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Abstract

Numerous studies have documented widespread and disproportionate levels of 

violence and abuse against Indigenous women. In spite of the troubling statistics that 

have been reported in national studies, little is known about best practices with this 

under served population in the social work discipline.

This study explores the phenomenon of violence and abuse against Indigenous 

women using a culturally-based empowerment framework. Two primary research 

questions were considered in this study. What is the lifetime prevalence and 

incidence of violence and abuse in a college sample of tribal women? The second 

question considered in this study was whether significant group differences on four 

variables associated with empowerment (self-esteem, sense of belonging, social 

support and social action) existed between First Nations college women who had 

experienced violence and abuse and those who had not.

Data was collected and analyzed (n=l 12) using univariate, bivariate and 

multivariate analysis. The overwhelming majority of the sample (86%) reported 

violence and abuse. The most common form of abuse was emotional abuse (76%) 

followed by physical victimization (66%), sexual victimization (36%), being 

threatened (28%) and being stalked (27%).

Initial analysis reported no significant differences between groups on the 

dependent variables. Follow-up analysis reported lower self-esteem scores for those 

who had experienced violence and abuse in adolescence and as an adult. Higher self

esteem, social support and social action scores were reported for those raised on
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reservations, tribal lands, pueblos and villages.

The majority of the sample (66%) had never reported the incident to the police 

or talked to a professional (64%). Slightly over one-half reported talking to a trusted 

friend or relative (53%) or using a traditional healer or ceremony (54%) to overcome 

the incident. Those who had been threatened, stalked or physically victimized were 

more likely to report the incident to police. Those who were sexually victimized were 

more likely to talk to a trusted friend or relative. Those who had been threatened and 

sexually victimized were more likely to talk to a professional and to use a traditional 

healer or ceremony.
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CHAPTER ONE: STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Introduction

Violence and abuse against women is a pervasive, eomplex, and global soeial 

problem rooted in multiple structural and power dynamics (Davis, Hagen & Early, 

1994; Moane, 1999; Busch & Valentine, 2000, Meyer-Emerick, 2001). Ideologies, 

attitudes, behaviors and practices of oppression at multiple levels provide structural 

support for acts of violence and abuse that disempower women and other vulnerable 

groups (hooks, 1981, 1990; Almeida, 1993; Maracle, 1996; Mullaly, 1997; Moane, 

1999; Busch & Valentine, 2000; Meyer-Emerick, 2001).

Social change movements emerging out of the 1960's and 1970's posed a 

formidable ehallenge for the prevailing struetures of raee, culture and gender-based 

oppression of American society. The alignment of these movements served as a 

catalyst for broad social change as ideologies, behaviors, attitudes and practice of 

oppression embedded in society were protested and consciousness of the structural 

dynamics of oppression were advanced. Confrontation of gender-based oppression 

set the agenda for the women’s movement and women of color for the next 30 years, 

with a particular emphasis on violence against women.

Prevalence data established the scope of the problem and continues to 

document the pervasiveness of violence against women. Edueation campaigns 

generated awareness and support for the establishment of shelters and legislation to 

protect women experiencing domestic violence and sexual assault. The literature base

1
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on violence and abuse against women provided conceptual insight into the dynamics 

and impacts of violence, as well as the theories and practice on which prevention and 

intervention are based. Ongoing and mutual efforts at the national, tribal and state 

levels generated support for tougher responses from the criminal justice, law 

enforcement and prosecution systems. These efforts culminated in passage of the 

Violence Against Women Act (YAWA) of 1994 and its re-authorization in 2000 

(Luna, Ferguson, Williams, et. al., 2000; Sullivan & Gillmn, 2001). VAWA has been 

described as the most extensive support ever given by the federal government to 

improving, expanding and enhancing services to battered women (Roche & Sadoski, 

1996; Meyer-Emerick, 2001).

Although all women are impacted by gendered oppression, women of color 

often confront multiple forms of oppression in their lives, including violence and 

abuse. First Nations women represent 2.1 million women, of which 1.2 million 

identify solely as First Nations and 1.9 million identify as mixed race, e.g.. First 

Nations and Afiican American (Census Bureau, 2000).

Indigenous women live with the destructive consequences of oppression such 

as violence and abuse. Historically, violence and abuse of women was not tolerated 

or widely practiced in First Nations communities (Gunn Allen, 1992; Maracle, 1996; 

Smith, 2001; Mankiller, 2001). The invasion and subjugation of First Nations 

Peoples by European colonizers marked the onset of Indigenous colonialism (Yellow 

Bird, 2002). These events triggered a collapse in Indigenous social structure, as well
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as the systems and purpose for these institutions. Gendered structural disruption 

describes the loss or repression of traditional societies, practices and beliefs that 

valued women and the adoption of misogynistic attitudes, behaviors and practices that 

support the oppression and denigration of women. This disruption is manifested by 

the contemporary problem of violence and abuse against Indigenous women which 

will be the focus of this dissertation study.

Indigenous women are increasingly targeted for a wide range of violence and 

abuse, both within tribal communities and in mainstream society. Tribal 

communities began responding to the phenomenon of violence and abuse against 

Indigenous women in the 1970's (Norton & Manson, 1995). Early anecdotal reports 

of domestic violence estimated 50% to 80% of First Nations women in some 

community samples experienced such violence. Although many of these findings 

were dismissed on the basis of small sample sizes, they provided preliminary 

evidence of a problem (Chapin, 1990; West, 1997).

Reports such as American Indians and Crime (1999) and findings from the 

National Violence Against Women Survey (2000) provide more recent documentation 

of the global nature and disproportionate levels of violence and abuse against First 

Nations women. Findings firom the National Violence Against Women Survey report 

Indigenous women are significantly more likely to report rape, physical assault and 

stalking than women of other racial/ethnic backgrounds (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998, 

Department of Justice, 2000). According to the Department of Justice report.
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American Indians and Crime (1999), Indigenous women experience rates of violent 

crimes nearly 50% higher than other victims of violence. The rate of sexual assault is 

higher among First Nations women than other women in the United States 

(Department of Justice, 1999). One in three Indigenous women will be raped during 

her lifetime (Deere, 2003). Perpetrators of VAAIW are more likely to be of a 

different race, with a majority of acts being committed by white males (Department of 

Justice, 1999).

Evidence of the pervasive and disproportionate levels of VAAIW prompted 

this inquiry into the response of the discipline and a search for successful practice 

interventions for targeting the multiple dynamics of violence based oppression faced 

by First Nations women. The most definitive outcome for this problem is that of 

ending violence and abuse against women. This long range outcome is inextricably 

linked to the transformation of conditions and social structures in society that promote 

domination and oppression and requires social changes that focus on the structural 

dynamics of the problem (Mullaly, 1999; Kemp, Whittaker & Tracy, 2002). More 

immediate outcomes emphasize resisting, rejecting or neutralizing the negative effects 

of violence based oppression and are critical intermediate steps toward long term 

change (Gutierrez & Lewis, 1999; Mullaly, 1999; Kemp, Whittaker & Tracy, 2002).

This study explores the phenomenon of violence and abuse against Indigenous 

women by examining the relationship between the experience of violence and abuse 

on four outcomes related to empowerment. These include self-esteem, social
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support, sense of belonging and social action. Empowerment coxmters messages of 

powerlessness evoked by violence based oppression and engages women in multiple 

levels of change promoting the eradication of violence and abuse on three levels, the 

personal, the interpersonal and community/political. An empowerment conceptual 

framework provides the basis for this study and is used throughout.

Empowerment describes simultaneous processes of change at multiple levels, 

(Gutierrez & Ortega, 1991; Glen Maye, 1998) including the individual, group and 

community (Parsons, 1998; Parsons, Gutierrez & Cox, 1998), and builds on the 

strengths, resources and capacities of individuals, groups and communities (Saleebey, 

1997; Sullivan, 1992; Weick & Saleebey, 1995) to challenge structures of privilege 

and oppression (Almeida, 1993; Mullaly, 1998; Gutierrez, Parson & Cox, 1998; 

GlenMaye, 1998) with the intent of generating social action and social change. The 

repatriation of suppressed power and wisdom, including gender wisdom is a central 

tenet of empowerment and is especially important to women of color and others 

oppressed by violence and abuse at multiple levels.

Rationale for pursuing the problem

This exploratory study is important for several reasons. First, existing reports 

indicate Indigenous women are disproportionately impacted by violence and abuse. 

Currently, only two empirical research studies that advance best practices for women 

who have experienced violence and abuse exist that include small samples of 

Indigenous women in the study population (Mancoske, Standifer & Cauley, 1994;
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Tutty, 1996). There are presently no empirieal studies that focus specifically on First 

Nations women who have experienced violence and abuse.

Second, the limited data on violence and abuse against Indigenous women, 

including prevalence and frequency data obscure understanding of differences of such 

patterns among First Nations women and the impacts on those who have experienced 

violence or abuse and those who have not. Only recently has research begun to 

emerge on the prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse against Indigenous 

women (Bohn, 2002; Buckwalk, Tomita, Hartman, et.al. 2000; Fairchild, Fairchild & 

Stoner, 1998; Hamby, 2000; Harwell, Moore & Spence, 2003; Maleoe, Duran & 

Montgomery, 2004; Robin, Chester & Rasmussen, 1998). Existing research is 

inadequate for understanding differences in the prevalence, incidence or types of 

violence and abuse for First Nations women. This information is critical in the 

development of policy and practice sensitive to the needs of this vmder served 

population.

Third, the results of this study strengthen existing scholarship that examines 

the contemporary implications of colonization on First Nations populations and the 

appropriateness of empowerment-based research and practice with this population. 

This study focuses on the historical effects of colonization in inducing structurally 

based violence and abuse against contemporary Indigenous women. Attention is 

focused on the structural dynamics of oppression faced by Indigenous People and the 

impacts this experience has had on attitudes, beliefs, behaviors and practices toward

6
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women.

This study incorporates an Indigenous research agenda that is conscious of the 

need for decolonization in order to facilitate social change (Smith, 1999). hooks 

(1990) describes decolonization as the unlearning of ingrained and unconscious 

attitudes of superiority [and inferiority] and the way in which dehumanizing views 

transform our being [attitudes, beliefs, behaviors and practices]. The commitment of 

the author is to make a positive difference in the conditions and lives of First Nations 

People through the use of processes that draw upon the strengths and wisdom of tribal 

people and communities. Participatory or community-based research approaches 

support empowerment based approaches by embracing ongoing interactions and 

feedback between the researcher and community (Bamhardt, 2003; Smith, 1999; 

Chatteijee, Robbins & Canda, 1998). This study has been guided by collaboration 

with First Nations stakeholders and feedback from Indigenous commimity members 

throughout the process.

Definition of terms

Violence and abuse against women (VAAW). The pervasive and complex 

spectrum of violence experienced by women is recognized by shifts in terminology 

that are inclusive of the physical, psychological and emotional forms of abuse and 

trauma directed at women, as well as the social costs to victims. The term violence 

and abuse against women (VAAW) was recommended by practitioners, researchers 

and other stakeholders to more accurately describe the continuum of violence and
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abuse experienced by women and will be used in this paper (Centers for Disease 

Control, 1999; National Institute for Justice, 2000; Meyer-Emerick, 2001). This term 

describes a continuum of VAAW, including physical, psychological, emotional and 

sexual forms of trauma and abuse, as well as stalking, and the social costs of this 

violence to women (Center for Disease Control, 2000). Specific types of violence or 

abuse associated with the term VAAW that will examined in this study include 

phvsical victimization (being slapped, hit, shoved, kicked, bitten, knocked down), 

emotional abuse (being putdown, yelled at, made to feel inadequate), being threatened 

(with a knife, gun or other weapon), being stalked (followed, spied on, sent 

unsolicited mail, received unsolicited phone calls, left unwanted items) or sexual 

victimization (forced to have sex, been sexually assaulted, raped, threatened with 

rape, forcibly penetrated with fingers or objects). The term violence and abuse 

against Indigenous women (VAAIW) is being advanced to describe the specific types 

of violence and abuse, as previously identified, which are also experienced by First 

Nations women.

Indigenous/First Nations People In solidarity with First Nations scholars 

committed to decolonization, I have chosen to use the terms Indigenous and First 

Nations People interchangeably in this study, rather than the misnomers of Indian, 

American Indian, Indians of North America or Native American. These counterfeit 

terms subjugate the rights of First Nations People to define their identity (Yellow 

Bird, 1999) but are terms that remain embedded in the psyche of academic culture,

8
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library cataloging systems and in popular press.

Organization of the Dissertation

Chapter Two establishes a historical and contemporary context for 

understanding the relationship between colonization and gendered structural 

disruption and the manifestation of this disruption by way of contemporary violence 

and abuse against Indigenous women. Chapter Two also reviews interdisciplinary 

literature that initially galvanized the professional response of social work to the issue 

of violence and abuse against women. Chapter Three introduces the research 

methodology for the study and the research design for examining differences in 

Indigenous women who have experienced violence and abuse and those who have not 

on outcomes associated with empowerment. The effects of violence and abuse on 

self-esteem, social support, sense of belonging and social action will be examined. 

Chapter Four presents the findings of the study undertaken for this research project 

and Chapter Five concludes the study with an examination of the implications of the 

results.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Historical and contemporary context of colonization 

The colonization of the lands, the cultures and the Indigenous People of North 

America is one of the most compelling examples of imperialism in the history of this 

nation. Scholars engaged in critical analysis of imperialism and the associated 

practices of colonialism are increasingly examining this history and the consequences 

of colonialism in the United States (Blauner, 1969; Dobyns, 1984; Sales, 1990; 

Devens, 1992; Stiffarm & Lane, 1992; Duran & Duran, 1995; Howard, 1995; Porter, 

1997; Weaver, 1998; Yellow Horse Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998; Alfred, 1999; 

Yellow Bird, 1999). This work provides an important knowledge base and insight 

into the multiple and interlocking dynamics of the structures of oppression 

experienced by First Nations People.

Structural changes resulting from colonialism generated multiple layers of 

disruption in the traditional social organizations and social systems of First Nations 

Peoples. Existing structures and practices that were considered inferior to European 

societies or subversive to the overall goals of colonialism were frequently targeted for 

elimination. Indigenous social structures and practices that accorded value and status 

to women conflicted with European gender norms, thus providing evidence of the 

inferiority of First Nations civilizations, and the need for eradication (Sales, 1990; 

Klein & Ackerman, 1995, Nagel, 2001). The imposition of structures and institutions 

reflecting European ideologies of “superiority”, were promoted as civilized responses

10
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to the primitive savagery of Indigenous People. Such assertions became the 

“preferred” justification for the oppression of First Nations People (Sales, 1990; 

Bartky, 1990; Nagel, 2001). Promoting structures that valued white male-based 

power structures and ideologies of racial, gender and class superiority, these 

structures and the changes that followed have continued to influence the experience of 

Indigenous People.

The matrix of colonialism

Scholars fi’om social work and a host of social science disciplines, have 

generated an innovative body of scholarship within the past four decades dedicated to 

examination of colonialism and its history of oppression. This literature is unique in 

its analysis of the multiple contexts and meaning of colonialism and in the culturally 

diverse and interdisciplinary perspectives on the topic. Such scholarship provides the 

foundation necessary for model building, as the biological, psychological, social, 

cultural, spiritual, economic, political and historical forces affecting the behavior, 

attitudes and beliefs of First Nations People are considered (Devens, 1992; Robbins, 

Chatterjee & Canda, 1998; Yellow Bird, 1999).

Imperialism, or the practice, theory and the attitude of superiority of a 

dominating culture ruling another culture is the source of colonialism (Blauner, 1969; 

Said, 1978, 1993). Colonialism refers to a sustained series of events, perpetuated by 

one culture on another, that facilitate and perpetuate the development of a world view 

and social organization supporting an ideology of oppression (Blauner, 1969; Said,

11
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1993). Both imperialism and colonialism are supported by a fundamental principle of 

superiority. This superiority is defined by power relations that promote unequivocal 

domination, exploitation, control and oppression of one group, seen as inferior or 

different, by a group that views itself as superior to the oppressed group (Blauner, 

1969; Gil, 1994). Oppression describes a condition of powerlessness, that cuts across 

every system within a culture, that is both global and intimate (GlenMaye, 1998). The 

ideologies associated with colonialism are then perpetuated throughout the social 

institutions of the larger structure. Colonialism is multidimensional, producing 

interlocking and rippled layers of structural, physical and psychological oppressions 

(Said, 1978,1993).

Colonization, or the “process phase of colonialism” describes the ongoing 

means by which the oppression of people and cultures is accomplished and 

maintained (Said, 1978,1993; Yellow Bird, 1999). Socialization or assimilation into 

the new structure and the ideology of domination and superiority inherent to 

structures of oppression are transmitted through the social systems of that society, as 

people and cultures are hierarchically marginalized and socialized into powerlessness 

(Said, 1993). Multiple levels of domination and exploitation ensure the maintenance 

of a matrix of structures, systems, policies and practices that justify oppressive 

conditions, such as, discrimination, dehumanization and injustice (Blauner, 1969: 

Mullaly, 1997). These structures, solidify national and global systems of oppression, 

as well as an ideology of oppression within meso and micro systems (Sklar, 1986;

12
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Mullay, 1997). Ongoing exposure to these proeesses of layered oppression has the 

potential to produce a range of interpersonal and intrapersonal conflicts and trauma, 

as negative images, world views, beliefs and practices are intemalized by those 

socialized and subjected to colonialism (Gil, 1994, Duran & Duran, 1995; Mikaere,

2000). The interplay between the oppression generated by colonialism and gender 

will be considered further by integrating the historical experiences of First Nations 

People.

Historical context of Indigenous colonization

Contact with the ideology of colonialism and the practitioners of colonization 

produced dramatic shifts in the ideology and world views of Indigenous People 

which permeated the soeial structures and socialization processes inherent to these 

systems. Events that produced extraordinary large scale devastation, such as the 

overwhelming population declines, led to social disorganization that affected virtually 

every level of soeial structure and organization within Indigenous cultures (Dobyns, 

1984; Sales, 1990; Stiffarm & Lane, 1992; Thornton, 1998; Weaver, 1998). As noted 

by Dobyns (1984), Sales (1990) and Thornton (1998), the demographic collapse 

caused by epidemics, warfare and genocidal policies reduced First Nations People 

from an estimated five to 12 million at the point of contact with Europeans to a point 

of near extinction by the early 1800's, when the population had declined to 

approximately 600,000. Population declines combined with colonial, state and 

federal policies supporting the removal and relocation of tribal peoples, the

13
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abolishment of tribal governments and an assortment of oppressive tactics aimed at 

prohibiting the exercise of religious and cultural practices were simultaneously being 

enacted and enforced (Gibson, 1980; Thornton, 1987; Yellow Horse Brave Heart & 

DeBruyn, 1998).

Traditional religious, political, economic and family systems that promoted 

egalitarian and reciprocal structures were systematically targeted for destruction, 

overthrown and replaced by models of European patrilineal hierarchies ( Purdue, 

1980; Gutierrez, 1991; Mikaere; 2000). Kinship and clan structures, education and 

cultural socialization processes and gender roles for males and females were 

disrupted and in many cases, declared illegal (Green, 1975; 1980,1992; Kidwell, 

1979; Perdue, 1980; Albers & Medicine, 1983; 1993; Bataille, 1984; LaFromboise & 

Heyle, 1990; Snipp, 1990; Gunn, 1992; Jaimes & Halsey, 1992; Wagner, 1999, 

Nagel, 2001). Changes in gender roles changed the relationships between the sexes, 

the choices based on gender, as well as the value accorded an individual based on 

gender status (LaFromboise, Heyle & Ozer, 1990; Devens, 1992; Klein & Ackerman, 

1995; Cook-Lynn, 1996). The decline in women’s status and power followed 

changes in the traditional family and economic systems, as well as the religious 

societies in which First Nations women assumed roles and responsibilities (Albers 

Medicine, 1983; Klein, 1983; LaFromboise, Heyle and Ozer, 1990; Bilharz, 1995).

Ongoing efforts at colonization, through policies such as those related to 

boarding schools, emphasized the indoctrination of First Nations People into the

14
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prevailing culture of oppression (Devens, 1992; Lomawaima, 1993,1994). It was 

believed that if Indigenous People were taught the superiority of the Anglo cultures, 

they would return to the reservation to civilize [oppress] their own people (Szasz, 

1980; Trennert, 1982; Childs, 1983; Bannan, 1984; Bernstein, 1984; LaFromboise, 

Heyle & Ozer, 1990; Lomawaima, 1993,1994). The boarding school system was 

instrumental in molding young minds according to gender and race-specific notions of 

ability that were defined by racist conceptions of First Nations People as an 

uncivilized and undeveloped people (Lomawaima, 1993,1994). The consolidation 

of colonial rule in the United States was imposed uniformly and steadily reinforced by 

officially sponsored missionaries and mandatory education in boarding schools, 

processes designed to “domesticate and civilize” those who were resistant to their 

new status as “inferiors” (Jaimes & Halsey, 1992; Devens, 1992; Lomawaima, 1993).

Tribal socialization practices, including the flexibility of gender role, the 

sexual fi-eedom of these roles and the matrilocal and extended family patterns that 

supported Indigenous gender roles were considered subversive to the colonial social 

order and required eradication (LaFromboise, Heyle & Ozer, 1990; Gutierrez, 1991; 

Gunn, 1992). As reported by Klein & Ackerman (1995), one goal of colonization 

was to reduce the cultural valuation of women, although the success varied widely. 

