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In Nova Scotia, violence against women organizations have long histories, developing out  
of an observed, urgent need for women and children requiring protection, and have grown and  
evolved over the decades. They offer crisis supports, programs, advocacy and referral to  
appropriate agency and individualized services. Some have amalgamated with other agencies, 
some have changed or added to their service delivery model, all have impacted their  
communities and the individuals they work with. 

Working from feminist, grassroots principals of meeting women where they are at in their 
journey, violence against women organizations continually strive to provide services tailored 
to support the unique needs of each person they work with. In some cases, this is becoming 
increasingly complex as there are barriers within the systems that the women and children 
they are supporting need to navigate; including social welfare, criminal justice, immigration or 
health care. Throughout, the staff of violence against women organizations continue to work 
through these challenges, helping individuals overcome fears and any difficulties they may be 
facing, walking with them on their path to live lives free from violence. 

The impetus for this project rose out extensive discussions between THANS members and 
their counterparts at the NS Advisory Council at the Status of Women around best models of 
service delivery for women subject to violence in our province, noting the gap in our knowledge 
regarding the various operational and funding structures, staffing and service models in the 
violence against women sector. With the knowledge gained from this research, we aim to 
build upon our existing strengths, developing a clearer, more united sector where every 
woman knows that wherever she is in the province, and regardless of her cultural, racial and 
ethnic background, levels of ability, or sexual and gender orientation, she will have access 
to professional, consistent services to support her when needed.

INTRODUCTION
The Transition House Association of Nova Scotia (THANS) is an umbrella organization of  
violence against women organizations with 11 members providing services across rural  
Nova Scotia. Each member of THANS is an independent, non-profit organization governed  
by its own board of directors and maintains its own staff to provide services to women and  
children in their catchment areas and beyond. The organizations provide unique services  
based on their local capacities, resources and communities’ needs which may include safe  
shelter, 24-hour crisis lines, outreach services and/or second stage housing to women and  
their children who have experienced violence or abuse. 

There are many types of violence against women organizations both locally in provinces  
and territories within Canada and across the globe. These organizations serve their communities  
in multi-faceted ways, providing support to some of the most vulnerable populations regardless  
of economic status, age, race, religion, sexual orientation, or ability. They work with women  
who have experienced and endured all types of gender-based abuse; be it physical, emotional,  
psychological, financial, spiritual or sexual and who often have increasingly complex needs.  
For the purpose of this study there was a focus on violence against women organizations that  
offer shelter and outreach services, specifically to women and their children who have experienced 
violence or abuse, while other types of similar organizations were also considered to better  
compare and understand models of service delivery. 
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In the Fall of 2021, letters of invitation were sent to 27 individuals engaged in the violence against women 
sector in Nova Scotia. A total of 25 one-on-one interviews were then conducted using an online platform  
to host the discussions, as in-person meetings were restricted at the time. All participants were provided  
an information letter prior to their interview (Appendix A), which outlined the project as described above.  
The participants provided verbal consent and the interviews were audio recorded, and afterwards transcribed. 
No identifying information was used in the written notes, subsequent review and analysis. The information  
they shared was then reviewed for qualitative data and subject to thematic analysis.

1  The Inquiry’s mandate is to determine the circumstances under which three deaths occurred in 2017 in Nova Scotia, as well as if  
those involved had access to the appropriate mental health and domestic violence intervention services leading up to their deaths. 
https://desmondinquiry.ca/

•  There were 16 interviews initially conducted with 
leaders of various community-based organizations 
in Nova Scotia providing emergency shelter, second 
stage housing and/or outreach services to women 
who have experienced violence or abuse. 

 -   These leaders had a wide range of experience 
and had been with their organizations for a 
minimum of two years.

 -   Each interview consisted of 30 standard  
questions and averaged 68 minutes in length. 

•  Three interviews were conducted with subject  
matter experts who had a unique history working  
in the field of violence against women.

 -  These subject matter experts had a wide range  
of experience and worked in the sector for more  
than twenty-five years each.

 -   Each of these interviews consisted of 15  
standard questions and interviews averaged  
50 minutes in length. 

•  Three interviews were conducted with government 
employees who in their roles have worked with the 
various departments and organizations that support 
organizations and individuals who have experienced 
violence or abuse in the province for a number  
of years.

       -  These government employees had been in    
their current roles within government for more 
than 4 years each.

       -  Each of these interviews consisted of 15  
standard questions and interviews averaged 
58 minutes in length.

•  Three follow up interviews were done with leaders 
new to their community-based organizations, to 
gain their perspectives on the common themes that 
had emerged in the previous interviews. 

       -  These leaders had been with their current  
organizations for less than 6 months each.

       -  Each of these interviews consisted of eight 
standard questions and averaged 35 minutes 
in length. 

A NOTE ON 
METHODOLOGY

•  Articles from academic,  
peer-reviewed journals

• Organizational Annual Reports
• Organizational Websites
• Desmond Inquiry Testimony1  

• Financial Statements
• Funding Documents
• Historical Organization Documents
• Collective Agreements

The purpose of this study is to examine models of service delivery in violence against women  
organizations in a cross-regional and cross-cultural context, identifying best practices, staffing  
structures and policies. This research highly values the input of individual voices and the knowledge 
held by people with first-hand experience working in the violence against women sector in  
Nova Scotia.

This research project used a variety of methods to gather first-hand information on service delivery 
in violence against women organizations. Given the detailed focus on service delivery, we chose  
to reach out to those who had first-hand knowledge of how the services of such organizations were 
designed, funded and delivered. Surveys, focus groups, financial analysis, and one-on-one interviews 
were conducted. Using standard qualitative analysis, the research material was examined for 
common themes and linkages. A comprehensive literature review was also completed synthesizing 
information from over 75 grey and academic sources including:

METHODS
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In total 25 one-on-one interviews were completed in this time period. A great deal of information was shared, 
which forms the basis for this report. The narrative data collected during this process has been anonymized  
as much as possible and quotes from interview participants have been used without providing identifying 
information, such as name, agency, position or jurisdiction.

In October 2021, the Executive Directors of the member organizations of THANS distributed unique surveys 
to their Board members, front-line staff and service users. The surveys consisted of five questions and were 
open for participation for a two-week period. During this time period the surveys were completed anonymously 
by 42 Board members, 58 front-line staff and 47 service users; 147 initial surveys were completed. The 
surveys were available online for Board members and front-line staff, and was available online as well as in 
paper form for service users. Service users who completed the survey in paper form were given a confidential 
stamped envelope to return the completed survey to the project coordinator. The service users who completed 
the survey did have the option to receive a gift card for their time and input into the project and needed to 
provide a safe mailing address to do so. 

After the initial round of surveys were collected, they were reviewed for qualitative data and common  
themes. These results were compared with themes that had emerged from the one-on-one interviews.  
An online follow up survey was then developed based on these themes and were sent to union leaders  
of THANS member organizations that have unionized workplaces. This survey consisted of six questions  
and four of these surveys were completed. Additionally, an online follow-up survey was sent to THANS  
member organizations that provide second stage housing as a service within their community. This survey 
consisted of 11 questions and three of these surveys were completed. In total there were 154 completed 
surveys. Direct quotes from survey participants have been used in this report, and the source has been  
identified based only on the survey completed. 

Funding documents and financial statements from eight of the transition houses in Nova Scotia were 
provided for review and analysis; with the intention of identifying commonalities, clarifying operational 
structures and revenue sources, and to provide recommendations on best funding practices. This included 
two historical funding agreements and letters from initial establishment, which shed light on the evolution 
and growth of service delivery and the changing relationship and role of these women-serving 
organizations within their communities and with their funders. 

After the interviews, surveys and the financial reviews were completed in the fall of 2021, a focus 
group was held with nine THANS Executive Directors to have a follow-up discussion around staffing 
challenges and evolving staffing needs, as well as looking to build consensus on necessary supports 
for each organization. 

Members of the Transition House Association of Nova Scotia (THANS) are all feminist-based grass roots 
organizations. Like many of their colleagues in the violence against women sector, they are diverse in their 
organizational makeup and structure based on their varying histories, their individual organization’s growth 
and unique community’s needs. Each organization takes a person-centered approach to the work they do, 
addressing complex societal issues and do it all with scarce resources. The key themes that have emerged 
from this research project were unwavering; there is a need for consistency, flexibility, accountability, 
collaboration and support for the integral and important work that must continue if we are to end violence 
against women in communities across Nova Scotia.

Through 25 interviews with leaders of community based organizations, subject matter experts, 
government employees, as well as focus groups with the Transition House Association of Nova Scotia and 
over 150 surveys with boards of directors, staff, union leaders, second stage housing providers and service 
users; there was a wealth of knowledge and ideas shared as to how services should be provided and what 
staffing should be in place to make the vision of violence free communities a reality. However, the biggest 
stumbling block to bringing this wish to fruition was the deep exhaustion brought on by carrying far too 
heavy a load for far too long, with too few resources and a frustration often palatability felt about the 
funding shortfalls that organizations faced.

The patriarchal system that feminist organizations were amalgamated into has always created 
tensions. Due to the historical realities of funding distribution in the Province, where it was common 
to be put into a room with colleagues and then made to bargain for an allotment of precarious funding, 
or to have that funding pulled all together and an organization scheduled to close with two weeks’ 
notice; there is often a mounting pressure to provide more services in order to get the basic funding 
originally needed to operate the base service. As the work load then increased, there were few 
supports in place to make it sustainable, and the mental health of front-line workers often suffered 
the consequence. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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In the violence against women sector, organizations typically don’t talk with each other about their finances. 
It has always been understood that there are finite resources and that they were limited to a piece of the  
proverbial pie, always knowing that not all slices were equal, but perhaps thought they were equitable.  
Organizations have been faced with having to compete for more with tensions and resentment often resulting 
in the inequalities that arose. This research allowed for an opportunity to safely discuss some of that tension, 
fostering a trust and wiliness for organizations to share financial information in order to truly examine their 
current funding and staffing structures, and how both ultimately impact service delivery. When the “Why?” 
is addressed, a basis for common understanding and practice can be examined and the infrastructure, 
resources and networks can then be built to support healthy workforces in the violence against women 
sector, which, in turn, more effectively supports communities to be free from violence.

When reviewing the information collected in this research project, there appears to be no consistency in  
the funding received by shelter organizations in the province, which leads to a lack of consistent or equitable 
service delivery for women and their children who have experienced violence or abuse. In interviews with 
service providers, subject-matter experts and government employees; they concurred that there is no basis 
for understanding how funding is distributed. Due to the haphazard funding structures of these organizations, 
there is then no standard for addressing their staffing structures to best meet each community’s 
complex needs. 

Nova Scotia has developed a range of services and supports for women and their children because of each 
organizations’ long history, their collaborative nature, ingenuity and creativity. Throughout this study, a wealth 
of information and ideas for best practice and innovative approaches to provide adaptable and consistent 
services across Nova Scotia were shared. In a cross-jurisdictional literature review, there is evidence of best 
practice in terms of staffing structures and policies to best address the issues of violence against women 
in our communities. 

It should be considered, who bears the responsibility of resolving sector challenges? Is it an individual  
organization’s Board of Directors, operational staff, government agencies, community leaders; or could they 
all have a role to play to address sector challenges and help to end violence against women in their  
communities? Through this project, with use of survey tools and one-on-one interviews, we began to discuss 
these issues and more, finding answers and building recommendations as they relate to Models of Service 
within the violence against women sector. 

•  A funding formula be established for all violence against women organizations that takes into account  
programs offered, services delivered, standard operational costs, and necessary staffing for both front-line  
and administrative positions. The funding formula should have mechanisms in place to reflect the annual  
cost of living increases for both operations and staffing, and to calculate necessary relief staffing budgets 
based on training, holiday, sick and vacation allotments as well as double staffing during evenings and  
weekends. The funding formula should also be based on appropriate salary levels for all funded positions 
including benefits such as pension and health plan so that all staff have access to a safe retirement,  
as well as mental health and medical supports.

•  The position of “Case Managers” be developed and funded at appropriate salary levels to provide additional 
front-line staffing as well as supervision support. The position will help support service users’ unique needs 
and facilitate a wraparound of supports and services as needed; considering and addressing any cultural, 
linguistic, physical or medical barriers to accessing services.

•  An on call system be developed that supports front line staff and clients that does not rely solely on  
the Executive Director to be on call. Using senior staff, the on call system should support front-line staff  
in decision making when situations arise, with necessary policies and procedures in place to support  
this process.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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•  Outreach staffing levels be increased and funded at appropriate salary levels, with the number of outreach 
positions determined based on population and/or catchment area. This will allow for ongoing individual and 
group support, advocacy and referrals for women in community, as well as system navigation and necessary 
accompaniment; building communities’ capacity by providing education and prevention activities.

•  Strengthen the coordination and application of education and prevention services for staff, community and 
service providers provincially, through allocation of supports to provincial associations serving violence 
against women organizations. Continued staff training and community development is necessary to ensure 
standards in services are inclusive, respectful of cultural diversity and enhance the supports available to 
women and children.

•  Strengthen the coordination of research, grant and policy development provincially, through allocation  
of supports to provincial associations serving violence against women organizations. These efforts  
will foster more equitable access to various funding sources that may enhance local services, so that  
Nova Scotia may become a leader in service provision in the violence against women sector. 

•  Leverage cost savings by providing coordinated access and distribution of goods and services needed by  
violence against women organizations, through federal, provincial or municipal departments, to relieve the 
burden on under resourced community entities by sharing existing assets to better support community’s needs. 
These goods or services should include access to ongoing maintenance services, garbage removal, property 
tax reduction, insurance, audit or legal services, utilities, as well as benefits packages (health and pension).  
In addition, the bulk purchase of goods whenever appropriate (such as cleaning supplies or personal protective 
equipment) should be standardized and should not be hindered by long application/reporting processes.

•  Increase supports to culturally specific services in the province and facilitate inter agency knowledge  
exchange, system navigation and peer support, to broaden the scope of services offered in rural communities 
as well as other sectors.

•  Further strengthen and build capacity of provincial support lines including the mental health crisis line,  
and the men, women and all genders support lines. Maintaining these lines to be professionally staffed  
24 hours could enable them to become a valuable resource for local organizations’ staff, first responders  
and those answering local transition house crisis lines when they are working with women with complex  
needs, allowing for a triangulation of supports being quickly offered. Local transition house crisis lines  
also offer a tangible resource for other provincial help lines as they become a local 24-hour referral  
resource and a warm handover can easily be used to help meet the caller’s immediate needs. This  
will require an investment in upgrading existing phone and networking technology, which should also 
include texting capabilities for support as well as necessary training.

•  Expanding community-based services like second stage housing, senior safety coordinators, family resource 
centres, women’s centres and men’s intervention programs to provide early intervention and ongoing support 
in communities, with their resources becoming a part of a network of supports across the province.

KEY THEMES
There is a great deal of published literature on violence against women as well as a wealth 
of first-hand knowledge and experience. Interview and survey data for this study revealed key 
issues related to models of service in Nova Scotia, specific to the violence against women 
shelter sector, supported by literature and other research studies from Nova Scotia, other 
provinces and territories in Canada and across the globe. The overarching themes that emerged 
from the interviews were of staffing, meeting service users needs, creative pathways forward 
and funding. Embedded within these focus areas were topics related to expansion, the complexity 
of service delivery as well as the complexity of resolving issues and barriers.

A predominant refrain throughout all interviews was around expansion. All participants agreed 
that services have expanded, are expanding or need to expand to meet their communities needs. 
To support this expansion, they offered that services need to be coordinated and administered in 
a more equitable and systematic way; one that is predictable and sustainable so that organizations 
can focus on doing the work that needs to be done in their communities supporting the women, 
children and families they work with. Participants noted that a continued barrier in doing this 
work was that of funding to address operations as well as provide adequate staffing needs. 

Often discussed by the leaders of community based organizations are the complexities in the 
services they provide, including the difficulties providing safe shelter and support services based 
on an individual’s needs, as opposed to what has traditionally been offered. The quotes referenced 
in this report reflect these complexities. Overwhelmingly the discussions and issues raised were 
consistent, but as in all discussions some views may differ. Overall, participants wish to better 
understand and enhance the models of service delivery in the Province.



Most transition houses in Nova Scotia rely on government funding and most use the affiliated staffing structure 
and wages determined with this funding. This posed a challenge for many and as one person interviewed 
explained, “Could we serve the community better? Yes. Can we do it with the staff that we have? No. When you 
are bare bones staffing you can’t do more. You can’t do more unless you have more bodies.” Others discussed 
their uncertainty with how their funding was applied and the precarious position that this structure put them 
in, “They say that we’re a 15-bed shelter and they have a prescribed amount of staff on the list, but we of 
course have to have more staff than what’s on there in order to actually function. So, I’m not entirely sure what 
the numbers are based on.”

In rural areas it was often sited that there was a lack of qualified applicants, not necessarily because of  
education, but often because available positions are most often based in relief work or casual positions  
with no set hours or benefits. 

As one interviewee stated:

“It’s harder to find people with more education who would be willing to do 
these jobs. The needs are complex from the women we work with and it is 
becoming harder and harder to find people with the training (to work with) 
that complexity, it is harder to find people to do this work based on the pay 
and the hours and the instability.”

Staffing 

As the focus of this project was on models of service delivery within the violence against women sector,  
there was a great deal of discussion on maintaining service delivery that is safe, supportive and impactful 
while balancing the needs of community with the resources that are available to each organization. Outlined 
below are some of the challenges and successes as they relate to staffing, as discussed in interviews,  
supported with information from the literature review done for this project. 

