safe and 
happy place. By partnering with the Canadian Women’s Foundation, the Royal 
LePage Shelter Foundation is helping to end violence against women and children. 
Since 1999, we’ve contributed over $3 million to the Foundation, and we are proud to 
be part of a movement that helps 30,000 women and girls each year move out of 
violence, out of poverty, and into confidence.” 
Shanan Spencer-Brown, Executive Director, Royal LePage Shelter Foundation
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