Gunn Allen (1992) in her critique on gender states that “the colonizers saw (and 

rightly) that as long as women held unquestioned power of such magnitude, attempts 

at total conquest of the continents were bound to fail” (p. 3).

15
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The reduction of the status held by women was intended to weaken and

destabilize First Nations populations and corresponded with the extension of colonial

domination of Indigenous People (Perdue, 1989; Jaimes & Halsey, 1992; Devens,

1992; Klein & Ackerman, 1995). The exclusion of the voice of women in the

decision making processes often meant voices opposed to the changes being forced

upon First Nations would no longer be heard. Indigenous male leadership who failed

to cooperate in the dis-empowerment of women were routinely replaced with men

selected on the basis of their willingness to cooperate with their oppressors (Perdue,

1989; Jaimes & Halsey, 1992). In some cases male-dominated religious and social

organizations were established within tribes to effectively subjugate Indigenous

women (Livingston, 1974; Anderson, 1985; LaFromboise, Heyle & Ozer, 1990,

Gutierrez, 1991). The pattern of colonization and conquest experienced by the

Pueblo, as noted by Gutierrez (1991) would be similar across tribes;

Conquest by a patriarchal society meant women lost to men their exclusive rights 
to land, to child labor, to seed and even to children.... Although all of the 
Puebloans were matrilineal at the time of the conquest, those that were in closest 
contact with Spanish towns became patrilineal or bilateral. Those Pueblos who 
most resisted Christianization— t̂he Hope, the Zuni, and the Keres at Acoma 
remained matrilineal. Among these people, we still find a vibrant array of 
women’s fertility societies, spirited ceremonies to vivify the earth and a host of 
descendant earth-bound symbols that celebrate femininity (p. 79).

The dis-empowerment of Indigenous women, resulting from the 

marginalization of their roles and influence within these societies resulted from the 

adoption of the “new” colonial order. Such practices continue to be viewed as the
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source of distrust and antagonism that exist between Indigenous women and men in 

some commimities (Allen, 1986). As traditional forms of First Nations governments 

and social structures were centralized; social, political and economic power would 

increasingly rest in the hands of a few elite men who had adopted the Anglo-defined 

tenets of civilization (Perdue, 1989; Shepardson, 1995).

Contemporarv context

The belief that Indigenous women had little power and were forever subject to 

a life of domination and exploitation has been perpetuated in stereotypes and by 

“omission and misrepresentation in popular and scholarly literature” (Albers, 1983, p. 

5). Both practices serve the function of upholding the superiority of Anglo gender 

roles while portraying “Indian life” as “morally and culturally inferior” (Nagel, 2001). 

Absent from a world of scholarship that has been historically controlled by white 

men, are the histories of Indigenous cultures that value the roles, status, 

accomplishments and influence of women (Green, 1976; Medicine, 1980; Allen,

1981; Albers, 1983; Leacock, 1986; hooks, 1995; Klein & Ackerman, 1995). Perhaps 

among the most damaging of the stereotypes faced by First Nations women are those 

related to sexualized stereotypes (Bartky, 1990). Stereotypes and representations that 

promote Indigenous women as promiscuous have been perpetuated in a wide body of 

literature since contact occurred between First Nations People and Europeans (Nagel, 

2001). Historically, these representations were the justification for coerced sexual 

exchanges involving rape, forced prostitution and slavery (Hurtado, 1997; Nagel,
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2001). The extent to which such stereotypes continue to operate in the psyche of 

American men is not known. However, a report by the U.S. Department of Justice

(1999) reports that Indigenous women are raped at a rate more than double that of 

rapes reported by all races. First Nations women who were raped most often reported 

the victimization involved an offender of a different race. This report also indicates 

that at least 70% of the violent victimization experienced by First Nations People are 

committed by persons not of the same race, a substantially higher rate of interracial 

violence than experienced by White or Black victims. The effect of stereotypes, 

invisibility and ongoing exposure to these elements of oppression on contemporary 

First Nations women has not been well established in the social work discipline. 

However, the potential for a range of interpersonal and intrapersonal conflicts and 

trauma related to gender certainly exists (Gil, 1994; Duran & Duran, 1995; Mikaere, 

2000).

Although practices inherent to colonization and oppression disrupted and, in 

many cases, obliterated egalitarian systems, the concept of women’s rights, gender 

issues and feminism have frequently been rejected by those contemporary First 

Nations women, who retain cultural practices and systems reflective of “balanced 

reciprocity”. Such systems recognize difference in the roles of men and women, with 

neither gender role being viewed as superior to the other. In systems of reciprocity, 

all genders are necessary for the well-being or balance of the society (Mann, 1993; 

Klein & Ackerman, 1995). Whether such systems mediate the effects of living in an
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often patriarchal and oppressive contemporary reality as compared with those who 

don’t have these supports is unknown.

The many voices speaking on issues of colonization and oppression

increasingly include those who acknowledge the multiple social problems created by

colonization at the meso and micro level as well. Advocating critical education about

the roots of contemporary social problems in Indigenous communities, these

approaches serve to raise consciousness of the effects of colonization in the lives of

Indigenous People. Cangleska, Inc., a Lakota-based community intervention program

is one such initiative. The impact of colonization on gender systems is reflected in

workshops and educational literature disseminated by Cangleska:

“In pre-reservation tribal society, women held status and were honored and 
respected for their role as life givers and nurturers. With colonization Indian 
women were defined by Western mainstream standards that reflect the belief of 
our colonizers... The post-colonization status of native women renders them just 
as vulnerable to abuse as any other race of women. The result of this history of 
oppression is confusion about proper behavior, i.e., violence against Oglala 
women (Violence Against Oglala Women Is Not Lakota Tradition, pgs. 4-5).”

It should come as no surprise that as Anglo hierarchical systems were adopted, 

the social costs to Indigenous women has been high. The need for gender-based 

critiques of the multiple levels of disruption accompanying the experience of 

colonization and oppression in First Nations eonummities and the magnitude of these 

on changes on the roles and treatment of women should not be unilaterally dismissed. 

Smith (1999) writes:
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Colonization is recognized as having had a destructive effect on indigenous 
gender relations which have reached out across all spheres of indigenous society. 
Family organization, child rearing, political and spiritual life, work and social 
activities were all disordered by a colonial system which positioned its own 
women as the property of men with roles which were primarily domestic. 
Indigenous women across many different societies claim an entirely different 
relationship, one embedded in the beliefs about the land and the imiverse, about 
the spiritual significance of women and about the collective endeavors that were 
required in the organization of society (p. 151).

The oppression of traditional ideologies, the elimination of structures and

world view that support women and the effects of colonization are strikingly similar

whether considering the Pueblo of the Southwest, the Ojibway of the Great Lakes, the

Cherokee of the Carolinas, the Hawaiians of the South Pacific or the Maori of New

Zealand (Gutierrez, 1991, Devens, 1992; Purdue, 1980; Jenkins, 1998; Mikaere,

2000). This disruption of world views and existing social organizations subsequently

impacted the gender structures and value accorded women. Jenkins (1998),

describing the impact to the Indigenous women of Aotearoa (New Zealand), describe

the same colonial processes used to colonize First Nations Peoples of the Americas:

Westem civilization when it arrived on Aotearoa’s shores, did not allow its 
womenfolk any power at all— t̂hey were merely chattels in some cases less worthy 
than the men’s horses. What the colonizer found was a land of noble savages 
narrating. . .  stories of the wonder of women. Their myths and beliefs had to be 
reshaped and retold. The missionaries were hellbent (heaven-bent) on destroying 
their pagan ways. Hence, in retelling of our myths, by Maori male informants to 
Pakeha male writers who lacked the miderstanding and significance of the Maori 
cultural beliefs, Maori women find their mana wahine [sacredness] destroyed (as 
cited by Mikaere, 2000).
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Contemporarv Indigenous voices

Empirical research in the social work discipline examining the manifestations 

of colonization in the lives of contemporary Indigenous women has been examined by 

Lowery and Yellow Horse Brave Heart. Lowery’s research examines the relationship 

between addictions and the experiences of First Nations women, who have home the 

brunt of disenfranchising practices inherent to colonization (1998). Although focused 

on the specific issue of addiction, Lowery views colonization as a trigger for a loss of 

meaning, and addictions as a manifestation of this disruption. Yellow Horse Brave 

Heart examines historical unresolved grief from the experience of colonization among 

the Lakota using a Lakota Grief Experience Questionnaire and self report instruments 

(1998). Again the relationship between colonization and the grief experiences of 

contemporary Lakota Peoples is central to the analysis.

Social workers sensitive to the dynamics of cultural diversity and experiences 

of oppression faced by Indigenous People are better prepared to collaborate with these 

communities in developing strategies for overcoming the oppressive aspects of their 

lives (Yellow Bird & Chenault, 1999). Weaver (1998) suggests that practitioners 

committed to culturally competent practice must be knowledgeable of the unique 

history and status of First Nations Peoples, but also able to integrate self reflection 

about the “belief systems, values and worldview inherent in the models and theories 

within human services” with practice skills (p. 204). The importance of practice 

focused on healing models that build upon traditional Indigenous social structures and
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practices are emphasized in work by Yellow Horse Brave Heart & DeBruyn (1998). 

Utilizing “kinship and clan systems that support identity formation, a sense of 

belonging, recognition of a shared history and survival of the group”, are essential for 

resolving the historical grief and inter-generational post traumatic stress experienced 

by Indigenous Peoples recovering from colonization according to Yellow Horse 

Brave Heart and DeBruyn (1998, p. 70).

In the discipline of psychology, Duran and Duran (1995) study the impacts of 

colonization and oppression on individuals, families and communities, explaining the 

effects of these experiences in terms of post-traumatic stress. Napolz (1995) is the 

only empirical study of the relationship between multiple role stress, gender and 

cultural attachment in a population of First Nations women from a community health 

perspective. In this study, role conflict occurred at a significantly higher level for the 

sex-typed or feminine group, regardless of educational attainment and income.

Greater depression rates, lower self-esteem scores and lower self satisfaction scores 

were identified when compared with the cross-typed and androgynous groups. It is not 

clear whether the conflict experienced in this study is correlated with femininity as 

defined by the Anglo standards on which these measures were based or with the status 

associated with being a multiply oppressed First Nations female in a non-Indigenous 

society.
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Theoretical framework

Empowerment theory

Empowerment describes simultaneous processes of change at multiple levels, 

(Gutierrez & Ortega, 1991; GlenMaye, 1998) including the individual, group and 

community (Parsons, 1998; Parsons, Gutierrez & Cox, 1998) and builds on the 

strengths, resources and capacities of individuals, groups and communities (Saleebey, 

1997; Sullivan, 1992; Weick & Saleebey, 1995) to challenge structures of privilege 

and oppression (Almedia, 1993; Mullaly, 1998; Gutierrez, Parson & Cox, 1998; 

GlenMaye, 1998) with the intent of generating social action and social change.

Three levels of empowerment based interventions were originally identified in 

work by Gutierrez and Ortega (1991). These three levels included personal, 

interpersonal and political empowerment. Kieffer (1981) described shifts in attitudes 

and perceptions, knowledge and skills, and behaviors and actions that trigger 

empowerment. Parsons (1998) suggested evaluating practice and research using 

these domains, an approach adopted for the review of the empirical research, as well 

as the research design for this study. The work of these authors comprise the basis 

for an empowerment fiumework used to review empirical research from 1977 to 2000 

on VAAW that will be discussed later.

A steady stream of scholarship on empowerment over the past 25 years has 

provided the necessary foundation for exploratory studies that examine the efficacy of 

empowerment practice in multiple settings. Numerous studies have been undertaken
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examining the relationship of empowerment to improved functioning. This research 

has explored the effectiveness of empowerment based group interventions in 

empowering Latinos (Gutierrez & Ortega, 1991); strengthening levels of 

empowerment in families with children who have emotional disabilities (Koren, 

DeChillo & Friesen, 1992) the influence of empowerment practice on citizen 

participation in community activities (Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1998) and the effect 

of parental empowerment for children receiving comprehensive mental health 

services (Tauh, Tighe, Burchard, 2001). No empirical studies have used an 

empowerment-based framework in examining the problem of violence and abuse 

against women.

Empowerment frameworks challenge a sole focus on personal and 

interpersonal deficiencies, as such practice contributes to blaming victims for 

conditions of powerlessness. Empowerment practice shifts attention to include the 

analysis of policies and power dynamics that support oppression and perpetuate 

inequity and promotes commimity and/or political action in “changing oppressive or 

dis-empowering social conditions” (Robbins, Chatterjee & Canda, 1998, pg. 103).

As such, an empowerment framework was best suited for evaluating existing practice 

in the field of violence and abuse against women because of the attention paid to each 

dimension. The broad outcomes identified across the empirical literature on violence 

and abuse were categorized using the empowerment framework and appear in Figure 

2.1. Statistically significant outcomes included self-esteem, self-efficacy and
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appraisal support in the personal and interpersonal categories of empowerment.

As reported by Rappaport (1987), the literature on empowerment, like that 

found in this review of the practice research, tends to emphasize transformation of 

perceptions, beliefs and behaviors at the personal and interpersonal levels, to the 

neglect of structural or environmental conditions or social action in these arenas. 

Empowerment clearly requires this third dimension if inequality and oppression are 

targets of change and victim-blaming or deficit approaches are to be overcome 

(Mullaly, 1997; Parsons, 1998; Kemp, Whittaker & Tracy, 2002; O’Melia, 2002). 

Colonization and empowerment

Analysis of the ideological and structural dynamics of colonialism and 

resilience of Indigenous People is essential to decolonization and social work practice 

committed to social justice, empowerment and strengths perspectives (Saleebey,

1997; Gutierrez, Parson, & Cox, 1998; Robbins, Chatterjee & Canda, 1998; Lee, 

2000). Examination of the systemic changes that fundamentally altered the world 

views of many Indigenous Peoples provides a necessary foundation for imderstanding 

historical forces that have impacted gender roles (Napolean, 1991; Stiffarm & Lane, 

1992; Duran & Duran, 1995; Yellow Horse Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998).

While some Indigenous People were successful in resisting the forces of 

colonization, others were forced to adopt or to assimilate systemic changes. This 

creates an asymmetry of experience related to the roles and status of First Nations 

women. Indigenous women whose status and power in the culture remained intact,
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whose tribal societies retained systems of social support, such as gender reciprocity, 

or who had culturally meaningful kinship and clan systems for dealing with the 

changes that were occurring, likely had a very different experience of colonization 

and oppression than those whose experience has been different (Bilharz, 1995; 

Shepardson, Knack & Klein, 1995; Jacobs, 1995; Tohe, 2000; Mikaere, 2000).

Consciousness of the multiple dynamics of oppression supported by ideologies 

of colonialism, are central to the empowerment of those living with such conditions 

(Freire, 1973; Mullaly, 1997; Robbins, Chatteijee & Canda, 1998; Lee, 2000).

Finding ways to mobilize energy, resources and commitment to social change is 

strategically essential in confronting the unidimensional oppressions encountered by 

marginalized groups and oppressed peoples (Fowlkes, 1997), approaches increasingly 

used by Indigenous scholars committed to research henefitting tribal communities.

GlenMaye (1998) and Lee (2000) describe the importance of empowerment 

based practice with women. Emphasizing the importance of consciousness raising 

activities and practices that encourage women to give voice to their reality, such 

approaches emphasize reducing shame and self-blame and working toward change of 

self and society. Such approaches are often reflected in spiritually-based cultural 

approaches being used in tribal commimities, but remain conspicuously absent in the 

literature (Figure 2.2).

Gender research

Gender research developed out of the gender studies and women’s movements
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of the 1960's with much of the early scholarship focused on gender differences and 

gendered socialization practices. Increasingly, feminist theory has forced examination 

of the multiple ways women are oppressed and marginalized and called for action in 

creating social change. Gender research has produced significant shifts in attitudes, 

changes in policies and social conditions, as well as social institutions within society, 

that are consistent with empowerment perspectives.

Chafetz (1999) examines the influence of world view and ideology on systems 

of gender stratification that exist in the social organization and systems of American 

society. Chafetz maintains that systems of gender inequality are “produced, 

maintained and changed at all levels of social life” (1999, p. 19). The relationship 

between ideology, world view and gender is particularly cogent to the current 

examination, particularly as it relates to structural disruption generated by 

colonialism.

There are numerous debates about feminism and gender oriented research 

among women of color. Much of the gender scholarship documents the pervasive 

nature of gender stratification in Anglo society, focusing on both the maintenance and 

resilience of gender inequity in social structures and a commitment toward creating 

equity in gender arrangements (Pelak, Taylor and Whittier, 1999; Chafetz, 1999). 

Women of color, often representing the voice of third wave feminism, have 

articulated clearly the importance of “greater attention to the perspectives and issues 

of women who are experiencing multiple forms of oppression that compound gender
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biases with class subordination, heterosexism and neocolonialism” (Robbins, 

Chatteijee and Canda, 2000, p. 96). The multiple, unidimensional or interlocking 

systems of oppression women are confronted with are as imique as the range of 

scholarship that exists on the topic (Collins, 1990; Fowlkes, 1997; Feree, Lorber & 

Hess, 1999). Rejecting analysis in which micro level interpretations of race, class and 

gender oppression are removed from the macro level contextual experiences of 

histories of colonization and oppression, many women of color have argued for 

integrative frameworks for gender theory and practice that require analysis of the 

multiple manifestations of oppression in the lives of women (Moraga & Anzaldua, 

1981; hooks, 1981; 2000; Hill-Collins, 1986; Collins, 1990). Such approaches are 

consistent with those being advanced by First Nations practitioners and stakeholders 

addressing VAAIW.

Empowerment and sender

The need for integrative frameworks that consider the structural implications 

of colonization in social work practice in First Nations communities is apparent when 

considering the dynamics of oppression and the responses of First Nations women to 

feminist theory. Jaimes & Halsey, Means, McCloud (1992) and others maintain 

issues of women’s liberation and gender equity divert First Nations women away 

from the real agenda of decolonization and the accompanying struggles for liberation. 

Others argue feminism is irrelevant in Indigenous cultures given the roles of women 

in matrilineal cultures (Tohe, 2000).
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It is important to critique the multiple effeets of colonization on the gender 

roles of Indigenous women, as well as the responses and resistance to colonization. 

The treaty making process entered into by tribes with the federal government was one 

mechanism used to marginalize women. By refusing to recognize female signatories, 

female heads of households and clan relationships based on matrilineal principles, 

First Nations women were effectively disenfranchised (Devens, 1992, Shepardson, 

1985). There are tribes, sueh as the Dine, who reversed this trend by returning to 

earlier and more positive traditional beliefs about women, however these trends may 

not be as widespread as desired (Shepardson, 1985). Evidence of this disruption ean 

be found in the escalating rates of violence and abuse against Indigenous women in 

tribes long recognized for their matrilineal cultures, sueh as the Dine.

Consciousness of the multiple forces that disrupted gender roles, accompanied 

by careful analysis of these impacts, provide an impetus for social action based on 

empowerment theory in Indigenous communities. Feminism, defined as “a 

reeognition and critique of patriarchy and sexual polities, and their relationship to 

other class oppressions—capitalism, imperialism, racism and heterosexism—and a set 

of beliefs, values and ideas about the desired direetion for ehange” (Collins, p. 214) is 

one of the tools that can be used in this work of recovery. Smith (1999) points out 

that the analyses of Indigenous women increasingly refleet the “intersections formed 

through the politics of Westem feminism and the politics of their own Indigenous 

eommunities” (p. 127). She goes on to say that “writing and talking about the
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experiences of women within these spaces has developed into a major research 

priority for Indigenous women” (p. 127).

Indigenous communities in the United States and globally are working toward 

social change by creating community development initiatives that confront the 

relationship between the colonization, adoption of patriarchal systems and increasing 

levels of violence against Indigenous women and children (Firethunder, 2000; 

Mikaere, 2000). Recognition of the importance of restoring concepts of gender 

reciprocity, and the kinship and clans structures that once supported these ideologies 

are often reflected in these grassroots social change initiatives (Klein & Ackerman, 

1995; Firethunder, 2000; Mikaere, 2000).

Practices that subjugate the knowledge and experiences of populations, 

historically disempowered by marginal statuses in the social order and 

disenfranchised by the lack of meaningful participation in the decision-making 

processes are inherent to systems of domination that serve to perpetuate structures of 

oppression. Historically, women, and particularly women of color and poor women, 

have been most vulnerable to political decision making processes used as a means for 

controlling or regulating the behavior and bodies of certain individuals, groups and 

populations within a society (Hill-Collins, 1990; Jaimes & Halsey, 1992; Abramovitz, 

1996).

Hurtado (1996) examines the extent to which subordination in the United 

States is shaped by the position of each oppressed group to those white males who are
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privileged in this structure. Class, ethnicity, race, gender, ability and sexual 

orientation are the markers of group membership used to determine power and 

become both the basis for rewards and punishments, in a hierarchical societies. 

Depending on one’s hierarchical proximity to the source of power, the forms of 

rewards and oppression vary, thus producing different agendas and creating the 

potential for conflict.

Whether considering gender, race, social class, ability or sexual orientation, 

subordination in and oppression by hierarchical systems was and is instrumental in 

maintaining the system and its mechanisms for control and rewards. Understanding 

the relationship between gender systems and larger cultural systems and the way in 

which gender systems maintain and replicate these systems is necessary as First 

Nations women and others engage in the decolonization of gender (Reiter, 1975; 

Ortner & Whitehead, 1981; Sattler, 1995; Mikaere, 2000).

