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• Principal investigator: Sylvie Lévesque (UQAM)

• Co-investigators: Marie-Marthe Cousineau (UofM), Simon Lapierre (uOttawa), Mylène 
Fernet (UQAM) 

• Coordinator: Catherine Rousseau  (uOttawa)

• Partners: Institut national de santé publique du Québec; Fédération du Québec pour le 
planning des naissances; Planned Parenthood Ontario 

• Thesis Directorate: M-M. Cousineau  (UofM) & Sylvie Lévesque (UQAM)
• University affiliations: UofM & UQO



What are we talking about?

Form of Gender-Based Violence

Intentional Control Strategies

Deprivation of liberty

Exploit

Limit

Destroy

Reproductive 
potential



What we know…

Definition(s)

Prevalence and estimates

Correlations

Risk factors

Consequences

Resistance



What remains to be explored…

Experiences in Quebec and Canada

Experiences of people from minority groups

Using various strategies together and attempting to form alliances

Modulating according to different marital, family, social contexts



Research problem and question

What strategies does a spouse, 
family member or in-law use to take 

control of a person’s reproductive 
potential?

Old phenomenon with a new term

Scientific, social and political relevance

Awareness and prevention



Theoretical and methodological framework



Conceptual framework

Feminist epistemologies and perspectives 

Social 
appropriation

Reproductive 
potential Coercive control



• Person who may become pregnant
• 18+ years old
• Intentional reproductive coercion
• Marital or family context

Thesis inclusion criteria 

• Multiple strategies (@, posters, web, video, radio, workshops) 
+ allied network

Recruitment - May 2021 to March 2023

Methodological framework and operationalization



• Institutional ethics certifications (UQAM, UofM)
• Ethics Training (Tri-Council)
• Information and consent form
• Reflective practice

Ethics

• Semi-directed interviews, recorded on digital audio media
• Socio-demographic and supplementary information forms
• Resources

Collection

Methodological framework and operationalization



• Full transcription and anonymization
• Multiple analysis: vertical and horizontal, codification, thematization, case 

study, ideal types and matrices
• Research notes, research books, team exchanges, interraters

Processing and Analysis

• Laboratory work, thesis by article
• Infographics and other popularization tools
• Conferences and workshops

Knowledge Transfer and Retrieval

Methodological framework and operationalization



Outcomes



• n=18 / N=33

• Born in Quebec (n=9), Africa (n=4), the Americas (excluding Canada) (n=3), 
South Asia (n=2)

• Canadian citizens (n=13), temporary residents (n=2), permanent resident (n=1), 
refugee (n=1), non-status (n=1)*

Who are the participants?

* Several had a more precarious migration situation at the time of reproductive coercion
Coercion in country of origin only (n=1) 

in country of origin and in Canada (n=6)  
only in Canada (n=2)



• White (n=9), racialized (n=5), Black (n=4), Indigenous (outside Canada) (n=2)

• Atheists (n=9), Muslim (n=4), Spiritual (n=2), Catholic (n=1),  Buddhist (n=1), 
Jewish (n=1), Sikh (n=1)

• Speak French (n=15) or English (n=3)

• Ages 25-45

Who are the participants?



Who are the participants?

Gender identity n
Woman 17
Non-binary/agender 1

Economic situation n
Well off 2
Sufficient income 8
Inadequate income 4
Poverty situation 4

Sexual orientation n
Heterosexual 12
Bisexual 3
Pansexual 2
Questioning 1

Health problems n
Mental 5
Physical 3
Gynecological 4
Neurodivergent 2
Using 3



Who are the participants?

Relationship with reproductive coercion : 1 to 16 years

were married (n=9)

lived with their spouse (n=14)

lived with the family [in-laws] during the relationship (n=4)



Spouse

n = 10* 

* 7 women born in Quebec 
3 immigrant women

Spouse as perpetrator (n=16)

*** 2 immigrant women

n = 6**

Spouse AND family [in-laws]

** 2 women born in Quebec 
4 immigrant women

Family [in-laws] as perpetrator (n=8)

Who are the perpetrators?

n = 2***

Family [in-laws]



Objectives of Coercive Strategies 

• pressure to be a mother (n=15)
• forcing full-term pregnancy (n=11)
• sabotaging contraceptives (n=8)

Exploiting reproductive potential (n=15)

• forced termination of pregnancy (n=6)
• discouraging reproduction (n=1)

Limiting reproductive potential (n=7)



Forms of violence used

Physical Sexual Economic Verbal Psychological Spiritual Other form

@Simon Lee,www.Unsplash.com

@Martin Olsen,www. Unsplash.com



Typical Strategies

Seduce & encourage

Exploit & weaken

Monitor & invade

Sabotage & trap

Threaten & attack



Youth and lack of experience

Quick marriage

Honeymoon, promises

I was young […], so not very experienced 
in life [laughs], in relationships in general, 
so I was... easily manipulated at that age 

