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1. Preamble  

Family mediation and other mediative processes2 are occupying an expanding role in family 
dispute resolution in Canada. They are increasingly relied upon to resolve parenting, 
financial, and relational disputes outside of court, and in court-connected mediation 
programs.3 Based on practice-based knowledge shared by mediators, these processes are 
frequently engaged in family disputes characterized by heightened vulnerability, power 
imbalance, and family violence.4 While mediation is grounded in principles of voluntariness 
and self-determination, mediative professionals recognize that these principles may be 
compromised in the presence of fear, coercive control, trauma, or systemic inequality. 

Without structured, continuous screening and intentional process design, mediative 
processes may unintentionally reproduce the very dynamics of control, silencing, and 
harm they seek to resolve. Survivors may appear cooperative while acting under fear or 
exhaustion. Children’s interests may be shaped by appeasement rather than safety. 
Agreements may reflect power rather than genuine consent. In such circumstances, 
neutrality toward outcomes does not preserve self-determination; it distorts it. 

The HELP-M Toolkit: Identifying and Responding to Family Violence and Power Imbalances 
in Mediative Approaches was developed to address this systemic gap. 

Building on the Department of Justice Canada’s HELP Toolkit for family law legal advisers, 
HELP-M adapts and expands the framework for use within mediative and interest-based 
dispute resolution environments. It recognizes that mediative professionals5 are not merely 
facilitators of conversation, but architects of process whose design choices directly shape 
safety, participation, and ethical integrity. 

HELP-M reframes screening as an ongoing assessment of process suitability rather than a 
determination of truth or fault. Its purpose is not to investigate violence or make credibility 
findings, but to assess whether individuals can participate freely, safely, and without 
coercion within the process being oKered. Where risks or power imbalances are identified, 

 
2 A mediative process refers to any facilitated approach that uses mediation principles to support dialogue, 
understanding, and decision-making. 
3 Department of Justice Canada. (2023). Out-of-court dispute resolution for families experiencing separation 
or divorce in Canada. Government of Canada. This report documents the increasing reliance on mediation 
and other non-court dispute resolution processes across Canada, including court-connected mediation 
programs, and highlights their use in parenting, financial, and relational disputes, often in contexts involving 
vulnerability, power imbalance, and family violence. 
4 Practice-based knowledge reflects the collective insights of mediative professionals developed through 
direct work with families, informed by experience, professional judgment, and ongoing reflection, and 
complements formal research evidence. 
5 Mediative professionals are practitioners who use mediation principles to support dialogue, understanding, 
and decision-making in conflict or transition. 
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HELP-M supports intentional adaptation, referral, pausing, or termination of mediative 
processes to preserve dignity, autonomy, and protection from harm. 

Informed by trauma and violence-informed practice and child-centred decision-making, 
HELP-M positions safety as a professional obligation rather than a discretionary 
consideration. The Toolkit acknowledges that parties may experience fear, power 
imbalance, or past harm that aKects their ability to participate freely. Mediative 
professionals remain neutral about outcomes, but neutrality does not extend to harm, 
coercion, or silencing; where these are present, active professional judgment is required to 
protect safety and meaningful participation. 

The Toolkit is designed as a living, practical framework supporting continuous screening, 
reflective practice, and ethical process design across the life of a case. By integrating 
written guidance, visual tools, and applied screening resources, HELP-M seeks to 
strengthen professional competence, accountability, relational decision-making, and 
empathy across diverse mediative settings. 

Ultimately, HELP-M advances a vision of family dispute resolution that does not prioritize 
eKiciency or settlement over safety and consent. While the Toolkit does not itself conduct 
safety planning, it equips mediative professionals with structured screening to identify 
when safety planning or other protective responses may be required, supporting families, 
particularly children and those who have experienced harm, to navigate separation with 
agency, dignity, and as much protection as possible. 

Methodology 

The HELP-M Toolkit is grounded in interest-based, mediative dispute resolution theory and 
is intended for use within non-adversarial family dispute resolution contexts. It is not 
designed to provide legal advice, guide adjudicative decision making, or function as a legal 
practice instrument. The framework supports practitioners in facilitating voluntary, 
informed, and child-centred processes, with safety and participant autonomy as 
foundational conditions of ethical practice. 

The toolkit is informed by trauma and violence-aware principles and emphasizes 
professional judgment in determining when processes should be adapted, paused, or 
discontinued to maintain safety and appropriateness. Particular attention is given to the 
realities of family violence, power imbalance, and the developmental needs of children and 
youth within family restructuring processes. 

Development Approach - The HELP-M Toolkit was developed through an interdisciplinary 
and practice-informed process that combined national consultation with expert guidance. 
An advisory committee composed of academic researchers, senior practitioners, and 
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sector leaders provided ongoing input to ensure methodological integrity, alignment with 
current scholarship, and relevance to practice across settings. 

Consultations were designed to capture real-world experiences from professionals working 
across family dispute resolution systems and related services. The goal was to ensure the 
framework reflects the diversity of practice environments, jurisdictions, and professional 
roles across Canada. 

The analytical approach involved qualitative synthesis of consultation insights to inform 
toolkit design, structure, and implementation considerations rather than the generation of 
formal empirical findings. 

Consultation Scope and National Engagement - The national consultation process 
engaged professionals across multiple sectors involved in family dispute resolution and 
family justice services. 

• Geographic scope: Five provinces across Canada 
• Organizations engaged: Twenty organizations 
• Participants: Mediators, arbitrators, interdisciplinary professionals, program 

leaders, and judges 
• Judicial engagement: Provincial and superior court judges from multiple 

jurisdictions 
• Consultation formats: Individual interviews, small-group consultations, and 

consultative meetings 
• Delivery modes: In-person and videoconference participation 
• Total engagement time: Over 500 hours 

Consultations were conducted using inclusive formats to enable participation from 
geographically dispersed contributors and to incorporate a wide range of perspectives, 
including frontline practitioners, program administrators, and justice system stakeholders. 

 

What HELP-M Is Not: 

HELP-M is not a forensic assessment tool, a credibility evaluation process, or a mechanism 
for determining whether family violence has occurred. It does not replace the role of 
courts, child protection authorities, or investigative bodies, nor does it require mediative 
professionals to gather evidence or make findings of fact. HELP-M also does not presume 
that mediation or other mediative processes are appropriate in every case. It is a process-
safety and ethical decision-making framework designed to assist mediative professionals 
in assessing whether participants can engage freely, safely, and without coercion, and to 
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guide adaptation, referral, pausing, or termination of process when those conditions are 
not present. 