Literature on gender role conflict suggests individuals experience negative 

psychological consequences related to their gender role and the expectations of others 

based on these roles (O’Neil, 1990). Socialization processes that ensme the 

standardization of uniform gender roles can impact the psychological and physical 

well being of the individual in both positive and negative ways (Helgeson, 1994; 

Robbins, Chatteijee & Canda, 1998). Differences in gender socialization clearly 

produce different gender-based risks and opportunities, as well as the potential for 

conflict. Gender role conflict unquestionably extends beyond a psychological state to
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include multiple dimensions of women’s lives and socialization practices. Gender 

role conflict occurs at multiple levels, including the interpersonal, as well as the 

intrapersonal. The intellectual, emotional, physical and spiritual conflict that is 

generated when the goals and needs of women collide with the ideology of oppression 

and the societal or cultural socialization practices supporting such ideology may 

trigger this conflict. Gender conflict is not a deficit of gender, but instead is a 

response to structural oppression that impedes the development of women.

The potential for gender conflict, is premised on the multiple and competing 

perspectives related to gender role expectations that Indigenous women must 

negotiate as differing cultural constructions of gender are mediated and acted upon. 

Effective social work practice responses and knowledge of the imique experiences of 

First Nations women may be inadequate or may be responded to using existing 

models and knowledge which may not be culturally relevant or sensitive to the 

experiences of Indigenous Peoples.

In many ways, little has changed in the decade since LaFromboise, Heyle and 

Ozer (1990) wrote “the extremely limited information presented on contemporary 

Indian women provides more information regarding health and economic indicators 

than on sex roles and the status of women. In fact, there has been scant research on 

contemporary Indian women outside of a clinical or pathological perspective” (p.

456).
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Violence and abuse intervention research

An exhaustive review of the literature was conducted from 1977 to the present 

using databases in Psychology, Sociology and Social Work to identify empirical 

research responsive to this issue and the needs of Indigenous women. The key criteria 

for inclusion in this review was an empirical research study on violence and abuse 

against women. This included a manual review of 3,000 abstracts which fit the 

original parameters of the study and a review of government documents accessible by 

intemet.

Although thousands of citations exist, the abstracts drastically thiimed when 

keywords related to outcomes, best practices, empirical research, evaluation or 

interventions was added. A total of eight articles that fit the criteria for inclusion 

were identified from 1986 to 2000 and form the basis for this review (see Figure 2.3). 

This section identifies the broad pattems of the research in this field, using the 

empowerment framework, and examines two empirical studies particularly relevant to 

the target population. This section will also highlight the practice wisdom and 

approaches of First Nations Peoples and the consistency of this work with 

empowerment practice.

Existing empirical research on violence and abuse is typically limited to 

domestic violence or intimate partner violence and is primarily conducted in shelter 

settings or through follow-up services after women leave shelters. The primary focus 

of this research examines the effects of practice interventions on selected outcomes
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associated with abusive intimate relationships. Interventions tested have ineluded 

cognitive therapy (Cox & Stollenberg, 1991), grief and feminist coimseling 

(Mancoske, Standifer & Cauley, 1994), outreach coimseling (Rubin, 1991), structured 

and imstructured support groups and follow up groups (Tutty, 1996; Tutty, Bidgood & 

Rothery, 1993,1996), with statistically significant changes in self-esteem self-efficacy 

and appraisal support reported. Several studies included women of color, however 

only two identified Indigenous women in the sample, although these numbers were 

very small (Mancoske, Standifer & Cauley, 1994; Tutty, 1996). While two additional 

studies identified women of color in the sample (Berk, Newton & Berk, 1996; Cox & 

Stollenberg, 1991), the success of these outcomes specifically with women of color is 

unclear, however promising these outcomes appear in existing studies.

A variety of interventions were used to reach these outcomes, including: 

cognitive therapy (Cox & Stollenberg, 1991), grief and feminist counseling 

(Mancoske, Standifer & Cauley, 1994), outreach counseling (Rubin, 1991), structured 

and unstructured support groups and follow up groups (Tutty, 1996; Tutty, Bidgood 

& Rothery, 1993, 1996).

Several studies included women of color, however only two identified 

Indigenous women in the sample (Mancoske, Standifer & Cauley, 1994; Tutty, 1996). 

In a study of 31 Canadian women, Tutty (1996) used a mixed method design to 

evaluate the efficacy of follow-up programs for abused women. Standardized 

measures on social support, self-esteem and perceived stress were completed by
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women as they entered the follow-up program and again three months later. These 

findings reported statistically significant improvement in self-esteem as well as 

appraisal or social support. This study suggests women benefit from innovative and 

sustained practice interventions, such as follow-up groups. Recovery from violence 

in intimate relationships, requires multiple adjustments with different needs at various 

stages. The study also affirms the power of providing meaningful opportvmities for 

women in transition to have their voices and experiences heard ( Busch & Valentine, 

2000; Cowger, 1994; Cox, 1991; Lewis & Ford, 1991; Shamai, 2000).

The second study most relevant to the target population, evaluated the 

effectiveness of a brief counseling approach, paired with two types of social work 

counseling services (Mancoske, Standifer & Cauley, 1994). Using a sample of 20 

women, that included First Nations women, this study used a comparative treatment 

design, in which participants were randomly assigned to one of two interventions, a 

grief resolution counseling approach or a feminist counseling approach. Standardized 

measures of self-esteem, self-efficacy and attitudes toward feminism were used to 

evaluate practice. Overall improvements for all participants were reported, however 

analysis of the data by type of counseling reported statistically significant 

improvements in self-esteem and self-efficacy using the grief resolution counseling 

approach. The effect of violence and abuse in lowering the self-esteem of women has 

been examined and is supported by empirical research (Carlson, 1977; Fleming, 1979; 

Hartick, 1982, Tutty 1993). Negative perceptions related to self-esteem and self-
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efficacy arc considered to be consequences o f victimization (Tutty, 1993). Sclf- 

cfficacy or the belief that one has the ability to produce and regulate events in life 

lends itself to initiative and confidence in taking empowering action (Bandura, 1982; 

Robbins, Chatteijee & Canda, 1998). Practice that supports women as they grieve 

multiple losses, including self-esteem and self-effieaey, are additional and important 

practice issues that are important to self-recovery.

Parametric tests and measures of association used in these studies included t 

tests for dependent measures (Tutty, 1996; Tutty, Bidgood & Rothery, 1993), 

independent t tests (Tutty, Bidgood & Rothery, 1996), ANOVA (Tutty, Bidgood &. 

Rothery, 1993; Tutty, Bidgood & Rothery, 1996) and MANOVA (Berk, Newton & 

Berk, 1986). The non-parametric tests used included Mann-Whitney (Cox & 

Stoltenberg, 1991), Wilcoxon signed-ranks tests (Cox & Stoltenberg, 1991; 

Mancoske, Standifer & Cauley, 1994) and an AB single-ease design (Rubin, 1991). 

One qualitative research study was identified (Shamai, 2000).

Four of the seven quantitative studies reported improvements in self-esteem, 

self-efficacy, belonging or support (Cox, 1991; Tutty, Bidgood & Rothery, 1993; 

Mancoske, 1996; Tutty, 1996). Three of the studies reported statistically significant 

improvements in self-esteem, self-efficacy or support (Tutty, Bidgood 8c Rothery, 

1993; Mancoske, 1996; Tutty, 1996). One theme that emerged from Shamai (2000), 

related to the importance of creating supportive environments in which women feel 

they belong and experience a sense of legitimacy in their feelings, thoughts and
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desires. This support and sense of belonging enabled women to engage in a process 

of healing and discovering self (Shamai, 2000) or empowerment.

Statistically significant practice outcomes reported across the literature 

included self-esteem, self-efficacy and accessing resources. While two additional 

studies identified women of color in the sample (Berk, Newton & Berk, 1996; Cox & 

Stollenberg, 1991), the success of these outcomes specifically with women of color is 

unclear, however promising these outcomes appear in existing studies.

The effect of violence and abuse in lowering the self-esteem of women has 

been examined and is supported by empirical research (Carlson, 1977; Fleming, 1979; 

Hartick, 1982; Tutty, 1993). Negative perceptions related to self-esteem and self- 

efficacy are considered to be consequences o f victimization (Tutty, 1993). Self- 

efficacy or the belief that one has the ability to produce and regulate events in life 

lends itself to initiative and confidence in taking empowering action (Bandura, 1982; 

Robbins, Chatteijee & Canda, 1998). The extent to which improved self-esteem and 

self-efficacy promotes community or political action is not addressed by existing 

research. Practice that supports women as they grieve multiple losses, including self

esteem and self-efficacy, and that reconnect women to support systems that nurture 

connectedness are associated with self-recovery.

The significance of practice approaches that address grief are magnified for 

First Nations women and other oppressed populations. The structural disruption 

produced by colonization in Indigenous communities has contributed to unresolved
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historical trauma and grief (Yellow Horse Brave Heart, 1998; Weaver & Yellow 

Horse Brave Heart, 1999), posttraumatic stress and (Napoleon, 1993; Duran &

Duran, 1995, Walters, 1999; Yellow Bird, 1996,1998,1999,2000,2001) depression 

and violence (LaFromboise, 1994). First Nations women experience multiple layers 

of grief as they simultaneously negotiate processes of decolonization and violence and 

abuse. Acknowledging and grieving experiences associated with the trauma of 

colonization, oppression, and injustice reduces the self-blame, shame and the sense of 

craziness oppressed people experience when oppression is denied. Such practice is 

supportive of interventions that restore pride, self-worth, dignity and capacity building 

in marginalized commimities of color (Glen Maye,1998; Hodges, Burwell & Ortega, 

1998). Practice supportive of multiple layers of grieving and the transitions required 

to renew strengths, revitalize resources and to build upon the capacities of individuals, 

families, communities and society is supported by this research.

Prevalence and ffeouencv research. Recent studies on prevalence and 

incidence of violence and abuse against Indigenous women are important in 

establishing the scope of the problem experienced by First Nations women (Figure 

2.4). Studies conducted in tribal health care settings have reported rates of emotional 

abuse ranging from 14 -18% for past year incidents of emotional abuse (Fairchild, 

Fairchild & Stoner, 1998) to lifetime incidents of emotional abuse ranging from 41 - 

76% (Fairchild, Fairchild & Stoner, 1998; Robin, Chester & Rasmussen, 1998). 

Fairchild, Fairchild & Stoner (1998) reported physical abuse rates of 42% for tribal
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women seeking routine care at a tribal health facility. Robin, Chester and 

Rasmusssen (1998) reported that verbal abuse and physical violence were experienced 

by 75% of the sample. Bohn (2002) reported that 90% of a sample of pregnant First 

Nations women had experienced emotional, physical or sexual abuse in their lifetimes 

with 33% reporting physical or sexual abuse during the current pregnancy. In a study 

of pregnant and childbearing Indigenous women, Malcoe, Duran and Montgomery 

(2004) reported over one-half of the sample (58%) reported experiencing physical or 

sexual intimate partner violence. Harwell, Moore and Spence (2003) reported the 

lowest rates of physical violence, with 5% of the sample reporting sueh violence and 

abuse.

Indigenous practice. Since the 1970's, Indigenous programs have initiated 

culturally based strategies for ending violence and abuse against Indigenous women 

(VAAIW). These approaches integrate cultural/spiritual philosophies, traditional 

healing practices and teachings in work with tribal women, perpetrators and 

communities (Mousseau & Artichoker, 2000; Sullivan & Gillum, 2001). Practice in 

tribal settings is increasingly moving toward the analysis of colonization and the 

structural disruption created by eolonialism. This practice is unique because the 

strengths of tribal cultures and the structural dynamics of Indigenous colonization 

ground the practice. These approaches move away from a pathology orientation to 

what is best described as culturally-based empowerment practice. Studies evaluating 

the effeetiveness of these approaches have not been reported in the mainstream
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literature at this time, although eaeh of the three dimensions of empowerment are 

anecdotally reported (see Figure 2.3).

Integrated tribally based interventions strengthen self-pereeptions, knowledge 

and skills using social and community action as a mechanism for building on the 

strengths, capacities and resources of Indigenous women and their communities.

These approaches become a means for restoring pride, self-esteem, and dignity; 

serving as exemplars of culturally based empowerment practice. Natural networks of 

support that were once banned, such as gender based practices and societies, are being 

revived to re-connect and support women. These contemporary systems respond to 

violence by acknowledging structural disruption and honoring women. For example, 

in northern New Mexico, women of the Tewa Pueblos have turned to their cultural 

roots to address rape and sexual violence through a project known as VOICES or 

Valuing Our Integrity with Courage, Empowerment and Support which brings women 

together around social and cultural activities (Papin, 2000). The Healing the Sacred 

Hoop project in Lawrence, Kansas, founded and directed by Theresa Chief Eagle, 

focuses on healing the “sacred hoop” (the individual, family and Indigenous nations) 

by stressing that family violence is not a tradition with First Nations cultures (Yellow 

Bird, 2002). In this program, like many others. Indigenous women come together in 

women’s circles to connect with communities of tribal women for support and to 

acquire cultural knowledge and skills. Women participating in the Sacred Hoop 

project learn to sew Lakota star quilts and baby quilts, that are used to benefit women
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and children facing violence and abuse. Consciousness of the strengths of cultural 

teachings related to women, relationships, family and communities are promoted in 

informal gatherings such as these, while also bonding women with culturally based 

natural support systems.

Tribally appropriate healing practices and resources for the treatment of 

victims, perpetrators and communities are used to facilitate and reinforce social 

change at multiple levels (Mousseau & Artichocker, 2000). Programs such as the 

White Buffalo Calf Women’s Society of the Lakota Nation provide opportunities for 

women and perpetrators, as well as communities to engage in healing practices, to 

develop skills and knowledge, as well as exercising these competencies in social 

action (Yellow Bird, 2002). Using sweat lodges, talking circles and ceremonies that 

honor women, traditional cultural teachings about issues such as gender, counter 

societal and cultural misogynism and involve women in political and/or community 

action, reaffirming women’s power and role in tribal societies.

Interventions that engage clients and community stakeholders in the process of 

social change often serve as a cornerstone for tribal interventions. As discussed, a 

wide range of approaches targeting the individual, family and community are 

promoted by tribal programs. For example, Cangleska and the White Buffalo Calf 

Women’s Society have successfully used community education and political action 

strategies to mobilize communities to elect tribal officials who support zero violence 

platforms and to advocate for tribal codes on violence against Indigenous women.
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Consciousness and action in changing stractural dynamics that support 

violence and abuse, as well as challenging conditions of classism, racism, patriarchy, 

heterosexism, sexism, colonialism and imperialism (Mullaly, 1997) are particularly 

important to oppressed and mo'ginalized individuals, classes, communities and 

populations that have historically borne the brunt of such conditions. Violence and 

abuse against Indigenous women is related to violence and abuse against Indigenous 

People and must be addressed concurrently.

Shortcomings of violence and abuse research

Although the literature base on violence and abuse has increased over the past 

20 years, additional research is needed (Tutty, Bidgood &, Rothery, 1996; Abel, 2000; 

Postmus, 2000; Lundy & Grossman, 20001), particularly with women of color. 

Research on violence and abuse against women is generally inadequate because of the 

limited number of studies undertaken, the small samples, lack of random assignment 

and control groups (Cox & Stoltenberg, 1991; Rubin, 1991; Tutty, 1996), as well as 

the lack of diversity within samples. Methodological problems, unstructured 

interventions and a lack of theoretical specificity further compromise research design 

and findings (Abel, 2000). Small convenience samples and the lack of comparison 

groups limit generalizability. There is a gap in the literature describing culturally 

based practice approaches that utilize altemative interventions, define outcomes in 

diverse ways and research to substantiate the effectiveness of culturally based 

approaches. The focus of mainstream interventions on the personal and interpersonal
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dynamics of women, to the exclusion of practice emphasizing community and/or 

political action is also problematic. Micro level approaches that focus exclusively on 

women frequently fail to critique societal attitudes that promote the degradation of 

women or to promote action in ending the multiple forms of violence and oppression 

directed at women. These issues become glaringly evident when considering under

served populations, such as First Nations women. There is an absence of literature 

replicating prevalence and incidence reports for violence and abuse for Indigenous 

women. There is also a gap in research examining whether Indigenous women who 

have experienced violence or abuse are statistically different from Indigenous women 

who have not experienced violence or abuse on variables typically associated with 

empowerment (self-esteem, self-efficacy, support, belonging, et. al) in the research 

literature.

Mainstream interventions focus on the personal and interpersonal dimensions 

of women, to the exclusion of practice that recognizes structural disruption or 

emphasizes community and/or political action. Without critique of societal attitudes, 

conditions, policies or structures that promote the degradation of women or practice 

that promotes social action toward ending the multiple forms of violence and 

oppression directed at women, the goal of ending violence and abuse against women 

will not be achieved. Too often, micro-level approaches shift attention away from 

experiences of colonization and conditions of oppression and reinforce deficit and 

women-blaming approaches, maintaining status quo.
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In spite of these shortconiing, existing research on intimate partner violence 

has initiated systematic examination of commonly held assumptions and philosophic 

orientations about violence. It has contributed to new understandings about violence 

in the lives of women and design limitations that must be addressed in future 

research.

Social work and empowerment practice

Analysis of gender role conflict in First Nations women, given the history of 

colonialism and colonization and its impact on gender systems is important for social 

workers to consider in order to provide effective practice. Such work carmot occur 

without questioning whether historical and contemporary social arrangements in a 

society are the source of social problems experienced. GlenMaye (1998) and Lee

(2000) describes the value base of empowerment approaches as giving preference to 

activities that prioritize work with oppressed groups and that work toward structural 

change.

Social work skills that force critical analysis of oppression and that support 

methods of critical education reflective of earlier work by Freire (1973) are important 

to the processes that can be used in empowerment practice (Lee, 2000). 

Consciousness of the structural issues that have contributed to the colonization of 

gender for First Nations women is a necessary step in such practice.

Culturally competent practice, as reflected in the social work literature, 

suggests the need for critical consciousness of at least three criteria for such practice:
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recognition of the diversity of cultures and the impacts of such on the individual, 

family and community; awareness of the strengths that exist in the unique cultures, 

social structures and experiences of Indigenous People; and being knowledgeable of 

the context of the experiences that have shaped the lives of those worked with, as well 

as the issues and challenges manifested by these experiences (Lowery, 1998; Yellow 

Horse Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998; Weaver, 1998; Yellow Bird & Chenault, 1999).

Since the 1960's, social workers committed to ideas of social reform and 

radical social work practice have challenged the structures of domination and the 

power relationships within these systems and advoeated for liberation for a host of 

groups and social movements, including women and the women’s movement 

(Mullaly, 1997). In order to challenge and change structures that oppress, 

understanding the nature of power and the role of social work and other institutions of 

social control are essential underpinnings of social work practice, according to Davis 

(1991) and Lee (2000). Models of social work practice that focus on stability and 

preserving the status quo often fail to ehallenge class, gender, raee and other forms of 

oppression based on social, economic and political arrangements (Moreau, 1989; 

Mullaly, 1997). Engaging in social work practice framed by a knowledge base that 

forces examination of issues of gender, ethnicity and class, as well as racism, sexism 

and poverty is central to social work practice (Lee, 2000).

Given the context of colonization and oppression affecting First Nations 

People, and particularly Indigenous women, the need for empowerment oriented

45

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



social work practice would seem evident. First Nations women, engaged in the 

exercise of their power, seeking to gain control and to resist neo-colonialism should 

not be further victimized by practice approaches that fail to recognize the 

interpersonal and structural dynamics that contribute to conditions of subjugation.

One of the practice approaches that has received increased attention in the 

discipline of social work is that of empowerment. The empowerment process engages 

social workers in activities with clients to reduce the powerlessness that has been 

created by negative valuations based upon membership in a stigmatized group 

(Solomon, 1976). Empowerment-oriented social work practice maintains the 

knowledge and skills provided must help increase the “personal, interpersonal and 

political power” of people so that they cein take action to improve their lives 

(Gutierrez, 1994). Empowerment theory clearly challenges practitioners to examine 

the range of interpersonal, and structural issues that block the growth, development 

and functioning of people, moving away from the victim blaming or deficit 

orientations of the past (Lee, 2000).

Empowerment-based frameworks developed in recent work by Robbins, 

Chatteijee and Canda (1998) and Lee (2000) propose assessment and practice 

strategies that require evaluation of the interpersonal and structural dynamics of 

issues facing clients. This framework is especially useful in considering the 

experience of role disruption for Indigenous women and the potential for gender role 

conflict. The use of an empowerment framework for practice with Indigenous women
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is an anomaly at this time. Considering the significant disruption and effects of 

colonization, it would appear to have Considerable value for First Nations women 

evaluating their roles as women in Indigenous societies today.