When staffing was discussed, common themes that arose were in regards to staffing levels, funded positions, 
workload, management, burnout and compassion fatigue as well as the Covid 19 pandemic.

LEVELS AND FUNDED POSITIONS

In 2004, Women Against Violence Europe issued a manual that outlined the practical issues to establish,  
organise, run and work in a violence against women shelter. (WAVE, 2004). After describing the roles and 
responsibilities of staff in working with women and their children who have experienced violence or abuse  
in a safe and supportive environment, they determined, “A medium-sized refuge providing professional and 
effective support will thus need about 10 full-time staff” (WAVE, 2004, p. 57). This same standard was applied 
when describing the staffing needs of violence against women shelter organizations in the UN Women’s 2013, 
Shelter for Women and Girls at Risk of or Survivors of Violence, concurring that to calculate the number of  
staff hours needed in a shelter that accommodates up to 25 people, operates a 24 hour helpline, provides 
counselling services and support and participates in public relations and networking; a shelter of this size  
providing professional and effective support requires about 10 full time staff. (Gierman, T., Liska, A., 2013, p. 47).
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At times double staffing may not be feasible and at times not necessary, as there may not be work available 
to be done and there are policies and procedures put in place to help support staff when they are working 
alone. However, while these procedures help to address some safety concerns, they may not always reflect 
the client centered or trauma informed response that is needed, but is necessitated by the liability associated 
with risk and the base of funds received. 

As one interviewee stated, “The six weeks that they are here, it’s all about crisis management.” When there 
is crisis, as there often is when working in a shelter environment with vulnerable populations, it is most often 
considered safer to have at least two staff working to properly support the service user and establish the 
safety of others, a best practice in crisis response and for liability insurance. Unfortunately, crisis is not 
necessarily predictable and with the inability to have casuals quickly available, or available at all, there may 
not be another staff able to work unless they were previously scheduled to do so.

COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“The funding is not adequate to support double coverage, certainly not  
on a full-time basis but not even on a consistent part time basis. Most  
staff would say they don’t need double coverage full time…unless there 
were circumstances that it made sense. So, unless we had a woman that 
was in crisis or children that were in crisis and we needed additional  
staff than absolutely 100% we should be able to have double coverage  
for those situations.” 

“In running a 24/7 shelter, there are times when double staffing is a  
necessity for a number of reasons. We talk about double staffing in terms  
of safety, but I think when we need to talk about safety, we need to  
think about safety in all its incarnations. It’s like accessibility we need  
to talk about accessibility in all of its incarnations…So double staffing  
and the ability to do that in a way that makes sense for that organization  
is necessary.” 

“For safety reasons, we’ve had to have double staffing. In order to meet  
the specific needs of women…culturally, abilities, trans community… 
we need more than one staff on so that we can work with women to meet 
their needs. How do we actually perform trauma-based services when  
we are interrupting and saying, I have to get the door.” 

 

In interviews it was often described how there were not enough staff to do the work that was necessary in a 
violence against women shelter organization based on the model of funding that was received and a reliance 
on casual staff positions puts organizations in precarious positions. When describing staffing needs, one person 
interviewed explained, “Having additional funding available for staffing so we can have part-time positions 
instead of offering casual. Women’s work is already precarious enough they can’t subsist off call-ins alone. 
Particularly when there’s enough work to support more part-time positions, supporting the work that we do. 
It’s just not feasible with our current funding.” 

Transition houses or first stage shelters are staffed 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Most often relief staff  
receive lower wages than full-time staff as transition houses are funded for one full time equivalent (FTE) position 
to cover all hours needed by relief staff to work, including all holiday, vacation, sick and training time taken 
by full-time staff as well as any times when double staffing may be required. This has resulted in a continued 
struggle where, “We don’t have enough funding in relief to actually cover relief hours” and that funding, “is not 
enough to pay (everyone) the same.” The reality of this funding structure was explained by one person interviewed,  
“If we were able to afford the wages and salaries for a full complement of staff including casuals, we’d have 
more casuals on hand.” They went on to explain that, “Night workers make less than day. Full-time doesn’t 
mean the same thing across positions. The funded positions don’t match the reality of our staffing structure.”

There are many issues present in the current funding received for staffing for many organizations in the province, 
which has ramifications across communities, “Not having the proper support for staffing, not having the support 
for administrative pieces creates challenges within the work place but also within the community. We are so 
under resourced, funders and people in the community don’t realize that.” 

The ability to retain qualified staff is an ongoing challenge: 

“This constantly being under-funded and under-resourced has just reached 
its point of having such a negative impact on the incoming, even if you get 
new excited people wanting to do this work, they quickly are discouraged 
because there is so much expected all at once and there is no consistency 
or stability. We think about what we know about trauma; how are we 
supposed to offer an environment that honours that when our funders 
don’t treat us with the same respect.”

The need for double staffing was an issue often sited in interviews, surveys and literature in terms of practicality  
and safety. Shelters, particularly in rural areas, are often single staffed and the challenges of single staffing were 
often discussed by interview participants. As one interviewee explained, “If you have 15 plus clients in the shelter  
and one staff answering the crisis line and working in the shelter, clients are not going to get the level of support 
they need.” Regarding when there is a need for double staffing one interviewee clarified, “Certainly during the day 
there is a need for extra staffing and a period in the evening. Every day between the morning and midnight there 
should always be two staff on.”



WORKLOAD

The number of staffing positions as well as the funded rates for compensation were frequently noted within 
the research for this project. The 2019 Women’s Shelters Canada national survey of over 400 violence against 
women shelters in Canada it reported that:

      “The lack of sustainable funding has resulted in lower salaries and benefits for shelter workers. Of the  
249 VAW shelters that responded, 61% indicated low pay and benefits as a “major challenge” and 27%  
as a “minor issue,” with only 12% reporting that it was “not an issue” facing their shelter. Some respondents 
noted that maintaining high-quality staff was difficult when salaries and wages were not comparable to 
those in similar fields.” (Maki, 2019, p. 57)

In Women’s Shelters Canada’s (2019) survey they found that Support Counsellors is a standard position  
across violence against women shelter organizations. In their report they also outlined the other most common 
types of positions and their frequency in shelters based on the populations they serve across Canada.

Types of workers out of 223 respondents:

This is necessary for some organizations as one participant noted, “We’re stretching the people that we have  
so thin, there’s only so much they can do.” 

Many positions were discussed in interviews as needed in order to offer better supports within their  
organizations including therapeutic counselling, such as clinical therapy services and specifically play  
therapy services. Additionally, the role of housing support worker was thought by some to be an  
important role needed within their organizations as, “So much of staff time supporting clients right now  
is helping them find housing and it’s impossible.”

The front-line staff of violence against women organizations are continually adapting to changing workloads 
based on the unique needs of the organization and the women they work with. As resources are limited and 
needs are complex, it becomes increasingly challenging to meet expectations and needs within the community. 
Many organizations continue to offer more services with the staff that they have, “The support counsellors are 
now answering the crisis line, staff cell, texting with residents, we’re getting email inquiries, Facebook messages, 
Instagram messages and we still have to look after the clients we have in house.” While others note the challenges 
of doing so, “We are always struggling to hire staff and I think the primary reason is that the wages we are 
offering are not…they are not great, at all. Once they see the amount of work they are doing for the wage it just 
doesn’t jive with them and we’ve lost good people.”

Some organizations are contractually obligated to pay staff at different rates than those they are funded  
because of provisions set out in their collective agreements. In non-unionized environments, some  
organizations have chosen not to rely on the funding they receive in order to support their staff. “We are  
an organization that really cares about the staff. We try to figure out ways to keep positions longer (even)  
when we don’t have the funding yet.” Though this creates fiduciary risk, some organizations have felt that  
risk is necessary and have had positive outcomes with staff retention and workplace moral,

“The Board recognizes and provides valuable resources in the form of higher 
wages, strong medical & pension and vacation for staff. Staff identify that 
they feel respected and valued for the work they do. They feel heard and as a 
result, the organization experiences a strong level of commitment from staff 
demonstrated by years of service, day-to-day commitment and positivity 
and very minimal use of medical time.” 

While all organizations face the same pressures of increased workload, some struggle with staff retention  
while others have prioritized staff’s well-being because, “I don’t think in a feminist organization you should be 
treating your female staff like garbage.” One interviewee described one of the greatest successes within their 
organization as focusing on staffing needs and their well-being so they are better able to support the women they 
work with. For example, they have developed a self-scheduled on-call system that all day time support workers 
take part in, and a shift schedule that is more reflective of healthy work habits. As they have become more 
aligned with their mandate, they, “have seen big successes with women”.

TOTAL % TOTAL # % IN LARGE 
POPULATION

% IN MEDIUM 
POPULATION

% IN SMALL/ 
RURAL 

POPULATION

Legal Advocate 12% 26 45% 35% 19%

Fundraiser 14% 31 48% 32% 19%

Public Educator 15% 33 18% 45% 36%

Housing Worker 20% 44 45% 27% 27%

Childcare Worker 32% 71 37% 25% 38%

Cleaner/Janitor 36% 81 53% 26% 21%

Child Services 36% 80 51% 24% 25%

Outreach Worker 57% 128 33% 28% 39%

Admin/Accounting 61% 135 33% 29% 38%

(Table copied from Women’s Shelter’s Canada, 2017, “Comprehensive National Survey on Violence Against Women Shelters 
and Transition Houses.” p. 53–54)

18 19

Some violence against women shelter organizations in Nova Scotia are able to maintain a variety of positions 
beyond core positions of support workers and the executive director. Through fundraising and grants some of  
these positions include therapeutic play practitioners, housing support workers, household coordinators, advocacy 
positions, follow-up counsellors, therapeutic counsellors, communications and fund development officers. 



MANAGEMENT

In Women Against Violence Europe’s manual for the recommended operation of women’s shelters in Europe, 
they identified 12 areas of management within a shelter organization. (WAVE, 2004, p. 47) In many violence 
against women shelter organizations in Nova Scotia, there is one management position within the organization 
and it is most often the executive director. In some larger urban organizations, that may have multiple streams 
of service delivery or funding streams, there may be more types of management positions. Based on a review 
of annual reports and interviews with service providers, urban organizations have on average six types of  
management positions and four types of front line staff positions per organization, compared with one type  
of management position and three types of front-line staff positions per organization in rural organizations. 

Often the case in rural shelters, most executive directors are responsible for the financial management, human 
resource management, infrastructure management, policy and procedures development, research, government 
relations, community relations and administrative duties including payroll, issuing donation receipts and  
sometimes banking. Most are on call 24 hours a day, often being the only staff member in their organizations 
who have on-call responsibility. Some also carry direct caseloads, manage union relations and/or oversee 
multiple service streams such as shelter, outreach or second stage housing. Those interviewed explained that 
some support and assistance is received from members of their boards of directors, as they participate on 
various committees relating to the oversight of the organization; though it was usually the executive director 
who does the administrative tasks for these committees and the executive director usually prepares the  
necessary materials for meetings. As one interviewee stated, “The Board sees that it isn’t a fair position but 
they can’t do anything about it. Even though they get it, they are not trying to right it.” 

Unionized work environments can create benefits and strengthen organizations, sometimes providing needed 
framework and process when there are limited management resources, but other times they can create strain 
and increase the already full workload of overburden executive directors. As one interviewee discussed,  

“I wish the public sector unions that represent the staff teams at the transition  
house would work differently around the process of supporting the interests 
of their union members. That process is a tremendous burden on the EDs  
and there doesn’t seem to be a meaningful recognition on the part of the public  
sector unions how fragile the management structure is. And the approach 
they use of very aggressive tactics basically are directed at one sole female. 
And yet they are using it as if it is a shadow dialogue with government, it 
really isn’t a shadow dialogue with government because government isn’t 
going to do any more than what it is doing. It would be nice to see the public 
sector unions embrace and understand the protection of women; be a little 
bit more expansive and less focused on destructive tactics that undermine 
one single manager who is only marginally better paid than the staff.”

Most commonly, the need for administrative supports or other management positions were discussed by interview 
participants, particularly as they related to development, finance or human resources. For one interviewee, 
having these types of positions would mean, “Allowing the ED to do the executive director role.” Another person 
interviewed explained, “If I had the ability to hire somebody, let’s say 20 hours’ book keeper and 20 hours’ 
admin support, I would be able to do the bigger stuff. If I had part-time admin support and a part-time book 
keeper, this place would run a lot smoother.”

When describing their workload, one person interviewed explained, “We really need someone in HR, I do a lot 
of that work and the managers do a lot of that work, more than 50% of my time is spent on HR and that’s 
really not what my job is.” In a larger organization offering multiple services and serving multiple communities, 
after undergoing an external evaluation that resulted in the restructuring of the organization, one of its leaders 
saw things change in a positive way, sharing that having a Human Resource Department has improved their 
organization as a whole, as well as having administrative assistants to help with the day to day administrative 
tasks of the organization. 
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COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“You can never explain this position to anybody because they just  
wouldn’t get it. You cannot delegate the responsibilities of the  
ED of a shelter much because the staff themselves are at max working. 
Even a vacation, you’re hard pressed to get that time off without an  
interruption. I was off and there was a critical incident in the shelter  
and I had to come back. Your work doesn’t get done if you’re not here.” 

“The weight of the commitment and responsibilities is so great… 
(Executive Directors) don’t want to let our women down, our  
communities, our funders, our boards, our shelters. We are so  
responsible to so many people. It was at a cost sometimes, because  
you can’t do everything all the time. Sometimes the shelter bears  
that cost or you personally.”  
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BURNOUT AND COMPASSION FATIGUE

In the 2013 shelter module of, Shelter for Women and Girls at Risk of for Survivors of Violence, a report issued 
jointly by UN Women and the Canadian Network of Women’s Shelters and Transition Houses, supervision  
and its impact on staff member’s mental health was discussed, “Appropriate supervision levels are needed to 
prevent or minimize secondary or vicarious trauma and compassion fatigue, which can be a result of working 
and dealing regularly with stories of violent experiences.” (Gierman, T., Liska, A., 2013, p. 48)

In a 2016 study of individuals working in Calgary’s homeless sector it was found that front-line shelter workers 
in Calgary screened positively for the clinical criteria of PTSD at the same rate as adults who have been raped, 
and at a higher rate than military veterans, fire fighters and suburban police. Only women and children who 
have been victim to abuse experience higher rates of PTSD. (Waegemakers Schiff, Lane, 2016, p. 24). In the 
report, PTSD is described as a serious mental health issue, related to witnessing or experiencing a significant 
traumatic or stressful event.

This report also explained the difference between burnout and compassion fatigue:

        “Burnout is typically understood as being externally directed where workers focus on challenges and  
troubles in their external environment. In contrast, compassion fatigue is understood as being internally 
directed, where negative changes to workers’ views of themselves and the world occur, and these  
individuals experience feelings of hopelessness and helplessness in regards to their capacity to provide 
assistance to their clients.” (Ibid, p. 12)

In the National survey conducted by Women’s Shelters Canada it found that, “maintaining quality staff is a  
challenge facing many VAW shelters across the country. Of the 246 VAW shelters that responded, over half 
(55%) indicated that staff turnover and burnout were a major challenge.” (Maki, 2019, p. 60) The report went  
on to describe that, 

      “Burnout occurs for a variety of reasons. Studies have shown that shelter workers may feel overwhelmed 
with the level of complexity of cases and the limited time to work with residents to adequately address 
their multi-layered needs (for example, dealing with trauma while also navigating social systems like social 
assistance, the criminal justice system, child welfare, affordable housing, immigration, mental health, and 
addiction centres, etc.)” (Ibid, p. 60)

When looking at other jurisdictions, in the most recent Alberta Council of Women’s Shelters Workforce survey, 
“All shelters, regardless of type, experience high turnover rates, possibly due to the high stress associated with 
the line of work as well as lower pay scales and benefits than that of government” (ACWS 2021, p. 16). In Nova 
Scotia, the Mental Health and Addictions Strategy Advisory Committee noted, “Mental illness is associated with 
more lost workdays than most chronic physical conditions” (Mental Health and Addictions Strategy Advisory 
Committee, 2012, p. 9).

Compassion fatigue, burnout and PTSD have all contributed to staff turnover and much strain felt by front-line 
staff and executive directors. As one interviewee stated, “how do we give our best every day when we are over-
drained and over-used?” For those in rural communities it was frequently raised that violence against women 
organizations are often the only resource available for women, “We’re it for women and I worry about staff 
burnout.” The impacts of this can be hard felt by staff and service users. One interviewee shared:

“To give a service that is fuller, and to take some of the pressure off of the 
staff that are working, we have high burnout amongst staff. And there are 
times that impacts our clients. When someone is experiencing that, they 
have been extended beyond what they should be. The burden is so square 
on such a few amount of people. We would have healthier services if we 
were properly staffed.” 

Working in a challenging field, a lot of time can be spent with individuals in crisis and people in very dangerous 
situations, therefore many leaders encourage their staff to take health and wellness days to avoid burnout, and 
provide additional health benefits to their staff. Some have shared that their staff express the appreciation in 
the value that the organization places on its employees with these initiatives. While others find that difficult due 
to limited relief budgets and having the staff and funding available to cover needed shifts. 