 

Professional Responsibility to Protect Process Safety 

Mediative professionals are responsible for maintaining the integrity of the process in 
which decisions are being made. When conditions arise that compromise a participant’s 
ability to engage freely, such as pressure, imbalance of power, impaired capacity, or 
escalating risk, professionals must take active steps to restore appropriate conditions or 
redirect the process. This may include adapting structure and pacing, introducing 
supports, pausing proceedings, or ending the mediative process when safe participation 
cannot be achieved. These actions reflect professional accountability for consent, 
fairness, and participant protection, and are essential to ensuring that mediative processes 
remain ethical and appropriate. 

Mediative professionals themselves operate within systems6 that may create explicit or 
implicit pressure to keep cases moving, to avoid delay, or to prioritize settlement over 
process integrity. Institutional expectations, resource constraints, and professional culture 
can all make pausing or ending a mediative process feel risky or isolating, even when safety 
or voluntariness is in question. By anchoring screening, process adaptation, and 
termination decisions in professional responsibility rather than individual discretion alone, 
the Toolkit legitimizes pausing, redesigning, or ending mediation when necessary to protect 
safety, consent, and dignity for all participants, including children. 

 

2. Executive Summary  

Mediative processes are increasingly shaping how families navigate separation, parenting, 
and conflict across Canada. Many of these processes, however, were developed for 
situations of relative equality and emotional stability, not for the complex realities of 
trauma, family violence, and power imbalance that now characterize a significant portion 
of family dispute resolution work. Experiences of risk, safety, and participation are further 
shaped by intersecting factors such as culture, race, disability, immigration status, 
language, socioeconomic position, and prior interactions with systems of authority. HELP-
M was created to respond to this context by providing mediative professionals with a 

 
6 Systems includes the institutional, legal, organizational, and professional contexts that influence how 
mediative work is conducted, including expectations related to eKiciency, outcomes, and risk management. 



 9 

consistent, trauma- and violence-informed framework for screening, process design, and 
ethical decision-making in complex family situations. 

HELP-M is operationalized through the CARE Framework of Competence, Accountability, 
Relational Ethics, and Empathy (Medhekar, 2025). CARE provides a practical ethical 
structure for mediative professionals to recognize how trauma, power, and social context 
shape participation, and to make informed decisions about process design, adaptation, 
pausing, or redirection when safety or voluntariness is compromised. The CARE Framework 
is explored in greater depth later in this Toolkit as a foundation for ethical, power-aware 
mediative practice. 

HELP-M is grounded in a gender-based violence (GBV) analysis that recognizes family 
separation as a period in which coercive control, financial abuse, legal harassment, social 
isolation, and threats related to children or status frequently emerge or intensify. The 
Toolkit treats both individual incidents and broader patterns of behaviour as significant, 
and attends to how power and control dynamics, whether expressed through single events 
or ongoing conduct, can aKect safety, consent, and meaningful participation within 
mediative processes. 

The HELP-M Toolkit is designed to provide family mediators and mediative professionals 
with a standardized, culturally sensitive, child-centred, and trauma-informed resource to 
enhance their practice. Operationalized through the CARE Framework of Competence, 
Accountability, Relational Ethics, and Empathy, HELP-M embeds ethical responsibility, 
power literacy, and relational justice into everyday mediative work, ensuring that process 
design actively supports dignity, autonomy, and protection from harm. 

Through continuous screening, structured process adaptation, and intentional referral 
pathways, HELP-M supports safe participation while identifying when mediative processes 
require redesign, pause, or redirection. By identifying and interrupting unsafe process 
dynamics at an early stage, including those shaped by fear, intimidation, or violence, the 
Toolkit helps reduce litigation recycling and repeated dispute return, promoting more 
durable and ethically grounded outcomes for families and children.  

HELP-M integrates written guidance, visual decision-support tools, screening resources, 
and reflective practice frameworks to assist mediative professionals in responding 
eKectively in real time to issues of safety, trauma, culture, and power. 

The Toolkit is designed for use across a wide range of family dispute resolution contexts, 
including family mediation, child inclusive family mediation, child protection mediation, 
intergenerational mediation, parenting coordination, collaborative practice, settlement-
focused judicial processes, mediation-arbitration, community justice initiatives, and allied 
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professional settings. Across these contexts, the Toolkit supports mediative professionals 
in attending to safety, power, and voluntariness; designing processes that are responsive to 
family dynamics; and making informed, ethical decisions about participation, pacing, 
adaptation, pausing, or termination of a process. The Toolkit is intended to be used flexibly 
and relationally, recognizing that families may move between processes over time and that 
mediative principles may be applied within, alongside, or in support of more formal legal or 
institutional pathways. 

By strengthening professional competence, ethical accountability, relational decision-
making, and empathy, HELP-M supports mediative professionals in navigating the lived 
realities of families experiencing conflict and violence, while advancing safer, more 
equitable, and more sustainable dispute resolution practices. 

 

3.Overview and Insight: What is the HELP-M?   

HELP-M is grounded in national consultation and sustained engagement with mediative 
professionals across Canada. Drawing on this research, alongside lived practice 
experience and interdisciplinary insight, consistent patterns emerged about the realities of 
working with families experiencing conflict, power imbalance, and family violence. Across 
jurisdictions, roles, and practice settings, practitioners identified shared concerns related 
to safety, trauma, culture, children’s well-being, and the limitations of traditional 
processes. Through this research process, a set of recurring themes was identified, which 
now informs the design, structure, and application of the HELP-M approach. 

Family separation is not simply a legal transition. It is a period of heightened emotional, 
psychological, and physical vulnerability, particularly when family violence7 and/or 
coercive control8 is present. Separation is widely recognized as one of the most dangerous 
points in the relationship trajectory, with risk often escalating rather than diminishing. 

Mediative professionals occupy a critical, safety-shaping role within the family justice 
system. The processes they design and facilitate can either reduce harm or unintentionally 
increase it. HELP-M was developed to support practitioners in responding to this 

 
7 Family violence encompasses a broad range of abusive behaviours within family or intimate relationships, 
including physical, sexual, emotional, psychological, and financial abuse, coercive or controlling behaviour, 
threats, intimidation, and harassment. Such behaviour may occur as single incidents or as part of a broader 
pattern and may aKect both adults and children. 
8 Coercive control refers to a pattern of behaviour through which one person seeks to dominate, intimidate, or 
regulate another by restricting autonomy, creating fear, or undermining independence. It may include tactics 
such as intimidation, threats, surveillance, isolation, financial control, manipulation, harassment, or the 
misuse of legal, parenting, or institutional processes. Coercive control may occur with or without physical 
violence and can significantly aKect safety, consent, and meaningful participation. 
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responsibility with greater awareness, skill, and ethical clarity. The themes that follow 
reflect what was consistently identified through the research and consultations, and they 
frame the core areas where mediative practice must evolve to better protect families and 
children. 