(P30)

Seduce & encourage



Seduce & encourage

Promising a renewed relationship, an ideal family

Promote reproductive potential as the means to a strong filiation/ affiliation

Promoting motherhood and women who are mothers

[...] marital advice was like "[...] in marriage, your big personality will cause problems for you, you have to 
be submissive, you have to be gentle, you have to be docile and all that! And above all, you need to 

become a mother quickly. Because being a mom softens women! (P32)



Exploit vulnerabilities

Poverty / economic dependency

Isolation

Children

I had so little money at the 
time, and so few people 

around me that I was afraid of 
losing him. […] That's how I had 
children against my will (P18) 



Exploit vulnerabilities

Migration pathways and conditions

Precarious status

Administrative dependency

Isolation and loss of reference points

I think it’s being an immigrant 
women that has an impact, not so 

much the origins and all of that, but 
the situation as I was saying about 

being.... being a little vulnerable, 
because we didn’t have social 

networks […] (P29)

“I paid for immigration! 
I paid for you! ” (P22) 



• Control "the reproduction chain"
• Supervise and control outings and visits
• Develop a “sentinel” system
• Compare with other women that are also observed

Family / In-laws

• Track the ovulation period
• Require doors to stay open
• Check agenda, schedule, work
• Be present during medical appointments
• Limit outings or ask about them in detail

Spouse

Monitor & invade

Just before I got pregnant, he was asking me to 
write it on the calendar.... he asked me “when is your 

ovulation day?” to track my days on the calendar 
(P26)

Same three, four days, […] she says « show me your 
bed…you have period? you have no period? " (P21)



Sabotage & trap

Toss / hide

Pierce / damage

Stealthing / rape

Lie

Criticize / cast doubt

I didn’t have access to contraception 
anymore, he wouldn’t let me. On the 

pretext that if I take contraceptives, it will 
not be very good for making milk for the 

baby, and I should not take pills and 
breastfeed at the same time. […] And he 

refuses to wear a condom […] (P30)

It’s like you are trapped (P26)



Threaten & attack

Retain resource monopoly

Make and change rules

Showcase his strength

Reiterate the consequences

He was shouting in the house, he was 
shouting, he was swearing for himself, he 
was hitting the walls, but…. but... he didn’t 
do it to me […] but I was experiencing all 

that violence anyway (P29)



Threaten & attack

Portray alternative realities

Contribute to a bad reputation

Share bad omens

Threaten with death

There were death threats, “I’m 
going to kill you, you’re carrying my 

child, you’re not going to have a 
relationship with someone 

else”...you know, “I’m going to...I’m 
going to kill you, and I’m going to 
kill my child if I have to, but you’re 

mine!” (P31)



Threaten & attack

Requisition, take over, demand

Form alliances, plot

Denigrate, belittle, neglect, guilt

Deprive, use force, isolate, harass 

I felt like I didn’t belong to myself […] my 
uterus had fallen into the public domain 

(P32)

He called me... in the middle of the night, 
in the mornings, every day: "We’ll see 

each other!" and the subject was 
"Abortion please, abortion! abortion! ” 

(P24)



Impact on targeted individuals

Freedom is curtailed

Integrity is damaged

Health is affected

Identity is weakened

I felt like I was swimming at the surface, and then 
trying all the time to reach a rescue buoy to get 

me out... I was constantly thinking […], I was 
hypervigilant, all the time, weighing the pros and 

cons (P31)

He used me like a tool. To give him a child. He 
used my body. [...] [he] used me for his own 

purposes (P23)



Resistance and breakups

Couple relationship

Family relationships, relationship 
with children

Belonging, affiliation

It’s like this all the time, “If you don’t 
have children and all that, he’s going 
to take a second wife” or “his mother 
will make him take a second wife” so 

that she can have his child and all 
that... because that would mean you 
can’t have a child, so she would have 

to…. he has to have offspring, if you 
can’t make it happen, well… someone 
else will provide him with offspring” 

(P33)



Discussion and Conclusion



• Main findings 

• Cross-metaphors
• Reproductive potential as a resource (to be exploited, limited or destroyed)
• Body and spirit of gender minorities as land to be conquered
• Coercive campaigns based on an ownership ideology, a surveillance system, 

an arsenal of control strategies and propaganda

• Avenues for future research

• Avenues for practice

Discussion and Conclusion



Resources

Laboratoire de recherche sur la santé reproductive et les violences, UQAM, 2020 ©.



Resources

Laboratoire de recherche sur la santé reproductive et les violences, UQAM, 2020 ©.



Contacts

• carole.boulebsol@uqo.ca

• levesque.sylvie@uqam.ca

• mm.cousineau@umontreal.ca

• Laboratoire de recherche 
sur la santé reproductive et 
les violences

• @enjeuxcontraceptifs

• http://www.levesque.uqam.ca
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