Despite its challenges, many organizations in this sector have incredibly dedicated staff, with many women 
having worked in the violence against women sector in Nova Scotia for many years, with careers spanning 
many decades in this field. As one interviewee explained: 

“I have been here a long time, and I have come to realize that you don’t  
always know that you’re making a difference, but occasionally you do know 
that you are making a difference through clients and that I think helps with 
longevity. So, you just know that each day you’re doing what you can. It 
may not seem huge or grand or remarkable but it does make a difference.” 

In 2019 the Transition House Association of Nova Scotia awarded long service awards to 19 staff of their 
member organizations who had been with their organization for more than 25 years.
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COMMENT FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“I have to say, Shelters do an astonishingly good job. And they have been  
an unbelievable valuable resource especially identified during Covid and  
the ways transition house EDs and their staff stepped-up and filled that  
gap even at the highest levels of risk to them and their staff; and we’re very 
lucky to have that kind of public safety support system in this province.” 
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THE COVID 19 PANDEMIC

In a recently published research study it was found that, “With regard to post-traumatic stress symptoms, 
41.9% of direct service providers had a positive screen, which slightly exceeded that of a pre-pandemic study 
of emergency shelter workers in Alberta using the same measure (33% screened positive in that study).” 
(Kerman, N. et al, 2021, p. 5) In a subsequent policy brief, the authors went on to say: 

       “The pandemic’s impact on front-line workers who provide services to people who experience homelessness 
and precarious housing has been immense. These workers already deal with Canada’s ongoing affordable 
housing crisis, a rapidly worsening overdose crisis, and an insufficient supply of mental health and substance 
use supports for themselves and their clients. They also work in demanding jobs, with heightened health 
risks, low wages, and limited resources — while witnessing tremendous suffering among some of our most 
marginalized people — and are at risk of compassion fatigue, burnout, vicarious trauma, and other mental 
health and substance use challenges. But the pandemic has exacerbated these challenges, as they must 
now face fears related to contracting COVID19, increased stress, and isolation.” (Mental Health Commission 
of Canada, 2021, p. 7)

The Covid 19 Pandemic has been an unprecedented global crisis in our society that has highlighted many 
of its long-standing fissures. When discussing current challenges, one interviewee put it succinctly, “Current 
challenges? Well, I’d have to say the pandemic.” 

As shelters maintained their operations during these times they quickly adapted and made changes as  
new information came forward. While already working with the safety of their service users and staff at the 
forefront, one interviewee said, “The pandemic has created another shift in the sense of security and safety, 
creating more concerns about the safety and well-being of staff and residents.” Another interviewee  
commented on the impacts on shelter service delivery, “One of the things Covid has taught us is the need  
for separation and privacy”. It was no longer possible to responsibly operate the shelters as was done previous-
ly and more trauma informed, public health aligned measures were quickly put in place. The workload placed 
on executive directors and staff was significantly increased to keep up with changing public health directives,  
in addition to sustaining the organization’s previous workload.

In order to maintain operations during this time there was financial support quickly offered by the federal and 
provincial governments to help support increased staffing costs, purchasing equipment, cover transportation 
and even outsourcing shelter costs. As the workload increased to manage the necessary protocols, many  
organizations took the opportunity of available funds to create new positions to support the ongoing needs of 
the organization through the pandemic. Positions like, household coordinators, cooks, cleaners and maintenance 
personnel were brought on board to help meet the increased demands of the pandemic. While these positions 
were made possible by funding available in response to COVID-19, many agree they were positions that were 
needed all along. One executive director said of having the pandemic funding and being able to hire a house-
hold coordinator, “It has been life changing, I don’t know what I’m going to do once the funding goes away.”
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COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“I think we have a lot of support for our team. I think that there can  
always be more mental health support for staff in any sector of the  
homelessness sphere…I think that we see and hear a lot of trauma.  
Vicarious trauma is a very real thing. We do have a mental health worker  
on site that works with clients, but also you can meet with as a staff.  
We’re always working with each other on how to implement boundaries, 
check in with each other…because this work can burn you out pretty  
quick. We have an elder on site that meets with staff, that’s a culturally  
safe support for us. She always makes herself available to us.” 

“We have already seen directors say, “I’m not doing this anymore”.  
We have already sacrificed more of our time and energy and life outside  
of work, for work, that people are not willing to do that anymore, nor  
should we. And it’s getting harder and harder to have staff who are willing  
to do that, because everyone sees that this is not sustainable; because  
we don’t have enough support. I think we have been in crisis for many 
years, and I think we are at the beginning of the end of what was our  
services and unless something changes, I don’t know what’s going to  
happen. We are not going to stay in these roles with these expectations.” 
  



“To work with people with what we have and recognize that their needs are unique…it doesn’t mean we can 
give them everything that they want but we can try to find ways to work with people in terms of their particular 
needs”. Actively engaging and talking with the women that organizations work with was often seen as the best 
way to identify needs for both the individual and the organization,

“There’s so much that we learn from the women. That’s what transition 
houses were built on; learning from the women that we serve, learning 
from the client. Because they are the ones that drive this. They are the 
ones that know what they need. Not government agenda, even the agendas 
of the shelter itself. That’s a very grassroots approach but that’s what 
transition houses were born out of.” 

In interviews the challenges related to providing service delivery for women with complex needs were 
discussed as well as the challenge faced by many in not having the resources to provide appropriate services 
for all those that may seek them; “In terms of the values and beliefs that we have in our work and the ethics 
of supporting women through these challenges, how do we even offer appropriate supports when we know 
we don’t have enough.” One person interviewed shared part of the complexity saying, “Asking them to leave 
when there is no place to go…doesn’t seem like the right option, and my God we’ve had to do that.”

Meeting Needs

In some literature, a criticism of shelter services is that shelter policies can be deemed strict and lend to an 
institutional environment, as opposed to a person-centered service (Glenn, C., Goodman, L., 2015). Often these 
policies are put in place from a safety perspective for both service users and staff; especially considering  
that limited staffing has a direct impact on the ability to effectively manage escalating or unsafe situations.  
In, Abuse of Feminism: Abuse of Survivors within the Domestic Violence Shelter System, Emi Koyama  
described, “I came to understand that we need structural changes, rather than better rules, staff, trainings  
or consciousness raising, in order to make social interventions to domestic violence more accountable to  
the actual needs and demands of survivors” (Koyama, 2003, p. 5)

In an interview it was noted that in transition houses, “The desire to keep women safe is very strong, and the 
desire to provide quality service is very strong.” This interviewee went on to say that, “This is a very particular 
sector doing very important work keeping families safe. Government has identified transition houses as public 
safety partners”. Another interviewee explained the critical role that transition houses currently play in 
communities, “We know that the expectation on our services has not lessened over the years. Because all 
you have to do to understand the importance of the work that we do is suggest we are not going to be here 
tomorrow, and watch the community blow up.” 

All violence against women services in Nova Scotia attempt to work with a trauma informed approach to  
services that meets women where they are at despite limited resources. An interviewee explained this by saying, 
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“We often times have senior women, street workers, transgender,  
criminalized women, women with children, women with pets, mental health  
or addictions…sometimes it’s been really difficult managing the mixture  
of different women’s needs that we have here. We have had women come, 
who have really needed to be here, but they left just as quickly because  
they just couldn’t function in our spaces. Sometimes yes, it does seem like  
we are trying to be everything to everybody.” 

Many community-based services were formed out of a community’s identified need, as they had the capacity, 
support and ability to do so. Culturally appropriate services, second stage housing, services for men and  
community-based services such as senior safety programs, family resource centres and women’s centres, while 
provided in some communities are not available to all communities in the province. Some areas have various 
shelter services, while many do not have shelter supports for men, youth, or women beyond the transition house. 
In an interview, the importance of, “the continuum of care in service delivery and whether there is equal access 
across the province” was discussed. The need for a continuum of care as well as the strengthening of support 
networks in communities was expressed as critically important to one interviewee because, “We have to stop  
being band aides on giant gashes. In order to fundamentally shift the outcomes for people coming in here we 
have to think broader…health, trauma, housing…we can’t fix this in six weeks. There is always going to be a need 
for a shelter, but this is not a solution. We are a now, but not a forever. Invest in the longer term of her.” 

Specific topics were further discussed in interviews as they related to meeting service users needs, some of  
the complexities were discussed in how to deliver trauma informed, client centred services to women with 
disabilities, women who may struggle with mental health or addictions, and how to provide culturally appropriate 
services. These topics were also included in the literature reviewed for this project.

WOMEN WITH DISABILITIES

As noted in the report, Shelter for Women and Girls at Risk of or Survivors of Violence, by UN Women and the 
Canadian Women’s Shelter Network:

      “Accessibility is a critical aspect of safety and protection, and shelters should work together with women  
from various backgrounds and communities (including survivors), to analyze the intersections of these  
identities, and understand how they come together to influence women’s experience with discrimination  
and abuse.” (Gierman, T., Liska, A., 2013, p. 101)

In an interview one rural community was described as a “community that largely does for itself” and that their 
organization is based in and grows with their community’s strength and support. Another interviewee explained:

“In our local communities we are respected as experts in our fields.  
And not only are we respected as experts but also, I think we’re respected  
as a member of the community willing to engage in a way that’s innovative 
or different if that means better supports for folks. We don’t sit in our lane.  
We work from that human centered, trauma sensitive, trauma aware  
approach; where we come with a view of what does this person need.  
And if we can provide it great, and if we can’t provide it then by God we’re 
going to figure out what the solution is.”

Communities in Nova Scotia are unique, while access to services or basic amenities such as grocery stores  
or transportation are not guaranteed. Even fire departments and primary health care are not universal, as one 
interviewee said, “Hospital is barely open at this point, which is pretty common across rural Nova Scotia at this 
point. Conduits to access those resources (have been) centralized in the city.” One interviewee also pointed out 
that the centralization of mental health and income assistance has resulted in a loss of connection to workers 
and it has become more difficult for community-based organizations to stay engaged with the systems they 
rely on to help meet the needs of those they are working with; leaving communities, “woefully under equipped”. 

One person interviewed indicated the lack of resources in their community has impacted the cycle of violence 
in that, “The systems have failed so many families for so many years, the cycles are not being broken…There is 
rampant poverty, rampant intergenerational poverty”. The impact of poverty was further discussed by another 
interviewee, “Violence against women is historical, it’s not likely to change or abate any time soon. As long as we 
have women in poverty, and women marginalized and women subjected to misogyny with no equal opportunity 
in many ways, we’re not going to see the kind of progress we’d like to see.” 

Despite geography all community organization leaders that were interviewed felt their communities did not have 
adequate resources to meet their community’s needs, with supports for mental health and addictions being the 
resource most often felt lacking within the communities. “We need enhanced supports, not fewer supports. And 
by enhanced…I mean more money. If I want to enhance something, and enhance the function, it’s going to cost 
more.” Due to this lack of supports and services it was often felt by those interviewed that they were trying to  
do too much with too few resources;
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An interviewee explained some of the complexity of providing services to women with disabilities when  
they have experienced violence or abuse and discussed the, “high marginalization and paternalistic treatment”, 
they have endured as a continued systemic barrier for women with disabilities accessing supportive services. 
They went on to say:

“The solution isn’t to widen the hallways; their medical requirements 
are highly complex. That’s the job of government; to make sure that  
individual gets the care they need that isn’t designed or dependent on 
family care givers when the care giver is the abuser. There isn’t a system 
where that service is triggered for that woman, so that her physical needs 
are met in an urgent way. That’s the work of government. That burden 
can’t be placed on Transition Houses.”

MENTAL HEALTH AND ADDICTIONS

In a report to the province of Nova Scotia in 2012 the Mental Health and Addictions Strategy Advisory  
Committee noted:

      “Canada, including Nova Scotia, is a low spender on mental health services. This chronic underfunding may 
reflect and be a form of stigma in itself. The low priority is reflected in the relatively low investment of public 
dollars in these areas as compared to spending to address other common diseases. There is mounting  
evidence that the growing cost to society of untreated or under- treated mental health and addiction issues 
is not sustainable. Indeed, the total cost to society could become greater than the entire cost of the health 
care system in Canada.” (Mental Health and Addictions Strategy Advisory Committee, 2012, p. 9)

Often this cost of underfunding is felt acutely by community-based organizations. Many of the challenges  
are not unique and the same issues are being faced by similar organizations across the country:

      “Shelters are increasingly serving women living with significant mental health and/or substance  
use concerns. Statistics Canada has reported that individuals with mental health-related disabilities  
‘experience more repeat violence, more violence at the hands of someone they know’ and that spousal  
violence is four times more common for these individuals than it is among the general population.”  
(Women’s Shelters Canada, 2017, p. 36) 

Discussed in the report, Not without Us, issued by Easter Seals Nova Scotia, is the barrier of system navigation; 
a complex and frustrating issue for all women who have experienced violence or abuse, however made acutely 
more difficult for women with disabilities. “Women with intellectual disabilities can physically access safe  
spaces, including transition houses, but often have challenges in navigating systems, including legal and medical, 
which are a part of the process after leaving a situation of domestic violence.” (Rent, S. 2020, p. 14) 

By providing services that are person centered, by asking those seeking service what they needed, many  
organizations felt they were working to make their services more accessible. One person interviewed explained:

“We are always looking to find ways to make our services as low barrier  
as possible, to ensure they are accessible…I would never say that we  
are perfect at doing that but it’s definitely one of our core values and  
something that we strive for at our agencies. Usually what that looks like  
is listening to our service users and implementing their feedback based  
on what they are finding is accessible and isn’t accessible and making  
those changes.” 

Many transition houses may be physically accessible to women; however, transition house staff are not able 
to provide personnel care to women as they are often single-staffed and responsible for many things including 
answering the crisis line, working with multiple residents and doing programming. One interviewee stated, 
“Continuing care won’t come into the shelter”. This issue was discussed in the Not without Us report as well as 
in several interviews.  Most often women need to be able to physically care for themselves in order to stay at a 
transition house safely as there are barriers to accessing homecare options in shelters, as homecare does not 
often transition with the woman, leaving many women as well as the staff in transition houses in precarious 
positions. As one person interviewed described:

“We have had ongoing, constant issues with trying to find continuing  
care aides for our clients, I think that’s a range of things, I think that’s  
discrimination, whether that’s because they’re homeless whether they’re  
in shelter, it’s near impossible to find a continuing care aide to come to 
shelter and take care of folk’s physical health needs.”

They went onto say, “We have one person right now who’s experienced violence their whole life and they  
are in shelter, they were discharged from hospital, they’re very ill and we cannot get a care aid to come into  
the shelter and look after them, so the staff are doing it and that is not appropriate, not a good situation.”
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“Mental health and addictions does not own mental health in the Province 
of Nova Scotia. And the faster we can get to that, then we could all figure 
out the pieces of mental health that we all do, because we all do pieces of 
mental health when you think of mental health as a continuum. The more 
our structured mental health and addictions could all understand that we 
are all a part of mental health, the better we will all be.” 

In many cases the roles and responsibilities to women who are struggling with their mental health are not clearly 
defined and often juxtaposed in community. The lack of staffing capacity was often discussed as the reason why 
many organizations rely on referrals to mental health and addictions services to help support the women they 
are working with, while they continue to try and provide the shelter service that the woman may need.  
This often results in worsening support for the woman who is seeking services. In one interview it was noted:

“It often results in the woman going to the hospital. But she rarely stays. 
They rarely do an intake and they rarely offer anything ongoing. It’s just a 
cycle of women feeling like they have to go from one place to another because 
they can’t fit in either place and nobody cares and that’s not the message  
we want to be giving those women who are struggling. But at the same 
time, we can’t be all things to everyone and the staff find that challenging 
and I’m sure the women do as well.”

The community organization leaders that were interviewed agreed that more staffing hours were needed given 
the complexity of the needs of those they are working with and the need to have multiple staff and supports 
available at any given time. One interviewee discussed the trauma that was experienced by staff and other residents  
when a staff person working alone one evening had to administer Naloxone to a client who was overdosing. The 
single staff person did everything they were supposed to do, followed established protocols and kept everyone 
in the building safe until paramedics could arrive yet the trauma from that incident is ever lasting. 

Another interviewee discussed similar impacts on staff when the women they work with die by suicide and 
described times when this has happened in shelter as well as times when women have indicated their plans  
to do so. One person interviewed shared, “The issues that the women and children we work with face are so 
complex and so difficult. We’ve lost women.” They went on to say, “Staff need to have an open space to talk 
about their fears and challenges and sort those things out.” In-person and on crisis lines many women disclose 
their thoughts of suicide and the plans they may have for this. As staff are most often alone at night, these 
issues become more trying as there are not immediate debriefing services available for critical incidents and 
most often the only person on call is the executive director. It becomes easier to understand the high rates  
for PTSD amongst shelter workers when these all-too-common situations are discussed. (Waegemakers Schiff, 
J., Lane, A., 2016, p. 24)

The report goes on to say that, “While VAW shelters are serving different groups of women experiencing many 
types of violence with various complex needs, survey findings suggest that they may not necessarily have the 
capacity (staffing, resources, training, space, etc.) to serve them adequately.” (Ibid, p. 36) Further noted in the 
report, “Most VAW shelters surveyed did not have specialized counsellors on-site for mental health and addictions. 
Of the 223 who responded, only 3% had a mental health counsellor and 2% had an addictions counsellor on-site.” 
(Ibid, p. 43)

A person-centred approach to service delivery is often the best approach to working with women who have 
experienced violence or abuse. One interviewee stated, “The best way to support survivors is with support that 
does not pathologize them; support that does not rely on DSM 5 diagnosis. Survivors do best with having their 
reactions to trauma normalized, seeing their side effects of surviving as just side effects of doing what they had 
to do to survive.” 