 

THEME 1: Self-Determination Has Ethical Limits 

Mediative practice is grounded in self-determination, voluntariness, and 
informed choice. These principles give mediation its legitimacy. However, they also 
create ethical vulnerability when fear, coercion, or power imbalance are present. 

Research on mediation ethics is clear: not every power imbalance requires 
termination of a mediative process, but violence and fear create a non-negotiable 
threshold. When intimidation, coercion, fear, and/or abuse deprive a person of 
genuine autonomy, the process is no longer voluntary, even if it appears calm or 
cooperative. In those circumstances, impartiality cannot mean inaction. The 
mediator’s ethical duty shifts toward protecting the integrity of self-determination 
and the safety of participants, especially children. 

HELP-M supports mediative professionals in exercising neutrality as a dynamic 
professional stance, remaining neutral with respect to outcomes while actively 
responding to safety concerns as they emerge. 

 

THEME 2: HELP-M Screens for Process Safety, Not Truth 

HELP-M does not ask mediative professionals to determine whether 
violence “really happened.” It does not ask them to weigh evidence, assess 
credibility, or make findings of fact. Those functions belong to courts and forensic 
processes. 

HELP-M screens for process suitability. 

This means asking a diKerent set of questions: 

a) Can these people speak freely? 
b) Can they disagree without fear? 
c) Can they make decisions without coercion, intimidation, or exhaustion? 
d) Are children’s voices protected from pressure, appeasement, or loyalty 

binds? 
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When people are emotionally overwhelmed or feel unsafe, their ability to think 
clearly, remember information, weigh options, and advocate for themselves can be 
significantly aKected. Responses such as fear, dissociation, appeasement, or over-
compliance may reflect eKorts to cope or stay safe rather than genuine agreement. 
HELP-M treats these responses as indicators of process risk, not as markers of 
credibility, cooperation, or goodwill. 

Screening, in HELP-M, is a protective function. It exists to decide how mediation 
should proceed, whether it should proceed, or when it must pause or stop. 

 

THEME 3: Coercive Control is a Core Risk Pattern 

Family violence is not limited to physical assault. It includes patterns of 
behaviour that create fear, dependency, isolation, and loss of autonomy. Coercive 
control may involve: 

a) Threats to children, pets, or immigration status 
b) Surveillance and monitoring 
c) Financial deprivation or manipulation 
d) Isolation from culture, community, or supports 
e) Legal and procedural harassment 

These patterns are often highly individualized, using whatever will most eKectively 
instill fear or compel compliance for a particular person in their particular social 
location. HELP-M uses visuals to help mediative professionals and participants see 
patterns rather than isolated incidents. When factors are examined one by one, no 
single risk factor may appear decisive. When seen together, the pattern becomes 
unmistakable. These tools allow understanding without requiring disclosure or re-
traumatization, and they create shared language that reduces shame, 
defensiveness, and misinterpretation. 
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THEME 4: Litigation Abuse is Post-Separation Coercive Control 

HELP-M recognizes that abuse does not end when couples separate. In 
many families, coercive control moves into the legal system. 

Litigation abuse, also called legal or systems abuse, occurs when one party uses 
court processes, mediation, or procedural rules to: 

a) Delay resolution 
b) Exhaust the other party financially or emotionally 
c) Create fear through repeated filings or threats 
d) Distort or withhold information 
e) Undermine the other parent’s credibility 

These behaviours are not procedural accidents. They are a continuation of control 
through diKerent means. Mediative professionals must be alert to patterns of delay, 
misinformation, and procedural sabotage, because their services can be used to 
prolong or legitimize that harm if safeguards are not in place. 

 

THEME 5: Children Are “Invisible Parties” 

Children are often the most aKected and least visible participants in 
mediative processes. 

They may fawn, appease, or provide information they think will reduce conflict 
rather than reflect their true experience. They may feel pressure to protect one 
parent, avoid anger, or preserve fragile stability. These survival strategies can 
inadvertently shape outcomes in ways that are not safe or developmentally 
appropriate. 

HELP-M adopts a “voice-not-choice” principle. Children may be heard, but they are 
never asked to decide. Their participation can occur through child-inclusive 
mediation, lawyers for children, clinical consultants, Voice of the Child reports, or 
other supported pathways. Mediative professionals must remain vigilant to signs, 
both visible and less apparent, that children’s input is being filtered through fear, 
loyalty binds, or coercion. 

When children’s safety or emotional well-being is at risk, process design must 
change, even if the adults are eager to proceed. 
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THEME 6: Safety is More Than the Absence of Risk 

Research on separating families aKected by family violence shows that safety 
is not simply the opposite of danger. It is a lived, subjective experience shaped by: 

a) Physical distance from the person who caused harm 
b) Supportive relationships 
c) Survivor-centered services 
d) Technology used for protection rather than surveillance 
e) Processes that reduce fear and restore control 

People actively navigate their own safety using a mix of private strategies (placating, 
resisting, planning) and public strategies (seeking help from family, services, 
courts). Not all interventions increase safety. Some court and mediative processes, 
even when well-intended, can escalate risk by forcing contact, prolonging conflict, 
or exposing survivors to further control. 

HELP-M is designed to help mediative professionals identify and strengthen 
modifiable safety factors through intentional process design. 

 

THEME 7: When Mediation Becomes Harmful 

Mediation misuse occurs when: 

a) Vulnerable parties are pushed toward unfair agreements 
b) People are pressured to agree or sign without legal advice 
c) Power imbalances are ignored or normalized 
d) Fear, coercion, or exhaustion shape decisions 
e) Children, older adults, or cognitively vulnerable parties lack advocates 

In these circumstances, continuing a mediative process would not serve self-
determination; it would undermine it. When process safety cannot be restored 
through adaptations, mediative professionals are obligated to stop and support the 
family in moving to a more appropriate pathway. 
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THEME 8: The Heart of HELP-M 

HELP-M rests on a simple truth: 

Mediative professionals are not neutral about whether people are safe. They are 
neutral about outcomes only to the extent that proposed outcomes do not 
compromise safety, dignity, or the well-being of children. Agreement alone does not 
determine whether a process or outcome is appropriate. Families may reach 
agreements under pressure, fatigue, fear, financial strain, caregiving demands, or a 
desire to bring conflict to an end. In these circumstances, outcomes may reflect 
survival or expediency rather than genuine choice. 