Breton (1994) explores the meaning of empowerment and its implications for 

social work practitioners. Empowerment is a process of gaining control over one’s 

life and the factors that contribute to one’s state of oppression. Lee (2000) maintains 

that while social workers are not responsible for the process of empowerment in a 

client’s life, we are responsible for contributing to it. She describes the mediator role 

of social workers with clients and communities and between people and systems that 

oppress. The challenge of shifting from deficit-based models to empowerment-based 

practice that addresses personal and social power, and the structures of power in the 

lives of clients is examined by Cowger (1994). Arguing that empowerment means 

believing people are cable of making their own choices and decisions, and that social 

work practice is always political because it challenges existing assumptions and 

societal structures that disempower people, Cowger argues for assessments that 

empower clients, hooks explains the importance of “decolonization” in building 

communities and raising consciousness as reported by Lee (2000). The 

decolonization of minds through a process of unlearning ingrained and often 

unconscious attitudes of superiority or the intemalization of the dehumanizing views 

of powerflil others is essential to transforming our minds and our habits of being 

(hooks, 1990).
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Gutierrez (1990) and GlenMaye (1998) recognize the importance of actively 

engaging women of color in the layers of change needed to overcome 

disempowerment and oppression, hooks (1995) recognizes all marginal groups who 

suffer grave injustices by institutionalized systems of domination are faced with a 

particular dilemma in drawing attention to one’s plight without reinscribing a 

paradigm of victimization. Practice approaches which build on the strengths and 

resilience of First Nations women and the informal networks that have sustained these 

communities in the face of overwhelming odds is crucial to empowerment-based 

practice. Clearly, all Indigenous women do not experience gender conflict for reasons 

already discussed. First Nations women who do experience gender conflict as they 

negotiate diverse Indigenous cultures, the multiple layers of oppression in their lives, 

as well as interacting with Anglo society, would likely benefit from practice 

approaches that acknowledge the context of these experiences while validating the 

strengths and resiliency of Indigenous women.

The utilization of social work models and theoretical perspectives that value 

strengths, empower people and acknowledge the historical and structural power 

dynamics that have sustained conditions of colonization and oppression are key. 

Models, such as those advanced by Mullaly (1997), Robbins, Chatterjee & Canda 

(1998) and Lee (2000), examine the interpersonal and structural dynamics of issues 

such as gender socialization and gender conflict. Such approaches are essential in 

imderstanding context and the multiple layers of work that exists in the lives of those
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who have been oppressed. Simply, the interpersonal effects of gender oppression on 

First Nations women, cannot be fiilly understood without examination of the 

structural dynamics of colonialism that exists for Indigenous People, historically and 

now.

The root of many current social and health problems among First Nations 

people were seeded in colonialism, fertilized by colonization and birthed into systems 

of white, male-based power structures. Specific, deliberate and ongoing attempts 

have been made and continue to be made to destroy Indigenous people, physically, 

culturally, economically, politically and spiritually. Tremendous damage to 

individual, families and communities has occurred and the trauma experience has not 

healed or been acknowledged on a societal basis (Weaver & White, 1997; Yellow 

Horse Brave Heart, 1998).

Social Policies

Building upon previous work by Chamber (1993) and Chapin (1995), a 

strengths-based empowerment framework was used as the basis for engaging in 

critical analysis of the Violence Against Women Act. This framework uses criteria 

consistent with the strengths and empowerment perspectives in determining the 

adequacy, efficiency and equity of social policy, such as VAWA for Indigenous 

women (Chambers, 1993). Examination of social policy provide important insight 

into the extent to which policies promote oppression or empowerment.

The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) has been described as the most
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extensive support ever given by the federal government to improving, expanding and 

enhancing services to battered women (Roche & Sadoski, 1996; Meyer-Emerick, 

2001). VAWA was enacted as Title IV of the Violence Crime Control and Law 

Enforcement Act of 1994, P.L.103-322 (Meyer-Emerick, 2001). This legislation 

addresses the physical and sexual assault of women by strengthening current laws and 

reporting requirements, and providing education on the dynamics of violence to those 

within these systems (Meyer-Emerick, 2001).

The primary focus of the act is centered on “stronger criminal penalties for 

male perpetrators and restitution for women victims” after violence has occurred 

(Meyer- Emerick, 2001, pg. 48). The legislation requires grantees to distribute 25% 

of STOP grant funds, the primary funding mechanism, to each of the following areas: 

victim services, law enforcement, prosecution and discretionary funding (Valente, 

Hart, Zeya & Malefyt, 2001). In fiscal year 1995, STOP grant awards totaled $23.5 

million to states through formula grants and $1 million to tribal governments for the 

development of victim services program to prevent and respond to domestic violence 

in First Nations country (National Institute of Justice, 2000).

In order to receive STOP grants, recipients are required to implement a series 

of legislative and policy changes in law enforcement, prosecution and victim services 

that reduce the burden on women and improve responses to women subjected to 

violence and abuse (National Institute of Justice, 2000). Funds are used for activities 

such as training law enforcement personnel and prosecutors on domestic violence,
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hiring staff for victim services programs, expanding free legal services for the 

preparation of protection orders and creating multi-disciplinary teams to respond to 

domestic violence and sexual assault (National Institute on Justiee, 2000; Luna, 

Ferguson, Williams, et. al., 2000; Meyer-Emerick, 2001).

Violence Against Women and First Nations Peoples

The unique political status of First Nations People in the United States 

establishes specifie leged rights for Indigenous People and responsibilities between 

tribal governments and the federal government that influence social policy 

development and implementation (Chenault, 2000). This complex cultural, political 

and legal relationship is important in understanding the response of the federal 

government to tribal peoples, as well as the response of tribes to pressing soeial 

issues, such as VAAW (Luna, Ferguson, Williams, et. al., 2000). These issues will he 

addressed within the broad analysis of VAWA and the funding mechanism for 

VAWA initiatives, STOP grants.

Adeauacv. The successful transformation of the issue of violence and abuse 

against Indigenous women into a legislative and funding priority is based on a 

problem eentered orientation that largely overlooks the role of eolonization or the 

structural dynamics of oppression in First Nations communities (Chapin, 1995; 

Meyer-Emeriek, 2001). The language of federal law, as it relates to violence and 

abuse, is consistent with past practices that utilize a pathology orientation in social 

policy formulation (Chapin, 1995). The Violenee Against Women Act emphasizes
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responses of law enforcement and criminal justice systems to violence and abuse and 

ignores the need to address larger structural conditions that support the denigration 

and violent oppression of women (Meyer-Emerick, 2001). The reliance on the 

criminal justice system and the funding priorities dedicated to law enforcement and 

prosecution in VAWA, while tough on crime, are inadequate responses for addressing 

violence Mid abuse against wottien. Women of color oppressed by violence and 

abuse are frequently re-victimized by the criminal justice systems and are too often 

blamed for becoming victims (INCITE, 2002; Meyer-Emerick, 2001; Smith, 2000). 

Centering the responses to VAAW in the criminal justice system can strain the 

relationship between criminal justice and victim services and the often adversarial 

theoretical orientations that exist within each, particularly when sentencing disparities 

exist for communities of color.

Efficienev. Reservation based programs have been the primary recipients of 

STOP Violence Against Indian Women (VAIW) grants due to language within the 

legislation that limits eligibility to federally recognized Indian tribal governments. 

This wording is intended to recognize the government to government relations 

between tribal government and the federal government. As sovereigns, tribal 

governments can partner with or subcontract with non-government agencies, 

including off reservation non-profit programs (Deer, 2002). STOP grants provide 

desperately needed resources to tribal communities devastated by policies of 

colonization, including VAAIW. However, an estimated two-thirds of all Indigenous
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women live in urban areas and because they do not reside on reservation, off 

reservations programs are excluded from STOP grant eligibility. For example, there 

are an estimated 23,000 tribal women living in Albuquerque, New Mexico. The only 

culturally based victim service program for these women is ineligible for STOP 

funding. Urban programs may request a limited stream of discretionary funding, 

however this funding is based on the condition that services are also provided to 

adjoining reservation communities. Off-reservation programs may also apply for 

STOP Formula grants made available to state government although no programs 

have. Such requirements are inefficient in addressing the unique demographic and 

cultural needs of urban women isolated fi'om Indian Coimtry who experience violence 

and abuse.

The emphasis of tribal STOP grants has been on developing coordinated 

community responses to violenee against Indian women that emphasize networking, 

and the establishment of working agreements between various stakeholder groups, i.e. 

criminal justice and victim services (Lima, Ferguson, Williams, et. al., 2000). In the 

area of victim services, STOP grants have been used to overcome jurisdictional issues 

that delay protection orders and to establish sanctions for violations of these orders 

within tribal court systems; to train specialized domestic violence advocates; to 

provide community training to law enforcement, prosecutors and community 

members on domestic violence; to develop shelters and safe houses; and to establish 

telephone hotlines, supports groups, crisis’ intervention and referral services (Luna,
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Ferguson, Williams, et. al., 2000). STOP grants have generated resources for tribes to 

strengthen and develop criminal justice and prosecution systems, as well as the 

infrastructures and supports needed to operate these structures. As “self-governing 

entities in the U.S. legal system, able to make and enforce a variety of laws in Indian 

country” tribes have the right to determine how social problems will addressed (Luna, 

Ferguson, Williams, et. al., 2000, pg. 36).

Upon closer examination, social policy, such as VAWA, effectively 

undermines this right of tribal self-determination by imposing conditions for 

“acceptable” responses and “foreign” criminal justice systems in tribal communities. 

Tribal systems of justice must meet the broad categories of law enforcement and 

prosecution, as defined by the mainstream legal system in order to qualify for STOP 

grants. Such practices divert resources away from the problem of violence, as 

understood and defined by tribd peoples, to creating acceptable criminal justice and 

victim service systems evaluated by Western standards. This effectively maintains 

the status quo and engage tribal people to conspire in cultural self-annihilation by 

marginalizing traditional Indigenous systems of restorative justice.

Equity. The reliance on federal and private sources of funding that requires 

submission to institutionalized pathological and deficit-based models in order to 

qualify for the help needed is problematic for Indigenous Peoples on several levels 

(Chenault, 2000). Because the funding for STOP grants for tribal programs are 

limited to reservation-based programs, the approach suggests that tribal men in
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reservation communities are the sole perpetrators of violence against and abuse 

against Indigenous women. This reinforces stereotypes and further pathologizes First 

Nations men and communities. The author recognizes violence and abuse occurs in 

tribal communities, however, reports by the Department of Justice and the National 

Violence Against Women Survey suggest tribal women, in urban and reservation 

settings, may be at a greater risk for a spectrum of violence and abuse from non-tribal 

men. The high rates of intermarriage and urbanization of Indigenous People suggest 

the need to evaluate the violence and abuse being experienced by First Nations 

women, particularly that perpetrated by non-tribal men in urban settings and 

relationships. First Nations People have remarkably high rates of intermarriage as 

compared with other racial groups, 53% are married to non-Indigenous people with 

48% of Indigenous women being married to white men (Yellowbird & Snipp, 1994). 

Urban First Nations women are not immune from violence and abuse. Instead, 

funding for culturally appropriate services addressing the unique needs of Indigenous 

urban women has been neglected.

Additionally, in a landmark legal case, Oliphant v. Suquamish Indian Tribe 

(1978), the Supreme Court ruled tribes lack jurisdiction over non-Indians unless 

Congress has expressly given it that power. Because non-Indigenous perpetrators are 

effectively immune from criminal prosecution by tribes for VAAIW, these 

perpetrators of VAAIW are immune from prosecution on reservations. In 

comparison. Indigenous men who commit VAAIW, are potentially subject to be
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simultaneously tried and sentenced under tribal, state and federal laws, including the 

Major Crimes Act of 1885. The Major Crimes Act authorizes federal officials to 

prosecute tribal reservation residents under stiffer federal statutes, creating a disparity 

in sentencing. Clearly, the development of policy should be strongly influenced by 

those impacted to avoid ineffective policymaking and doing greater harm to 

vulnerable populations (Chapin, 1995). The need for provisions addressing and 

responding to the spectrum of violence and abuse faced by First Nations women, 

regardless of geographic residency, is important.

The emphasis on interdisciplinary approaches to violence and abuse, that 

address the need for prevention and education across society, are also lacking within 

the current policy and require attention. Finally, policy that forces imposition of 

foreign systems upon another culture are reminiscent of imperialistic policies of 

oppression. Promoting culturally sensitive responses and policies while 

systematically dismantling Indigenous social systems and defining the problem for 

First Nations People does little to empower and more to oppress Indigenous people 

and communities. Perhaps most concerning is the blatant potential for disparity in 

justice for Indigenous perpetrators and non-tribal perpetrators.
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Figure 2.1: Empowerment based framework for evaluation of violence and abuse
Mainstream programs

Personal 
(self-perception and 

attitudes)

Interpersonal 
(knowledge and skills)

Community/political 
(action and behaviors)

Self-esteem*
Feelings of depression 
Level of anxiety 
Level of stress 
Self-efficacy*
Attitudes toward marriage 
and family
Attitude toward feminism

Appraisal/social support* 
Assertiveness 
Communication skills 
Problem-solving 
Sense of belonging 
Ability to access and use 
resources

* Statistically significant outcomes

57

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure 2.2: Empowerment-based framework for evaluating violenee and abuse
practice: Indigenous programs

Personal 
(self-perception and 

attitudes)

Interpersonal 
(knowledge and skills)

Community/political 
(action and behaviors)

Pride
Dignity
Reduction of shame 
Honoring strengths

Consciousness raising 
Critical thinking skills 
Sense of belonging 
Support
Knowledge and skills 
about violenee and abuse 
against Indigenous 
women

Revitalization of natural 
support systems, i.e., 
gender based cultural 
activities and women’s 
societies
Revitalization of tribally 
appropriate healing 
practices and ceremonies 
for women
Community education 
Political activism and 
advocacy

Anecdotally reported
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Figure 2.3: Summary of quantitative violenee and abuse research

Author(s) Sample Statistically significant 
outcomes

Berk, Newton & Berk 
(1986)

Cox & Stollenberg (1992)

Mancoske, Standifer & 
Cauley*

Rubin (1991)

Tutty (1996)*

Tutty, Bidgood & 
Rothery (1993)

Tutty, Bidgood & 
Rothery (1996)

n = 243

n = 50 

n = 20

n=  17 

n = 60

n = 76

n = 89

Ability to access 
resources

Self-esteem

Self-esteem and social 
support

ns

Self-esteem, socied 
support

Self-esteem

Self-esteem

* Studies included First Nations women (Mancoske - n = 2; Tutty - n = 8)
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Figure 2.4: Review of prevalence and incidence rates for violence and abuse against
Indigenous women

Author(s) Types of 
violence and 

abuse

Sample Measure Prevalence and 
incidence rates 

reported

Bohn (2002)* Physical and 
sexual abuse

n = 30 Index of Spouse
Abuse

Physical or 
sexual abuse - 
87%

Fairchild, 
Fairchild & 
Stoner 
(1998)*

Domestic 
violence - 
verbal, physical 
or sexual abuse

n = 341 Domestic
violence
screening
instrument

Verbal - 40.5% 
Physical - 41.9% 
Sexual -12.1%

Harwell, 
Moore & 
Spence(2003)

Intimate
partner
violence

n =  1,006 Behavioral Risk 
Factor 
Surveillance 
System

Physical - 5% 
IPY - 3% 
Emotional -18%

Malcoe, 
Duran & 
Montgomery 
(2004)*

Intimate
partner
violence

n = 312 Modified 
Conflict Tactics 
Scale

Physical or 
sexual IPY ■ 
58.7%

Robin, 
Chester & 
Rasmussen 
(1998)*

Intimate
partner
violence

n=104 Modified 
Conflict Tactics 
Scale

Verbal - 76.4% 
Threats - 64.3% 
Physical - 78.6%

* Sample drawn from an Indian Health Service Clinic or tribally operated health clinic
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

This section describes the methodology for this research study on violence and 

abuse against Indigenous women (VAAIW). The goal was to generate additional 

information for the improvement of policy and practice in the field of violence and 

abuse. This study examined the prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse 

against First Nations women and the consequences of violence and abuse on four 

variables associated with empowerment that included: self-esteem, social support, 

sense of belonging and social action.

Of particular interest was whether significant group differences existed 

between First Nations tribal college women who had experienced violence and abuse 

and those who had not and the differences in the scores of these two groups on the 

four dependent variables identified. This survey research project collected data on the 

prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse against Indigenous college women 

and the types of violence and abuse experienced using a modified sub-scale of the 

Violence and Threats Against Women Survey originally developed by Tjaden (1998).

Various stakeholder groups representing Indigenous women and First Nations 

People were consulted both formally and informally throughout the research process. 

Recommendations and feedback were solicited on the topic, the research design and 

the framework advanced for the study. This study was intended to provide voice to 

First Nations women and tribal programs whose contributions have been marginalized 

by the academy, an element of a participatory or community based research that is
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reflective of empowerment praetiee.

Research question

As discussed previously, the topic of this research study examined violence 

and abuse against Indigenous women. Two primary research questions were 

eonsidered in this study. What is the lifetime prevalence and incidence of violenee 

and abuse in a college sample of tribal women? Prevalence refers to the percentage 

of people within a demographic group victimized during a specific period and 

incidenee to the number of separate incidents within a group during a specific period 

(Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). The second question considered in this study was 

whether significant group differences on four variables existed between First Nations 

eollege women who had experieneed violence and abuse and those who had not 

experienced violence and abuse. Based on existing researeh, it was hypothesized that 

Indigenous women who experienced violence and abuse would report lower scores on 

the four variables associated with empowerment.

Rationale for the researeh design 

The researeh question posed could have been evaluated using a quantitative, 

qualitative or mixed method design. The majority of best practice research in this 

field utilized a quantitative design. A quantitative design for this study was consistent 

with prior approaches and provided an opportunity to address gaps in the literature on 

empowerment research (Robbins, Chatterjee & Canda, 1998). As discussed by 

Freeman (2001), the failure to carefully define the eoneepts of empowerment has
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posed unique research challenges that have not been adequately addressed by research 

design, contributing to a diminishment of academic respect for empowerment 

approaches generally.

Given the overall importance of empowerment in the dissertation process, the 

merits of qualitative research was equally supportable. One best practices research 

study provides evidence of the importance of providing voice to women oppressed by 

violence and abuse (Shamai, 2000). The subjugation of the knowledge and 

experiences of populations who have been disempowered by a marginal status in the 

social order and disenfranchised by the lack of meaningful participation in the 

academy, as well as in the decision-making processes, readily substantiated the case 

for research that ensmed meaningfiil opportunities for voice and acknowledgment of 

strengths. Qualitative research, with its core philosophies immersed in the wisdom of 

experience, provided a compelling altemative to research soundly castigated as a tool 

of privilege. All marginal groups in this society who suffer grave injustices, who are 

victimized by institutionalized systems of domination (race, class, gender, etc.) are 

faced with the peculiar dilemma of developing strategies that draw attention to one’s 

plight in a way that will merit regard and consideration without re-inscribing a 

paradigm of victimization (hooks, 1995). While a qualitative design was plausible, 

such a design did not readily fit the need to establish the scope of the problem or to 

answer the research questions for this study. A quantitative design provided an 

opportunity to advance the importance of the issue and to create momentum for
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change by providing prevalence and incidence data and outcomes based data.

After consideration of the merits of both quantitative and qualitative 

approaches, the author decided that a quantitative research design best fit the research 

question, while also responding to multiple overarching needs that exist for 

Indigenous women, the field of violence and abuse and empowerment measures. As 

discussed previously, this study is unique in integrating elements of a participatory 

action research. Various stages of this research have been discussed with Indigenous 

stakeholder groups and input has been solicited on the overall scope, design and 

direction of the study.

Empowerment as a paradigm for inquirv

One of the most significant research challenges for the evaluation of 

empowerment practice is associated with the conceptualization of empowerment into 

measurable outcomes usefid for empirical study. Freeman (2001) maintains that 

empowerment literature has tended to differentiate empowerment in terms of being a 

set of characteristics existing within systems, particular processes used, practice or 

research strategies employed, a type of desired outcomes or some combination of the 

above. For the pmpose of this study, empowerment was approached as a set of 

characteristics present at various levels, i.e., personal, interpersonal and community or 

political that can be altered or reduced as a result of experiences such as violence and 

abuse. Empowerment is manifested by particular indicators at each of these levels, 

such as self-esteem, social support, sense of belonging and social action. However,
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empowennent is not only self-esteem or social support, but rather the changes in 

perceptions, attitudes, knowledge, skills or social action that result from the changes 

in such and one’s consequent liberation from multiple levels of oppression. Taking 

back power that has been given away, coerced or taken away and using that power to 

effect change in multiple areas of one’s life exemplifies empowerment.

Empowerment cannot be achieved by focusing solely on personal dimensions 

to the exclusion of interpersonal or community action, but instead is interconnected 

with each dimension. The intent of this study was to examine selected variables 

typically associated with empowerment and to test differences in these variables 

between women who have experienced violence or abuse and women who have not 

experienced violence or abuse.

This study integrated elements of participatory action research that emphasize 

the development of critical consciousness, improving the lives of tribal women and 

the need for social change (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Maguire, 1987) by involvement 

of First Nations women and communities in the research process and through 

selection of theoretical frameworks responsive to structural and power dynamics. The 

proposed topie, research design, survey instrument and the conceptualization of the 

study was shared with stakeholders throughout the research process using both formal 

conference presentations and informal discussions with women in workshop, training 

and community settings. The reflections of various stakeholders guided the overall 

research process, confirmed the need for this study but also validated the importance
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of traditional knowledge about tribal women and approaches that integrate tribal 

world views into the responses to violence and abuse. As the findings of this study 

are disseminated, discussed and reflected on by tribal women and communities, 

decisions will be made about next steps. A conscious effort was made to identify 

tribally based programs responding to the issue of violence and abuse against 

Indigenous women and making personal contact with key individuals in these 

organizations, visiting the project or obtaining materials about the approaches used in 

the program. The practice wisdom of culturally-based and irmovative Indigenous 

approaches was then merged with findings of mainstream practice research to 

advance a model for culturally based empowerment practice (Figure 3.1) as well as 

for identifying strengths, resources and capacities that exist in First Nations 

communities.