Many of the organizations interviewed use the resources they have in as creative ways as possible, in order 
to help support women who may be struggling with their mental health, with some implementing the harm 
reduction techniques they feel their organization can safely manage. Some organizations are able to pay for 
prescription medications for women, or supply cigarettes and may have supportive policies in place for if a 
woman returns to the shelter intoxicated; others may have quiet spaces, private green areas, single bedrooms, 
journals or craft supplies to offer women, with some organizations having the ability to offer programs or group 
supports for women. However, despite best efforts, most shelter providers stressed the difficulty in meeting 
everyone’s needs safely with limited staff available. As one interviewee stated, “We are seeing an increase in the 
acuteness of mental health and…a lot of situations get pushed back on community organizations. So, managing 
those types of things on the budget that we operate on is difficult. A lot of what the funding could do to  
improve our services is related to having personnel.” 

Serious mental health challenges remain a barrier for women accessing transition house services as well as for  
transition houses to be able to provide appropriate services. Simply put in one interview, “There are some mental 
health issues that are beyond our capacity.” Community supports for mental health and addictions are very 
limited, particularly in the rural areas. When asked if resources in her area were appropriate to meet the community’s  
needs, one interviewee replied that they don’t think mental health and addictions support are adequate, “they 
download on us regularly with no additional resources to us. They eliminated the women’s clinical therapy positions  
which has made a drastic impact on us. There are often months and months waiting for the next appointment, 
and that doesn’t work well with trauma.”

While one interview participant explained that all organizations have a role to play when it comes to Mental 
Health and Addictions and that these services are not only hospital-based services, 
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While some organizations may work more frequently with a population, diversity is not something that is 
unique or limited to urban centers, however often the limited cultural supports that are available are only 
located in urban centers. Given their limited capacity, it is often difficult for these resources to be extended 
to more rural or remote areas. One interviewee pointed out, “How do you find translation services at two am? 
We ask on intake if they need interpreter support but how are we actually going to find it?”

In an interview it was explained that, “Having healing centers in the catchment allows for better service delivery 
for those who would like to have more culturally inclusive services.” In Nova Scotia there are exceptional 
organizations to support Indigenous populations, African Nova Scotian organizations as well as organizations 
to support immigrants and newcomers. There are also organizations that provide specific services to victims 
of human trafficking. These organizations are often under resourced and could provide valuable partnerships 
for other service organizations in the province, because regardless of where the service is located in Nova Scotia, 
violence against women organizations increasingly work with women from diverse cultural backgrounds, 
with unique experiences and needed supports. 

Many organizations see the benefits and importance of having representation of women from underrepresented 
communities on their staff teams and within their organizations. When discussing what was needed to 
make changes one interviewee said an, “Outreach worker who is African Nova Scotian to help serve and make 
those bridges to communities that have historically been marginalized and underrepresented who do face the 
majority of abuse and violence…I thought about applying for grants for that but I don’t have enough time for 
that.” Another interviewee concurred saying:

“We don’t see women from the African Nova Scotia community here 
at all. They don’t trust us. And I don’t take that personally, I think 
systemically they don’t trust the services that are here to support them. 
I’ve been looking at how to make those changes; I’ve applied for a 
couple of grants to hire someone from the community to help us 
make inroads, but everything has been put on the back burner because 
of Covid.”

CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE SERVICES

In Nova Scotia, across Canada as well as the United States and globally, there are shelters and services that 
women can access to receive the culturally specific supports they may need including but certainly not limited 
to; Ingenious Women’s Shelters, Islamic Women’s Shelters, Korean American Women’s Shelters and South Asian 
Women’s Shelters and networks. There are also Black-led services providing anti-racist services to women and 
girls. These services are not universal, and most rural organizations do not have specialized culturally specific 
resources available to them.

In a 2019 report issued by Women’s Shelters Canada, “An intersectional feminist approach to service delivery 
values inclusivity and reducing barriers to access. However, violence against women shelters may not have the 
capacity to provide all services in a manner that fully meets the needs of women from different cultural, ethnic, 
and language backgrounds.” (Women’s Shelters Canada, 2017, p. 39) In describing her rural community, one  
interviewee said that it was, “Pretty multi-cultural, lots of newcomers and our Black community and our First 
Nations community are strong”. 

COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“We’re offering ongoing and dedicated emotional support but not a 
deep dive into counselling supports and we’re not in a place to offer true 
harm reduction. There’s a long way to go to lowering barriers and true 
trauma informed. We have a tremendous amount of work to do around 
case management, harm reduction, trauma informed and low barriers.” 

“We are not mental health, addictions experts. We are not in the health 
care field. We are constantly being asked to take women outside of our 
mandate from the hospital from the local police. We do our best. Just 
the lack of other resources for women in crisis in this county, we are the 
catch all for all women.” 

“Women come (to Nova Scotia) with their partners, say she struggles 
with alcohol. She struggled with alcohol when she was in her community. 
She came here and of course her struggles didn’t stay away and so the 
displacement and the lack of support for her and the loss, the loss, the 
closed doors, the misunderstanding. She gets here and she’s labeled just 
a woman who’s a drinker and that’s not the case.” 

  



Creative Pathways

There are many complexities faced by women who have experienced violence and abuse and there is not  
one pathway that will work for all women to live lives free from violence. 

       “As in the public health sector, the field of violence prevention requires a wide range of services to support 
and meet the needs of women and children exposed to violence. These include safe accommodation in the 
refuge, mobile counselling, emergency helplines, outreach services in 15 rural areas, intervention centres, 
and accommodation programmes. It is always very important that the victims have a CHOICE of options.” 
(WAVE. 2004, p. 15)

Options, choice and multiple pathways of support are needed for individuals and organizations in order to  
influence change in their lives and communities. Often, when there is an over reliance on one pathway as  
the only way forward, many people will struggle to find the support they need, that is helpful in their situation.  
As example, one interviewee explained, “The over reliance on the criminal justice system as the one way 
a woman can get resolution to her safety issues, that results in carceral feminist approach.” 

In a person-centered approach to service, it is understood that one organization may not be able to 
meet the needs of every individual and that a variety of service options is optimal. For instance, some 
women may not be able to live in a communal shelter environment, while some women and their children 
may thrive there. Some women may not need shelter at all but may need other supports to help deal with 
the multiple issues they may be facing, which may include trauma, disability, separation or custody, 
or a sense of belonging in her community, in order to move into a life free from violence.
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COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“The women’s advocacy community is a little bit stuck in older white  
feminist’s models of understanding issues. I don’t think that many of 
the organizations in the women’s advocacy community have figured 
out how to ensure their services are relevant and helpful for women’s 
of color, understanding the different value structures and community 
approaches of indigenous service providers. I don’t think there’s a 
good understanding in the women’s advocacy community of the healing 
approaches, provided to women who have experienced violence. 
Opportunities for cross learning and expansion of understanding of 
other ways to solve problems hasn’t really been taken up because of 
this commitment to a fairly rigid model to understanding the dynamics 
of violence and the appropriate pathway of solution.” 

“We have these big conversations about cultural diversity and all this 
stuff, we can barely function with what we have. How are we reaching 
out to the other communities, how do we get time to engage and learn 
and build those relationships when we are just fighting to stay above 
water every day. And drowning. I think a lot of us are drowning.” 

  

Some organizations have been able to make their organizations more culturally representative by purposefully 
diversifying and including members of the LGTBQ2+ communities as part of their staff and board of directors. 
They also maintain active and intentional partnerships with Indigenous, Immigrant or African Nova Scotian 
led organizations. One interviewee explained how their organization met this priority by actively engaging with, 
“In particular the organizations that exist to support racialized and marginalized and vulnerable groups. 
We seek to collaborate with them instead of duplicating services that may already exist under an organization 
that is indigenous led or black led.”
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PROVINCIAL ASSOCIATION

The violence against women sector has long understood the necessity of collaboration and working together 
to address common goals and rarely work in silos without connection to other. There is too much work to be 
done to try to do it alone.

       “It is simply not enough to provide abused women and children with a roof over their heads. What is  
necessary is a system of women’s refuges whose concept and operational approaches uniquely suit them 
to providing precisely the support which abused women and children need. Protection and safety rank 
among the most important criteria of a refuge. But it is equally important that women and children should 
not be consigned to institutions in which they again forfeit their right to self-determination. The planning 
and goals of a women’s refuge should be directed towards strengthening and empowering women and 
children.” (Women Against Violence Europe, 2004, p. 17)

Across Canada, when reviewing the websites of provincial associations there appears to be a ratio of  
provincial staff to member organizations ranging from 1:3 to 1:11. These positions are based on a combination 
of government funding, grants and fundraising. In Nova Scotia, the ratio of provincial staff to member organizations 
is 1:7. During interviews, in order to better support the work of local organizations, the strengthening of the 
provincial association was seen as necessary to attain the goal of coordinated and equitable services across 
the province. One person interviewed said, “Whenever I think we are not moving forward I think of THANS, 
because that’s the place that I do see potential and movement forward.” 

The Transition House Association of Nova Scotia (THANS) was incorporated in 1989 and serves as a provincial 
network connecting transition houses across rural Nova Scotia. During interviews, members  of THANS often 
expressed that the Provincial Association is where they received the most support as an executive director. 
Members spoke of their ability to seek information and clarify issues with other executive directors who face 
similar situations and are also the only person in a management position within their organizations. One 
executive director said, “I don’t know what I would have done without THANS.” With another stating, “Our 
THANS table is big in that we support each other in ways that are impactful if people want that to happen.”

In some communities it may be that there are not a variety of service options available to women. This  
may put stress on organizations with limited capacity and staffing resources, as was stated in one interview, 
“There is a need to support staff in the ways that you can. We have to be careful to not offer services beyond 
our capacity.” One way to address the lack of service options in community is to increase a communities’ 
capacity for understanding, support and intervention. One person interviewed explained, “If we really want to 
have an impact on ending violence against women then we have to have our direct services also interacting 
and supporting the community’s ability to respond. I don’t think we cannot do that work.”

Many community-based leaders have identified a wide range of gaps in the services and supports available  
to meet women’s needs. Some organizations work tirelessly to try to bridge those gaps. One person noted  
that they, “reach out to every agency to build those bridges to support the clients to get them what they  
need.” Another interviewee went onto explain how collaboration was a part of the success and was in the 
nature of community-based organizations,

“We do what we do with what we have because we collaborate well.  
That’s the only reason we can do what we’re doing now. We’ve reached  
the end of, ‘well if you just collaborated more, it would enhance service’. 
We’re so far beyond that. And the more rural we’re talking, the more  
true that is.”

There are many organizational networks and services in Nova Scotia and it is important for these various  
networks to support each other and address some of the challenges that others may face. These networks 
could become more efficient knowledge and support hubs, and work connected to one another. Beyond  
networks there are local or regional agencies that may help to meet service user’s needs. Working with limited 
resources can often be frustrating because as was stated, “When you are really listening and hearing clients 
and meeting them where they are at, you can have big ideas for supporting them, but just not have the  
resources to be able to do it.” 

In interviews, when the way forward towards violence-free communities was discussed, many creative  
pathways were discussed. These pathways were also supported in the literature that was reviewed 
for this project. As we move forward, we need to look at enhancing the use of existing networks, as 
well as strengthening provincial associations, outreach services, training opportunities and second stage 
housing resources in our communities.
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In terms of what is needed to end violence against women in our communities, an interviewee said there 
is a need for:

“Looking at not just providing service today and responding to the latest 
crisis, but really positioning the transition houses in the violence against 
women sector as experts, leaders, people with incredible knowledge and 
capacity. I think that has been further strengthened by the coordination 
and partnership and solidarity in the network.”

In interviews there was discussion about the impact of working on broader systemic issues from a provincial 
level and alleviating some pressure locally on individual organizations to have to do it all. One person noted, 
“Having individual organizations do these projects as a one off is not getting us anywhere. No ED should be 
writing a grant proposal on their own”. A coordinated approach to projects and grants that serve the larger 
community could also support local communities and others working in the sector.

TRAINING

Experience and education are both important factors in staff member’s ability to work in the challenging and 
complex field of violence against women. While often rewarding work that offers fulfillment to those involved in 
the sector, there is an increased need to have ongoing training and education to better understand the complex 
realities many women are faced with as well as having the knowledge necessary to protect themselves and 
others from harm. When looking at the high rates of PTSD and burnout in the homelessness sector in Calgary 
one study found that:

      “Further analysis showed that education levels and areas of concentration were dispersed throughout all of 
the represented organizations. These reports indicated that the overall workforce in the homeless sector is 
less well prepared, by way of educational achievement and specific background, than would be preferable for 
those working with complex needs in a difficult client population.” (Waegemakers Schiff, J., Lane, A., 2016, p. 19) 

There are provincial training models for violence against women organizations, particularly in British Columbia, 
Ontario and Alberta, that are regularly updated and maintained by their provincial associations. It was specifically 
noted that in Alberta, “Staff are trained in dynamic security and risk management, as well as, addictions and  
behaviour management.” (Women’s Shelters Canada, 2017, p. 22) This could benefit organizations in Nova Scotia 
as it was noted by an interviewee, “Over the year’s things have gotten even more complicated because it seems 
people have more and more things they have to deal with. So therefore, that effects who we need for staff, and 
we need to make sure that we have staff who can really do the work and support the women.”

There was discussion that training for the staff of violence against women organizations need to be maintained 
with current research and up to date practice to help staff meet the needs of the women that they work 
with. Another interviewee explained there should be regular, planned training, that is consistently updated and 
includes legacy pieces without being antiquated. They said:

“Consistent province wide training across the transition houses so the 
knowledge base is the same whether you’re at one end of the province 
or another. (What’s needed) Is a training position within the Provincial 
Association. That’s somebody’s job. And they have a budget.” 

Many of those interviewed expressed appreciation for the knowledge and dedication that staff have within this 
sector. Given the lack of staffing positions within organizations, it’s often expected that all front line staff be able 
to work with all situations that may arise. The knowledge base held within violence against women organizations’ 
staff ranges from practical to technical and often complex. One person interviewed explained, “Staff have 
expressed they feel they should know more than they know. But look at what they do know…from unclogging  
the toilet, to deescalating a crisis, to accompanying a woman to supreme court and everything in between.”

COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“What we’ve seen over the past few years is a strengthening of provincial 
association, THANS has never been in a stronger place than it is today  
with the support of all of the EDs and the Board but also with the ability  
to see the collective as an important leader in the movement.” 

“The executive directors of the shelters hold a lot of knowledge but they  
are very occupied in supporting front-line service delivery, a consequence  
of the funding model which has only supported a very flat management 
structure so there isn’t the time and space to innovate and try new things. 
The very modest investment in the THANS office, more of that might  
allow the sector to stay on top of new trends, to innovate, be experimental 
in different ways than it has been able to which may be where government 
could make some specialized investment.” 
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Consistent provincial training would support community organizations as a regular challenge faced by 
organizations is not being able to hire and retain qualified staff; as one person interviewed stated, “very few 
of my staff have a degree.” Many organizations currently invest significant time and effort into training their 
staff as it was felt that there is currently not an appropriate course or training available. 

“The work that we do is so specialized, unique, that I don’t think there’s  
a training out there that covers the type of work about gender-based violence.  
That all has to be done in house and over time. You do have to invest 
and you do have to train, starting from square one with every person that 
comes. It’s a unique sector and it’s complex the work that we do.”

However, it was often discussed that beyond training and skill development, more is needed in order to retain 
people to work in the field. One interviewee explained what they needed was:

“Longer term incentives for people to stay with us. Because it’s a niche 
place to work, so by the time you develop your skills and have a really 
good understanding of the work, we’re kind of like a training ground for 
people who then get the skills and go onto Government jobs where they 
are going to be having less responsibility, more support and longer-term 
benefits that we cannot offer.” 

While there are government programs that offer opportunities for funding for training new staff, the time and 
resources needed to apply, administer and report on grant funding is limited in community-based organizations 
with very little administrative support. There is also a need to have appropriate training available that will assist 
those to better support women who have experienced violence or abuse on an ongoing basis. In recent years 
there has been a growth in trainings available online, which can often be a great resource for staff, particularly 
in rural communities, if applicable subject matter is discussed and can lead to finer skill building. However, 
the ability to cover staff time is needed for more staff to be able to access these trainings. It was stated 
that staff benefit greatly from the ability to discuss with their colleagues in the field issues they all face and 
strategies to overcome them. A strengthened network is needed to access these supportive conversations 
on a regular basis.

One person interviewed asked, “How do we strengthen training around intercultural proficiency, to ensure that 
no matter where a transition house is located or who they have on staff or what their credentials are, that all 
Nova Scotian’s can feel safe and welcome in accessing services.” Beyond the provision of core services and 
gaining further understanding in managing the complexities of those seeking services, staff should also receive 
training from organizations in the province that provide culturally specific services so that staff might have 
an increased understanding of providing services to diverse populations. 
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OUTREACH

Violence prevention has often been sited as an area in need of focus in order to break the cycle of violence 
against women and girls. While known as important, in the 2017 report by Women’s Shelters Canada, it stated, 
“Yet survey results demonstrate that prevention and advocacy work, work that can save lives and create societal 
shifts in attitudes about ending violence against women and girls, are often not funded by government funders.” 
(Women’s Shelters Canada, 2017, p. 2)

Education, prevention and community support are all aspects of Outreach Services in violence against women 
organizations. “The thing with domestic violence is that there is a lot more out there than the police know about, 
there’s much more out there than we know about. So, for those outreach positions…we could double our client 
base if we could be proactive, but we’ve been reactive for so long.”