This Toolkit exists to support mediative professionals in noticing when proposed 
agreements raise concerns, even when they appear consensual. It oKers guidance 
for designing, adapting, pausing, and sometimes ending mediative processes when 
safety, power imbalance, coercion, or unresolved risk may be present. Neutrality 
does not require silence in the face of harm, nor does it require professionals to 
carry processes forward simply because the parties are willing to agree. 

Courts routinely identify situations in which parents have reached a plan, yet the 
agreement itself raises red flags that warrant further scrutiny. Mediative 
professionals are similarly called to remain attentive to the broader context in which 
agreements are made and to consider whether proposed arrangements are 
informed, voluntary, and sustainable. Depending on the model, role, and legal 
framework, this may include reality-testing, child-focused feedback, professional 
observations, or consultation, while remaining within the bounds of the mediative 
role. 

Mediative processes may be open or closed, and confidentiality remains a 
cornerstone of practice. At the same time, confidentiality is not absolute. Where 
safety concerns emerge, mediative professionals may have ethical or legal 
obligations to pause, redesign the process, seek guidance, or refer the matter to 
another forum. This Toolkit is intended to support those decisions, recognizing that 
ethical practice sometimes means slowing down, shifting course, or stepping back 
so that families, particularly children and those who have been harmed, can move 
through separation with as much agency, dignity, and safety as possible. 
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4. Visual Guide to the HELP-M Tool 

i. HELP-M in Practice Cycle  

ii. HELP-M Screening Tool 

iii. HELP-M Core Baseline Screening and Check-In Tool 

iv. HELP-M Indigenous Family Resolution Pathway 

v. HELP-M Bench Card 

vi. DVDRC Top Signs of Lethality 

 



HELP-M IN PRACTICE 
A CONTINUOUS CYCLE FOR MEDIATIVE PROFESSIONALS

HELP-M is designed to support mediative professionals 
in making real-time decisions about safety, power, and process. 

It works as a continuous cycle rather than a one-time screening event.

STEP FIVE

Safe termination prioritizes wellbeing 
when a process can no longer continue 

without risk or harm. 
It includes pausing, ending, or 

redirecting the process in a way  
 that supports safety, dignity, and access to

appropriate referrrals and next steps.

Readiness focuses on understanding 
whether each person has the emotional,

psychological, and practical capacity 
to engage in the process. 

It centers on safety, self-determination, 
and the ability to participate 

without fear or pressure.

STEP ONE

READINESS

SAFE TERMINATION
Appropriateness examines whether 

this process is the right one 
for the people at this time.

 It centres relational safety, 
power awareness, and the

 ability of the process
 to adapt to emerging needs.

STEP TWO

APPROPRIATENESS

Process design is the thoughtful 
structuring of how the process will unfold, 

based on what supports connection, 
and reduces harm. It remains responsive to
power, pace, and communication needs as

relationships and circumstances evolve.

STEP THREE

PROCESS DESIGN

Continuous screening means staying 
present to what is unfolding in

the relationship and in the family, not relying  
on a single point-in-time assessment. 

It supports timely adjustment, pause, or
redirection when conditions change.

STEP FOUR

CONTINUOUS SCREENING 



HELP-M SCREENING TOOL

1. Feeling Safe Enough to Speak
People participate best when they feel safe to talk honestly. We ask these questions to understand whether this process feels safe
enough for you to speak freely.
a) What helps you feel safe enough to speak openly in this process right now?
b) Are there topics or decisions that feel harder to talk about, or that you feel careful around?
c) Do you ever hold back because of how the other person might react later?
d) When disagreements come up, do you feel able to say no or slow things down?
e)  Is there anything about being here today that makes you feel nervous, or cautious?

2. Physical Safety and Direct Harm
Because separation can increase risk, we ask direct questions about safety. We ask only to understand safety and whether this
process is appropriate.
a)  Have you ever been physically hurt, threatened, or made to feel unsafe by the other person?
b)  Are you afraid of the other person now, even if nothing physical has happened recently?
c)  Has there ever been unwanted sexual contact, pressure, or sexual activity in the relationship?
d)  Are there weapons in the home, or has the other person ever threatened to use a weapon?
e)  Have threats ever been made toward you, the children, pets, or themselves?

3. How Decisions Actually Get Made
Sometimes people appear to agree, but inside they may feel rushed, worn down, or worried about consequences.
a)  Who usually sets the pace when decisions need to be made between you?
b)  Do you ever feel pressure to agree just to keep things calm or moving forward?
c)  Do you and the other person have the same access to information, documents, and resources?
d)  Are there consequences you worry about if you disagree or ask for more?
e)  Do stress, fear, or exhaustion ever affect the choices you feel able to make here?

4. Ongoing Pressure, Control, or Fear
We’re not asking you to prove anything or relive the past. These questions help us notice whether ongoing pressure or control is
affecting your ability to participate freely
a)  Are there patterns in your relationship that make you feel monitored, restricted, or controlled?
b)  Do money, housing, immigration status, health, or access to children affect what feels possible for you right now?
c)  Are there things you avoid doing or saying in order to prevent conflict or escalation?
d)  Since separation, have interactions felt calmer, more tense, or harder to predict?
e)  Are there concerns about pets or animals that affect your sense of freedom now?

5. Emotional and Psychological Harm
Emotional harm doesn’t always look dramatic, but it can deeply affect safety and decision-making.
a)  Have you experienced repeated criticism, humiliation, threats, or put-downs in this relationship?
b)  Do you ever feel blamed, confused, or made to doubt your own memory or judgement?
c)  Has your mental health, sleep, confidence, or sense of self changed because of how you’ve been treated?

6. Background, Family of Origin, and What You Bring With You
The way people learned to handle conflict and decision-making earlier in life can shape how mediation feels now. 
a)  When you think about the family you grew up in, how were conflict and disagreements usually handled?
b)  As a child or young person, did you feel heard and safe when decisions were being made?
c)  Were there experiences growing up, i.e., conflict, instability, violence, or caregiving, that still affect how you handle stress or
disagreement today?
d)  When this relationship began, did it feel similar to or different from what you were used to growing up?
e)  Looking at your relationship now, do you notice any patterns that feel familiar from earlier in your life?