The intent of this research was to explore the relationship between experiences 

of violence and abuse and self-reported levels of empowerment for First Nations 

women. These dimensions included personal, interpersonal and political or 

community empowerment. This study represents the only study that focuses on 

violence and abuse against Indigenous women and uses a national and tribally diverse 

sample of Indigenous college women.

Kev Concepts Definition

Empowerment describes simultaneous and multiple levels of change, that 

build on the unique strengths, resources and capacities of individuals, groups and
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communities, to challenge and overcome oppressive practices and systems at the 

micro, mezo and macro levels. This study used existing measures to test differences 

between groups that had experienced violence and abuse and those who had not on 

four variables associated with three dimensions of empowerment; personal, 

interpersonal and community or political empowerment. This section provides a 

description of the dimensions of empowerment incorporated into this study and the 

measures used to assess the variables.

Personal empowerment: Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale tRSEl

Self-esteem is defined as the feeling of satisfaction a person has about self that 

reflects the relationship between self-image and the ideal self image (Silber and 

Tippett, 1965). Self-esteem was identified in the literature as a trait diminished by 

multiple forms of subjugation, including gender and cultural oppression (Tutty, 

Bidgood & Rothery, 1993; Walters, 1995. Self-esteem was determined by use of a 9- 

item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The score range for the scale in this study was 9 - 

27, with higher scores reflecting higher self-esteem. Three items in the scale were 

reverse scored. Responses for the scale included: strongly agree, agree, disagree or 

strongly disagree. The Rosenberg Scale has a reported reliability coefficient of .56 to 

.85 for the scale (Rosenberg, 1965; Silber & Tippett, 1965). The Cronbach’s alpha 

for this study was .75.

Interpersonal empowerment: Interpersonal Support and Evaluation List:

Social support and a sense of belonging were measured using two sub-scales

67

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



from the Interpersonal Support and Evaluation List (ISEL). The full scale consists of 

48 statements about perceived availability of potential social support or resources. 

Good internal consistency has been reported for the ISEL sub-scales; social support, 

.70 and belonging, .73 to .78 (Cohen, Mermelstein, Kamarck & Hoberman, 1985). 

The social support sub-scale measures the perceived availability of someone to talk to 

while the availability of someone to do things with was measured by the belonging 

sub-scale. A sense of belonging and social support function as buffers in protecting 

one from the pathogenic effects of high levels of stress that are predictive of 

depression and psychological problems (Cohen & Hoberman, 1983). Items from the 

social support and belonging sub-scales were used in this study to create a modified 

version of the ISEL, containing 21 statements about belonging and social support, 

with higher scores indicating greater perceptions of support. The modification of 

original statements in both the ISEL and RSE consisted of minor changes in wording 

to fit a tribal population. The Cronbacb’s alpha for this modified scale was .89. 

Communitv/politieal empowerment: Social action variable

Participants were asked two questions related to participation or involvement 

in activities consistent with the third dimension of empowerment, community and or 

political involvement. These two primary questions contained multiple responses 

that could be selected.

In the first question, participants were queried about their participation in 

cultural activities and asked to mark all that apply. The responses that could be
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selected from ineluded: partieipation in traditional cultural ceremonies or aetivities; 

participation in women’s cultural activities, such as talking circles or participation in 

healing practices or ceremonies such as sweat lodges.

Participation in spiritual, political, cultural activities or social action that seeks 

to educate tribal people, to renew or preserve cultural traditions is associated with 

positive cultural identity and psychological wellness (Walters, 1995).

The second primary question explored participation in activities promoting 

positive social change in tribal commimities. Again, using a “mark all that apply” 

que, respondents could select items that included: participating in/or supporting 

activities that promote social change in tribal commimities; participation in education 

about violence and abuse against Indigenous women; or participating in activities 

seeking to change laws, policies or programs for women who have experienced 

violence and abuse. Responses for these items were subsequently transformed into a 

new single variable, social action, which describes partieipation in spiritual, political 

or cultural activities in tribal eommunities that promote social action or social change, 

constructs consistent with the third dimension of empowerment.

The study advances the knowledge base on culturally-based empowerment 

practice with Indigenous women in the field of violence and abuse, as well as 

measures for assessing levels of empowerment in this population. It generated new 

data on a category of First Nations women that have not previously been studied. 

Indigenous college women. It represents the only empirical study of differences
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between Indigenous women who have experienced violence or abuse and those who 

have not. It advances practice by using a theoretically grounded empowerment 

approach throughout the study design.

Methodology for Data Collection

Research design

The independent variable for this study was the experience of violence or 

abuse. Violence or abuse was described as phvsical victimization (being slapped, hit, 

shoved, kicked, bitten, knocked down), emotional abuse (being putdown, yelled at, 

made to feel inadequate), being threatened (with a knife, gun or other weapon), being 

stalked (followed, spied on, sent unsolicited mail, received unsolicited phone calls, 

left unwanted items) or sexual victimization (forced to have sex, been sexually 

assaulted, raped, threatened with rape, forcibly penetrated with fingers or objects). 

These terms were advanced in the largest contemporary study of violence and abuse 

against women (Tjadden & Thoennes, 1998). The term violence and abuse against 

women (YAWA) was recommended by practitioners, researchers and other 

stakeholders to more accurately describe the continuum of violence and abuse 

experienced by women (Centers for Disease Control, 1999; National Institute for 

Justice, 2000; Meyer-Emerick, 2001).

Prevalence refers to the percentage of people within a demographic group 

victimized during a specific period and incidence to the number of separate incidents 

within a group during a specific period (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000)
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Four dependent variables were examined including: self-esteem, social 

support, sense of belonging and social action. Standardized measures for the 

dependent variables included the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) and the 

Interpersonal Eveduation Support List (ISEL). Differences in scores on the dependent 

variables were analyzed for the group that experienced violence or abuse and the 

group that has not experienced violence or abuse. A summary of the dependent 

variables and measures for this study are included in Figure 3.2 and 3.3.

Data files were created for the collection and management of the data and to 

conduct statistical analysis using SPSS. A series of variables were created in the data 

file to collect information on the demographics of the sample, as well as key variables 

of interest in this study, i.e., experience of violence or abuse, self-esteem, social 

support, sense of belonging and social action.

Sample

The participants in this study were 112 Indigenous female students attending a 

small tribal college in the central plains. The sample size represented 23% of the 

female students attending this inter-tribal university in the Spring of 2004. All female 

students in the college (n = 492) received a flyer through campus mail inviting 

participation in this study. The flyer also included a rationale for the study, as well as 

the date and location for the study. Flyers were also posted throughout campus prior 

to the research project inviting student participation. Requirements for approval of 

human subjects research were met at the tribal college and the University of Kansas.
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On the scheduled date of the survey, participants came to the survey location 

where they were greeted and the survey process explained. Each participant received 

a consent form and completed a self-administered questionnaire in a large centrally 

located conference room on campus. Participants were able to come at their 

convenience and surveys were completed throughout the day. Each survey was 

completed at one sitting and every student who came to the location completed their 

questionnaire and consent form. After completion of the survey and consent form, 

each participant was given a resource list of local agencies providing services to 

women who have experienced violence and abuse and asked to either post the flyer or 

to pass it on to someone who might need the information. All participants were 

offered a small food snack while completing surveys and each could voluntarily enter 

their name into a series of drawings that occurred throughout the day for small gifts.

Measures

A survey packet was developed for the collection of demographic information, 

as well as for measuring differences in self-esteem, social support, sense of belonging 

and social action. These dependent variables were initially identified from the 

existing research literature on violence and abuse against women and then categorized 

into one of the three dimensions of empowerment identified by Kieffer (1981), 

Gutierrez and Ortega (1991) and Parsons (1998) as variables associated with 

empowerment. Standardized measures for self-esteem, social support and sense of 

belonging included a modified Rosenberg Self-Esteem Seale (RSE) and the
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Interpersonal Support and Evaluation List (ISEL), both of which have been used with 

First Nations women and in research on violence and abuse against women.

Dependent variables. Variables included in this study were initially identified 

from the existing research literature and then categorized into one of the three 

dimensions of empowerment identified by Kieffer (1981), Gutierrez and Ortega 

(1991) and Parsons (1998). It was clear that outcomes associated with personal and 

interpersonal dimensions of empowerment were common variables in mainstream 

research, while outcomes associated with community or political empowerment were 

lacking. Using the processes identified previously, anecdotally reported outcomes 

from numerous tribal program were also categorized and compared with existing 

practice. The outcomes targeted in tribal programs are unique because these 

outcomes emerge out of a cultural context, adding the value of culture to 

empowerment practice. As discussed earlier, this preliminary analysis suggests 

approaches used in culturally based violence interventions may bridge existing 

practice gaps found in mainstream approaches to violence and abuse with approaches 

that are representative of each of the three dimensions of empowerment, particularly 

political and community empowerment.

This study proposed a theoretical model that explored differences between 

groups who experience violence or abuse and those who do not on four variables 

associated with empowerment. It also explores the relationship between 

community/political action and scores related to personal and interpersonal
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empowennent.

Data analysis plan

This research design examined group differences between Indigenous women 

who had experienced violence and abuse and those who had not on the dependent 

variables of self-esteem, social support, sense of belonging and social action. The 

level of measurement for each of the dependent variables was interval and the 

independent variable was nominal. The independent variable for this study identified 

whether the respondent has experienced violence or abuse (experience of violence or 

abuse/no experience of violence or abuse).

Univariate, bivarate and mxdtivariate analvsis

Descriptive analysis was used to summarize the characteristics of the sample 

using frequency distributions, measures of central tendency and univariate 

distributions for each of the variables under study. These statistics were used to 

determine whether the assumptions of the statistical tests were met and as the basis 

for transformation of variables.

Bivariate analysis included independent sample t tests and analysis of 

variance. The independent t test was used to test mean differences between the two 

groups on the four dependent variables. The analysis of variance was used to assess 

the statistical differences in scores between the two groups on the dependent 

variables.

Correlational analyses were used to examine the relationship between
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variables computed. A multiple regression analysis was used to determine the 

predictors of self-esteem based on findings from the study. Findings from these 

analysis are examined in the following chapter.

75

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure 3.1: Culturally-based empowennent framework

Personal Interpersonal Community/political
(self-perception) (knowledge and skills) (action)

Self-esteem Consciousness raising Revitalization of natural
Self-effieaey Critical thinking skills support systems, i.e.,
Pride Sense of belonging gender based cultural
Dignity Social support activities and societies
Reduction of shame Ability to access and use Promoting and
Honoring strengths resources revitalizing tribally

Knowledge and skills appropriate healing
about violence and abuse practices and ceremonies
against Indigenous Community education
women Political activism and

advocacy
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Figure 3.2: Independent and dependent variables

Dimensions of Dependent
empowennent variables

Independent
variables

Hypothesis

Personal
empowerment

Self-esteem Experience of 
violence and abuse

Women who 
report violence 
and abuse will 
have lower scores 
on self-esteem

Interpersonal Sense of Experience of Women who
empowerment belonging and 

social support
violence and abuse report violence 

and abuse will 
have lower scores 
on sense of 
belonging and 
social support

Community and
political
empowerment

Social action Experience of 
violence and abuse

Women who 
report violence 
and abuse will 
have lower scores 
on social action
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Figure 3.3: Measures

Dependent
variable

- Dependent Variables 

Measure Level of 
measurement

Score range

Self-esteem
(continuous)

Rosenberg self
esteem scale 
9 items

Interval 9 -27

Social support 
(continuous)

Interpersonal 
Support and 
Evaluation List 
(appraisal 
subscale) 11 items

Interval 11-44

Sense of
belonging
(continuous)

Interpersonal 
Support and 
Evaluation List 
(belonging 
subseale) 10 items

Interval 10-40

Social action Items within 
survey

Interval 0 -6
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to explore two primary questions related to 

violence and abuse against Indigenous women. What is the lifetime prevalence and 

incidence of violence and abuse against Indigenous women in a college sample of 

tribal women? The second question considered in this study was whether significant 

group differences exist between First Nations women who had experienced violence 

and abuse and those who had not experienced violence and abuse on four variables 

associated with empowerment (self-esteem, social support, sense of belonging and 

social action). In order to answer these questions, data were collected and analyzed 

using univariate, bivariate and multivariate analysis, that included independent 

samples t tests, correlational analysis, analysis of variance and reliability analysis. 

Variables were individually examined to determine whether acceptable variance 

existed and whether transformations were needed.

Univariate analysis were used to answer the first research question about the 

prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse against Indigenous women. These 

analyses included descriptive statistics, frequency and percent of prevalence 

distributions and measures of central tendency. Descriptive statistics include a 

demographic and cultural profile for the sample, which included tribal affiliation, 

degree of Indigenous blood, cultural influences and activities and involvement in 

cultural and social action/social change activities.

Bivariate analysis were used to explore whether significant differences existed
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between those who had experienced violence and abuse (VAA) and those who had 

not. Differences were examined between the violence and no violence group on 

outcomes associated with empowerment (self-esteem, social support, sense of 

belonging and social action) using independent samples t tests. Correlations between 

these indicators and other variables of interest were also examined. These analyses 

included ANOVA and correlational analyses.

Demographic profile of research participants

The participants in this study ranged in age from 18-53, with an average age 

of 25.72 years of age (SD = 7.76) as shown in Table 4.1. The majority of the 

respondents were between 18-25 (66.9%) which reflects the “second generation” 

trend being experienced at tribal colleges that has resulted in yovmger students 

attending tribal colleges (Boyer, 1997). This was followed by the 26 -30 age range 

(17.9%) and 31-53 (15.1%) age range. Most participants were freshmen (36.6%) or 

sophomores (33.0%), while 16.1% were juniors and 14.3% were seniors. This tribal 

college began offering baccalaureate degrees in 1998 and the numbers for junior and 

senior are consistent with enrollment patterns, 13% of students are currently classified 

as juniors and 9% as seniors. Over two-thirds (67%) were single and 68.8% reported 

having no children. In the past, most trihal college students were older and female, 

often with children (Boyer, 1997).

Cultural profile of research participants

This sample provides insight into the diversity of tribal affiliation and levels of
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cultural participation, as well as the shifting demographics present among First 

Nations People. Thirty-nine culturally distinct Indigenous Nations were represented 

in the sample of 112 participants (Table 4.2). Nearly a third of the participants 

reported being full-blood tribal members (31.3%), 14.3% being at least 3/4 but not 

ftill-blood, 21.4% being at least one-half but less than 3/4,18.8% more than one- 

quarter, less than one half and 10.7% reporting being less than 1/4 degree of 

Indigenous blood (Table 4.3).

Nearly one-half of the participants (44.6%) reported their primary cultural 

influence was a combination of mainstream and tribal culture, with more mainstream 

influence. Almost one-half of the participants were raised in city or urban areas 

(49.1%), with a third being raised on a reservation, tribal land, pueblo or village 

(31.3%), a trend also reflected in eensus bureau data (United States Census Bureau, 

2000).

Prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse

First Nations women have been identified as experiencing a range of violence 

and abuse, including rape, physical assault and stalking (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998; 

Department of Justice, 2000); intimate partner violence (Bohn, 2002, Buchwalk, 

Tomita, Hartman, et.al.; 2000; Fairchild, Fairchild & Stoner, 1998; Hamby, 2000; 

Harwell, Moore & Spenee, 2003; Maleoe, Duran & Montgomery, 2004; Robin, 

Chester & Rasmussen, 1998) and violent crimes (Department of Justice, 1999; Tjaden 

& Thoennes, 2000). Indigenous women are not only confronted with a gamut of
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violence and abuse experiences, but this population experienees disproportionate 

levels of violence and abuse, within family systems, as well as in the larger 

community.

Findings from this study corroborate the global nature of violence and abuse 

experieneed by Indigenous women, as well as disproportionate levels of VAA in this 

population of First Nations eollege students. It is the only study in the diseipline of 

soeial work that explores the lifetime experiences and range of violenee and abuse 

against Indigenous women. The overwhelming majority of this sample (n=96) or 

85.7%, reported having experieneed at least one form of violence and abuse in their 

lifetime as compared with those who had no experience of violence as abuse (n = 16). 

The most common form of violence and abuse (Table 4.4) was identified as emotional 

abuse (75.9%) and was followed by physical victimization (66%), sexual 

victimization (35.7%), being threatened (27.7%) and being stalked (26.8%).

The prevalence of reported violence and abuse across the lifetime of this 

college sample was equally alarming. Vietimized partieipants reported multiple 

experienees of violenee and abuse aeross the life span, with 40.6% reporting 

childhood experiences, 48.9% reporting adolescent experienees of violenee and abuse 

and 73.9% reporting adult experienees of violence and abuse (Table 4.5).

In order to determine incidence levels of violenee and abuse for the past year, 

participants were asked to identify whether they had experieneed violenee and abuse 

over the past 12 months. The majority had not experieneed violence and abuse over
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the past year (58.3%), although a significant number (30.2%) did report VAA 

experiences, with 13.5% reporting they did not know how many times VAA had 

oeeurred dming this time frame, perhaps suggesting a larger percentage of past year 

violence and abuse (43.7%) than is reported.

Because this study involved a tribal eollege population, items were also 

included to determine the prevalence of violence and abuse experienced by 

participants while students at the eollege. Participants were asked how many times 

violence and abuse had been experienced while a student at the college, with a 

majority of the sample (59.5%) reporting no experiences of violenee and abuse, 

30.8% reporting at least one experience of violence and abuse and an additional 9.6% 

reporting they did not know. Of those participants who reported violence and abuse, 

15.9% reported the violence and abuse had taken place on campus, 12.7% reported 

the incident(s) had occurred off campus and 9.5% reported incidents both on and off 

campus.

Dvnamics of violence and abuse against Indigenous women

According to the Department of Justice report, American Indians and Crime 

(1999), First Nations victims of rape/sexual assault, violent crimes and/or intimate 

and family violence most often reported the victimization was committed by an 

offender of a different race, with a majority (60%) of the offenders being identified as 

white males. Surprisingly, the results of this study did not support these findings 

(Table 4.6). Instead the majority of participants (82.3%) reported the race of the
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perpetrator(s) as being American Indian, followed by white perpetrators (35.4%) and 

Black and Hispanic perpetrators (16.7% each).

Experiences of violence and abuse were not limited to intimate partner 

violence (IPV); instead multiple perpetrators of violence and abuse were identified, 

including intimate partners, relatives and strangers (Table 4.7). Intimate partner 

violence is described as acts or threats of violence perpetrated by current or former 

spouses, intimate partners or dates (Malcoe, Duran and Montgomery, 2004).

Although the majority of participants identified boyfiiends or intimate partners as the 

perpetrators of violence and abuse most frequently (60.4%), participants also reported 

disturbing levels of violence and abuse by relatives (51%), violence and abuse by 

someone other than a boyfnend, spouse or relative (39.5%), a male live-in (22.0%), 

ex-spouse (17.7%), as well as an unsettling level of violence and abuse by strangers 

(17.7%).

In order to explore whether existing funding priorities are consistent with 

where reported violence and abuse occurred (urban versus reservation or tribal lands), 

participants were asked to identify whether the violence and abuse had occurred in a 

city or urban area; reservation or tribal lands; or in a rural area - not on a reservation 

(Table 4.8). Participants reported that a majority of the violence (68.7%) took place 

in a city or urban area, 30.5% of the violence and abuse took place on a reservation or 

tribal land and 15.7% took place in a rural area - not on a reservation.
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Effects of violence and abuse 

This study also explored participation in cultural activities and the role of 

traditional healing practices and ceremonies in the healing process. Practice in tribal 

settings is increasingly moving toward analysis of colonization and the effects of 

structural disruption associated with colonialism on cultural teachings. These 

approaches move away from a pathology orientation to what is being described here 

as culturally-based empowerment practice. Studies evaluating the effectiveness of 

these approaches have not been reported in the mainstream literature, although they 

have been reported anecdotally.

Participants were asked whether traditional cultural healing practices, such as 

ceremonies had been used to assist the participant in overcoming violence and abuse. 

Slightly over one-half of the participants (51%) reported using at least one traditional 

healing practice to overcome the incident, while 46.8% reported no use of cultural 

practices to overcome experiences of violence and abuse.

Within the traditional practices of many tribal communities, well-being is not 

defined purely as a physical phenomenon. Instead, well-being refers to a more 

holistic state which includes the emotional, spiritual, intellectual and physical aspects 

of one’s being. Cultural teachings frequently emphasize maintaining balance in 

dimensions such as these and restoring balance, when needed, using tribally specific 

healing practices. Indicators of well-being selected from traditional Indigenous 

cultural and healing practices were explored, including a sense of balance in life,

85

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



pride and dignity as a woman, feeling of strength as a woman, partieipation in cultural 

activities and connection to other tribal women.

When asked whether a sense of balance in life had been negatively affected, 

over one-half (56.8%) reported the sense of balance in life had been negatively 

affected. A majority of participants also reported negative impacts on their pride as 

Indigenous women (53.6%) and their feeling of strength as a woman (57.8%). 

However, these experiences of violence and abuse did not alienate the participants 

from participation in cultural activities or connections to other tribal women, elements 

critical in providing a sense of social and cultural belonging. The majority reported 

no negative effects on their participation in cultural activities (87.3%) and no negative 

effects on their connections to other tribal women (87.3%).