Education and prevention work is often discussed as critical in ending the ongoing cycle of violence. “Most of 
the work we do is reactive, but we know that to prevent and end intimate partner violence, we need to educate.” 
(Alice House, 2021, p. 13) 

As discussed by one person interviewed, in order to address the root causes of violence in our communities 
there needs to be an increase in public education around misogyny and sexism, human trafficking, LGBTQ+, 
diversity and an increased requirement to understand and unlearn previously held beliefs. Another interviewee 
stated, “We don’t have a strong focus on prevention, and I think that is key”. In order to provide needed  
interventions to increase safety within our community, it is recognized that prevention work needs to be included 
in the work that organizations do however a consistent approach has not been applied as it is often ad hoc work 
done on top of full work loads, needing additional grants to provide the necessary resources. While it is known  
to be important work, as one interviewee stated, “We don’t have the staff to do that effectively”. 

Through ongoing conversations and dialogues there have been more and more discussions about consistent, 
equitable and multifaceted service delivery; and how the creative pathways necessary to end violence against 
women often start with early interventions and prevention. For many, these interventions need to include the 
wider community. One interviewee explained:

“What is prevention and early intervention supports for men? What is that 
possibility in terms of impacting the violence against women and children? 
It is not an either or. It’s about what needs to happen so we become less 
and less with the severe cases and we get more and more funding in terms 
of let’s put some energy and time and momentum into the prevention and 
early intervention.”
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For various reasons, women may not see themselves as needing or being able to access a shelter. This may 
be for socio economic, religious, cultural reasons or fears of the aspects of communal living. While some may 
not need shelter, they may need the other supports the organization can provide. Some women may feel more 
comfortable making a phone call to a crisis or support line. Other women may feel better supported talking to 
someone in their community who understands the issues and the systems they must go through and are able 
to offer support in a non-clinical environment. 

In rural areas continuing to get basic needs met is often a challenge with ongoing emergency room closures, 
removal of detox units and mental health services. Many rural communities have remote areas within them 
and some organization’s catchment areas cover up to three counties which may include as many as 
thirteen municipal units as well as diverse communities with individual and unique needs such as African NS 
communities, First Nations communities, Francophone communities, newcomer or university communities.

In interviews the need for more outreach services were frequently discussed, particularly in rural communities. 
One interviewee stated that with expanded outreach services, “there’s so much more we can do”. It was 
discussed by many that increased outreach services; including offering individual supports, more group  
support, educational opportunities, partnerships, or revamping programs to make them more culturally  
relevant could have a lasting impact in their communities. In an interview it was said, “There needs to be a 
more significant investment in outreach. Outreach was never funded to become as impactful as it could be.”

One person interviewed explained there has been an increased need for outreach services as there is an,  
“Increased emphasis on assessments and referrals, as that work expands it increases the work load on  
outreach workers.” She went on to explain the need for more outreach workers per organization as: 

“We are way past the days of one outreach worker in an organization being 
able to do the work that needs to be done. Particularly with the demands 
of the high-risk protocol, for one outreach worker to be covering several  
counties makes no sense. I don’t believe any organization can function 
properly with only one outreach worker. I don’t see how that is possible. 
Because just managing the high-risk protocols is a full-time job.” 

The need for more outreach workers was echoed by others interviewed. An interviewee stated, “Having an 
outreach worker per county would absolutely be essential moving forward.” Some organizations have increased 
their outreach capacity to cover more of their catchment areas by amalgamating with other organizations, 
applying for grants or fundraising. “The number of positions for outreach did not meet client or community  
demand so fundraising was done to meet the need. One outreach staff could not meet the need.” 
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However, relying on donations or grants to build outreach services makes for unstable service delivery as the 
funding to provide the service, needs to be found each year. Grant funding can have other challenges, as some 
organizations find that once they have identified a project to address a communities need, they have to make 
their project fit the grant criteria, as opposed to the grant fitting the project.

It was felt by those interviewed that with more staff in more offices or meeting spaces in different areas of the 
province, services could become more accessible and an impact could be had in various communities without 
having to use limited resources and time as currently staff may have very long distances to drive to meet 
with one person. Court support and accompaniment may also take a full day, often resulting in overtime or 
increased travel expenses if an outreach worker is not available in that community. Community organizations 
are collaborative and some don’t feel the need to have dedicated space in every community for offices, 
with many seeing the benefit of community hubs of service shared by multiple service providers creating, 
“Consistency in rural areas in shared spaces”, particularly given the complexities of rural service delivery 
as it pertains to the lack of transportation, distance, time, child care, internet or cell service. As one person 
interviewed stated: 

“There have been organizations that have worked together and collaborated  
to share resources over catchment borders for many years. In terms 
of being able to provide virtual services or text based service or social 
media-based services, you don’t always have to be in the community 
with the person you are supporting.” 

Often the work of outreach in communities is difficult to measure, so the workload and impact of outreach is 
then difficult to assess, but as we move away from a “heads of beds” view of violence against women services, 
there is an appreciation of the impact of community engagement. As one person interviewed explained:

“Outreach is not just measured by number of crisis contacts. Working 
within community builds awareness and trust within the community.  
Enhancing uptake. Like work in schools…we struggle to capture that.  
People hearing what is being said and using it in their own situation 
and not necessarily needing to then access service. The development 
of ‘trauma sensitive communities’ enhances capacity to respond. 
Outreach plays a key role in that. Outreach workers are seen as experts 
and have trust in the community, their presence can enhance community’s 
capacity to respond.” 
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COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“We’re still educating police around Intimate Partner Violence and  
mental health workers, child welfare, but at the same time there still 
doesn’t seem to be a real understanding of the complexities that women  
are facing around IPV, we’re still explaining basic things like why  
women return…why are we still explaining that?” 

“One Outreach Worker can’t be everywhere at all times and can only  
really serve one county. There is so much that we could be doing  
through Outreach that we aren’t. We can’t. One of our largest challenges  
is not having enough Outreach Workers. Not having at least one more  
Outreach worker. Just getting to the women who need us.” 
  

SECOND STAGE HOUSING

In the 2017 report by Women’s Shelters Canada where more than 400 shelters were surveyed across Canada, 
the issue of housing was repeated, “The lack of affordable housing is a significant barrier for survivors to move 
into secure housing, with only 31% of VAW shelters indicating that residents were able to find and acquire 
affordable housing during their stay at the shelter.” (Women’s Shelters Canada, 2017, p. 3)

Research has shown that housing remains one of the leading barriers for women escaping violence and that 
domestic violence is one of the main causes of homelessness among Canadian families. (Maki, K., Martin, 
L., p. 21) This report goes on to say that: 

      “Violence against women shelters/Transition houses are responding to the urgent housing needs of women 
fleeing violence, which remain unmet by private, non-profit, and government housing authorities. Many shelters/  
Transition houses have developed expertise in assisting resident women find affordable and safe housing. 
However, for smaller shelters, this work remains a challenge as there is not enough staffing, resources, or 
time to do this important work.” (Ibid, p. 23)

Transition houses are one of the few options available for women in need of immediate shelter to leave their 
abusive situation. In Nova Scotia there are well established transition houses across the province as well as 
other shelter services. There are also some organizations that provide second stage housing options in the 
province and some that provide third stage housing options.

All of these housing options are supportive and provide a safe opportunity for women to rebuild their lives 
once they have left their abusive situation. They also provide ongoing and increased safety measures, more so 
than public or private housing may provide, which is crucial because, “Second stage shelters/Transition houses 
are more than transitional housing as the women who occupy these spaces are still very much in need of a 
space where their safety can be guaranteed. In fact, ACWS has found that, in Alberta, women in second stage 
shelters are at higher risk for femicide than women in first stage shelters.” (Maki, K., Martin, L., p. 14)

Second Stage Housing may take different forms but is often independent accommodation for women who 
no longer need the immediate crisis response services of a Transition House but still need safe housing and 
a violence against women organization’s ongoing supports, as they rebuild their lives after their abusive 
relationship. With second stage housing, there is typically little or no funding received to operate the units 
so rent is needed to be charged. Rents are typically low, geared to income and located in areas close to 
amenities, which is helpful because as one interviewee explained, “Lots of women on income assistance don’t 
have the ability to find an affordable place and they don’t want to live in the more remote areas, where rent 
may be cheaper, because then they are living in isolation.” 

In rural settings, when available, second stage housing is often a program of the transition house or outreach 
organization in that community and supports are offered without dedicated staffing associated with the second 
stage housing units. In urban Nova Scotia there are other supportive housing options available to women which 
offering housing services to their community. These may be in the form of second stage or third stage housing 
in dedicated apartment buildings or scattered housing, offering individual accommodation with the supports 
necessary to help women live violence free lives. These supportive housing options have dedicated staffing and 
funding streams provided for the programs so that there can be housing support workers, social workers, or 
therapists on staff, able to offer direct supports to women as well as maintenance and administrative supports 
for the organization. These organizations typically rely heavily on grants and community support to be able 
to offer these services within their communities. 

In describing the challenges in the community that she worked, one interview participant said, “Shortfalls would 
be housing. Housing is terrible. If it isn’t too expensive then there is nothing available. Women are staying longer 
because of it. Our homeless shelters are full all the time.” Another interviewee concurred, “Housing has gone down-
hill fast, which is terrible. We haven’t been forward-thinkers in our communities. It’s a whole societal, systemic issue.” 

Regardless of being in a rural or urban locale, interview participants expressed the need for more second 
stage housing as the lack of safe and affordable housing in their communities was a large barrier for women 
to live lives free from violence. Having second stage housing in their community would be very helpful, 
as one interview participant explained:



COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“Woman who are homeless don’t want to necessarily live in the same 
building as other women who were homeless as well…all of them have 
experienced a great deal of trauma in their lives. They don’t want to live 
across the hall from another woman who may be using, and then spark 
them to start using again. They don’t want to be reminded of that. They 
want to try to move on with their lives. Scattered housing is often the 
best model, mixed housing has its challenges as well. But I think, for me, 
mixed housing is the best we can do right now.”  

“I think realistically it’s severally underfunded and I think there needs 
to be a tremendous amount put forth in terms of units available and spaces 
available. It goes to the segregation of complexities. When women are 
stepping out of their (abusive) relationships they’re stepping into poverty 
and they’re stepping into homelessness. Second stage needs to be funded 
in a way that recognizes that homelessness piece and also too has 
designated resources from homelessness funding.” 

“We understand more now how to work with women (who have 
experienced violence). We asked them to share a room with someone 
they don’t know, and they already have got trust issues. We have more 
of a move to make towards dignity. I don’t think anyone can have dignity 
when they live in a shelter or live with a lot of other people they don’t 
know and may be experiencing things like mental health breakdowns 
and addictions. I’m glad we’re having a good look at it. More supportive 
and dignified options are needed and also long lasting ones to make 
real change and help them, the parents and the children, heal and live 
stronger, better, healthier lives. It’s a long road for people.” 
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      “We have had, for quite some time, people who are just really trying hard to find places to go to after  
they leave here and going to places, because of lack of availability, going to places that really aren’t  
suitable, don’t work out and prove to not work out very quickly after people leave here. I think it would  
be kind of a life line for people.”

Funding

Throughout the research for this project the funding organizations received most often determined the  
Model of Service delivery that organizations provided in their communities. As discussed in interviews, 
while many organizations felt there was more work to do to end violence against women in their communities 
and to continue or enhance the supports offered, the issue of funding remained a predominant barrier for  
addressing those needs. Funding was needed not just to be able to have necessary staffing positions and to 
pursue creative pathways forward, but also to meet organizations daily operating costs. In Women Against 
Violence Europe’s, Away from Violence; Guidelines for setting up and running a Women’s Refuge, they 
clearly outline why funding plays such an important role in operations:

      “If women’s refuges, helplines and other support organisations are to operate properly, they need long-term  
or unlimited contracts with the public authorities guaranteeing payment of the envisaged funding.  
Constant battling for money uses up a great deal of time and energy which is taken from the actual work 
with women and children. Financial insecurity and the dependence of the refuge have a contra-productive  
impact on the goal of providing women with security and independence.” (WAVE, 2004, p. 31)

49
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Some organizations access multiple grants to increase their staffing capacity and distribute the workload
in their organization. Grant based positions were often described as precarious, resulting in short-term 
contract work which can become difficult to fill. Grant based positions are typically excluded from Collective 
Agreements, offering little long term employment support. However, these positions were needed to 
address the gaps in service within communities. One person interviewed explained: 

“As an ED, I don’t wait for the funding. You know where the gap is and 
you find really creative ways, our sector is flexible and responsive, we 
need to be, and so you step into those gaps and hope at some point in time 
somebody sees something and it’s valued, but you find a way to provide 
the service. If all you are doing is waiting for the funding, then there’s all 
kinds of services that aren’t being delivered and people are falling through 
the cracks.” 

Many organizations regularly use donations and grants to bridge gaps in their funding but this can be 
problematic as one executive director stated:

“Donations should be for enhanced supports. Grants for one off projects, 
‘the second stage unit needs a new roof – I can apply for a grant for that’. 
Grants shouldn’t be used for front line service provision. Should not be 
used to develop a community resource that won’t be there after the grant 
is finished.”

The application and reporting requirements of the grants was also a challenge for executive directors who 
often did not have administrative supports. Larger organizations were sometimes able to utilize staffing or 
supports from other program areas or departments to assist in the grant process, however in most rural 
violence against women shelters this was not an option as they are limited to having one management 
position, with their front-line staff providing the services to the community. 

In interviews funding was an important topic, which held many nuances. Further discussions about funding 
were had as they pertained to operations, government funding, rural and urban services. 

OPERATIONS

Through their ingenuity, organizations continued to do more with less and at present many are faced 
with the stress of resources being spread too thin. Additional staffing was most often cited as what 
an organization needed to meet service users and their communities needs as well as support their 
current staff to avoid burn out and increase safety, but operational funding was also seen as a barrier 
by those interviewed. 

The issue of funding has remained consistent in the operations of violence against women organizations since 
their inception. In the 2017 report published by Women’s Shelters Canada titled, Comprehensive National 
Survey on Violence Against Women Shelters and Transition Houses, it summarized:

“The data clearly show that VAW (violence against women) shelters are providing ever-expanding services 
without comparable funding increases. Too many VAW shelters are already operating at capacity, while funding 
is not keeping up with inflation. VAW shelters are also seeing increasingly complex cases of violence 
accompanied by trauma-induced substance abuse, severe mental health concerns, and disabilities such 
as traumatic brain injury.” (Women’s Shelters Canada, 2019, p. 1) 

The report, which surveyed over 400 shelters across Canada, goes on to say, “VAW shelters are struggling 
with a lack of funding despite having to engage in increasingly complex service delivery. 74% of VAW shelters 
indicated that insufficient funding was a “major challenge” facing their shelter, while only 5% of respondents 
said it was “not an issue”.” (Ibid, p. 4)

In a separate 2019 report by Women’s Shelters Canada, Building a National Narrative: A Select Review of 
Domestic Violence Policies, Legislation and Services Across Canada, which looks at the various funding 
models and staffing positions within organizations across Canada, it summarized, “Funding is a central issue 
in shelter system architecture and administration. It is one of the areas where opacity, lack of coordination, 
and the absence of data-informed decision-making often result in confusion, inconsistencies, and inadequate 
responses.” (Women’s Shelters Canada, 2019, p. 6) One of the major downfalls of this is that a climate is 
created that, “is not conducive to working toward, monitoring, and achieving lasting change.” (Ibid, p. 1)

In all interviews with the leaders of violence against women organizations, the provision of service or the 
challenge to do so, was most often tied with the organizations’ funding and the limitations that this funding 
placed on them. One person interviewed emphasized this stressful position and stated, “I don’t know what 
I’m going to do if the funding situation doesn’t change. I’m going to be making decisions that aren’t ethical, 
aren’t fair.” 

One interviewee discussed the, “precarious position of annual grants” and that, “better planning and supports 
could be put in place with longer term funding.” Often associated with more stable funding was organizations’ 
ability to enhance their services. One interviewee stated: 

“I’m constantly surprised at how well we use the money that we are given 
and that we are actually able to provide the services that we do. They are 
not what you would hope they would be and I’m not talking pie in the sky 
stuff, I’m just talking being able to do the job properly. We are putting out 
huge amounts of services for so little money.”
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Since their inception, community-based organizations were often felt to compete with a scarcity of resource 
mindset. One interviewee commented, “I hate to say that everything comes back to money, because not  
everything comes back to money, but when you’ve spent so long providing services without appropriate  
funding, sometimes it feels like everything comes back to money.” Another interviewee explained the scarcity 
mind set by saying: 

“If you don’t have funding, you’re always in this scarcity mind set, you’re 
always trying to find that next grant. You’re applying for a bunch of small 
grants which takes a lot of oversite and administrative time as opposed 
to just being properly funded and being able to focus those energies on 
supporting the work itself rather than trying to keep the organization 
stable and alive and maintain the status quo.” 

