
SUPPORTING 
HER SAFETY

Lessons Learned from a Culturally - Integrative Peer Support 
Program for Newcomer Arabic - Speaking Communities

Taghreed Al -Soumairy, PhD
Coordinator, Public Education & 
Community Programs
Muslim Resource Centre for Social 
Support & Integration (MRCSSI)

Yasmin Hussain 
Community Development
London InterCommunity  Health Centre 
(LIHC)
 



Key Questions 
• What made the program culturally integrative?

• What made the SHS program a safe space 
where women felt motivated & committed to 
participate? 



Learning Objectives 
• Gain valuable understanding of the culturally 

integrative Supporting Her Safety curriculum and 
program impacts.

• Learn key insights and guidance on developing 
culturally relevant public education curricula and 
strategies to address IPV and GBV in newcomer 
communities through collaborative community 
engagement.



Overview of the Presentation 
1. Setting the context & sharing background 

information about SHS
2.Building the program: Our approach & key principles
3.Creating a safe space for participation & learning
4.Strengthening skills: Practice & practical tools
5.Program Impacts & Reflections
6.Resources 
7.Q&A 



SUPPORTING 
HER SAFETY

A program providing participants with valuable knowledge, 
skills & strategies on how to support a loved one 

experiencing abuse with confidence and compassion.

1.RECOGNIZE different forms & warning signs of abuse
2.RESPOND in ways that challenge harmful norms & offer 

compassionate care
3.SUPPORT a friend or loved one using the 5 Alif's -a trauma 

& culturally informed guide to providing peer support
4.Practice self -care  while providing ongoing support 

Participants will strengthen your knowledge & skills to:
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total # of women who 
completed the program

Note: 221 women signed up and attend at least 3 sessions; 21 women did not complete the program.
90.5% completion rate. 
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lengthof time in canada



Overview of the Program Delivery 
• It was delivered in Arabic & English
• The program was virtual & delivered on Zoom
• Multi-session program; 10-11 sessions
• Each session was 1.5 hours in length
• Other than the pilot; 3-5 groups would run simultanously
• Identified key “seasons” to the run the program 
• Identified 3 times during the day that worked well for women 

during the week (10:30 am to 12 pm; 1 to 2:30 pm and 6 to 
7:30 pm)



Overview of the Curriculum 
1. Welcome (intro to the program, expectations, group values)
2.Continuum of Relationships  & Abuse vs Conflict 
3.Introduction to 6 Forms of Abuse (2 sessions) 
4.Understanding Impacts of Abuse (Noor’s Story) 
5.Recognizing helpful vs harmful responses (We’re Making It 

Worse)
6.Reaching out to a loved one you’re worried about (Salamah 

graphic story)
7.Responding to disclosures - the 5 Alif’s (2 sessions) 
8.Providing peer support
9.Integrated review & discussion





Building the program:  
our approach & guiding 

principles



taking a culturally integrative approach
• Moving beyond taking a “universal program” and layering in 

a cultural adaptation 
• Using a critical and anti-oppressive lens
• Recognizing the realities of how imperial & Islamophobic 

understandings establish “culture” as the problem to 
correct

• Working with and within culture(s) and the socio-cultural 
contexts rather than against it or taking culture to task



How many Canadians know someone who 
experienc es  abuse?

22%

46 %

6 4%

78%

locating ipv in canada



being mindful of the starting point & tone
• Wanted women to find a place for themselves in the 

program: starting with women seeing themselves as 
individuals who offer peer support

• Starting from a place of the role they can play, rather than 
being talked to as a potential victim/survivor

• Invitational tone: we are here to learn & grow together
• Making clear the “why” of the program

 



Who do you think  women who 
experience violence are most 

likely to turn to for help?

Friends and/or family members

Professional organizations

Faith Leaders 

 ً أن تلجأ المرأة برأیك ما ھو الأكثر شیوعا
أولاً إلىالمعنفة

لأھل والأصدقاء

الأخصائیین والمنظمات 

الشیخ أو رجال الدین



having conversations with  
• Highly interactive and discussion-based
• Identified that their active participation was desired
• Learning together & from one another
• Integrated a variety of strategies: poll questions, scenarios, 

videos, graphic story etc. 
• Created intentional space for and affirmed the perspectives 

& experiences of participants
• Through conversations we layered in key points to grow 

their knowledge
 









making adaptations along the way 
• Adaptations to the curriclum:

￭ strengthening the flow of sessions
￭ strengthening impacts of the program; adding new 

content or strengthening content
￭ responding to areas of participant interest

• Being responsive to what groups reflect back to us in 
sessions

• Responding to group needs
￭ Slowing down the pace of the curriculum (spending 

more time on certain areas) 





Creating a safe space 
for participation & 

learning



language: a cultural adaptation 
• Language is not about translation or interpretation

￭ Not a word to word translation
• Thinking about language as a cultural expression and 

cultural translation

• Integrating language with respect to diverse participant 
literacy levels

￭ Adjusted aspects of the curriculum to ensure 
everyone was included and could participate



investing in relationships
• Intentionally creating a strong foundation for relationships 

￭ Responding to needs of each group 
￭  Responding  to the needs of individuals (check-in’s)

• Providing participants with different pathways to participate 
& contribute (chat, if unable to speak)

• Acknowledging & speaking to the impacts of global and local 
events impacting them, their families, their sense of safety

• Adjusting sessions or group timelines to accommodate 
religious holiday’s or other important dates 



“you understand us”
• It’s about more than being able to communicate in a shared 

language
• Involves understanding the multiple socio-cultural contexts 

participants inhabit and their journeys
￭ Understanding & validating fears, concerns & the context 

of choices
• Creating curriculum content that resonates with their 

experiences (for example, scenarios) 
• Recognizing that how participants can use and act on what they 

learned in the program is influenced by their social context





growing edges  
• Facilitated and created a space that invited critical reflection & 

some discomfort.
• Paricipants “stretched” their knowledge, awareness and 

perspectives
￭ Growing their awareness of abuse, different forms and 

tactics of abuse
￭ Confronting norms - common ways that IPV is minimized 

or normalized; common responses that blame victims
￭ Reflecting on the impacts of abuse

• Encouraging the group to reflect on impacts of their words & 
actions while providing support





Noor ’s Story 



we’re making it worse: amna & her mother 



impacts over intentions



Strengthening skills:  
Practice & practical tools



The Five Alif’s is a culturally 
integrative and trauma -
informed guide or tool. 