Shamai (2000) identifies the importance of creating environments in which 

women who have experienced violence and abuse have meaningful opportunities to 

have their voices and feeling heard in order to facilitate empowerment. Participants 

were initially asked to self-identify where they believed they were at in the healing 

process. Less than one-half (44.7%) reported they had overcome the experience and 

felt good about where they were in the process, with 32.2% reporting they had worked 

on the experience and felt better but recognized the need for additional work. There 

were also participants who reported working on recovery from VAA, but not feeling 

any better (18.7%) and an additional 5% who reported they had not talked to anyone 

about their experience of violence and abuse.
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Participants were asked to respond to eight items rating the effects of violence 

and abuse on self-esteem, social support, a sense of belonging and social action. A 

majority of the participants who had experienced violence and abuse reported 

negative impacts on self-esteem (80.1%) and 58.3% reported negative effects on a 

sense of belonging.

Empowerment and violence and abuse

A small body of empirical research on violence and abuse against women has 

explored the effects of these experiences on women. Interventions and treatment of 

women who have experienced violence and abuse typieally target outeomes such as 

self-esteem, social support, sense of belonging, stress and depression levels or self- 

effieaey.

Empowerment practice shifts the focus from victim-blaming approaches that 

emphasize the pereeived personal or interpersonal deficiencies of women who 

experience violence and abuse to an examination of the strengths, resources and 

capacity of women, as well as the structural dynamics within society that promote 

oppression based strategies of power and control. Empowerment practice targets 

three dimensions of empowerment that include the personal, interpersonal and 

political.

These multidimensional and interlocking levels of empowerment provide the 

impetus for challenging personal attitudes and perceptions embedded in experiences 

of powerlessness; strengthening knowledge and interpersonal skills to identify and
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pursue options, improving one’s ability to access services and resources; and 

engaging in behaviors and action to resist, overcome and end oppression based 

violence and abuse on multiple levels.

Using standardized scales and items in the questionnaire, this study explored 

the three dimensions of empowerment (personal, interpersonal, community/political) 

by targeting outcomes cited in existing empirical research and consistent with each 

dimension of empowerment as shown in Table 4.9.

Analysis of variance was used to determine whether the population means and 

standard deviations in the violence group (n = 96) were significantly different from 

the no violence group (n = 16). The results showed no significant differences 

between the violence and no violence group on the dependent variables (self-esteem, 

social support and sense of belonging), using a Box’s test of equality of variance (F 

(10, 3085) = 1.59,p = .101). Given the large proportion of the sample who 

experienced violence and abuse, meaningful differences given this condition are more 

difficult to detect. Levine’s homogeneity of variance tests were also not significant 

for the four dependent variables by group.

Based on existing literature, it was anticipated that Indigenous women who 

experienced violence and abuse would report lower scores on the constructs 

associated with empowerment than those who did not report such experiences. 

Self-esteem

Self-esteem was assessed using a modified version of the Rosenberg Self-
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Esteem Scale. The scores ranged from 9-27  with higher scores indicative of higher 

levels of self-esteem. The mean self-esteem score for the sample was M = 20.83. 

More than one-half of the respondents (58.0%) had self-esteem scores higher than the 

mean self-esteem score with the remaining 41.9% of respondent scores being less 

than the mean for the sample (see Table 4.10).

Those who did not experience violence and abuse had similar self-esteem 

scores as those who were abused.

A series of ANOVA were used to explore whether differences existed on the 

dependent variables by age at the time violence and abuse was experienced (Table 

4.11 - Table 4.13). Significant differences on self-esteem were identified when 

violence and abuse occurred as an adolescent or as an adult. Those who had not 

experienced violence and abuse in adolescence (M = 21.86) had statistically 

significant higher self-esteem scores than those who had experienced violence and 

abuse as adolescents (M = 19.81).

The ANOVA on self-esteem between groups by adult experiences of violence 

and abuse was also statistically significant, (F (1,94), = 6 .6 1 6 , =  .012). Those who 

had not experienced violence and abuse as an adult (M = 22.56) had higher self

esteem scores than those who had experienced violence and abuse in adulthood (M = 

20.25). Participants living on reservations or tribal lands reported higher self-esteem 

scores (M = 23.63) than those living in city/urban areas (M == 20.15), although these 

scores were not statistically significant (Table 4.14).

89

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



A multiple regression analysis was conducted to predict self-esteem using five 

predictor variables. These predictors included age at the time of violence and abuse 

(childhood, adolescent, adult), where raised and social action.

The linear combination of variables was significantly related to self-esteem, F 

= (5, 90) = 5 . 0 4 5 , =  .000. The sample multiple correlation coefficient was .47, 

indicating that 22% of the variance in the sample can be accounted for by the linear 

combination of the predictor variables.

Table 4.14 presents indices to show the relative strength of the individual 

predictors. The bivariate correlations between age at time of violence and abuse 

(childhood, adolescence, adult) and social action were negative, and two of the five 

indices were statistically significant, ip = .05). Self-esteem scores were lower when 

abused in adolescence, in adulthood or if the participant was raised in non

reservations settings. Experiencing violence as a child or participating in 

social/cultural activities did not affect current self-esteem. The biggest predictors of 

high self-esteem scores are if you experienced violence and abuse, when you 

experienced violence and abuse and where you were raised (see Table 4.14).

Social support and sense of belonging

Two modified sub-scales from the Interpersonal Support and Evaluation List 

were used to assess social support and sense of belonging. Higher scores for the ISEL 

are associated with higher levels of social support and belonging. Scores for social 

support and sense of belonging can be found in Table 4.10. The mean social support

90

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



score for the sample was 34.95.

The ANOVA on social support by group was not statistically significant, those 

who had not experienced violence and abuse had similar social support scores as 

those who had experienced VAA. The ANOVA on sense of belonging by group was 

also not statistically significant, those who had not experienced VAA had similar 

belonging scores as those who had experienced VAA.

In order to advance exploration of culturally-based empowerment practice, 

cultural contexts were explored by examining variables related to where the 

respondent was raised. An ANOVA on empowerment constructs between groups by 

“where raised” was statistically significant for social support and cultural activities by 

group (Table 4.15).

Social support scales by group were statistically significant (F = (3, 108) = 

2.747,/? = .046), those who were raised on a reservation or tribal lands had higher 

social support scores (M = 36.31, SD = 5.492) than those who were raised in city or 

urban areas (M = 34.56, SD = 4.96) or in rural areas (M = 32.95, SD = 6.337).

Participants living on reservations also reported higher sense of belonging 

scores than those living off reservation, although these scores were not statistically 

significant.

Social action

Participants were asked a series of questions related to participation or 

involvement in activities consistent with the third dimension of empowerment,
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community and or political involvement using two items.

Participants were queried about their participation in cultural activities, sueh 

as traditional eultural eeremonies or activities, participation in women’s eultural 

aetivities, such as talking circles or partieipation in cultural healing praetiees or 

ceremonies such as sweat lodges. The majority of participants (74%) reported 

involvement in at least one aetivity such as traditional cultural ceremonies; women’s 

aetivities, such as talking circles or healing circles; or cultural healing practices or 

eeremonies; with a minority of participants (25.8%) reporting no partieipation in 

cultural activities.

The seeond item explored partieipation in activities promoting positive soeial 

ehange in tribal eommunities, sueh as, edueation about violence and abuse against 

Indigenous women, participating in activities seeking to ehange laws, policies or 

programs for women who have experienced violenee and abuse. A majority of 

participants (57%) reported no involvement in social action/change activities, 

however 42.8% reported sueh participation or involvement. These two variables were 

subsequently transformed into a new variable, social action, which describes 

participation in spiritual, political or cultural activities in tribal eommunities that 

promote soeial action or change, variables consistent with the third dimension of 

empowerment.

The ANOVA on social action by group was statistically significant, (F (1,

110) = 3.71,j!7 = .05); those who had not experieneed violence and abuse (M = 1.25)
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had lower social action scores than those who had experienced VAA (M = 2.08). See 

Table 4.10.

Independent samples t tests were also conducted to evaluate whether First 

Nations women who had experienced specific types of violenee and abuse (physical, 

emotional, threatened, stalked or sexual) had lower scores on constructs associated 

with empowerment than those who did not experience violenee and abuse (Tables 

4.16-Table 4.20).

The test was significant for emotional abuse and social action,( t = -2.00, p = 

.052), but the findings were counter to the research hypothesis. Participants who 

experienced emotional abuse (M = 2.09) had higher scores on social action than those 

who did not experience violence and abuse (M = 1.46). This analyses indicates an 

inverse relationship exists between emotional abuse and social action.

The test was also significant for being threatened and social action,( t = -2.00, 

p = .05), and again the findings contradicted the hypothesis. Participants who were 

threatened (M = 2.52) had higher scores on social action than those who were not 

threatened (M = 1.75). Again, an inverse relationship exists between being threatened 

and social action.

Other responses to violence and abuse

Four items were included in the survey about the response of participants to 

experiences of violenee and abuse (Tables 4.21 - Table 4.24). Most women do not 

report violence and abuse to the police or talk to professionals when VAA happens.
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When asked whether the incident had been reported to the police, a majority of the 

participants (66%) had never reported the incident to police, while one-third of the 

respondents (34%) had reported the incident to police.

Similar findings were reported in relation to the use of a professional. When 

asked whether a professional (social worker, psychologist, psychiatrist, counselor or 

mental health professional) had been talked to about the incidents, 64% of the 

respondents reported they had never talked to a professional, while 36% had talked to 

a professional. Participants most often reported sometimes talking to a trusted friend 

or relative (53.1%), followed by always talking to a trusted friend or relative (32.2%) 

and never talking to a trusted friend or relative (13.5%).

A final series of bivariate tests were used to explore whether differences 

existed on the dependent variables by the response to the violence and abuse. 

Responses included whether the respondent had reported the violence and abuse to 

police, talked to a trusted friend or relative about the incident, talked to a professional, 

or used a traditional healer or ceremonies to overcome the incident. There were no 

significant differences on these variables by group using ANOVAS.

Correlation coefficients were computed across the dependent variables by 

whether the violence and abuse had been reported to police, whether the respondent 

had talked to a friend or relative, talked to a professional or used a traditional healer 

or ceremonies to overcome the incident (see Table 4.25).

Using the Bonferroni approach to control for Type I errors across the 28
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correlations, value of less than .005 (05/10 = .005) was required for significance. 

The results of the correlational analyses are presented in Table 4.25 which shows that 

six of the 28 correlations were statistically significant. Each of the eorrelations is 

positive, with the strongest correlation between social support and sense of belonging, 

indicating that as social support increases, a positive increase is also experienced in 

sense of belonging. The use of a traditional healer or ceremony was correlated with 

higher scores on social action and reporting the incident to police.

Cross-tabulations were used to test the relationship between the type of 

violenee and abuse experienced (physical victimization, emotional abuse, threatened, 

stalked, sexual victimization) and the independent variables of reported incident to 

poliee, talked to trusted fiiend or relative, talked to a professional, and used a 

traditional healer or ceremony to overcome the ineident (see Tables 4.26 - 4.29).

Reporting violence and abuse to police was significantly more likely among 

those who have been threatened ip = .000), those who have been stalked (p = .007) or 

have been physically victimized ip = .019), although the strength of these associations 

are weak. Talking to a trusted fiiend or relative is significantly more likely for those 

who have been sexually victimized (p = .01), although this relationship is weak.

Talking to a professional is significantly more likely among those who have 

been threatened, ip = .03) and those who have been sexually victimized ip = .05), 

however the strength of these associations are weak.

Use of a traditional healer or ceremonies to overcome experiences of violence
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and abuse was significantly associated with being stalked ip = .04) or being 

threatened (p = .008), with the strongest relationship between use of a traditional 

healer and being threatened.
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Table 4.1: Demographic profile (n = 112)

Variable Frequency Percent

Age (M = 25.72)

18-24 n = 68 60.7
25-30 n = 27 24.1
31-40 n = 8 7.0
41-53 n = 9 8.0

Income (n = 109)

Less than $5,000 n = 25 22.9
$5,001 - 10,000 n = 30 27.5
$10,001 - 15,000 n=12 11.0
Above $15,001 n = 42 38.5

Marital status (n = 111)

Married n = 7 6.3
Living with someone n=14 12.5
Single, never married n = 75 67.0
Divorced n=14 12.5
Separated n = l .9

Student classification
(n=112)

Freshman n - 4 1 36.6
Sophomore n = 37 33.0
Junior n=18 16.1
Senior n =  16 14.3

Children (n = 112)

Yes n = 35 31.3
No n = 77 68.8
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Table 4.2: Tribal afiBliation of participants*

Indigenous Nation Indigenous Nation

Apache Meskwaki
Athabascan Ojibwa
Caddo Omaha
Cherokee Osage
Cheyenne Paiute
Chippewa Ponca
Choctaw Potawatomi
Creek Pueblo
Crow Sac & Fox
Dine Seminole
Eskimo Seneca
Gros Ventre Shoshone
Havasupi Sioux
Hoopa Valley Three Affiliated Tribes (Mandan,
Indigenous Hidatsa & Arikara)
Iowa TohonoOdum
Kaw Tonkawa
Kickapoo Ute
Klamath Wirmebago
Lakota Yakima

*Represents 26% of tribes at the college
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Table 4.3: Cultural profile of sample (n = 112)

Variable Frequency Percent

Degree of Indigenous
Blood

Less than 1/4 n =  12 10.7
More than 1/4, less than n = 21 18.8
1/2
One-half, less than 3/4 n - 2 4 21.4
3/4, less than 4/4 n =  16 14.3
4/4 n = 35 31.3
Don’t know n = 4 3.6

Primary cultural influence

Mainstream culture n = 20 17.9
Tribal culture n=12 10.7
Combination, more n = 50 44.6
mainstream
Combination, more tribal n = 25 22.3
None of the above n = 5 4.5

Where primarily raised?

City or urban area n = 55 49.1
Reservation, tribal land. n = 35 31.3
pueblo or village
Rural area, not n = 20 17.9
reservation n = 2 1.8
None of the above

Involved in cultural
activities

None of the above n = 29 25.9
One activity n = 36 32.1
Two activities n = 30 26.8
Three activities n =  17 15.2
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Involved in social action

None of the above n = 64 57.1
One activity n = 30 26.8
Two activities n = 11 9.8
Three activities n = 7 6.3
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Table 4.4: Violence and abuse experiences (n = 112)

Type of violence and Frequency Percent
abuse

Emotional abuse n = 85 75.9
Physical victimization n = 74 66.1
Sexual victimization n = 40 35.7
Threatened n = 31 27.7
Stalked n = 30 26.8
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Table 4.5: Lifetime experiences of violence and abuse (n = 96)

Age at violence and abuse Frequency Percent

Childhood (0-9)  n = 39 40.6
Adolescence (10 -16) n = 47 48.9
Adult (17+) n = 71 73.9
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Table 4.6: Race/ethnicity of perpetrator (n = 96)

Race/ethnicity Frequency Percent

American Indian n = 79 82.3
White n = 34 35.4
Black n =  16 16.7
Hispanic n =  16 15.7
Asian n =  1 0.9
Don’t know n = 5 5.0
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Table 4.7: Perpetrator of violence and abuse (n = 96)

Relationship to Frequency Percent
perpetrator

Boyfriend n = 58 60.4
Relative(s) n = 49 51.0
Someone else n = 38 39.5
Male live-in n = 21 22.0
Ex-spouse n=  17 17.7
Stranger n=  17 17.7
Female live-in n = 7 7.0
Current spouse n = 5 5.0
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Table 4.8: Location of violence and abuse (n = 96)

Location Frequency Percent

City or urban area n = 66 68.8
Reservation or tribal land n = 29 30.5
Rural area, not n = 15 15.7
reservation
None of the above n = 8 8.4
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Table 4.9: Empowerment-based framework and targeted variables

Personal empowerment Interpersonal Community/political
(self-perception) empowerment (action and behaviors)

(knowledge/ skills)

Self-esteem Sense of belonging and Involvement in cultural or
social support social action activities
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Table 4.10: ANOVAs: Differences between groups on empowerment variables

Variable Group M SD N

Self-esteem Violence 20.85 3.96 96
No violence 20.69 2.82 16
Total 20.83 3.81 112

Social support Violence 34.64 5.53 96
No violence 36.81 5.15 16
Total 34.95 5.51 112

Sense of Violence 33.38 5.42 96
belonging No violence 34.06 4.79 16

Total 33.47 5.32 112

Social action Violence 2.08 1.65 96
No violence 1.25 1.23 16
Total 1.96 1.62 112
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Table 4.11: ANOVAs - Differences between groups by childhood violence and
empowerment constructs

Variable Group M SD N

Self-esteem Violence in 20.49 4.41 39
childhood 
No violence in 21.11 3.64 57
childhood
Total 20.85 3.96 96

Social support Violence in 34.95 5.97 39
childhood 
No violence in 34.42 5.25 57
childhood
Total 34.64 5.53 96

Sense Violence in 33.54 4.89 39
belonging childhood 

No violence in 33.26 5.79 57
childhood
Total 33.38 5.42 96

Violence in 2.15 1.52 39
Social action childhood 

No violence in 2.04 1.84 57
childhood
Total 2.08 1.65 96
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Table 4.12: ANOVAs - Differences between groups by adolescent violence and
empowerment constructs

Variable Group M SD N

Self-esteem Violence in 19.81 4.25 47
adolescence 
No violence in 21.86 3.42 49
adolescence
Total 20.85 3.96 96

Social support Violence in 33.94 5.68 47
adolescence 
No violence in 35.51 5.36 49
adolescence
Total 34.64 5.53 96

Sense Violence in 32.43 5.56 47
belonging adolescence 

No violence in 34.29 5.18 49
adolescence
Total 33.38 5.42 96

Violence in 2.00 1.57 47
Social action adolescence 

No violence in 2.16 1.73 49
adolescence
Total 2.09 1.65 96
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Table 4.13: ANOVAs - Differences between groups by adult violence and
empowerment constructs

Self-esteem Group M SD N

Self-esteem Violence as an 20.25 2.86 71
adult
No violence 22.56 3.84 25
as an adult 
Total 20.85 3.96 96

Social support Violence as an 34.31 5.34 71
adult
No violence 35.56 6.04 25
as an adult 
Total 34.64 5.53 96

Sense Violence as an 33.03 5.51 71
belonging adult

No violence 34.36 5.13 25
as an adult 
Total 33.38 5.42 96

Violence as an 2.23 2.68 71
Social action adult

No violence 1.68 1.52 25
as an adult 
Total 2.08 1.65 96
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Table 4.14: Bivariate and partial correlations of the predictors with self-esteem

Correlation between each 
predictor and self-esteem 

Correlation between controlling for all other 
Predictors each predictor and self- predictors

esteem

Where raised 
Childhood violence and 
abuse
Adolescent violence and 
abuse
Adult violence and abuse 
Social action

.226** .227
-.077 -.112

-259*** -.265
-.256*** -.337

-.062 -.110

* p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Table 4.15: ANOVA - Differences between groups by “where raised” on
empowerment constructs

Variable Group M SD N

Self-esteem City/urban 20.15 4.24 55
Rez, tribal 
land

21.63 3.14 35

Rural - non
rez

20.85 3.34 20

Total 20.83 3.81 112

Social support City/urban 34.56 4.96 55
Rez, tribal 
land

36.31 5.49 34

Rural - non 
rez

32.95 6.33 20

Total 34.95 5.51 112

Sense of City/urban 32.65 5.33 55
belonging Rez, tribal 

land
34.94 4.58 34

Rural - non 
rez

32.55 6.03 20

Total 33.47 5.32 112

Cultural City/urban 1.11 1.03 55
activities Rez, tribal 

land
1.77 1.00 34

Rural - non 
rez

1.00 795 20

Total 1.31 1.02 112
2 non-responses in sample of 112
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Table 4.16: Independent samples t  test for empowerment constructs by physical
victimization

Variables No physical victimization Physical victimization

Self-esteem M = 21.26, SD = 3.108 M = 20.61, SD = 4.134

Social support M = 35.03, SD = 6.193 M = 34.91, SD = 5.174

Sense of belonging M = 33.42, SD = 5.53 M = 33.50, S D - 5.248

Social action M = 1.61, SD= 1.32 M-2.15,  SD= 1.733
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Table 4.17: Independent samples t test for empowerment constructs by emotional
abuse

Variables No emotional abuse Emotional abuse

Self-esteem M = 21.42, SD = 2.859 M = 20.62, SD = 4.074

Social support M = 35.42, SD = 6.02 M = 34.73, SD = 5.36

Sense of belonging M = 34.46, SD = 4.62 M = 33.09, SD = 5.489

Social action____________ M = 1.46, SD = 1.33 M = 2.09, SD = 1.67*

Standard t (109) = - 1 . 7 6 , =  .081. Equal variances not assumed t (51) = -1.987,/? 
.052*
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Table 4.18: Independent samples t test for empowerment constructs by threatened

Variables No threatened Threatened

Self-esteem M = 21.51, SD = 3.50 M = 20.00, SD = 4.487

Social support M = 35.10, SD = 5.28 M = 34.55, SD = 6.136

Sense of belonging M = 33.81, SD = 5.18 M = 32.58, SD = 5.667

Social action____________ M = 1.75, SD = 1.445 M = 2.52, SD = 1.93*

Standard t(l 10) = -2.269, p = .025*. Equal variances not assumed, t (43) = -1.997,/? 
= .052*
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Table 4.19: Independent samples t test for empowerment constructs by stalked 

Variables No stalked Stalked

Self-esteem M = 21.06, SD = 3.673 M = 20.20, SD -  4.180

Social support M = 35.45, SD = 5.396 M = 33.57, SD = 5.685

Sense of belonging M = 33.99, SD = 5.146 M = 32.07, SD = 5.63

Social action M -  1.99, SD = 1.63 M -  1.90, SD = 1.63
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Table 4.20: Independent samples t test for empowerment eonstructs by sexual 
victimization

Variables No sexiral victimization Sexual victimization

Self-esteem M = 21.26, SD = 3.49 M = 20.05, SD = 4.27

Social support M = 35.60, SD = 5.16 M = 33.78, SD = 5.98

Sense of belonging M = 33.65, SD = 5.28 M = 33.15, SD = 5.45

Social action M = 1.92, SD = 1.44 M = 2.05, SD = 1.92
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Table 4.21: Reported to police (n = 87)

Reporting response Frequency Percent

No, incident not reported n = 37 65.5
Yes, incident reported n = 30 34.5

118

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Table 4.22: Talked to a trusted friend or relative (n = 95)

Did you talk to a trusted Frequeney Percent
friend or relative?

