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Land Acknowledgement
This work is taking place on and across the traditional territories of many Indigenous
nations. We recognize that gender-based violence is one form of violence caused by
colonization that is still used today to marginalize and dispossess Indigenous Peoples from
their lands and waters. We must centre this truth in our work to address gender-based
violence on campuses and in our communities. We commit to continuing to learn and take
an anti-colonial inclusive approach in all our work. One way we are honouring this
responsibility is by actively incorporating the Calls for Justice within Reclaiming Power and
Place: The Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous
Women and Girls.

Dedication
We would like to dedicate this tool to all of the people who have come forward to share
their stories and knowledge, allowing us to walk with them during such a difficult time.
Thank you for your courage in seeking support and demanding better.

About Possibility Seeds
Courage to Act, is a national initiative to address and prevent gender-based violence at
Canadian post-secondary institutions. It is led by Possibility Seeds, a social change
consultancy dedicated to gender justice, equity, and inclusion. We believe safe, equitable
workplaces, organizations and institutions are possible. Learn more about our work at
www.possibilityseeds.ca.

possibilityseeds.ca 1

https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/final-report/
https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/final-report/
https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/final-report/
https://www.couragetoact.ca/
http://www.possibilityseeds.ca
https://www.possibilityseeds.ca/
https://twitter.com/possibilityseed
https://www.linkedin.com/company/possibility-seeds-consulting/
https://www.instagram.com/possibilityseeds/


We hope this document will be a valuable resource to those seeking to address and
prevent campus gender-based violence. As this is an evolving document, it may not capture
the full complexity of the subject matter. The information provided does not constitute
legal advice, and is not intended to be prescriptive. It should be considered a supplement
to existing expertise, experience, and credentials; not a replacement for them.

We encourage readers to seek out training, education, and professional development
opportunities in relevant areas to enhance their knowledge and sustained engagement

with this work.
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COPYRIGHT © 2023 by Possibility Seeds. SOME RIGHTS RESERVED

“Self-Audit Tool For Practitioners Who Work With People Who Have Caused Harm” by
Possibility Seeds is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share
Alike 4.0 International License.

Possibility Seeds permits the use of this material under specific conditions: This material
can be copied and redistributed, in any medium and format, if appropriate attribution is
provided. Please credit Possibility Seeds, provide a link to the license, and indicate if
changes were made. No part of this work can be used for commercial purposes. If you
adapt or build upon the material, you may not distribute the modified material for
commercial purposes. For permission to use material from this text, please contact
Possibility Seeds at operations@possibilityseeds.ca.
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About this Self-Audit Tool and its Principles
Proceeding through a student judicial affairs process and decision can be difficult and
extremely stressful for those who have caused harm.1 It has the potential to significantly
impact their academic and personal well-being. Thus, it is important to provide such
individuals with support. This support may decrease the risk they pose to the campus
community, decrease their ability to escalate with others, increase their likelihood to
participate more fully in the process of taking accountability for their actions, and
encourage them to engage in repair work with the community. Supporting such individuals
is important because it provides them the opportunity to change their harmful and abusive
behaviours, which are often a trauma response to abuse they’ve experienced in their own
lives. Thus, those who have been found to cause harm are in need of assistance for a
variety of practical and ethical reasons.

As a caseworker, it is critical to clarify that you're not supporting the behaviours that
caused harm. Instead, you're supporting the individual in moving through the student
judicial affairs process and taking accountability. It is important to adopt an ethical
approach that centres the humanity and dignity of the person who has caused harm,
without diminishing the harm they’ve caused.

Those who have been found to cause harm may be quite reluctant to acknowledge that
they have committed any type of misconduct. This resistance can create tension with their
caseworker, making it difficult for them to provide meaningful support. Caseworkers then
run the risk of adopting a punitive lens, which may create more resistance and possibly
entrench problematic behaviour and attitudes further in those that they are trying to
support (Kiracofe & Wells, 2007; Mendoza, 2021).

Therefore, the guiding principles listed below are meant to help caseworkers navigate the
tension and resistance that may arise when working with people who have caused harm, as
well as ground and centre caseworkers during these difficult and sometimes tense
discussions.

Finally, the guiding principles below were formed in consultation and agreement with
communities of practice across the country under rigorous consensus methodology.

1 For more detailed information on how this process unfolds, refer to Supporting the Whole Campus
Community: A Roadmap Tool for Working with People Who Have Caused Harm.
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Application
There are many attending offices at a post-secondary institution (PSI) that may come into
contact with people who have caused harm. No matter the office, what follows are key
characteristics that should embody the assistance that you provide when you first start to
engage with these individuals. Self-awareness is also critical in being able to engage in this
work effectively. Below, you will find questions for reflection and a self-audit tool to help
you raise your awareness.

Key Characteristics
Dignity and Humanity. Every person has worth. This is also true for those who have
caused harm. Recognizing their inherent worth means that they also have the right to be
treated with respect, reconcile with the campus community, and take responsibility for
their misconduct. Working with those who have caused harm from a place of dignity
supports the belief that such individuals can change, do better, and learn from their
mistakes. Such an approach and position is not only dignified, but also developmentally
focused and wholly appropriate, as PSIs are places of learning and development (Couper,
2015; Human Rights Watch, 2013; Skinns et al., 2020).