HELP-M SCREENING TOOL

7. Who is not at the table? Children and Other Family Members
Children and dependents are often deeply affected, even when they are not part of these conversations.
a)  How do you think the children are experiencing what’s happening between you?
b)  Do you notice the children trying to manage conflict, take sides, or keep the peace?
c)  Are there worries about how decisions made here might affect the children’s emotional or physical safety?
d)  Are there older persons or other dependents whose needs or safety are shaped by these decisions?

8. Process Fit and Technology Safety
The way mediation happens, in person, online, or in writing, can affect how safe people feel.
a)  Does this way of meeting feel private and safe for you?
b)  Is anyone else able to hear, monitor, or access your communications or documents?
c)  Does technology make it easier or harder for you to speak freely here?

9. Legal and System Pressures
Sometimes court processes, timelines, or legal steps can create stress or pressure that affects safety.
a)  Do legal or court processes feel supportive, overwhelming, or stressful for you right now?
b)  Are delays, repeated steps, or uncertainty making it harder for you to move forward safely?

10. Culture, Identity, and Belonging
People’s experiences are shaped by culture, identity, and past experiences with systems.
a)  Are there cultural, family, or community expectations that make it harder to speak openly here?
b)  Do past experiences with systems, discrimination, or authority affect how safe this process feels for you?
Professional Direction
 If a participant identifies as Indigenous, including First Nations, Inuit, or Métis, pause and consider whether the Indigenous Family
Resolution Pathway in this Toolkit should be explored. With consent, review the additional Indigenous Pathway questions and discuss
whether Indigenous-led, Elder-supported, community-based, or culturally grounded approaches, or adaptations within the current
process, would better support cultural safety and self-determination.

11. Safety Completeness Check
Because safety and readiness and appropriateness for mediative processes can change over time, we ask these questions to make
sure we are not missing anything urgent or limiting.
a)  Are there any current safety concerns for you or the children that feel urgent or immediate right now?
b)  Are there any court orders, conditions, or legal restrictions that affect how or whether you and the other person can communicate or
be in contact?
c)  Are mental health challenges, alcohol, drugs, or medication affecting either person’s ability to participate safely or clearly in this
process right now?
d)  Have there been moments when you or the other person felt so overwhelmed that harming yourself felt like a concern?

12. Re-Checking Choice and Leaving the Door Open
We regularly check whether continuing still feels safe and workable, and whether anything important has been missed.
a)  As things stand today, do you feel able to continue in this process without feeling scared, pushed, or pressured into decisions that
don’t really feel like your own?
b)  Is there anything else about your situation, safety, or concerns that you think would help me support you better in this process?



1. Feeling Safe Enough to Speak
 What helps you feel safe enough to speak openly in this process right now? Do you ever hold back because of how
the other person might react later?
2. Physical Safety and Direct Harm
 Have you ever been physically hurt, threatened, or made to feel unsafe by the other person? Are you afraid of the
other person now, even if nothing physical has happened recently? Are there any concerns about pets, including
how the other person treats them or whether you worry about their safety or care?
3. How Decisions Actually Get Made
 Who usually sets the pace when decisions need to be made between you? Do you ever feel pressure to agree just
to keep things calm or moving forward?
4. Ongoing Pressure, Control, or Fear
 Are there patterns in your relationship that make you feel monitored, restricted, or controlled? Do money, housing,
immigration status, health, or access to children affect what feels possible for you right now?
5. Emotional and Psychological Harm
 Do you ever feel blamed, confused, or made to doubt your own memory or judgment?
6. Background, Family of Origin, and What You Bring With You
 Are there experiences growing up that still affect how you handle stress or disagreement today?
7. Children and Other Invisible Family Members
 Are there worries about how decisions made here might affect the emotional or physical safety of children or other
family members?
8. Process Fit and Technology Safety
 Does this way of meeting feel private and safe for you? Are there any concerns about the other person monitoring
or tracking you, for example through location sharing, devices, apps, or accounts that you do not fully control?
9. Legal and System Pressures
 Do legal or court processes feel supportive, overwhelming, or stressful for you right now?
10. Culture, Identity, and Belonging
 Are there cultural, family, or community expectations that make it harder to speak openly here?
11. Safety Completeness Check
 Are there any current safety concerns for you or the children that feel urgent or immediate right now?
12. Re-Checking Choice and Leaving the Door Open
 Has anything changed since the last time we talked that affects how safe or workable this process feels for you?
As things stand today, do you feel able to continue in this process without feeling scared, pushed, or pressured into
decisions that do not really feel like your own?

HELP-M Core Baseline
Screening and Check-In Tool

Purpose and Use:
The HELP-M Core Baseline Screening Check-In Tool is a shorter set of screening questions designed to be used at intake,
early in the process, and at key re-check points. It provides a brief and intentional check across all core domains that affect
safety, readiness, and appropriateness for mediative processes. This tool is not a replacement for the full HELP-M Screening
Tool. It is intended to establish baseline process safety, surface early indicators of risk or constraint, and support mediative
professionals in making informed decisions about process design, pacing, referral, deeper screening, or safe termination.
The full HELP-M questions are used responsively and over time when concerns emerge, shift, or require greater depth.



1. Identity and Connection
a)  Do you or your children identify as First Nations, Métis, or Inuit?
b)  Are you connected to a Nation, community, or Indigenous organization?
c)  Are there Elders, family members, or community supports who are important to
you in this situation?

2. Process Safety and Fit
a)  How does it feel to be working within the court or mediation system right now?
b)  Are there parts of this process that feel unsafe, unfamiliar, or not right for you?
c)  Have you had past experiences with child welfare, courts, or government
systems that affect how safe this feels for you?

3.Cultural Pathways
a)  Would you want to explore a circle process, Elder-led dialogue, or community-
based approach instead of or alongside mediation?
b)  Would it feel more supportive to involve someone from your community in these
conversations?
c)  Are there cultural or spiritual practices that should be respected in how this
process happens?

4. Choice and Self-Determination
a)  Would you like information about Indigenous Dispute Resolution options?
b)  Would it be helpful to pause this process while you speak with an Indigenous
organization or advocate?
c)  What would a respectful and safe way forward look like from your perspective?