Never talked n=13  13.7
Sometimes talked n = 51 53.7
Always talked n = 31 32.6
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Table 4.23: Use of a professional (n = 96)

Did you use a 
professional (social

worker, psychologist. Frequency Percent
psychiatrist, counselor or 

mental health 
professional)?

Never n = 61 63.5
Sometimes n = 35 36.5
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Table 4.24: Use of a traditional healer or ceremony (n = 94)

Did you use a traditional Frequency Percent
healer or eeremonies?

Never n = 43 45.7
Once n = 28 29.8
Twice n=  12 12.8
Three times or more n =  11 11.7
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Table 4.25: Correlations among empowerment and responses to violence and abuse

report talk prof heal supprt belong acton esteem

Reported

Talked to 
friend or 
relative

-.130

Talked to 
professnal

.319** .046

Used
healer
ceremony

.314** .156 .029

Social
support

.131 .189 .027 .238

Sense
belonging

-.085 .120 -.065 .051 .750**

Social
action

.133 .042 .146 .452** .168 .052

Self
esteem

-.001 .079 -.076 -.057 .324** .337** -.011

**Correlation significant at the .005 level (2 tailed)
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Table 4.26: Cross-tabulation for type of violence and reported to police

Type of violence Reported Percent Model Statistic

Threatened 18/29 62.0 jc2(l,N = 87) =
14.65,/> = .000* 
Cramer’s V = .41

Stalked 16/30 53.3 x 2 ( l ,N  = 87) = 
7.202, = .007* 
Cramer’s V = .28

Sexual 16/39 41.0 x 2 ( l ,N  = 87) = 
1.33,j9 = .247 
Cramer’s V = .12

Physical 28/69 40.5 x 2 ( l ,N  = 87) = 
5.48,;? = .019* 
Cramer’s V = .25

Emotional 28/77 36.3 x 2 ( l ,N  = 86) = 
.709, p  = .400 
Cramers’s V = .09

*p<.05
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Table 4.27: Cross-tabulation for type of violence and talked to trusted friend or
relative

Type of violence Talked to 
ffiend/relative

Percent Model Statistic

Threatened 29/31 93.5 x2 ( l ,N  = 95) = 
4.11, p = .128 
Cramer’s V = .20

Stalked 27/30 90.0 x2(2,N = 95) = 
.655,/? = .72 
Cramer’s V = .08

Physical 64/73 87.6 x2 (2, N = 95) = 
3.46,/? = .17 
Cramer’s V = .19

Sexual 35/40 87.5 x2(2,N = 95) = 
8.34, p = .01* 
Cramer’s V = .29

Emotional 73/85 85.8 x2 (2, N = 94) = 
.593,/? = .74 
Cramer’s V = .07
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Table 4.28: Cross-tabulation for type of violence and talked to a professional

Type of violence Talked to a Percent Model Statistic
professional

Threatened 16/31 51.6 jc2(l,N = 96) = 
4.53,;? = .03* 
Cramer’s V = .21

Sexual 19/40 47.5 x2( l ,N = 96) = 
3.60,p  = .05* 
Cramer’s V = .19

Stalked 14/30 46.6 x2 ( l ,N = 96) = 
1.96,;? = .16 
Cramer’s V = .14

Emotional 34/85 40.0 x2 ( l ,N = 95) = 
3.46,/? = .06 
Cramer’s V = .19

Physical 29/74 39.1 x2( l ,N = 96) = 
1.03,/? = .30 
Cramer’s V = .10
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Table 4.29: Cross-tabulation for type of violence and used a traditional healer

Type of violence Used a traditional Percent Model Statistic
healer

Stalked 19/30 63.3 x2 (3, N = 94) = 
8.18,;? = .04* 
Cramer’s V = .29

Physical 39/73 53.4 x2 (3, N = 94) = 
5.40,;? = .14 
Cramer’s V = .24

Emotional 44/83 53.0 x l  (3, N = 87) = 
.804,/? = .84 
Cramer’s V = .09

Sexual 20/40 50.0 x2 (3, N = 94) = 
3.93,/? = .26 
Cramer’s V = .20

Threatened 15/31 48.3 x2 (3, N = 94) = 
11.71,;? = .008* 
Cramer’s V = .35
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

Introduction

The conditions faced by Indigenous women in contemporary society provide 

valuable insight into the current state of traditional tribal cultures and the strengths of 

the philosophies, values and beliefs that imdergird First Nations cultures. This is as 

true today as it has been historically. So important are the roles and respect 

traditionally accorded Indigenous women that beliefs about the role of women are 

central to the traditional philosophies of First Nations People and reflected in the 

teachings and ceremonies of tribal people throughout the United States. Such is the 

basis for philosophies, such as that of the Cheyenne, often quoted in research on tribal 

women, “a nation is not defeated until the hearts of its women are on the groimd” 

(Mann, 1993).

Despite the beliefs and practices of tribes that promote attitudes of respect for 

women. Indigenous women today are confronted with disproportionate levels of 

violence and abuse which contradict the core philosophies common to many First 

Nations people. At first glance, it would appear the historical burden of colonization 

and the ongoing oppression of Indigenous women by tactics such as violence and 

abuse had finally brought about the defeat of First Nations Peoples. In spite of the 

extraordinary levels of violence and abuse reported in this study, the findings suggest 

that the hearts of those who participated are not on the ground, yet we can no longer 

afford to look the other way.
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This study explored violence and abuse against Indigenous women using a 

theoretical framework grounded in empowerment and decolonization. It is the only 

study of its kind in the discipline of social work. It does not seek to continue the 

practice of “deficit thinking” or “victim-blaming” that has been so prevalent in much 

of the scholarship about tribal peoples, but instead endeavors to focus on the 

structural damage and disruption that has resulted from the Indigenous holocaust 

experienced by First Nations People and the contemporary manifestations of this 

experience. This study engages in a critical analysis of this issue and the long-term 

implications of violence and abuse against Indigenous women for tribal woman and 

tribal cultures if this problem is not addressed. It advances a model for culturally 

based empowerment practice and research with Indigenous people based on a critical 

analysis of the structural disruption and contemporary implications of colonization 

and replaces deficit orientations of the past, by honoring the strengths of teachings 

and cultural practices of tribal peoples related to First Nations women.

There are multiple findings in this exploratory study that speak to the urgency 

for continued research on violence and abuse against Indigenous women and the need 

for culturally-based practice with First Nations women. This study provides 

additional evidence of the specfrum of violence and abuse being experienced by 

Indigenous women and the prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse in a 

sample of female tribal college students. It examines the relationship between 

violence and abuse and constructs associated with empowerment, specifically self-
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esteem, social support, sense of belonging and social action. It also provides insight 

into the responses of Indigenous women to violence and abuse and the d5mamics of 

violence and abuse in tribal populations.

This chapter examines the limitations and potential for these findings, as well 

as the implications for future research, social work practice and social policy. 

Limitations of method

This study examined two primary research questions, the first being what is 

the lifetime prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse against Indigenous 

women in a college sample of tribal women? The second research question asked 

whether significant differences exist between First Nations women who have 

experienced violence and abuse as compared with those who have not experienced 

violence and abuse on constructs associated with empowerment?

While the findings related to prevalence and incidence in this study are 

consistent with recent studies on prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse 

against Indigenous women (Bohn, 2002; Buckwald, Tomita, Hartman, Furman, 

Dudden & Manson, 2000; Fairchild, Fairchild & Stoner, 1998; Hamby, 2000; 

Harwell, Moore & Spence, 2003; Malcoe, Duran & Montgomery, 2004; Robin, 

Chester & Rasmussen, 1998), the findings caimot be generalized to the population of 

First Nations women or Indigenous college students because the sample was not 

randomly selected and because tbe sample is not representative of all Indigenous 

People, in spite of the tribal diversity represented. This study is important however,

129

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



in providing additional evidence of patterns of violence and abuse against Indigenous 

women that require further research, particularly in the social work discipline.

Perhaps of equal interest is the astounding number of women who reported 

violence and abuse (n = 96) in the study (n = 112) as compared with those who 

reported no violence and abuse (n = 16). The disproportionate number of the 

participants who reported violence and abuse (86%) as compared with those who had 

not reported violence and abuse (14%) limited the range of statistical tests appropriate 

for the analysis of data, as well as producing conditions that made it more difficult to 

detect meaningful differences between the two groups (violenee and abuse, no 

violence and abuse). The limitations are particularly evident in regards to the second 

research question and the research hypothesis, yet these findings speak to a 

phenomenon that has not been adeqxiately examined and requires additional attention.

There are also limitations in terms of the extent to which the constructs 

selected for this study (self-esteem, social support, sense of belonging and social 

action) are the best or only indicators for operationalizing empowerment. The 

variables included in this study were selected because they were consistent with the 

three dimensions of empowerment (personal, interpersonal, community/political) 

discussed in the literature and has been used in empirical research on violence and 

abuse against women. This preliminary effort at advancing methods for 

operationalizing and evaluating levels of empowerment is important, yet remains 

exploratory. Empowerment, like its antithesis, oppression, is equally
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multidimensional and produces interlocking layers of change at micro, mezzo and 

macro levels that generate unique measurement challenges.

The measures used in this study, while consistent with those being used in 

empirical examinations of the effectiveness of violence and abuse interventions, 

require further study for use with First Nations Peoples generally, and with 

Indigenous women who have experienced violence and abuse specifically. For 

example, there were no statistically significant differences reported on self-esteem by 

group (violence, no violence). However, statistically significant differences were 

identified in self-esteem scores for Indigenous women who had experienced violence 

and abuse as adolescents and as adults. Additionally, when participants were asked to 

self-identify impacts of violence and abuse, 80% reported lower self-esteem as a 

consequence of the experience. These mixed findings may be indicative of 

differences in the way self-esteem is conceptualized in this population that existing 

scales do not adequately capture. It might also suggest that women are affected by 

violence and abuse in ways that differ from the constructs discussed in the literature 

and generally targeted in intervention practice.

In spite of these limitations, these findings advance imderstanding of the scope 

of violence and abuse being experienced by First Nations women and underscore the 

urgency and need for additional research and social work practice that build on the 

strengths of underserved populations, such as Indigenous Peoples and First Nations

women.
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Strength of method

While there are limitations for this study, there is also tremendous potential 

for future research, scholarship and practice on the topic of violence and abuse against 

Indigenous women, using both empowerment and decolonization frameworks within 

the discipline of social work. This is the only dissertation study in the United States 

that examines First Nations women and violence and abuse. It is also the only study 

that explores an extended range of violence and abuse (physical, emotional, sexual, 

threatened, stalking) against Indigenous women. It is also the only study that 

examines violence and abuse across the lifetime and the only study that examines the 

effects of violence and abuse on constructs associated with empowerment. Although 

recent health care studies have focused on intimate partner violence in tribal health 

care clinic populations in specific geographic regions, there are currently no studies 

exploring the effects of violence and abuse on the self-esteem, sense of belonging, 

social support and social action of Indigenous women.

The current study is unique in its examination of the spectrum of violence and 

abuse experienced within a tribally diverse population (39 tribes) of relatively young 

Indigenous women from throughout the United States. Items contained in the survey 

advance the importance of examining the relationship between culture and 

empowerment and will likely increase awareness of the importance of such for future 

research with First Nations People. This study has contributed to expanding dialogue 

within the discipline of social work and within Indigenous communities about
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violence and abuse against Indigenous women, using participatory action research 

methods. Finally, this study provides a practical example of processes that might be 

considered as a framework for future research on culturally based empowerment 

based practice and research with communities of color.

Rather than imposing a researcher-driven model for this study, this study 

utilized elements of empowerment-based and participatory action research that 

emphasize collaboration with under served communities on issues of concern with the 

intent of developing critical consciousness and promoting social action to transform 

systems and relationships (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Marshall & Rossman, 1999). 

Conversations about violence and abuse against Indigenous women in formal and 

informal settings generated opportunities to reflect upon the incongruence of these 

behaviors with cultural traditions. Initially, conversation about VAAIW occurred in 

settings with students, family, fiiends and colleagues working in the field. As 

innovative programs were identified from these initial conversations, contacts were 

made with tribal women who followed traditional cultural practices, as well as 

women who had experienced violence or were working in the field. These discussions 

contributed to the conceptualization of the study which was then extended to larger 

groups of women and tribal communities through presentations of the topic in 

workshop and conference settings, creating a snowball effect.

As the findings are disseminated more widely in formal and informal tribal 

networks, additional feedback will be garnered on the interpretation of findings and
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to enhance future research on this topic. These findings will continue to be integrated 

into this project. The consciousness generated by talking honestly about the truth of 

violence and abuse against Indigenous women and reflecting upon the social and 

cultural significance of this phenomenon has raised awareness and will continue to 

prompt social action and social change at multiple levels.

Overview of findings in relation to prior studies 

The sample of female college students who participated in this study, while 

somewhat older than the typical mainstream college population, is consistent with the 

overall older average age of First Nations college students generally, as well as with 

the “second wave” of students attending tribal colleges today (Monette as cited by 

Boyer, 1997). According to the Carnegie Foundation survey (1995), the average age 

of tribal college students was twenty-seven. In more recent reports on tribal colleges, 

the average age of students was reported as dropping slightly as the second generation 

of tribal college students enter higher education (Boyer, 1997). Although the sample 

for this study represents the second generation of tribal college students, the violence 

and abuse reported by this population of young women, mirrors anecdotal reports of 

violence and abuse by earlier generations of Indigenous women (Chapin, 1990; 

Norton & Manson, 1995; West, 1997) while confirming the findings of more recent 

studies on the prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse against Indigenous 

women (Bohn, 2002; Buckwald, Tomita, Hartman, Furman, Dudden & Manson, 

2000; Fairchild, Fairchild & Stoner, 1998; Hamby, 2000; Harwell, Moore & Spence,
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2003; Malcoe, Duran & Montgomery, 2004; Robin, Chester & Rasmussen, 1998).

Young tribal women are experiencing alarming rates of violence and abuse on 

multiple levels. It is very troubling that 86% of this sample of college students, with 

an average age of 26, has been physically victimized (slapped, hit, shoved, kicked, 

bitten, had something thrown at them or been knocked down), emotionally abused 

(being putdown, yelled at or made to feel inadequate), threatened with a gun or knife, 

stalked or sexually victimized (forced to have sex, been sexually assaulted, raped, 

threatened with rape or forcibly penetrated with fingers or objects) at least once in 

their lifetime. Despite attention to issues such as violence and abuse against women 

over the past 30 years, violence and abuse against young Indigenous women remains a 

pressing social issue and cultural aberration that has been largely invisible in the 

social work discipline.

Findings fi"om this study reported the most common form of violence and 

abuse experienced was emotional abuse (76%), followed by physical victimization 

(66%), sexual victimization (36%), being threatened (28%) and being stalked (27%). 

Emotional abuse, also referred to as verbal or psychological abuse, is delineated by a 

range of behaviors that do not involve physical force, but which establish dominance 

and control over an individual through tactics such as intimidation, belittling or 

subordination and that diminish one’s belief in self (Loring, 1994: Mouradian, 2004; 

Shepard & Campbell, 1992; Straus, 1979).

In this study emotional abuse was characterized as being putdown, yelled at or
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made to feel inadequate. While emotional abuse may intersect with other forms of 

violence and abuse, it often occurs in the absence of other types of abuse (Mouradian, 

2004; Tolman, 1992) as was the case with this study. Recent prevalence and 

incidence studies of First Nations women conducted in health care settings have 

reported rates of emotional abuse ranging from 14% to 18% for past year incidents of 

emotional abuse (Fairchild, Fairchild & Stoner, 1998) to lifetime incidents of 

emotional abuse ranging from 41% to 76% (Fairchild, Fairchild & Stoner, 1998; 

Robin, Chester & Rasmussen, 1998).

The prevalence and incidence rates of physical and sexual victimization in this 

study are similar to those reported in other studies of Indigenous women discussed 

previously. Rates of physical victimization ranged from 41% (Fairchild, Fairchild & 

Stoner, 1998) to 87% reporting physical or sexual abuse in a study by Bohn (2002). 

Rates of reported sexual abuse ranged from 12% (Fairchild, Fairchild & Stoner, 1998) 

to 87% in the Bohn (2002 ) study. One of the difficulties with extrapolating 

comparable prevalence and incidence rates are the differences in definitions used, as 

is the case when intimate partner violence is defined as combined physical or sexual 

abuse by current or former spouses, or intimate partners. Rates of stalking reported 

in other studies indicates that Indigenous women report significantly more stalking 

than do women of other ethnic/racial backgrounds (Wallace, Calhoun, Powell,

O’Neill and James, 1998). In this study, 27% of the sample reported being stalked. 

Prevalence rates reported in the National Violence Against Women Survey estimates
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8 -12% of women are stalked nationally (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998).

This study is unique in that it examined prevalence and incidence rates but 

also explored the association between experiences of violence and abuse on 

constructs associated with empowerment in the second research question. Despite the 

disproportionate levels of violence and abuse reported in this study, there were no 

statistically significant differences between groups (violence, no violence) on the 

dependent variables (self-esteem, social support, sense of belonging and social 

action). When compared with Indigenous women who had not experienced violence 

and abuse, those who did experience violence and abuse did not have statistically 

significant differences in score on self-esteem, social support and sense of belonging. 

The following section examines findings related to each of the four dependent 

variables that were the focus of the second research question.

Empowerment variables

Self-esteem

Low-self esteem has been one of the most commonly identified consequences 

of violence and abuse against women. As such, it is one of the outcomes most 

frequently targeted in the treatment of women who have experienced violence and 

abuse. Self-esteem is defined as the feeling of satisfaction a person has about herself 

which reflect the relationship between self-image and the idea self-image (Silber and 

Tippett, 1965). Self-esteem scores were determined using a modified version of the 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale in this study. This measure was selected because of its
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use in empirical research on violenee and abuse against women and also because of 

its use in prior research with samples of First Nations People. Higher scores are 

indicative of higher levels of self-esteem.

As discussed previously, there were no statistically significant differences that 

emerged between Indigenous women who had experienced violence and abuse as 

compared with those who had not experienced violence and abuse. More than one- 

half of the respondents in this study (58%) had self-esteem scores higher than the 

mean self-esteem score for the sample, with the remaining respondent scores (42%) 

being less than the mean for the sample.

In a study on urban American Indian identity, Walters (1995) reported that as 

education and income levels increased, self-esteem increased, thus promoting positive 

identity. The design for this study compared two independent samples from a 

population of college students, with no significant differences on self-esteem scores. 

Whether self-esteem scores are elevated for women who have experienced violence 

and abuse and pursue education as compared with those who have experienced 

violence and abuse and do not have the opportunity to pursue education is not known, 

but may accoimt for the lack of statistically significant differences in this study. 

Regardless of the experience of violence and abuse, both groups of women in this 

study were pursuing the promise of higher education and the choices that become 

available with such decisions.

Additional statistical tests reported significant differences on self-esteem
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scores for Indigenous women who experienced violence and abuse as adolescents or 

as adults and those raised on reservations, tribal lands, pueblos and villages. Those 

experiencing violence and abuse as teens and as adults reported lower self-esteem 

than those in tbe no violence group. In addition, those raised on reservations, tribal 

lands, pueblos and villages bad higher scores on self-esteem than both their urban and 

rural-non-reservation counterparts. These findings suggest that while tbe 

development of self-esteem is susceptible to violence and abuse, it may be reinforced 

or strengthened by additional factors that exist in tbe eommunity one is raised in. 

Using a multiple regression analysis, predictors of self-esteem were analyzed. Lower 

self-esteem is predicted by experiences of violence and abuse in adoleseence and as 

an adult, and where you were raised (reservation versus non-reservation 

communities).

Despite tbe eballenges that exist in some reservation communities, this finding 

suggests that dynamics unique to reservation cultures may contribute to strengthening 

self-esteem rather than diminishing one’s belief in self, despite tbe adversity faced. 