Reflection Questions

What gets in the way of holding compassion towards someone who has caused harm
and recognizing their worth? What forms of gender-based violence (GBV) do I have a
harder time being compassionate around?
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Person-Centred. Being person-centred flows from believing and treating those who have
caused harm with dignity. Being person-centred involves recognizing where these
individuals are with respect to their change process; recognizing the choices they make,
whether helpful or harmful; and encouraging them to engage in better and more
constructive ways of relating to others. Accepting where they are at, while recognizing that
such individuals are free to make choices, creates conditions for those who have caused
harm to possibly change. Thus, being person-centred is a non-judgemental stance and an
adopted attitude that recognizes their autonomy. Not adopting such a stance and attitude
runs the risk of stigmatizing those who have caused harm (McCormack, 2004; Slater, 2006).

Reflection Questions

This work can sometimes engender and activate difficult feelings within us (e.g.,
frustration, rage, sadness, hopelessness) that make it hard to stay present, and be
effective and non-judgemental, in a conversation with the individual who has caused
harm. How can you tell when you are activated? How do you know when you are not
able to stay in the conversation?
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Avoid Shame-Based Interactions. It is sometimes easy to conflate the idea of holding
accountable those who have caused harm and making judgements on how they should act
and be. However, such judgements fail to contextualize their experiences and may also
induce shame. Shame ultimately does not foster conditions for learning socially
constructive behaviours or unlearning behaviours based on toxic masculinity, entitlement,
power, and control (Augusta-Scott, 2017; Jenkins, 1990; Scott, 2006).

Reflection Questions

Are there any actions or ways that I convey judgement to individuals who have
caused harm? What language can I use that promotes accountability without
shaming them?

Accountability-Focused.Working with those who have caused harm means not only being
person-centred and accepting them where they are at, but also being able to hold them
accountable for their past misconduct, mistakes, and harms, in non-punitive methods. This
assistance may invite tension; nevertheless, such tension can be healthy and may promote
change in those who have caused harm. Being accountability-focused means continually
encouraging these individuals to name their conduct without minimizing, denying, or
blaming the complainant and survivor (Augusta-Scott, 2017; Jenkins, 1990; Mendoza, 2021;
Pence et al., 1993).
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Reflection Questions

Think of a time you caused harm and were able to take accountability. What
conditions facilitated your ability to take accountability? What does it mean to
“support someone in taking accountability”?

Centring the Harm. Punitive methods identify that a rule was broken and address the
harm by punishing the person who has caused harm. By contrast, engaging accountability
work aims to centre the harm that happened and supports those who have committed it in
directly facing the harm they caused. This allows the caseworker to examine what may be
needed to increase safety and encourage the individual to understand the impact of their
harmful actions, repair relationships between all involved, and transformation towards
healthier behaviours.

Reflection Questions

Why do you think facing the harm that one has caused is so difficult to do? What gets
in the way of facing the harm?
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“No one enters violence for the first time having committed it.”

-Danielle Sered, Until We Reckon

Trauma- and Violence-Informedmeans acknowledging that trauma and violence are
connected and being aware of the impacts that trauma has on an individual’s emotional,
cognitive, physical, psychological, spiritual, and/or sexual wellbeing. Adopting such a lens
should prevent re-traumatizing individuals involved in a complaints and adjudication
process, while maintaining everyone’s dignity throughout. Thus, any assistance provided to
those who have caused harm should not traumatize them as well. Adopting such a lens
also implies that caseworkers should be trained in trauma- and violence-informed
practices.

Reflection Question

How does supporting/working with individuals who have caused harm also support
survivors in having more of their basic needs met?

Intersectionality is the acknowledgement that an individual can occupy and be impacted
by a number of political and social identities. Those identities and social categorizations can
be understood under racial, gender, sexual, religious, disabled, class, and religious lines, to
name a few. The overlap of any of these identities creates a complex system of
discrimination where individuals face multiple oppressions. Any work with people who
have caused harm should adopt this lens, as they are not immune to multiple oppressions
and discrimination themselves. Such recognition can provide a form of dignity when
working with people who have caused harm.
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Reflection Questions

Individuals who identify with intersectional identities and who have caused harm
may have also experienced intersectional forms of abuse, discrimination, and
oppression themselves. When supporting such individuals, how do I hold space and
ensure that I support them as a whole person? How can I encourage them to take
accountability while acknowledging their intersectionality?
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Self-Audit Tool
Reflect on two situations where you worked with people who have caused harm and wish
that it could have gone differently. As you reflect on each situation, use the questions
below to self-evaluate your provision of work. Sometimes feelings of guilt or shame may
occur as you reflect on these situations. Acknowledge that these feelings are ways of
pointing out opportunities for learning and professional development.

Context Action Results Learning

Situation 1:
What was the
context of the
situation? What
was I hoping to
achieve at that
moment?

What did I do? Why
did I choose this
action? What else
could I have done?