Indigenous Family 
Resolution Pathway

Pu r p ose  a n d  U se :
W h e n  I n d i ge n ou s  i d e n t i t y,  c o m m u n i t y  c o n n e c t i o n ,  o r  cu lt u ra l  c o n s i d e rat i o n s  a re  p rese n t ,  t h e
H E L P- M  I n d i ge n ou s  Fa m i l y  R eso l u t i o n  Pat hway  c e n t res  res p e c t ,  sa fe t y,  a n d  se l f - d e te r m i n at i o n .  I t
su p p o r t s  p ro fess i o n a l s  to  re c o g n i ze  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  m a i n st re a m  syste m s,  c re ate  m e a n i n g f u l
c h o i c es  rat h e r  t h a n  p ro c e d u ra l  c o m p l ia n c e,  a n d  fa c i l i t ate  a c c ess  to  I n d i ge n ou s - l e d  a n d
cu lt u ra ll y  g rou n d e d  reso l u t i o n  o p t i o n s  h o n ou r i n g  I n d i ge n ou s  k n ow l e d ge,  a u t h o r i t y,  a n d
c o m m u n i t y  c o n n e c t i o n s  t h rou g h ou t  t h e  p ro c ess.



Culture and Identity
Shape Experience

Process Must Fit
the People

Screening for Safety 
is Continuous

Warning Signs
Accumulate

Safety is not a one-time check.
Risk can shift as emotions and circumstances change.
Ongoing screening is essential throughout the process.

Conflict, safety, and decision-making are experienced through
lived identity.
Race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, disability, and
community context influence trust and participation.
Culturally congruent practice reduces harm; increases safety.

Lethality is rarely sudden.
DVDRC findings show that most fatal cases involved
multiple warning signs, often seven or more.
Patterns matter more than any single incident.

No single process works for every family.
Structure, pace, format, and supports must respond to
safety, culture, and capacity.
Adapting the process is an ethical responsibility.

Pathways and Referrals
Are Essential

Professional Judgment 
Is Required

Families may need different processes at different times.
Indigenous ADR, community-based pathways, legal
advice, counselling, or protective supports may be more
appropriate. What fits today may not fit tomorrow.

Tools support judgment, they do not replace it.
Reflection, consultation, and documentation are part of
ethical practice. Pausing, redirecting, or ending a process
can be the most responsible outcome.

Post-separation legal processes may be used to harass, exhaust, or
intimidate.
Repeated motions, urgency, and procedural pressure can function as
coercive control.
Process design must account for litigation abuse and its impact on families.

Decisions affect children and others who are not present.
Parenting arrangements shape safety, stability, and
relationships over time.
Families live within communities after the process ends.

Litigation Can Be
Used as Control

Impact Extends
Beyond the Room

Power Shapes
Participation

Trauma Shapes
Behaviour

The key question is not agreement, but capacity to
participate freely.
Fear, pressure, silence, or urgency may signal imbalance.
Consent requires safety, choice, and voice.

People may be responding to stress, fear, or past harm.
What appears as resistance, inconsistency, or withdrawal
may be protection.
Behaviour is to be understood in a trauma-informed lens.

B E N C H  C A R D



82%

61%

History of Intimate Partner Violence
A past or ongoing pattern of abuse in a current or previous
intimate relationship, including physical, emotional,
psychological, sexual, or financial harm. Prior violence remains
a significant risk factor even if it is not currently occurring.

According to the Ontario Domestic Violence Death Review
Committee (DVDRC), certain risk factors are identified with high
frequency across intimate partner homicide cases. In recent
DVDRC annual reports, the most commonly identified risk
factors include a history of intimate partner violence, victim
vulnerability, actual or pending separation, perpetrator
unemployment, and excessive substance use by the perpetrator
(Office of the Chief Coroner for Ontario, 2023).

89%

39%

50%

Present in

Present in

Present in

Present in

Present in

of cases

of cases

of cases

of cases

of cases

Top Risk Factors in DVDRC Cases

Sexual Jealousy, Mental Health & Depression
are  frequently present in cases involving serious violence. Sexual jealousy
can drive controlling or possessive behaviours, particularly during
relationship stress or separation. Untreated or poorly supported mental
health issues, including depression, can increase emotional volatility,
hopelessness, and risk-taking, especially when combined with other
stressors or a perceived loss of control.

Victim’s Intuitive Sense of Fear
 Fear is data. A victim’s intuitive sense of fear is a critical warning sign.
Many victims report feeling that something was wrong or that violence was
imminent, even without a specific triggering event. This intuition often
reflects subtle patterns of coercion, escalation, or loss of safety that may
not yet be visible to others. In addtion, 46% of victims were living in
common-law relationships. 

Drug Use, Unemployment & Separation
often intersect to increase risk. Alcohol or drug use can lower inhibition
and escalate conflict, while job loss and financial instability can
heighten stress, shame, and loss of control. The period before, during,
or after separation is consistently identified as one of the highest-risk
times for serious or lethal violence, particularly when these factors are
present together.

Victim Vulnerability
Circumstances that limit a person’s ability to access safety or
support, such as isolation, economic dependence, health or
disability, immigration or legal concerns, or systemic barriers.
Vulnerability reflects external conditions, not personal weakness.
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5. HELP-M GUIDE AND SCREENING TOOLKIT  

GUIDE: HELP-M is a living cycle 

Screening, adaptation, referral, and termination are not linear steps. They form a 
continuous loop that supports safety, self-determination, and ethical practice from first 
contact to case closure. 

 

Part I Foundations  

Families do not enter separation as legal files. They enter as people carrying 
history, fear, attachment, grief, hope, and responsibility for children and elders. 
When conflict rises, families move through many spaces including mediation, 
collaborative processes, judicial settlement conferences, parenting coordination, 
arbitration, and community-based processes often in overlapping and nonlinear 
ways. 

The HELP-M Toolkit was created to support professionals working in these mediative 
spaces. These are settings where people are invited to talk, negotiate, and make 
decisions together rather than argue rights before a judge. 

HELP-M adapts the federal HELP framework for family violence screening into this 
broader mediative ecosystem where process design, timing, power, and safety 
determine whether families can meaningfully participate. 

a) The goal is not to determine who is right or wrong. 
b) The goal is to ensure that whatever process is used does not reproduce 

harm. 

HELP-M exists to support mediative professionals to recognize family violence and 
coercive control, understand how trauma and power aKect participation, design 
and adapt processes that are safe and workable, know when to pause, shift, or stop 
a process, and connect families to the right mix of legal, social, cultural, and 
community supports. 

HELP-M is not meant to be followed like a script. It is designed to be used before 
sessions, during diKicult moments, in consultation with colleagues, and throughout 
the life of a case. Screening, safety, and process fit remain alive as families move 
through their separation journey.  At a minimum, the HELP-M Core Screening 
Questions will be asked, with screening deepened responsively as issues emerge 
over time. 
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HELP-M is grounded in safety, trust, choice, and cultural and community context. 
People cannot negotiate, reflect, or make voluntary decisions if they are afraid. 
Disclosure happens when people feel respected and not rushed. Real options 
restore agency. Culture and lived experience shape how conflict and harm are 
understood and must be respected in process design. 