Social support and sense of belonging

Like self-esteem, social support and sense of belonging are variables often 

targeted in intervention practice and in tbe research examining best practices in this 

field. One of tbe dynamics commonly associated with tbe cycle of violence and abuse 

is that of social isolation. This tactic effectively restricts, reduces or eliminates ones 

contacts with sources of potential support and strains or severs connections to family,

139

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



friends and resources. The social support or appraisal scale measures the perceived 

availability of someone to talk to and the belonging scale measures perceived 

availability of someone to do things with. Social support and belonging ftmction as 

buffers in protecting one from the pathogenic effects of stress and are predictive of 

depressive and psychological symptoms according to Cohen & Hoberman, 1983.

Statistically tests on social support and sense of belonging by group (violence, 

no violence) were initially not statistically different. Those who had experienced 

violence and abuse had similar scores on social support and sense of belonging as 

those who had not experienced violence and abuse.

However, when additional tests were run by where the participant had been 

raised, those respondents who were raised on reservations, tribal lands, pueblos or 

villages had statistically significant higher self-esteem score, social support and 

belonging scores than those who lived in urban areas or in rural non-reservation areas. 

This findings suggests that reservations, tribal lands, pueblos and villages foster 

environments and relationships that nurture social support networks and the sense of 

belonging, thus contributing to levels of empowerment for First Nations women by 

buffering Indigenous women in these communities from the pathogenic effects of 

violence and abuse.

Social action

The third dimension of empowerment explored in this study is often the 

element for which the least attention is focused, particularly in the intervention
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research on violence and abuse against women, yet is perhaps the most critical 

dimension of empowerment. This third dimension is that of commimity or political 

empowerment and emphasizes the importance of moving toward action and behaviors 

that seek to create multidimensional and layered changes across systems, micro, 

mezzo and macro. Because the intent of this study was to advance the knowledge 

base on culturally-based empowerment practice, initial conceptualization of this 

variable considered how social action might look using the cultural lenses of tribal 

peoples. In research on cultural affiliation, Walters (1995) describes the connection 

to communities that is made by involvement, advocacy or participation in cultural 

traditions at the familial, tribal or government levels, as well as spiritual, political or 

cultural involvement in communities. Such activities and action are instrumental in 

achieving a positive group identity as well as to advocate for the renewal of cultural 

traditions at multiple levels within communities (Walters, 1995).

Social action was explored in this study by a series ofiquestions related to 

participation in cultural ceremonies and activities, as well as participation in activities 

promoting social change in tribal communities, including activities and education 

about violence and abuse against Indigenous women and working to change laws, 

polices and programs for women who had experienced VAA. These two variables 

were transformed into a new variable, social action, which describes participation in 

spiritual, political or cultural activities in tribal communities that promote soeial 

action or change.
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One of the key hallmarks of tribally based interventions programs for ending 

violence and abuse against Indigenous women is integrally related to this third 

dimension of empowerment, social action. These approaches integrate 

cultural/spiritual philosophies, traditional healing practice and teachings in work with 

tribal women, perpetrators and communities (Mousseau & Artichoker, 2000; Sullivan 

&, Gillum, 2001).

Tribal programs often utilize traditions that embrace the use of natural 

networks of support, bringing women together around social and cultural activities 

where consciousness of the strengths of cultural teachings related to women, 

relationships, family and communities are promoted informally. Using sweat lodges, 

talking circles and ceremonies that honor women, healing and social change are 

promoted by reconnecting women to social support networks and promoting a sense 

of belonging. Increasingly, programs such as Cangleska and the White Buffalo Calf 

Women’s Society are successfully using these strategies to mount community 

education and political action campaigns to reconnect women who have been 

disconnected in the mobilization of communities to change attitudes, behaviors and 

practices that support violence and abuse against Indigenous women.

This study found that 74% of the respondents participated in traditional 

cultural ceremonies. This finding indicates that in spite of the history of oppression 

endured by First Nations People, these respondents maintained a high level of cultural 

connection or affiliation that potentially buffers individuals from external stressors.
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While ciiltural connection in isolation may not be statistically significant, it becomes 

so when it is examined with social or political action. A moderate level of 

participants, 43%, reported involvement or participation activities consistent with 

social action. The findings that resulted from the transformation of these variables 

into a single variable of social action follows.

There were statistically significant differences between groups (violence and 

abuse) for women who had experienced emotional abuse on social action scores. 

Those who had experienced emotional abuse reported higher scores on social action 

when compared with those who had not experienced emotional abuse. In addition, 

those who had been threatened reported higher social action scores. Findings from a 

multiple regression analysis indicated that social action is predicted by violence and 

abuse, emotional abuse, being threatened and use of a traditional healer or 

ceremonies. This suggests that certain types of violence and abuse may trigger 

responses that are more likely to include social action, as well as to necessitate the use 

of cultural practices (traditional healer or ceremonies) in preventing, correcting or 

protecting oneself.

Implications

Social work practice implications

This study is the only quantitative study that examines the effects of violence 

and abuse on Indigenous women. This step is the first in future activities that will 

examine the efficacy of practice and research approaches with Indigenous women,

143

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



using an empowerment-based theoretical model. This exploratory study makes an 

important difference to First Nations People by providing a strategy to document the 

effects of violence and abuse without pathologizing Indigenous women This 

approach has the potential to be used in programs responding to issues of violence 

and abuse against women, whose funding is increasingly dependent on outcomes 

based evidence of success.

Social work practice in the field of violence and abuse has been evident in the 

responses to violence and abuse from the early stages of the women’s movement and 

has continued to become increasingly more visible in recent years. Despite this 

attention and interest, there remains an inadequate body of research that empirically 

evaluates existing approaches and advocates knowledge, skills and strategies that are 

characteristic of what is typically described as “best practice” in this field.

Additionally, the research on practice with women of color and other 

underserved populations, such as First Nations women, is nearly non-existent in the 

social work literature. The scope of practice narrows even further when practitioners 

seek alternative theoretical frameworks to guide such practice. Interestingly, women 

of color in communities throughout the United States are engaged in responding to 

violence and abuse within their respective communities, but these grassroots 

responses are primarily invisible and unknown.

While this study does not pretend to be a definitive examination of social 

work practice with women of color or First Nations women, it is important for several
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reasons. This study advances a theoretical framework for understanding violence and 

abuse that seeks to build on the strengths and resources within commimities of color 

and which acknowledges the factors that contribute to such alarming pattems of 

violence and abuse. It introduces social workers to the scope of the problem being 

experienced by one population and encourages consideration of the structural and 

cultural dynamics that can be critical in practice with women of diverse cultural 

backgrounds. And finally, it raises consciousness of the contributions of grassroots 

providers who have been addressing such issues in the hopes that social work 

practitioners will collaborate with stakeholders to ensure that services and funding are 

not lost because research driven outcomes have not been defined.

Although this study addresses violence and abuse against Indigenous women, 

the dynamic nature of the fiamework lends itself to use with other communities of 

color thus providing social work practitioners with transferable knowledge and skills 

that are perhaps useful in comparable communities. It does not advocate deficit 

approaches but instead calls upon social workers to engage in practice that advances 

the commitment of the discipline to cultural competence, social justice and social 

action by confi’onting structural dynamics that perpetuate systems of domination and 

subordination.

This study strengthens existing scholarship on empowerment-based research 

and practice by advancing a theoretically consistent research design and measure for 

evaluating practice that is specific to violence and abuse against women. This
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measure integrates the voice and wisdom of tribal practitioners, with significant 

findings of mainstream research. It addresses gaps in the literature related to practice 

with First Nations women confronted with violence and abuse and violence and abuse 

against women generally. These innovations or refinement of theory and research are 

predicated on empowerment and have been consistently used throughout the design of 

this study.

An empowerment framework was used to review existing empirical research, 

to categorize outcomes based on anecdotal reports from tribally based programs 

responding to VAAIW and in the development of this research design to ensure 

theoretical consistency. Throughout the process, a conscious evaluation of practice 

and research design decisions was xmdertaken to ensure consistency with 

empowerment approaches and to avoid doing harm to Indigenous women confronting 

violence and abuse or those responding to these issues.

Practice approaches that clearly address the dynamics of oppression, power 

and control central to VAAW are virtually non-existent in mainstream literature. The 

lack of attention to these issues ensures a primary focus on women, susceptible to 

women blaming and not the structural conditions that promote violence against 

women (VAW). In spite of the scholarship, movement toward the principles of 

empowerment is primarily conceptual (Busch & Valentine, 2000). This section 

bullets specific changes needed to integrate empowerment practice into social work 

for the prevention and reduction of violence and abuse against Indigenous women.
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• Empowerment practice as a catalyst for social change

The findings from this study magnify the importance of challenging personal 

and professional assumptions about women who experience violence and abuse and 

how practice and intervention should be designed. Despite the astounding level of 

violence and abuse reported, the findings of this study suggest that there are other 

factors that mitigate the sense of powerlessness associated with violence and abuse 

and that motivate women to persevere despite circumstance.

Practice has the power to serve as an antitoxin to themes of powerlessness, 

shame and helplessness confronted by women, as a tool for building on the strengths 

of women, and as a impetus for social change. Innovative practice that integrates 

existing knowledge and cultural wisdom and incorporates analysis of the structural 

dynamics of oppression within practice and policy may provide the necessary impetus 

for long term change in ending violence and abuse against women. Women who 

have been dis-empowered by the oppression of violence and abuse are not “just 

victims” but instead potential allies and key stakeholders whose passion to survive 

and wisdom is needed to enhance understandings of what constitutes best practices. 

While the movement to challenge gender based oppression is 30 years old, 

significant challenges remain in the structures that shape societal attitudes about 

violence and abuse against women, and that develop and implement social policy. 

Practice that supports women in repatriating knowledge, power and wisdom replaced 

by systems, values and beliefs of oppression, ensures the continued survival of a
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viable force of resistance to counter misogynist practice and policies vmtil violence 

and abuse is eradicated.

• Practice sensitive to grief associated with the trauma of violence and 

abuse and oppression

The physical and emotional trauma experienced by women oppressed by 

violence and abuse is similar to that experienced by oppressed groups, both 

phenomenon may be associated with interpersonal feelings of powerlessness, 

helplessness, shame, guilt and self-blame (Duran & Duran, 1995; Maracle, 1996; 

GlenMaye, 1998; Moane, 1999; Mousseau & Artichoker, 2000). Practice and policy 

approaches that compoimd the sense of powerlessness by focusing on individual 

shortcomings magnifies the sense of shame, guilt and self-blame common to those 

who find themselves in situations beyond their control (Maracle, 1996; GlenMaye, 

1998; Moane, 1999; Shamai, 2000). Practice must address the dynamics of grief 

associated with the multiple losses that accompany violence and abuse against 

Indigenous women and recognize the longer term nature of the changes associated 

with being oppressed and moving toward empowerment.

The willingness to critique the multiple levels of interpersonal and structural 

dynamics that support violence and abuse against women is particularly appropriate to 

the consideration of best practice and policy outcomes for women, multiply oppressed 

by colonization experiences and violence and abuse (Duran & Duran, 1995; 

GlenMaye, 1995; Maracle, 1996; Robbins, Chatteijee & Canda, 1998, Moane, 1999;
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Meyer-Emerick, 2001; Jasinski, 2001; Smith, 2001).

Examinations of the reality of oppression experienced by First Nations People should 

not be viewed as an effort to “blame” institutions or the environment for present 

conditions. Instead, this work should be considered as a necessary step toward 

healing and reconciliation that promotes talking honestly about the truth. The 

existing wisdom, strengths and power of women, families and communities who 

have experienced systematic institutionalized oppression and discrimination must be 

validated and used in practice and policy development (Solomon, 1976; Almeida, 

1993; Cowger, 1994; Gutierrez, DeLois & GlenMaye, 1995; Gutierrez, Parsons 8c 

Cox, 1998; GlenMaye, 1998; Busch & Valentine, 2000).

Such approaches are characteristic of tribal practitioners and programs 

responding to violence and abuse against Indigenous women. The emphasis on 

engaging entire communities in healing from the trauma of history and raising 

consciousness of the extent to which this history has warped tribal values, beliefs and 

practices has motivated and inspired social action and social change in many tribal 

communities. The realization that comes with talking honestly about the truth enables 

individuals, families and communities to disengage from cultural shame and hate and 

to pursue alternative behaviors and practices.

• Valuing culturally-based empowerment practiee

The colonization of Indigenous People has contributed to the adoption of 

individual and community behaviors in some tribal settings that has tolerated the
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oppression of Indigenous women, yet there has been an inadequate analysis of gender 

and colonization (Gunn Allen, 1992; Maracle, 1996; Moane, 1999; Mousseau & 

Artichocker, 2000; Smith 2001). This absence of literature has rendered invisible the 

misogjmistic nature of colonization and the contemporary manifestations of such 

practices, as well as the responses of tribal communities to such issues.

Consideration of the cultural and value contexts operating in communities are 

important to consider when using empowering practice and policy approaches 

(Freeman, 2001; Moane, 1999; Meyer-Emerick, 2001). As discussed by Fong (2002), 

cultural values are tools to empowerment which will have different meanings for 

different groups. For example, tribal responses to the issue of violence and abuse 

may emerge from a spiritual-cultural beliefs versus a social work theoretical 

perspective (Artichoker, 2002) that should be respected. Acts of power based 

violence in relationships may be viewed as evidence of spiritual disharmony between 

the perpetrator and the cosmos (Sanday, 1992). Empowerment based consciousness 

raising practice coxmters hegemonic practice and policy approaches by promoting 

approaches and outcomes based on alternative theoretical and cultural perspectives. 

Tribal programs responding to violence and abuse against Indigenous women have 

responded to the stripping of traditional practices and the structural disruption 

produced by colonization to facilitate social change at multiple levels.

• Valuing empowerment based research methodologies

Empowerment frameworks are not intended to be exclusively applied to
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practice alone, but also extend to the methodologies used in research and social policy 

development as well. This research study integrated a theoretical framework of 

empowerment that was used throughout the research process, as well as in the overall 

design of the research study. Using participatory action research methods, 

information about the study has been shared with stakeholders and feedback has been 

integrated throughout the process as discussed previously. Processes that promoted 

dialogue with stakeholders was used to eheek the appropriateness of the overall 

approach, areas of weakness in existing responses and to explore the integration and 

usefulness of existing research based outcomes for tribally based programs whose 

funding is increasingly tied to outcomes based indicators of success. Intentiond 

efforts were made to design the study in a way that was culturally sensitive, that 

identified the strengths of First Nations communities, that would prevent harm and 

maximize benefits for tribal communities and to validate the contributions of 

individuals and programs whose efforts are often trivialized, all of which are 

consistent with empowerment based research methodologies (Daley & Wong, 1994; 

Massat & Lundy, 1997).

• Strengthening social work practice curriculum on violence and abuse

Increasingly, practice in this field is no longer an issue of responding to, or 

preventing domestic violence, but educating, preventing and responding to a wide 

range of gender and raee-based violent behaviors targeted at First Nations women and 

others. Currieulum that prepares practitioners to respond to the diverse forms and
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multiple dynamics of violence and oppression must be considered. Practitioners must 

be sensitive to the cultural dynamics mediated by geography and develop cultural 

practice skills responsive to the unique needs of both urban and reservation 

Indigenous women who have experienced violence and abuse.

Clearly, the findings of this study suggest that tribal women in urban settings 

are at risk and often without services sensitive to the dynamics of culture. Curriculiun 

that fails to meaningfiilly integrate content on the needs and issues of marginalized 

and urban tribal commimities or to emphasize knowledge, skills and practice to work 

in strengthening and building inter-tribal urban community should be discarded.

Social policv implications

Policy oversights within the VAWA must be corrected. Funding for urban 

programs that respond to violence and abuse against Indigenous women must be 

equitably distributed. Additionally, the unique political status of First Nations People 

and the specific legal rights of self-govemance must be honored in policy 

formulations and legislation. It is a mockery of tribal self-determination to include 

fimding provisions that subvert existing tribal social systems by requiring submission 

to Western notions of punishment and pathology in order to qualify for needed 

funding. Language that recognize and honor traditional First Nations systems of 

restorative justice and ensures equitable distribution of funding to research such 

systems is needed

Current approaches to funding STOP Violence Against Indian Women
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(VAIW) programs have been limited to reservation programs because of language 

within the legislation that limits eligibility to federally recognized tribal governments. 

Tribes have a government to government relationship with the federal government as 

a result of their unique political status that is based on the trust responsibility of the 

federal government. As quasi-sovereign entities, tribes have sueeessfiilly negotiated 

provisions and a share of resources within the Violence Against Women Act that are 

responsive to the needs of tribal peoples living on reservations or tribal lands. 

However, an estimated two-thirds of all Indigenous women live in urban areas and 

because they do not reside on reservations, are ineligible for funding for STOP 

Violence Against Indian Women programs. As the findings of this study reported, 

two-thirds of the violence and abuse occurred in urban areas or cities.

Findings from this study suggest that adequate funding is needed for urban 

programs serving tribal women, as well as those programs providing services to 

reservation, tribal lands, pueblos and villages. Without attention to the prevalence 

and incidence of violence and abuse for First Nations women residing in urban areas 

or adequate fundmg for programs that provide services in these settings, 

establishment of safety nets for this segment of the population is unlikely. This 

section bullets specific policy changes needed in the Violence Against Women Act.

• Funding support for First Nations urban victim services programs

Indigenous urban programs that address violence and abuse should not be 

excluded from funding. Eligibility should be amended to provide funding to any
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“Indigenous victim assistance program providing services to urban or reservation- 

based First Nations women”. Funding levels should be adequately increased to 

ensure funds for urban Indigenous women do not come at the expense of reservation 

based First Nations women and programs. As the findings in this study report, 

reservations remain the repository of Indigenous cultural wisdom and the resources to 

rebuild structural infrastructures devastated by policies of colonialism remain needed. 

• Evaluating issues of disparity in court systems, sentencing and honoring

alternative forms of justice and healing

Additional analysis of existing disparity injustice for Indigenous men is 

needed. Clearly, perpetrators of violence must be held accountable for their actions, 

however. First Nations men should not be held to more severe standards or multiple 

prosecutions for such acts. Greater flexibility is needed in existing policy to ensure 

that alternative forms of justice and healing are also recognized in tribal communities. 

A study of the Navajo peacemaking system reported this approach to be “an effective 

tool in solving family conflict”. In this study, 29% of peacemaking participants 

experienced a re-occurrence of the problem versus 64% who used the family court 

system (Gross, 2001). In spite of the promise of restorative justice approaches, the 

dynamics of violence and community must be further evaluated to avoid re

victimization of women in tribal systems and communities. In some cases, it would 

be far less expensive to support traditional systems of justice rather than imposing 

bureaucratic replicas of the mainstream justice system. However, movement toward
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traditional systems of justice will not be any more successful than mainstream justice 

systems if oppressive ideologies, beliefs and practices inherent to systems of 

oppression are not challenged. Practice is a tool in raising consciousness and 

promoting action.

• Expand funding under the Victim Assistance in Indian Country (VAIC) 

Discretionary Grant Programs to include funding for innovative 

research-based practice initiatives.

Currently, VAIC programs may fund direct services that include crises 

intervention, emergency shelters, crises hotlines, mental health counseling, hiring 

victim advocates, emergency transportation of victims, court advocacy and the 

provision of bilingual counseling services. Support for Indigenous researchers 

engaged in exploratory research of iimovative practice approaches must be increased.. 

Research-based practice initiatives based on frameworks, such as empowerment, are 

needed to further evaluate the effectiveness of existing practice in this field, 

particularly with women of eolor. Finally, additional support is needed for First 

Nations graduate student research fellowships in order to attract and prepare the next 

generations of tribal scholars and researchers.

Conclusion

The use of empowerment frameworks with people of color are particularly 

relevant as discussions of best practices with xmder served populations are evoked. 

However, there are numerous dilemmas for practitioners engaged in research on the
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topic of violence and abuse and under served populations. Existing outcomes, 

typically used as measures of best practice, may be inconsistent with the theoretical 

orientation of empowerment, as discussed, or with the cultures in which the practice 

is taking place. Effective empowerment practice has not been well documented and is 

only recently being applied to the many fields of practice in social work (Robbins, 

Canda & Chatteijee, 1998; Freeman, 2001), including the field of violence and abuse.

Literature examining the intersections between colonization and oppression, 

violence and women, the experiences of Indigenous women, and best practices for 

social workers facilitating responses to violence and abuse against women is scant, 

and for some uncomfortable to deal with. The role of social workers as historical 

participants in the oppression of Indigenous Peoples and the consequent distrust of the 

profession in many communities will have to be considered (Yellow Bird & Chenault, 

1999). These issues require careful consideration as social workers begin bridging 

these challenges and dynamics.

Empowerment practice is an innovative approach to existing practice and 

policy analysis. The broad scope of this approach allows for flexibility to integrate 

strengths into practice, while underscoring the need for consciousness raising and 

social action to expand the scope of existing legislation. The challenge for 

advocates, practitioners and researchers alike, will be to maximize the opportunities 

presented by working collaboratively with communities to advocate practice and 

policies “that build on client strengths rather than their limitations” (Chapin, 1995, p.
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513). Until that time, practitioners will likely play key intermediary roles as 

empowerment is operationalized in ways that fulfill federal requirements and support 

communities in the development and strengthening of innovative practice that is 

culturally grounded.

The failure to consider structural inequalities, result in victim blaming 

stereotypes about violence that often hinder intervention strategies, particularly in 

racial/ethnic communities (Hagen & Davis, 1992). Although the need for research to 

address the intersections between environmental/social factors and violence and to 

focus on racial/ethnic populations has been recommended this intent is not adequately 

addressed in practice or social policy legislation.
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