Organizations have long histories and experiences with funding, its shortfalls and trying to meet their 
communities’ needs. Due to a lack of transparent funding formulas, often organizations were at odds with each 
other, and their funders, in order to procure necessary operational funds. Government agendas were sometimes 
felt to be prioritized over communities’ needs. Moving forward, the need for engagement in the funding process, 
consultation and continued dialogue is necessary and was explained by one interviewee:

“We’ve all faced when the funding gets dumped into the community and 
we all scramble to apply for the $5000 grants. No, been there, done that, 
never again. That doesn’t work. It needs to come from the ground up. It 
needs to be our voices in the sector asking for and helping guide through 
consultations with the stakeholders. The needs of the community need 
to come first and then the funding needs to come.”

GOVERNMENT FUNDING

In the 2013 report issued by UN Women and the Canadian Women’s Shelter Network, it stated that:

      “Protection and services for women and girls escaping violence require sustainable funding, which  
should be allocated from dedicated state funds, as part of their due diligence obligations. Although  
shelters often receive funding from the state and donors, government funding has historically been  
inadequate and inconsistent over time. Funding from donors is often equally project-driven and  
disconnected from the aspirations of the groups providing services. Insufficient or lack of consistent  
funding for shelters exacerbates the sustainability and capacity limitations of survivor support  
organizations.” (Gierman, T., Liska, A. 2013, p. 20)

As one interviewee explained, “Because it’s such an expensive thing to hire additional personnel, it’s not at 
all something that I can do on a whim. I would need the funding because then we are not going to have power, 
we’re not going to have oil, we’re not going to have groceries. So, I have to go with what we are funded and 
I can’t do what is needed.” 

The participants who were interviewed did not understand how their funding was determined, indicating that 
there is not a transparent process applied when funding for violence against women organizations is being 
allocated. As one interviewee said, “I don’t think the provinces’ formula is clear, and I think that that’s the reality 
for all of us. We’re supposed to be what’s known as block funded but it’s hard to determine block funding with 
respect to not being clear about how do they count the beans based on who gets what and for what purpose.” 
When describing the issues with the funding their organization received, another interview explained: 

“Part of the problem…it’s not regulated in any way, it’s not cohesive in any 
way, it’s very fragmented and I think that that’s done purposefully because 
if we all had the same budget and we all needed the same amount of money 
then it would be very easy to advocate for that from our government partners.  
But because we are so fragmented and separated, and we don’t know 
everyone’s different budgets…and there’s different rates of pay for each  
organization…so I think it’s intentionally done that way so that some 
get less and some get more. It’s certainly a very inequitable way to fund 
this sector.” 

One person interviewed explained some of the issue with funding allocations as historical, “Old patriarchal 
decisions of giving just enough to that community group of feminists so they can keep the lights on and do 
their thing, still colours the relationship now, even though now it is a much more business-like relationship.” 
Another interviewee felt the shift towards more business and bureaucratic process should have been resisted as 
these practices often go against the nature of violence against women organizations. They went onto explain:

“The switch to block grants put organizations in completion with each other 
to get funding from the province. Over the course of time, the province was 
in an abusive relationship with women’s organizations. Controlling the 
money, devaluing the organizations, neglecting the organizations and always 
waving the power of funding over women’s organizations and they used that 
power to make many women’s organizations in Nova Scotia progressively 
more bureaucratic and less activist. As boards became more bureaucratic 
and the province made more demands that were bureaucratic, those feminist 
leaders were eventually replaced with more bureaucratic leaders who were 
unable to conceptualize what was going on and were unable to resist it.”
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It was noted by some that appropriate levels of funding in the violence against women sector would decrease 
pressure and therefore cost on other areas and help to provide the services that are expected by the community. 
As one interviewee explained, “When you invest in appropriate services you are going to decrease pressures 
on the health system, the justice system, the therapeutic systems. There needs to be a partnership between 
government and non-profits. Investment in appropriate services will decrease pressures on other systems.” 

In interviews with leaders of community-based organizations, an increase in stable financial support from 
government was desired. “The things we are required to do, should be fully funded. The additional initiatives 
we would like to take, that should be where donations go.” They went onto say, “I don’t think that when people 
make donations to transition houses that they know that is going to help pay our power bill. They think that 
is going to help the women and the children get back on their feet. Not pay for what we have to use it for.” 

THANS members expressed their need to have 100% of their funding come from the province, while others in-
terviewed felt it would be good to receive 50% to maintain their operations. As one interviewee explained, “100% 
for the staff and things that we need”. Another went on to explain the issues that 100% funding might bring:

“I want to say 100% funding; I hesitate around that because it would  
depend on what that would mean. Many, many moons ago someone from the 
department of finance said to me, ‘Are you really sure that you want 100% 
funding? Because do you really want me coming in at the end of the year 
and counting your paper clips and your pens.’ And that has stuck with me.”

It was agreed that operational funding needs to account for the basic costs of running the services of the  
organization and be reflective of the current costs of living. There was discussion on how these basic costs 
should be determined. Historically, there has been a focus on the occupancy of the shelter and for many, 
funding has thought to have been associated with an organization’s bed capacity. However, occupancy is 
an unrealistic and unreliable measure to determine funding as one person interviewed pointed out: 

“It doesn’t matter if the shelter has one person or if all the beds are 
full, the shelter still has to be staffed 24 hours a day, the utilities still 
need to be paid, the snow removed and there must still be food in the 
fridge. The basic costs of operating a shelter are not dependent on 
the amount of people in the beds.” 

Violence against women organizations in Nova Scotia derive their revenue from multiple sources; most  
commonly government funding, other grants, fundraising and donations. It is noted that some organizations  
in the violence against women sector have been able to use ingenuity and create social enterprise allowing 
their organizations to fund their own operations therefore not relying on government funding, donations or  
grant revenue. Across Canada the majority of operational funds for violence against women shelters comes 
from provincial and territorial governments. The funding model varies by province and territory as do the  
departments or ministries that provide the funding. Please see attached Appendix B for a breakdown of  
province and funding sources for violence against women shelter organizations.

In interviews, it was shared that transition houses typically receive a generalized budget when their funding 
from the province is confirmed each spring that breaks down funding for wages and operations, and covers  
approximately 80% of their total operating costs. Other shelter service providers in the sector generally receive 
a lump sum payment which is anywhere from 25%–75% of their total operating costs. Comparatively, in 
Alberta, emergency shelters receive 86% of funding from province, with Second Stage Housing receiving 67% 
of funding from province (Alberta Council of Women’s Shelters, 2021, p. 10). Across Canada, there is a stark 
difference in how transition houses and second stage housing is funded. “Operational funding for second stage 
shelters differs substantially from first stage shelters. Several provinces do not provide funding for second 
stages shelters at all.” (Maki, K., Martin, L., 2018, p. 14). See Appendix C for breakdown of second stage  
housing funding by province.

Transition houses in Nova Scotia have an audit or financial review at their fiscal year end. It is common for the 
auditors to make notes indicating an organizations dependence on maintaining government funding in order 
to continue to offer services2 . In interviews with leaders of violence against women organizations, it was noted 
that transition houses in Nova Scotia primarily receive their funding from the Province of Nova Scotia through 
the Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women, while other shelter services in the Province also  
receive their funding from the Province of Nova Scotia through the Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status 
of Women as well as directly from the Department of Community Services or the Department of Municipal 
Affairs and Housing. Some shelter organizations receive funding from the federal government. This funding is 
typically provided based on location, communities served and number of beds. 

Many of those interviewed noted that much of the work that is done within violence against women organizations  
is work that applies to various mandates in government including those of the Department of Justice, Education 
and Health but these organizations did not receive funding from those departments. As stated in one interview, 
“If government is going to refer women and children to these programs, various areas of government should 
cover cost. It’s not just a Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women cost but Education, Justice, 
CPS, Health and Wellness, Labor.”

2  The audited financial statements of nine shelter organizations were reviewed for the purpose of this study.
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Nova Scotia is a predominantly rural province with an urban center. Statistics Canada reports that in 2021, 
45% of the population in Nova Scotia resided in its urban center the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM), with 
the remaining 55% living in its smaller centres, rural or remote communities. (Statistics Canada. 2021) Along 
with housing issues, there are increased challenges for organizations operating in rural areas as they pertain 
to the high costs of living, a lack of childcare options and transportation, public safety infrastructure, concerns 
around privacy and confidentiality, internet or cellular service, compounded by the length of time it takes to 
access more remote areas. As well, “Public funds are often distributed on a per capita basis, which greatly 
disadvantages rural and isolated communities.” (Maki, K., Martin, L., 2018, p. 8)

Generally, organizations in urban settings have much larger operating budgets than those in rural settings, 
receive larger grant amounts from government agencies, have larger management and staff teams, and 
have a much larger base of donation revenue3. In interviews, rural shelter providers often emphasized that 
with limited donor bases in their communities, there is a reliance on government funding in order to be able 
to offer services. Those that provided shelter services in larger centers indicated higher reliance and access 
to donor bases and were more reluctant to rely on government funding in order to maintain their autonomous 
and community-based nature. While rural violence against women shelters are often one of the only shelter 
services in their area, in urban areas there are often several shelter service providers for various community 
needs; however, both rural and urban shelter service providers indicated that the services in their area were 
not sufficient to meet their community’s needs.

They went onto explain while there are basic costs to running a shelter, there is also the need to be able 
to meet individual’s unique needs:

“The supports that each resident needs are very different. One resident 
may have complex dietary needs. One resident could have complex 
mental health needs and require more individual staff support. Another 
resident could need childcare. We need the ability to meet those needs 
without the stress of going without something else or pulling together 
another fundraiser.” 

It was also agreed that while flexibility and autonomy are vitally important to ensuring a community’s 
needs are being met, financial support needs to be balanced against consistent, coordinated services; 
though that doesn’t mean all organizations are then cookie cutter services. As one interviewee explained:

“Consistency doesn’t mean every organization looks exactly the same. 
If we are looking at the work of a transition house today, then we need 
to look at; Is that still a TE18 equivalent position? Is that appropriate? 
Has that changed? We should be looking at how many folks are actually 
needed to get the work done. Would recognize what it actually cost 
to keep a 24-hour facility open and that’s very nuts and bolts. The cost 
of maintaining a building isn’t going to be radically different from 
New Glasgow to Yarmouth, so there should be some consistency there.”

RURAL AND URBAN SERVICES

In the 2017 report published by Women’s Shelters Canada titled, Comprehensive National Survey on  
violence against women shelters and transition houses, which surveyed over 400 shelters across Canada, 
it summarized:

      “Funding issues, including underfunding and lack of stability in funding, have significant repercussions on 
the work of VAW shelters. They are unable to provide competitive salaries, which, coupled with burnout, 
leads to high turnover among staff. Many have to fundraise to meet their operating costs, with some not 
meeting their costs even with fundraising. Consequently, not all VAW shelters can offer the same level of 
services. Thus, a woman accessing a shelter in a metropolitan area will find different services than if she 
was in a rural or Northern community.” (Women’s Shelters Canada, 2017, p. 2)

COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“Rural Nova Scotians are every bit as important as urban Nova Scotians 
and we cost more. So, if we’re not worth an increase in investment, then 
that tells me we are not worth as much as people who live in HRM.”  

“We have one outreach worker and she’s a rock star, but the expectation
for one person to work in three counties is extremely unrealistic and it’s 
failing women, that expectation is failing women. We know as a sector 
that it is extremely difficult for rural and remote women to access services. 
So, outreach is really and truly our arm into the community in terms of 
providing support, safety, risk management, risk assessment and to not 
have it adequately funded is basically telling rural women that they don’t 
matter and that’s unacceptable.”  
  

3     The review of urban violence against women organizations annual reports, as available on their websites, was included  
in the literature review for this project.
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Through this financial review it is noted that when it comes to operations, per funded budgets for THANS 
members who participated in this review, there is a variation in the funded base operating budgets4 of these 
organizations of over $95,000; that’s the difference between the lowest base operating amount and the 
highest, with the lowest funded organization receiving a base operating budget of 13% of the highest funded 
organization. It is noted that both the highest and lowest funded organizations offer similar services with similar 
catchment areas. There is a median base operating budget received for these THANS members of $47,0325. 
While each base operating budget is different, and services offered by each organization vary, each organization 
received the same lump sum adjustments to their operating budgets in 2010–11 ($21,000) and in 2014–15 
($16,000). These adjustments to operations have resulted in a median current operating budget of $84,682. 
When comparing what is funded for operations and what is expensed for operations, there is a median short 
fall of -$20,803 for THANS members that participated in this review6. As noted in one interview, “Operating 
budget is still in the discretionary realm.”

Of the eight funding letters reviewed of THANS member organizations, there is a rate funded for the executive 
director’s salary and one for the remaining staff positions. For executive directors there are three rates funding 
this position and there is a difference of $6,100 between the three annual rates. For front-line staff there are six 
different rates funding these positions and there is a difference of $11,080 between the highest and the lowest 
annual rates.

Of the eight funding letters reviewed there is a basic funded staffing structure for THANS members which  
is roughly equivalent to eight full time equivalent (FTE) staff, typically; one executive director, one children’s 
services worker, one outreach worker, four support workers and one relief. While this is the mode, or the value 
that appears most frequently in the data set, there are variations and differences based on previous negotiations 
or services offered. Some organizations also have other positions that are funded by other means which are 
usually precarious because they are project or grants based. 

While the funding of eight FTEs is fairly consistent amongst THANS members who participated in this review, 
there appears to be no correlation between the number of FTEs funded and the number of services offered, 
shelter beds, shelter location or catchment area. This along with the disparity in base operating funds followed 
by the equal distribution of lump sum increases, dispels a long-standing belief that THANS members are funded 
based on the number of beds that they have, the services they offer or a formula based on occupancy.

FINANCIAL REVIEW

For member organizations of THANS, there is a reliance on government funding for the provision of services 
in order to provide emergency and crisis services to women and their children who have experienced violence 
or abuse. In interviews, it was repeatedly stressed how current staffing structures were tied to the core funding 
that they received. However most commonly, when executive directors were asked how their organization’s 
government funding was determined, they wouldn’t know or believed there was a historical formula that it 
was related to. One interviewee said, “I don’t even know the answer to that question. We’re noted as a 15-bed 
shelter, I don’t know if our allotment is based on that or not. I have no idea how that’s calculated and I assume 
it’s similar to other shelters but I don’t know that either”. With another interviewee confirming, “I have not been 
able to ascertain how funding was structurally decided from the beginning.” 

It was explained that in their funding letters from the province, members of the Transition House Association 
of Nova Scotia receive a breakdown of their funded staffing positions in a prescribed budget. For many it was 
believed that their funding was based on a certain number of beds in their shelter. However, it was stated that 
during the COVID-19 pandemic many shelters had to lower their capacity in order to better meet public health 
guidelines and they did not receive a reduction in funding because of this and in actuality, received more  
financial support from both federal and provincial levels of government. 

Prior to the pandemic, shelters have made independent decisions to limit their capacity without having their 
budgets adjusted to reflect these decisions. As one interviewee stated: 

“The Board of Directors discussed the challenges related to single staffing 
and safety for both staff and residents at the capacity limit of 15 people  
as maximum occupancy. The decision was made by the Board to lower the 
capacity limit to 12, including both women and children. The Board also 
supported the executive director in making the decision that capacity may 
be reached at a number lower than 12, in consideration of the needs of 
those in residence. That decision was not made lightly. The Board at the 
time included educators, RCMP/police and lawyers.”

As funding was a predominant theme in interviews and surveys, eight out of nine THANS members whose 
primary funder is the Province of Nova Scotia, were able to share their funding documents as part of this 
research and they were analyzed for commonalities, linkages and formula. Audited financial statements  
were also provided by the same eight THANS members and these statements were analyzed for correlation  
between funded revenue, donations and operating expense. This review of the financial information of the 
THANS member organizations was undertaken to clarify the financial and funding structures that determined 
current staffing structures within their organizations.

4  For THANS members who participated in this review, base operating budgets do not include funding for: wages, benefits  
based on wages, or funding adjustments. Base operating budgets are primarily used to cover operating expenses.

5  This figure was derived by taking the base operating funding for the eight organizations and obtaining the median by  
determining the middle number. Median was used instead of mean average as there were clear outliers in the data. 

6  One THANS member who participated in this review does not offer transition house services, their data was maintained  
in this review as it was similar to the median for the other members that provided their information.
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FOUNDATION

Historically, there has been a highly political, patriarchal approach to funding as opposed to an equitable,  
feminist one. Often times organizations were fundraising to cover their own salaries, while currently one  
organization noted they are fundraising to cover their own benefits. Upon review of historical correspondence 
from two member organizations of THANS, it appears that their current operational funding is based on the 
individual organization’s proposed budgets that were negotiated in the early 1990s. These negotiations took 
place when funding for transition houses was transferred over to the province from the municipalities they 
served. These operating and subsequent staffing budgets would have been negotiated individually by the  
leaders of those organizations at the time with the local provincial government offices. Through interviews,  
it is noted that the practice of individual budget negotiations between organizations and government funders  
is a practice that some organizations are currently able to continue, while others are not. 

COMMENTS FROM INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

“We were funded for positions that were approved by DCS (Department  
of Community Services) at the time. As organizations matured, that  
model never kept pace. So, for example, we were funded for 1.5 relief  
positions. When you have staff who have worked for 20, 25, 30 years 
in an organization and the demands on the organization have of course  
increased over the years, 1.5 FTE for relief doesn’t cut it. We had an  
operational component again that didn’t keep pace with the actual 
costs of running the organization. So, we would be in a position where 
fundraising became not something extra but fundraising became a 
necessity to maintain services at the level that the community expected.” 