 

Part II Screening in Practice 

HELP-M treats screening as a continuous, relational practice rather than a 
one-time event. As reflected in the HELP-M in Practice Cycle, screening occurs 
continuously across all stages of the process and begins at first contact and 
continues through intake, joint sessions, private meetings, negotiation, drafting, and 
even follow up. The goal is not to label people or to prove what happened. The goal 
is to assess whether people can participate safely, voluntarily, and meaningfully in 
the process that is being oKered. 

In mediative work, risk is rarely static. Power, fear, and safety shift as conversations 
unfold, as information is exchanged, and as decisions become more concrete. A 
process that appears workable at intake may become unsafe later. A process that 
begins with high tension may become safer as trust builds. HELP-M supports 
mediative professionals in noticing these changes and responding to them in real 
time.  

Screening is not conducted through interrogation or disclosure-focused 
questioning. HELP-M emphasizes observation, curiosity, and attunement to how 
people are functioning.  In mediative practice, attunement is the capacity to notice 
what is happening beneath the words. It is sensing when someone is holding back, 
when a pause is fear rather than reflection, when agreement is appeasement, or 
when anger is protecting something fragile. It is not about guessing or mind-reading. 
It is about being present enough to track shifts in tone, pacing, posture, breathing, 
and narrative coherence.  

Mediative professionals are guided to notice patterns such as hesitation, silence, 
deference, over-accommodation, emotional flooding, withdrawal, or rigid control of 
the agenda. These behaviours often reveal more about power and safety than any 
narrative of past events. 

HELP-M also asks mediative professionals to attend to structural and contextual 
factors that shape participation. DiKerences in financial access, legal knowledge, 
language, disability, immigration status, mental health, cultural expectations, and 
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social support can all create power imbalances even when people appear calm and 
cooperative. These imbalances matter because they influence who can take risks, 
who can wait, and who can walk away. 

Trauma responses are expected in family separation. Freezing, appeasing, 
dissociating, minimizing, or becoming overly agreeable are ways people survive 
when they feel unsafe. HELP-M supports mediative professionals in recognizing 
these responses as signals of dysregulation or fear rather than lack of engagement 
or credibility. When these signals appear, the mediative professional adjusts pace, 
structure, or support rather than pushing forward. 

Screening in HELP-M is tied directly to process design. When risk or imbalance is 
identified, the response is not simply to continue or to stop. It is to consider how the 
process can be adapted. This may involve moving to shuttle mediation, increasing 
the use of written communication, separating issues, slowing the pace, bringing in 
child-inclusive or legal supports, or creating clearer boundaries around what can 
and cannot happen in the process. 

At times, adaptation is not enough. When a person cannot speak freely, cannot 
refuse, or cannot protect themselves or their children within the process, the 
mediator has an ethical obligation to pause or terminate. Ending or redirecting 
mediation is not a failure. It is a protective act that preserves dignity and prevents 
harm. 

HELP-M encourages mediative professionals to be transparent with participants 
about why screening is happening and how it aKects process choices. People are 
more likely to trust adaptations and pauses when they understand that they exist to 
protect safety and fairness rather than to punish or judge. 

Screening is also a bridge to support. When risks or needs are identified that 
mediative processes cannot address on their own, HELP-M guides mediative 
professionals to connect people with legal, financial, counselling, cultural, and 
safety resources. These referrals are part of ethical mediative practice. They help 
people regain stability so they can either return to mediation later or move forward 
through other pathways with greater protection. 

In HELP-M, screening is not about exclusion. It is about finding or creating the 
conditions under which people can participate without being harmed. 
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Part III The Mediator’s Role in Safety and Power 

In HELP-M, mediators and other mediative professionals are not passive 
facilitators. They are responsible for the integrity of the process. This includes 
protecting safety, supporting self-determination, and managing power so that 
participation is real rather than symbolic. 

Neutrality in HELP-M does not mean neutrality toward harm. Mediative 
professionals remain neutral about outcomes, but they are never neutral about 
whether people are being harmed, coerced, or silenced. When fear, intimidation, or 
imbalance are present, the process itself becomes distorted. The mediator’s ethical 
role is to notice that distortion and respond to it. 

Power in mediative processes comes from many sources. It can come from money, 
access to legal advice, confidence, emotional regulation, language, education, 
cultural authority, or control of information. It can also come from fear. A person 
who is afraid will often appear cooperative, agreeable, or quiet. These behaviours do 
not always signal consent. They often signal survival. 

HELP-M asks mediative professionals to attend to how power is operating in the 
room. Who sets the pace? Who interrupts? Who decides what is discussed? Who 
controls financial information?  Who looks to the other before speaking? Who is 
anxious about delaying or disagreeing? These patterns tell the mediator whether the 
process is supporting or undermining self-determination. 

Perceived safety matters as much as actual safety. A person who feels unsafe will 
not negotiate freely even if no immediate threat is visible. Mediative professionals 
therefore have a responsibility to create conditions that support both physical and 
emotional safety. This can include using separate rooms, separate arrival and 
departure times, virtual sessions, written communication, support persons, or 
breaks when people become overwhelmed. 

The mediator’s ethical obligation includes intervention. When power or fear begins 
to shape outcomes, the mediator must not simply continue in the name of 
neutrality. Intervention may involve slowing the process, separating issues, naming 
concerns about safety or fairness, or recommending additional supports. It may 
also involve ending the process when those conditions cannot be restored. 

Mediative professionals also carry responsibility for children and vulnerable family 
members who are not present. The absence of children from the room does not 
mean their needs are not shaping the process. When agreements are being driven 
by fear, control, or appeasement, children are at risk of being caught in the middle. 
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HELP-M supports mediative professionals in keeping children’s emotional and 
physical safety in view when designing and adapting processes. 

Ethical practice requires reflection and support. Mediative professionals are 
encouraged to seek consultation when they are unsure, emotionally impacted, or 
facing complex power dynamics. Working alone in high-risk cases increases the 
likelihood of harm. HELP-M treats peer support, supervision, and training as part of 
professional responsibility. 

The mediator’s role is not to rescue or to decide for people. It is to hold a process 
that allows people to make real choices. When that is not possible, the mediator’s 
responsibility is to protect people from being pushed into decisions that are not 
truly their own. 

 

Part IV Process Design, Adaptation, and Pathways 

HELP-M treats process design as one of the most powerful safety tools in 
mediative work. The way conversations are structured, the order in which 

issues are addressed, and the supports that surround participants all shape 
whether people can participate freely and without fear. 