What was accomplished,
and did my actions
embody the principles of
dignity and
person-centredness?
Were my actions
non-shaming,
accountability-focused,
trauma- and
violence-informed, and
intersectional in analysis?

What did I learn from this
situation? Did I accomplish
what I wanted? Could
different actions have given
me the same result? How
might I embody the
principles of dignity and
person-centredness? How
can I be non-shaming,
accountability-focused,
trauma- and
violence-informed, and
intersectional in my
interventions in the future?
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Situation 2:
What was the
context of the
situation? What
was I hoping to
achieve at that
moment?

What did I do? Why
did I choose this
action? What else
could I have done?

What was accomplished,
and did my actions
embody the principles of
dignity and
person-centredness?
Were my actions
non-shaming,
accountability-focused,
trauma- and
violence-informed, and
intersectional in analysis?

What did I learn from this
situation? Did I accomplish
what I wanted? Could
different actions have given
me the same result? How
might I embody the
principles of dignity and
person-centredness? How
can I be non-shaming,
accountability-focused,
trauma- and
violence-informed, and
intersectional in my
interventions in the future?

Next Steps

What do I need to do so that my work with people who have caused harm embodies the
principles of dignity and person-centredness? How can I ensure that my interventions are
non-shaming, accountability-focused, trauma- and violence-informed, and intersectional in
analysis? Where can I find professional development resources (e.g., readings, training,
webinars, blogs, podcasts)? Who can I talk to about working with people who have caused
harm? Where can I find collegial support for this type of work?
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Other Considerations When Working with People
Who Have Caused Harm
Consider consultation. As discussed earlier, this work can activate a judgemental stance
and hamper your ability to provide meaningful support to those who have caused harm. In
those difficult moments, you may realize that you are working outside of your comfort
zone, as highlighted by some of the questions for reflection above. When you recognize
this, it’s important to seek consultation as well as support. Having the ability to discuss,
process, and brainstorm what else you can do in these difficult moments can help ground
you back in the meaningful and effective support that you’d like to provide.

Consider a professional referral. People who have been found to cause harm may have a
variety of factors that inhibit their ability to take responsibility and accountability for their
misconduct. For example, a history of trauma, mental health issues, addiction, or high
resistance may warrant a referral. This may be a key consideration when constructing an
accountability plan for such individuals.

Consider disciplinary counselling. Some PSIs may sanction disciplinary counselling as a
measure of providing discipline as well as support. The original debate within the clinical
community has been that counselling services at a PSI should be administratively neutral,
and delivering this measure of support would make it hard to maintain such a position. The
result, however, has been to externally refer to individuals who have caused harm to
clinicians in the community, who more often than not are unaware of the nuances of PSI
policies, operations, and governance. External clinicians who lack such awareness may fail
in providing truly comprehensive support to such individuals.

Another issue in the debate on disciplinary counselling has been the ability for students to
make an informed choice about their treatment. Mandated treatment and counselling
would betray the idea that a person who has caused harm should be able to make an
informed choice about their treatment or to withdraw from treatment altogether. However,
if disciplinary counselling is provided as a bona fide option amongst other sanctions, those
who have been found to cause harm may feel that they can fully consent to partake in
treatment or not.
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Another aspect of this debate is challenging whether any student who partakes in
counselling services is doing so truly voluntarily. Quite often, students access counselling
services at a PSI because of a presenting crisis, academic difficulties, or pressure from their
social networks to attend (e.g., parent, partner). It might be argued that those cases are not
truly voluntary (and may be considered socially mandated) in a student’s actual
help-seeking relative to their motivation in accessing counselling services. People who have
caused harm and who have been mandated for disciplinary counselling may be no
different than your typical student seeking counselling services at their PSI.

Despite these ethical issues, in the last two decades, there has been a shift towards
providing disciplinary counselling within the PSI (Kiracofe & Buller, 2009; Kiracofe & Wells,
2007; Mendoza, 2021). This shift might be accounted for by PSIs growing concerned and
wanting to prioritize the safety of their campus communities, as they recognize that those
individuals who have caused harm and who have not had any substantial intervention may
go on to continue to harm those in the greater community.

If a PSI decides that disciplinary counselling is indeed an option in providing support to
people who have caused harm, special care and attention should be focused on who
delivers that work and the training that they possess. Preferably, the clinician delivering
that work is housed in a different unit outside of the normal counselling service at the PSI,
so that the regular counselling service can continue to maintain their administrative
neutrality. Further, the clinician providing disciplinary counselling must have specific
training in holding clients accountable, performing risk assessments, and providing
psychoeducation and therapy on GBV and corresponding healthier behaviours. The
clinician will need to be able to acknowledge the complexity of individuals who have caused
harm, who may also be survivors of abuse themselves. As well, there is the potential for
critical grief work, as many people who have caused harm struggle with their perception of
themselves in comparison to the reflection of their actions highlighted through the
complaint process. Most importantly, the clinician should have training on how to engage
those who have caused harm and help those individuals with their reluctance and reactivity
with respect to being ordered to attend disciplinary counselling (Mendoza, 2021).
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