The Five Alif’s are principles 
of peer support designed to 
guide community members 
in supporting women that 
are experiencing abuse.

In Arabic, Alif is a letter. The 
Five Alif’s all begin with this 
letter. Here are the Five 
Alif’s in Arabic and English.



re-framing support &expanding options  
• Removing the idea and weight of thinking that to support 

means “fixing a problem” or “finding solutions”
• Making steps of support tangible by providing a list of key 

principles and breaking them down
• Showing examples of how the 5 Alif’s might sound or look 

like



listening & validating

I need to 
understand both 

sides

I need to have 
more information 

in order to 
support









centering taking care of self  
• Affirming their well-being & safety matters
• Exploring how our capacity for support changes and may 

be different from others
• Exploring other strategies of support when emotional 

support becomes to draining



program impacts



Evaluation  

External Evaluation: 
Working on a Final Report

• Evaluation surveys for all 21 groups
• Focus Groups with all 21 groups
• 1 Post -Evaluation Survey ( 75 responses)



of participants who report they 
have a high level of understanding  
of what domestic violence/abuse is 

as a result of the program 

90% 
of participants feel better 

prepared to identify  warning 
signs of abuse

91%

of participants agree they feel 
better prepared to provide 
support  to a friend or family 
member experiencing abuse 

92% 
of participants feel confident  in their 

ability to support  someone who 
discloses experiencing abuse to them

78%



This program gives us 
names for abuse; if we 
don’t have names we 
can’t recognize it or 

address it.

Honestly while attending the program I was 
recalling incidents of domestic abuse that 

happened in the past with family 
members, friends, and now I can look at 

these past incidents with different lenses, 
and I can name what happened as well.



t hemes of  what  changed f or  
par t icipant s as a r esul t  of  

at t ending t he pr ogr am
1. Increased knowledge and understanding about abuse, unhealthy 
relationships, and conflict, and being able to differentiate between them

2. Gaining the ability to now recognize different forms of abuse and 
distinguish between different types of abuse

3. Participants are changing how they respond to others who may be 
experiencing or discloses experiences of abuse and being more "careful in 
expression opinions" 

4. Changing beliefs and perspectives about domestic violence and abuse 
and being able to address misconceptions

5. Feeling more confident and empowered to support victims of abuse



The program provided 
a pathway of support 
to women: for women 
to disclose, connect 
friends to support, 
or be supported in 

other ways

some closing reflections

Women valued 
the space 

because they felt 
valued; their 

voice was valued

Women’s 
engagement & 
interest led to 

the development 
of another 
program



cultural 
and/or faith
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wider  
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origin or 
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IS IT ECONOMIC ABUSE?
Are you denied choice or 
freedom over financial or 

economic decisions? 

Are your finances (pay cheques, 
credit or debit card) or economic 
opportunities (education or work) 

being restricted or controlled? 

If you answered yes, then you may be experiencing economic 
abuse.

We acknowledge that this may be sensitive content to sit with, so we 
encourage you to go at your own pace. 

Do you feel stuck or 
trapped in the 
relationship? 

In a Muslim or collectivist context, the person(s) using abuse within 
intimate or family relationships could be any of the following: a 
spouse, siblings, parent(s), in - law(s) or extended family.

There are organizations who will listen, with care and confidentiality, when you’re ready to talk.

IF YOU ARE EXPERIENCING ECONOMIC ABUSE, YOU MAY:

Financial matters are women’s matters. In Surah al - Nisa’ 
(Qur’an 4:6), Allah (swt)assures women that Islam values 

their financial literacy and independence. 

Hide or withhold financial information from you while telling you it’s not a woman’s job to 
worry about finances?

Keep track of your spending or force you to show receipts?

Tell you it’s un-Islamic to attend school or work against your father/husband›s wishes? 

Force you to call in sick to work or arrive late?

Force you to hand over child or government benefits issued in your name?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Nisa Helpline: 
1-888-315-6472

Muslim Resource Centre 
for Social Support & 

Integration (MRC),Non -  
Crisis Intake Line:

519-672-6000

Anova 
Crisis and Support Line:

519-642-3000

YOU DESERVE TO LIVE A LIFE FREE OF ECONOMIC ABUSE. 
SCHOOL, WORK AND MONEY SHOULD BE A PATHWAY TO 

OPPORTUNITY AND GROWTH. 

DOES YOUR SPOUSE, PARENT(S), SIBLING(S), IN-LAW(S) OR EXTENDED FAMILY:

• Feel anxious or afraid when you’re around the person(s) causing harm • Startle or scare easily 

in situations where there is no threat (i,e., if you hear any loud sound). • Have physical injuries 

requiring medical attention. • Experience panic attacks, anxiety or depression, or have trouble 

sleeping. • Develop heart problems, digestive issues and high blood pressure. 





resources that guide you on supporting 
a friend or loved experiencing abuse

SUPPORTING 
coming soon!

HER 
SAFETY
RESOURCES
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Thank you
Taghreed Al -Soumairy, PhD

Email: talsoumairy@mrcssi.com 
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