“In the early 90s, an improvement in the funding model was negotiated 
by the transition houses with the government to establish a better baseline 
of salaries for the staff and an inclusion in a model that the government 
had put in place for other service providers who were delivering services 
that were within the government’s mandate, who were delivering services 
that were identified as vital to the state, were included in what is called 
the wage base. Transition house workers have had the opportunity to have 
progressive improvement in their wages. I would say there hasn’t been the 
similar progressive improvement in the operating costs of the facilities.”
  

“Nobody’s looking at a fair wage for what we do. We’ve really lost 
ground over the years, it’s about our funding structures. Nobody’s looking  
at the price of oil, nobody’s looking at the price of repairs, nobody’s 
looking at a fair wage for what we do. Fair wages for the level of risk 
in the work and the level of responsibility. The biggest disconnect 
exists at the ED level because that’s complicated not only by knowledge, 
experience and responsibility, that’s complicated by the lack of 
supporting positions.”

“Transition houses have advocated regularly for a different model that 
would be more reflective of the true costs of the services they are 
delivering. Now that data will be coming into government in a formal 
way that captures more fully the scope of work, those conversations 
might become more productive than they have been.” 
  

ACROSS JURISDICTIONS

When looking across various jurisdictions, information was provided by the Alberta Council of Women’s 
Shelters on the models of service delivery in that province. Similar to Nova Scotia, it was found that in Alberta:

      “Shelters receive funding from the three orders of government: mainly the province but also from  
federal and municipal governments depending on the shelter. Many shelters have longstanding funding 
relationships dating back over 25 years. However, government funding differs widely between shelters  
and largely depends upon shelter type and government priorities.” (Alberta Council of Women’s  
Shelters, 2016, p. 6) 

The Alberta Council of Women’s Shelters collaborated with this study and shared information on the funding 
model that the Alberta Government uses when allocating funding to shelters in the province. Shelters in 
Alberta are often staffed based on a staffing model that was determined by the Province of Alberta that takes 
into account shelter size. The information provided was for the 2015–16 fiscal year, however this structure 
continues to be used when allocating funding by the Alberta Provincial Government. 



62 63

2015–2016 10 BED 15 BED 20 BED

Executive Director 1 1 1

Admin Assistant 0.5 1 1

Child Care Worker 1 1 1.5

Crisis Intervention Worker 5 5.8 7

Housekeeper/Cook/Maintenance 0 0 0.5

Outreach Worker 1 1 1

Total FTE 8.5 9.8 12

(Table provided by Alberta Council of Women’s Shelters)

As there are a variety of funding rates for positions within transition houses in Nova Scotia, one 15-bed  
transition house in Nova Scotia’s funding document was selected and salaries were then compared with  
information provided by the Alberta Council of Women’s Shelters on the Alberta Government’s funding model.  
It is noted that with Nova Scotia and Alberta’s funding structures, salary is based on position and is not  
reflective of shelter size. When comparing the salaries funded by the two Provinces, it is further noted that  
the largest disparity is in funding for the executive director’s position. 

2015–2016 ALBERTA NOVA SCOTIA

Executive Director $87906.63 $64245.00

Admin Assistant $47123.96 Not funded

Child Care Worker $45756.52 $49980.00

Crisis Intervention Worker $54119.21 $49980.00

Housekeeper/Cook/Maintenance $41148.53 Not funded

Outreach Worker $54119.21 $49980.00

(Table provided by Alberta Council of Women’s Shelters for all shelter funding compared with information provided by one 
Nova Scotia shelter)

In the 2017 National Survey by Women’s Shelters Canada, it was found aside from minimum wage standards 
in provinces and territories, there are no standards for wages or salaries across the violence against women 
shelter sector. On average shelters had seven full time staff, one part time staff and four relief staff per 13 
funded beds, with the average staffing level across the county being 20 staff where 10 of those are full-time. 
Additionally, it found that 34% of shelter workers in Atlantic Canada were casual relief workers. (Women’s 
Shelters Canada, 2017, p. 57–58)

NO 
SHELTERS

FULL TIME 
WORKERS

PART TIME 
WORKERS

CASUAL 
RELIEF 

WORKERS
TOTAL

WORKERS

AVG # OF 
TOTAL 

WORKERS/  
SHELTER

AVG # OF 
FULL TIME 
WORKERS/ 
SHELTER

BC 45 224 179 280 683 15 5

YT/NU/NT 9 58 37 39 134 15 6

SK/MB 19 142 54 120 316 17 7

NB/NL/NS/PEI 31 219 45 133 397 13 7

QC 75 724 244 407 1375 18 10

ON 72 993 293 636 1922 27 14

AB 23 444 137 159 740 32 19

TOTAL 274 2804 989 1774 5567 20 10
(Chart taken from Women’s Shelters Canada, “Comprehensive National Survey on Violence Against Women Shelters and Transition Houses”, 
2017, p. 57–58)

In Charity Village’s 2021, Canadian Non-Profit Sector Salary and Benefits Study, it was found that on an hourly 
basis, chief executives in the non-profit sector earn an average of just over $50 per hour in base compensation. 
(Charity Village, 2021, p. 7) Nationally, when comparing the annual salaries of those working in the social services 
non-profit sector it was found that, chief executives receive $99,281, senior executives $96,794, senior 
management $79,670, management/supervisory staff $65,202, functional & program Staff $45,073 and 
support staff $45,502. (Ibid, 2021, p. 20) The report also notes that:

      “The gap between compensation for men and women in the non-profit sector continues to show men  
earning more than women at the most senior management level. Although the wage gap is relatively  
small (5% or less) for most levels, there remains a significant wage gap at the chief executive level,  
where average compensation is 26% higher among men than women. Consistent with past studies,  
the data continues to suggest that men working in the non-profit sector are more likely than women  
to work in larger organizations, which tend to compensate at higher rates than smaller organizations”  
(Ibid, p. 30)
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SURVEY SUMMARY
Following the completion of interviews, the executive directors of the member organizations 
of THANS distributed unique surveys to their board members, front-line staff and service users. 
Once these survey results were received, follow-up surveys were then sent to union leaders of 
THANS member organizations that have a unionized workplace. Another follow up survey was 
sent to THANS member organizations that provide second stage housing. In total there were 
154 total completed surveys.

There were many thoughtful and considerate answers provided in the surveys. Many of the 
respondents emphasised the good work that the organizations they were involved with were doing, 
highlighted by the fact that given the opportunity many service users, staff and board members 
would change nothing about the organization they are involved with. Many others emphasised 
the kindness and continuum of support offered by the staff. Another key theme that emerged 
highlighted some of the challenges that were currently being faced by the organization. These 
issues centred around staffing levels, funding, outreach supports, education for staff and clients, 
as well as community resources including mental health and housing. The surveys corroborated 
the findings from the interviews and highlighted the need for staffing, funding and an expansion 
of resources for the community, staff and service users.

THANS 
BOARD MEMBERS SURVEY

THANS member organizations are community-based organizations guided by volunteer boards of 
directors. Board members hold fiduciary responsibility for their organizations, responsible for the 
oversite and governance of the organizations that they serve. Of the Board members who completed 
the survey the majority were new to their organizations with 1–4 years of service (56.1%). 
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BOARD YEARS OF SERVICE

56.1%
1–4 YEARS

19.5%
5–9 YEARS

12.2%
10–14 YEARS

12.2%
15+ YEARS

% based on 42 responses



Of the Board members who completed the survey 81% rated their organization at the highest level (level 5) 
of being effective in supporting women who have experienced violence or abuse, another 14.3% rated their 
effectiveness as very good (level 4) and 4.8% rated their services as average (level 3).

On a scale of 1 (low) to 5 (high), how effective do you feel 
your organization is at supporting women who have experienced 
violence or abuse? 

In their own words Board members were asked to describe what services their organization could offer or 
offer differently, that would help women and their children who have experienced violence or abuse. There were 
57 responses identified for this question from 42 respondents as some Board members contributed with more 
than one answer. Providing second stage housing was sited most frequently in 38.6% responses. Additionally, 
33.3% of responses included the need to increase outreach and offer more programs and 10.5% of responses 
listed the need to address staffing and wage levels while 17.5% felt there was nothing to be improved.

What services could your organization offer or offer differently, that would 
help women and their children who have experienced violence or abuse?
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RESPONSES FROM SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

“I am very new to the board but clearly there are so many areas in 
which we could support if there were enough funds and staff. Such 
as more men programs, job placement support, clothing, confidence 
training, addiction support, spiritual support.”

“Second stage housing and income for staff reflective of their roles. 
I am very surprised at the level of support the executive directors and 
their staff receive in remuneration and in staffing. Large turnover of 
staff is a direct result of not supporting those who serve our women 
and children.”

“Our shelter staff does everything possible to support, guide and 
champion victims of violence.”

“Administrative tasks could be more organized/streamlined to help ED  
focus on important work that directly helps women and their children.”

1 2 3 4 5

81%

14.3%

0% 0% 4.7%
2

6

34

LOW HIGH

% based on 42 responses

38.6%

33.3%

10.5%

17.5%

% based on 57 responses

SECOND STAGE HOUSING

OUTREACH AND PROGRAMS

INCREASED STAFFING/WAGES

NOTHING

22

19

6

10



In their own words Board members were asked to describe what would be needed to be able to offer the 
services they had listed to help the women and children their organizations served. There were 71 responses 
included for this question from 42 respondents as some Board members contributed with more than one 
answer. The issues that were needed to be addressed by the majority of respondents was that of funding 
and staffing levels, which were listed in 71.8% of responses.

What is needed to be able to offer these services? 
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STAFF SURVEY

THANS member organizations maintain individual staff teams delivering front line services within their 
organizations and hold various positions within their organization’s staffing structures.
 
Of the staff members who completed the survey, the majority had 1–4 years of service with their organizations 
(37.9%), while an additional 17.2% had over 20 years of service with their organizations. The majority of the 
staff members who completed the survey were Front line support workers. 

RESPONSES FROM SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

“An additional support staff dedicated to awareness and prevention 
would allow them to offer these services.”

“Support from multiple levels of governments and support from 
Foundations. Staffing reflective of the needs of the organizations.”

“Increased availability of affordable housing. A concrete plan to 
address the shortage of viable housing.”

“COVID has been a deterrent to offering these services, but once 
able to, more staff and financial support would be needed to ensure 
office coverage and adequate support to those taking the programs.”

YEARS OF SERVICE

37.9%
1–4 YEARS

22.4%
5–9 YEARS

8.6%
10–14 YEARS

13.8%
15–19 YEARS

17.2%
20+ YEARS

% based on 58 responses

22 13 5 8 10

52.1%

63.2%

19.7%

17.5%

15.5%

8.8%

5.6%

10.5%

7%
% based on 71 responses

% based on 57 responses

FUNDING/SUPPORT

FRONT LINE SUPPORT WORKER

STAFFING

OUTREACH WORKER

CAPITAL ASSETS

CHILD AND YOUTH

STRATEGIC PLANNING

OTHER

UNSURE

37

36

14

10

11

5

4

6

5

POSITIONS



Of the staff members who completed the survey 48.3% rated their organization at the highest level (level 5) 
of being effective in supporting women who have experienced violence or abuse, another 43.1% rated their 
effectiveness as very good (level 4), 6.9% rated their services as average (level 3) and 1.7% as low (level 1).

On a scale of 1 (low) to 5 (high), how effective do you feel your organization 
is at supporting women who have experienced violence or abuse? 

In their own words staff members were asked to describe what services their organizations could offer or offer 
differently, that would help women and their children who have experienced violence or abuse. There were  
89 responses identified for this question from 58 respondents as some staff members contributed with more 
than one answer. Staff member’s suggestions were wide-ranging, however of all of the options listed by staff, 
70.3% of the needs were related to staffing positions or levels. While 10% listed the need for more staff  
specifically, 11% listed the need for access to specific support staff for clients like a mental health workers  
or a nurse practitioner which may or may not be a part of the organization. Additionally, the need to be able  
to offer more educational programming, individual and group supports were listed by 28% of staff, with a lack 
of time often sited for the reason this was a current challenge. Increased outreach capacity was listed in  
14.6% of responses and another 6.7% saying more varied children’s services including child care were needed. 
Other needs were also noted; second stage housing or affordable housing options were listed by 18% of staff 
as well as the need for transportation (3%) and pet sheltering (2%). Other single responses were; a new  
management system, staff education, legislative changes, men’s programming and LGBTQ+ supports. 
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What services could your organization offer or offer differently, that would 
help women and their children who have experienced violence or abuse?

1 2 3 4 5
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RESPONSES FROM SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

“Additional staff should be available so that programming can be  
offered regularly. Currently programming is only offered once a week  
as single staffing means that staff are busy with daily needs if the  
house & its residents.”

“I feel some other form of second stage housing would be beneficial.  
With the housing shortage you clearly see the need for more affordable  
and available housing. Most women cannot afford 1200.00 a month for  
a two-bedroom apartment. If a woman is paying extremely high rent  
to keep a roof over her head then her other needs are not being met.”

“Double staffing at a minimum with dayshift staff, for safety, as well  
as to fully assist clients in a busy house. Full time house manager/ 
coordinator to take stress off of front-line staff. Full time in-house  
child care to assist moms and create parenting programming.”

“To enhance the service we currently offer; more programming and  
recreational activities for women and children. Transportation is a big  
challenge in a rural community to assist women and children in being  
able to participate in programs or activities that we could offer to women 
and children not residing at the shelter. Building a sense of community  
is vital in breaking isolation and helping women and children on their  
healing journey.”

“It would be beneficial to offer all of our services, particularly in the  
shelter, from a place of having knowledge about evidence-based research 
around how to support folks with complex mental health and substance 
abuse challenges.”

In their own words staff members were asked to describe what would be needed to be able to offer the services 
they had listed to the women and children their organizations served. There were 91 responses included for 
this question from 58 respondents as some staff members contributed with more than one answer. The issues 
that were needed to be overcome by the majority of respondents was that of funding and staffing levels, which 
were listed in 66% of responses. Staff members also listed the need for community partners 13%, housing 8% 
and 5.5% staff training.

What is needed to be able to offer these services?
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13.2%

34%

2.2%

28%

3.3%

5.5%

1%

7.7%

1%

1%

% based on 91 responses
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SERVICE USER SURVEY

Transition houses in Nova Scotia were established out of communities identified need to support 
women and their children who had experienced violence or abuse. After decades of supporting 
their communities, organizations have grown and adapted to meet changing needs. Despite ongoing 
and current challenges, the services they provide are centred on a woman’s or child’s needs. Of the 
47 women who completed the survey who had accessed Transition House services, 85% rated the 
helpfulness of the organization’s services at the highest level (level 5), while 13% rated them as 
very good (level 4) and 2% rated them as average (level 3). 

On a scale of 1 (low) to 5 (high), how helpful were the organization’s 
services that you received? 

In their own words service users were asked to describe what they liked about the services offered by the 
transition house they accessed. There were 82 responses identified for this question from 47 respondents  
as some service users contributed with more than one answer. All responses were positive, and in over  
90% of responses the support and kindness offered by staff was listed. 
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85%

13%
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40

LOW HIGH

% based on 47 responses

RESPONSES FROM SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

“A non-management staff member should be designated to be 
on call in each house. Having management on call 24/7 is 
unrealistic, wasteful of resources and ineffective at dealing with 
urgent situations as they arise.”

“Further funding and a full understanding by funders of 
the scope of work and support that actually takes place at our 
shelters. Our shelters are more than a physical place to stay – 
we provide healing, caring, and a safe place for persons to 
re-discover themselves.”

“Increased funding would be needed for this and for extra 
staffing to help enhance what we can offer to women 
and children!”

“Additional funding for more staff and additional space to 
accommodate this as our current office space does not.”



There was a variety of remaining responses including:

How would you improve these services?
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What did you like about these services?

RESPONSES FROM SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

“I always felt heard, believed, comfortable and it was a safe place for 
me to open up about what was and had been going on in my life.”

“This house literally saved my life from my abuser and my addictions. 
The staff welcome you and treat you like family and support you in 
everything. I am very grateful.”

“Confidential, non judgmental, educational and informative – the staff 
have provided amazing support and resources.”

“It was worry free while in house. I knew I was safe for the first time 
in 30 years.”

16%
Always 

someone 
available

38%
Helpful/

Supportive

5%
New 

Beginning/
Life Saving

23%
Friendly/

Nice
Staff

13%
Professionl/
Confidential

Services

5%
Safe

Space

% based on 82 responses / 47 respondents

13 31 4 19 11 4

In their own words service users were asked to describe how they would improve the services offered by the 
transition house they accessed. There were 56 responses identified for this question from 47 respondents as 
some service users contributed with more than one answer. For 57% of respondents there was nothing they 
would change about the services they received. 
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What do you wish would have been done differently to help you in 
your situation?

In their own words service users were asked to describe what they wish had been done differently  
to help them in their situation. There were 49 responses identified for this question from 47  
respondents as some service users contributed with more than one answer. For 57% of respondents  
there was nothing that they wish had been done differently. 
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RESPONSES FROM SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

“There’s nothing to improve on my opinion. I always received advice,  
help and understanding.”

“The only thing I can think of is that I wish these organizations  
could receive more funding and government support in order to hire  
more staff and do more of what they do (although I wish there was  
not a need for it).”

“I’m not sure as this is my first experience in this situation and everyone 
who works here has been knowledgeable, helpful and empathetic.”

“It would have been nice to have more help with mental health... 
the groups are great but one on one with a therapist would have been  
fantastic. Also, as a disabled person it would have been fantastic to  
have some adjustable canes...I forgot mine and some days were hard  
to get a round.”
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RESPONSES FROM SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

“Not enough funding for appropriate staffing. In the past I’ve seen  
additional resources allocated toward outreach services which is great  
but it comes down to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. The base (crisis  
support work) is struggling to keep up with the demands and complexity 
of the work. There aren’t enough staff (also we need additional scheduled 
staff with clear duties) working day to day to keep up with the demand.  
We are lucky as our ED is often in the thick of it and she is willing  
to help. She see’s how difficult the day to day is but I don’t believe  
additional staffing is as much of a priority as it should be.”

“Our community has limited resources; we offer 24/7 support services 
therefore we take a lot of calls where Mental Health and addictions are a 
struggle. We are just not trained, have no funding for training and quite 
honestly are concerned that we may cause more harm then good.”

“Very helpful and important. We have second stage but we could use  
more units, including units that are not just for families.”

“Our organizations staff structure for outreach is amazing. We have  
four staff who work with women in community (this balances the  
work load more evenly to assist with staff burn out). What I think could  
be improved is more open groups set within our community (not held  
at the shelter) on multiple days/evenings a week at different times of  
the day/evening to assist in removing barriers for working families  
or families that would need to find childcare in order to attend.”

Follow Up

To follow up with some of the themes that had arisen in the interviews and the surveys completed  
by Board, staff and services users; two additional surveys were developed for the union leaders of THANS 
member organizations as well as for THANS members who offered second stage housing.

UNION LEADER SURVEY

Of THANS members, six organizations have unionized work environments with individual union locals that  
are a part of two different union bodies; the Canadian Union of Public Employees and the Public Service 
Alliance of Canada. Five organizations within THANS are not unionized. Online surveys were distributed to the 
leaders of these six union locals to complete on behalf of the organizations they represent, and four Union 
leaders completed the survey. 

All respondents rated their Union’s effectiveness at advocating for the needs of the staff they represent as  
very good (level 4) or average (level 3). 

The union leaders were asked about the current challenges the unions they represent are currently facing,  
the role of second stage housing within their communities, how their organizations could support women 
struggling with mental health or addictions as well as the role of outreach in their community. The union 
leaders’ answers were thoughtful and complex based on their experience within their union local and provide 
additional context to the work that is being done in their organizations as well as the community as a whole.
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RESPONSES FROM SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

“Nothing. They always go above and beyond.”

“I really can’t imagine...possibly more time for counseling…”

“I really needed a trauma counsellor while in shelter for several months. 
Desperately. Public mental health has long waits and doesn’t deal well  
with victims of abuse. Someone who came in once a week or every two 
weeks would have been wonderful.”



RESPONSES FROM SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

“In reality it is mainly the general rules of living in an apartment  
that are more of an issue as some people have never done so before,  
or have mental health issues which impact their day-to-day life.  
Typically, issues come to the outreach person or a crisis counsellor  
and then are handed off to the ED. The ED will usually deal with  
the issue and then have counsellors or outreach provide “aftercare”  
such as following up with residents.” 

“It can be very challenging to act as the landlord while trying to  
provide a supportive client-centered approach. We also have difficulty  
paying for general maintenance and cleaning costs let alone any  
structural improvements. When these things are necessary it means  
extra time taken away from direct client services to deal with grant  
applications, contractors, etc.”

“Advantages is having the services available and not having it  
become regular public family housing instead. Disadvantages  
is the lack of core funding to cover costs.”

SECOND STAGE HOUSING SURVEY

Follow up information was sought from organizations that provide second stage housing within their communities.  
There are four THANS members who operate second stage housing and the executive directors of those  
organizations were sent invitations to complete the online survey, there were three respondents to this survey. 

The respondents all indicated that their units received no dedicated funding and that the number of units they 
had did not meet their communities needs. For these organizations, it is the front-line staff of the organization 
that work with the Second Stage Housing residents and any issues are dealt with by the executive director 
who assumes the role of landlord. Each of these organizations provide fire alarms, security alarms, exterior 
security cameras and complete safety planning with the residents in their units.

They were asked about the challenges and advantages to operating second stage units in their communities.

THANS FOCUS GROUP

In Nova Scotia, rural transition houses are members of the Transition House Association of Nova Scotia.  
After all of the interviews, surveys and the financial review had been completed in the fall of 2021,  
a focus group was held with THANS executive directors to have a follow up discussion around some  
of the staffing challenges they were facing. 

The THANS executive directors discussed the importance of aligning funding with current costs to operate 
their organizations given the increases to the cost of living and the difficulties in retaining staff. They agreed 
that there was a need to have additional staffing within their organizations that could address some of the 
workload pressures faced by the executive directors as well as offering support to front line staff and service 
users. They also discussed the efficiency and advantage to building resources within their provincial association 
as a way to help meet their community and organizations needs while supporting their organizations collectively. 

As a part of this focus group the THANS executive directors who were present mapped their prevention activities 
that they regularly hold across the province. A wide-range of activities were listed including day camps, school 
and community-based groups, public awareness and social media campaigns, partnerships and committees, 
in house and outreach programs, student placements as well as presentations in schools and community. 

The THANS executive directors who participated in the focus group concluded the focus group 
by answering the following four open ended questions in their own words.
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What is the main issue that needs to be addressed by any new funding 
that is received by your organization? 

30%
Deficit

40%
Staffing

20%
Programming

10%
Standardization 

of services

% based on 10 responses

3 4 2 1

RESPONSE FROM FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT

“Closing the gap between the cost of delivering service and the  
funding – without enough funding to meet core needs, it will be  
impossible to change the realities of violence against women  
(operational/staffing/programming).”



RESPONSE FROM FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT

“I think a multi directional approach, delegation to finance, 
household, outreach or creation of those jobs.”

RESPONSE FROM FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT

“Case Manager – can help with staffing, client management, 
staff back up, on call etc.”

RESPONSE FROM FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT

“Policy analyst/training coordinator – consistency, continuity.” 

If you could only have one additional FTE, what one position would  
be most helpful to your organization? Please choose only one. 

Are there potential positions that could be housed in your Provincial 
Association that could be a benefit to your local organization?
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What would be the most effective way to address the workload pressures 
of the Executive Director?
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Household

Coordinator

30%
Provincial
Supports

30%
Financial
Manager

30%
On Call
System

30%
Case

Manager

30%
Funding

% based on 12 responses

3 1 4 2 1 1



Among the organizations interviewed and surveyed during this research project, there 
is a consistent desire to deliver high-quality service and support across the province, 
while maintaining the flexibility necessary to meet the unique needs within each of their  
communities. These Organizations want to be accountable, collaborative and supportive  
beacons within their communities, but require transparent and equitable systems to be  
established to make this a consistent reality, no matter which rural or urban setting they  
operate within. 

Community and government must both engage in direct discussion and consultation on  
how to address the challenges, and harness the opportunities, within the violence against 
women sector. All parties must demonstrate a commitment to share resources, information 
and expertise to meet common goals. Nova Scotia is rich in community and diversity. 
When our patriarchal history can be addressed, we can collaboratively move forward to 
address the continuum of care, services and support that is needed to end violence against 
women in our communities.

CONCLUSION
Members of the Transition House Association of Nova Scotia are feminist-based grass roots 
organizations that are individually structured based on their histories, individual organization’s 
growth and community’s needs. They strive to work with women in a trauma-informed, 
person-centered way. They are organizations that have continually done more with less, yet 
continue to grow and adapt to better serve the women they work with. Like many organizations 
working with women and children who have experienced violence or abuse in Nova Scotia; 
they consistently manage complex situations supporting women and children who have diverse 
needs. While addressing these complexities, and striving to meet these needs, there are funding 
and systematic barriers that make these challenges more profound, further limiting their 
ability to help. 

Staffing levels, compensation, programming options and management structures were all 
areas discussed in the research for this project, and all have been affected by a lack of sustainable 
funding. Over time organizations may have come to rely more on patriarchal standards of 
addressing these challenges as opposed to a feminist person centered approach. Amongst 
each of these organizations, who manage these complex realities each day, there is no shortage 
of innovative solutions to make their service delivery more streamlined and impactful. However, 
these solutions require sustainable and equitable funding.
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LETTER OF INFORMATION AND INFORMED VERBAL CONSENT

Title of Study: Models of Service Delivery in Violence-Against-Women Organizations

Dear Invited Participant,

You are invited to participate in a research study on Models of Service Delivery in Violence-Against-Women 
Organizations, by giving an interview with Lisa Newell-Bain, the Research Coordinator of this study. 

What is the purpose of the study?
The purpose of this study is to examine model of service delivery in Violence-Against-Women Organizations  
in a cross-regional and cross-cultural context, with the purpose of identifying best practices, staffing structures 
and policies. 

What is involved?
This interview will be approximately 45–60 minutes, but it can be longer or shorter if you wish.  
The interview will be audio recorded for the purpose of transcription, with your consent. Summary reports  
will not include any information that will allow identification of research participants, such as name,  
agency, position or jurisdiction. 

What are the eligibility criteria for participation?
To be included in the study, participants must meet all of the following criteria:
•  Currently work or previously worked in a Violence Against Women organization or related  
Government Agency.

• Be 18 years of age or older
• Willing to allow the interview to be audio recorded.

Who is conducting this study?
This study is being conducted by the Transition House Association of Nova Scotia (THANS). It is funded by 
the Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women. THANS has contracted Lisa Newell-Bain as the 
Research Coordinator for this Project. Lisa has extensive experience in the Violence Against Women and 
Non-Profit sector, having worked as the Executive Director of Juniper House in Yarmouth NS, for 12 years and 
in the Non-Profit sector for an additional 7 years. Lisa continues to retain a part-time position at Juniper House. 
Her position has no impact on your decision to participate in the study. 

This study is being supervised by Dr. Shiva Nourpanah, Provincial Coordinator of THANS.
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INFORMED VERBAL CONSENT

The following will be read by Lisa Newell-Bain and audio recorded.

By providing oral consent you agree to the following:

o  You have read and understand the Letter of Information and Informed Consent document  
provided for this study.

o  You have had the opportunity to ask any questions and they have been answered to your satisfaction.

o  You understand that all personal information will remain confidential and that all efforts will be  
made to ensure that you cannot be identified.

o  You understand that if you disclose current child abuse including exposure to domestic violence, the  
investigator is bound by a duty to report to child protective services. The investigator is also required  
to notify appropriate authorities if you disclose that you are suicidal or want to kill someone else.

o  You understand that your participation is voluntary and that you are free to withdraw at any time  
for any reason.

o  You understand that your contribution in the form of an interview can be withdrawn from the study  
until January 2022.

o You understand that this study is supported by the Transition House Association of Nova Scotia. 

o You understand the interview will be audio recorded.

o  You understand that direct quotes from this interview may be used in publications,  
conference presentations and research reports, without using your name. 

Research participants will state the following:

o ‘I agree to participate in this study.’

STUDY PARTICIPATION

Participation in this research study must be free and voluntary. If you decide not to participate in this study,  
or to withdraw, your relationship with the Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women, THANS or  
Juniper House will not be affected. You can refuse to answer any questions, or withdraw and stop the interview 
at any time you like. You can also withdraw from this study for up to three months after the date of the interview. 
Withdrawing from the interview will have no impact on your workplace and working conditions. In order to 
withdraw, contact Lisa Newell- Bain at the number or email provided below, and inform her that you would no 
longer want her to use your interview in her research. She will subsequently delete your audio-recording and 
transcript, and it will not be used in her research.

After three months, the study findings will be used in various knowledge products such as reports, and  
presentations that will be available for access by the public. You are not waiving any legal rights by agreeing  
to participate in this research study.

The recordings will be deleted 6 months after the report is finalized and released. Barring any unforeseen 
circumstances, the report will be completed by March 31st, 2022. The interviews and transcripts will then  
be deleted September 30th, 2022.

BENEFITS AND RISKS OF STUDY PARTICIPATION

We do not anticipate any risk greater than the minimal risk of attending daily regular duties from participating 
in this study. 

This study will have no direct benefit to you. Indirectly, we hope it will generate knowledge about this sector, 
it’s services and best practices.

DISSEMINATION OF STUDY FINDINGS

The study findings will be provided to research participants, after completion of the study. At the end of the 
interview, you can provide a safe email or mailing address to Lisa Newell-Bain if you would like a copy of the 
research report.

If you have any questions about the research study, please contact Lisa by email at lisa@juniperhouse.ca  
or Dr. Shiva Nourpanah at coordinator@thans.ca.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,
Lisa Newell-Bain
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–APPENDIX B: PROVINCIAL MODELS FOR OPERATIONAL FUNDING: FIRST STAGE SHELTERS/THS–

PROVINCE HOW AMOUNT 
IS DETERMINED

# OF YEARS BETWEEN 
AGREEMENT RENEWALS

LUMP SUM PER YEAR 
OR AMOUNT BASED ON 

ITEMIZED BUDGET
MAIN CATEGORIES 

IF ITEMIZED BUDGET

AB
Staffing model based on 
number of beds + past 
decisions + negotiation.

Annually
Lump sum primarily based 

on number of 
beds (itemized budgets 

still required).

Amount distributed to salaries 
and operations24 in  

accordance with government 
staffing model.

BC
No funding formula. 
Based on history and 

budget request.
3 years

Itemized budget. 
Variances in excess of 15% 
require explanation. Some 

transfers allowed.

Rent and repairs, utilities, 
insurance, salaries and 

benefits, administration, 
equipment, legal and 

accounting, travel, 
membership and dues.

MB According to size of shelter 
(small, medium, large). 3 years Lump sum given out 

in 4 installments. –

NB
It is a historical 

amount, based on
 initial negotiations.

Annually Itemized budget

Salaries and benefits, building 
costs and maintenance, 
utilities, insurance, office 

supplies equipment, transpor-
tation, recreation (clients).

NL
No formula. Budget  

submitted yearly. Funding 
amounts seldom change.

Annually Budgets 
submitted yearly. –

NT No formula Not fixed Lump sum –

NS Based on beds. Annually Lump sum –

NU Submission of proposals  
with projected budgets. Annually Itemized budget

Salaries, communications, 
utilities, rent, supplies, food, 
insurance, administration, 
accounting, travel, training.

ON

Salaries, communications, 
utilities, rent, supplies,  

food, insurance, 
administration, accounting, 

travel, training.

Annually Itemized budget

Budget line 8771 – Provides 
the core essentials to  
shelters (salaries and  

benefits, utilities, food, basic 
maintenance, etc.).

PE No formula. 
Budget submitted yearly. Annually Lump sum Labour and 

Operational Costs

QC

Funding formula based on 
number of spaces. Shelter 
with 12 spaces (approx. 
$611,000). An additional 
$10,000 for each space 
above 12. If fewer that 12 

spaces, than $10,000 less 
per space.

3 years Lump sum –

SK Funding formula based 
on number of beds. 3 years 3 years

Salaries and benefits, 
building occupancy, office 
expenses, recruitment/ 

education, purchased services, 
transportation, medical & 
food supplies, recreation/
education, miscellaneous.

YT Based on negotiations. Annually Itemized budget Itemized budget

SOURCE: Maki, K., Martin, L. (2018). “Violence Against Women Shelters and Transition Houses in Canada:  
A Research Brief Prepared for The Canadian Housing Policy Roundtable.” Ottawa, ON: Women’s Shelters Canada. Pg 11–14

PROVINCE HOW AMOUNT 
IS DETERMINED

# OF YEARS BETWEEN 
AGREEMENT RENEWALS

LUMP SUM PER YEAR 
OR AMOUNT BASED ON 

ITEMIZED BUDGET
MAIN CATEGORIES 

IF ITEMIZED BUDGET

AB $34,000/ apartment 
+ 2 positions Annually Lump sum amount but 

itemized budget required.

Amount distributed to 
salaries and operations38 in 
accordance with government 

staffing model.

BC
No set funding formula 

(second stage includes an 
additional schedule called 

WTHSP Rent Scale).
3 years –

Rent, repairs, utilities, 
insurance, salaries and 
benefits, administration, 

communications, furniture 
and equipment, legal and 

accounting, travel, 
membership and dues, other 

operating. Second stage 
programs input Tenant/
Resident Rent Revenue.

MB No set formula. 
Based on budget submitted. 3 years – –

NB No set formula. 
Based on historical budget. Annually Lump sum

Salaries and benefits, 
building costs and 

maintenance, utilities, 
insurance, office supplies 
equipment, transportation.

NL No second stage shelters 
are funded. – – –

NT Arbitrary Annually Lump sum –

NS Based on units. Annually Lump sum –

NU No second stage shelter 
in Nunavut. – – –

ON
No set formula. Based on 

budget submitted according 
to Ministry budget lines.

Annually Itemized budget

Do not have access to core 
operational finding (line 8771). 
Funding can be received for 

counselling, housing support, 
and capacity building.

PE Determined annually based 
on proposed budget. Annually Itemized budget

Administration, 
mortgage, utilities, repairs, 

and property taxes.

QC By unit Annually
Lump Sum ($27,000 

per unit for psychological 
and social services)

–

SK No second stage shelters 
are funded. – – –

YT Negotiated Annually Itemized budget Not standardized

SOURCE: Maki, K., Martin, L. (2018). “Violence Against Women Shelters and Transition Houses in Canada: 
A Research Brief Prepared for The Canadian Housing Policy Roundtable.” Ottawa, ON: Women’s Shelters Canada. pg 14–16
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