When screening identifies risk, vulnerability, or power imbalance, the response is 
not limited to deciding whether to continue or stop. HELP-M supports mediative 
professionals in actively shaping the process so that it better protects safety and 
self-determination. Separate intake and check-in meetings remain available 
throughout the process. They allow mediative professionals to hear concerns that 
may not be safe to voice in joint sessions and to notice changes in fear, pressure, or 
power over time. 

One of the most important tools is pacing. Moving too quickly can overwhelm 
people who are coping with trauma, fear, or instability. Slowing the process allows 
nervous systems to regulate and gives people time to seek advice, reflect, and build 
support. Pauses can also be used to reassess safety as circumstances change. 

Format matters. In some situations, meeting in the same room may be unsafe or 
emotionally overwhelming. Shuttle mediation, separate virtual rooms, written 
communication, or a mix of formats can reduce pressure and allow people to speak 
more freely. 

Sequencing also aKects safety. In some families it may be safer to address financial 
or practical matters before parenting. In others, parenting needs must be stabilized 
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before financial negotiations can proceed. HELP-M encourages mediative 
professionals to think strategically about what order best supports safety, stability, 
and clarity. 

Not every risk can be managed within mediative processes. When screening 
identifies needs beyond the scope of the process, HELP-M supports referral to legal, 
financial, counselling, cultural, and safety resources. These are not exits from care. 
They are part of ethical process design. 

Warm referrals matter. Connecting people to supports in a way that respects timing, 
readiness, and dignity increases the chance that help will actually be used. 
Normalizing support seeking reduces shame and isolation. Mediators may use the 
Rise Above Risk tool with clients as a supportive, reflective resource, either within 
sessions or as optional between-session exploration. The tool can help structure 
conversations about safety and risk in a non-interrogative way, supporting client 
understanding and mediator attunement without requiring disclosure or 
assessment within the process. 

Sometimes, even with adaptations and supports, mediative processes cannot 
proceed safely. In those cases, termination or redirection is an ethical intervention. 
Ending a process protects people from being pushed into decisions under fear or 
control. It preserves the possibility that mediation may be used later when 
conditions are safer. 

HELP-M frames adaptation, referral, and termination as professional skills. They 
reflect careful attention to risk, power, and human experience rather than failure to 
reach agreement. 

 

Part V Standards, Training, and Professional Accountability 

HELP-M is grounded in the principle that safety is a professional 
obligation, not a discretionary choice. Mediative professionals are 

entrusted with shaping processes that aKect the lives of children, families, and 
communities. That trust carries responsibility. 

The Ontario Association for Family Mediation, Standards of Practice aKirm that 
family mediators are not required to remain neutral in the face of harm. When fear, 
coercion, or violence are present, safety overrides continuation of process. Ethical 
responsibility includes the authority and the duty to pause, adapt, or terminate 
mediation when necessary. 
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HELP-M aligns with these standards by positioning mediative professionals as 
active managers of power and safety. It supports mediative professionals in making 
diKicult decisions with institutional backing rather than leaving them isolated when 
they act to protect vulnerable participants. 

Competence in HELP-M requires ongoing training. Family violence, trauma, coercive 
control, cultural dynamics, and litigation abuse evolve over time. Mediative 
professionals must continually update their knowledge and skills to recognize new 
forms of risk and to respond in ways that do not cause further harm. 

Reflective practice is essential. Working with families in crisis exposes mediative 
professionals to secondary trauma, moral distress, and emotional exhaustion. 
HELP-M encourages supervision, peer consultation, and supportive professional 
networks so mediative professionals do not carry complex risk decisions alone. 

 

Part VI Tools for Practice 

The tools in this Toolkit support mediative professionals to translate 
principles of safety, trauma awareness, and power imbalance into 

everyday practice. 

a) Initial Intake Screening. Mediative professionals begin with an initial intake 
process designed to assess readiness, safety, and appropriateness for 
mediation or other mediative processes. This includes establishing the 
purpose and limits of the process, identifying immediate safety concerns, 
exploring power dynamics, and determining whether participants can engage 
voluntarily and without coercion at the outset. 

b) Continuous screening. Mediative professionals are encouraged to use 
observation, curiosity, and private check-ins throughout the life of a case. 
Screening questions are open and exploratory rather than interrogative. The 
goal is to understand how people are experiencing the process and whether 
they can continue to participate freely. 

c) Narrative inquiry. Rather than focusing only on facts, mediative 
professionals listen for patterns in how people describe their relationships, 
their fears, their access to money and support, and their sense of choice. 
Stories about who decides, who waits, and who worries often reveal more 
about power than direct questions about violence. 
 



 31 

d) Observational Cues. Mediative professionals are encouraged to notice 
patterns such as:  

• Hesitation or silence when certain topics arise 
• Looking to the other party before answering 
• Rapid agreement or over accommodation 
• Emotional flooding or withdrawal 
• Control over information or finances 

e) Process mapping. Mediative professionals are encouraged to sketch the 
family’s journey through mediation and related systems. Where did fear 
increase? Where did people feel pressure? Where did stability improve? 
Mapping helps identify moments when the process may need to slow, shift, 
or bring in additional support. 

f) Adaptive design. Mediative professionals actively choose formats, pacing, 
sequencing, and communication methods that match the family’s needs. 
These choices are revisited as circumstances change. Adaptation is not a 
one-time decision but an ongoing practice. Depending on what screening 
reveals, mediative professionals may consider:  

• Shuttle or separate sessions 
• Slower pacing and shorter meetings 
• Written communication instead of verbal 
• Separate sequencing of parenting and financial issues 
• Increased use of child inclusive or legal supports 
• Pauses to allow for stabilization or advice 

g) Collaborative referral. Mediative professionals build relationships with 
legal, financial, counselling, cultural, and safety professionals so families 
can be supported across systems. Referral is treated as part of ethical care 
rather than a sign of failure. HELP-M encourages mediative professionals to 
maintain current lists of:  

• Legal and duty counsel resources 
• Family violence and safety supports 
• Child and youth mental health services 
• Culturally specific and community-based supports 
• Financial counselling and income support 

h) Safe Termination/Continuation. Before continuing or ending a process, 
mediative professionals should consider: 

• Can both people speak freely and disagree safely? 
• Are decisions being made without fear or coercion? 
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• Are children and vulnerable family members protected? 
• Have appropriate supports been oKered? 
• Would continuing the process risk further harm? 
• Mediative professional neutrality includes an ethical responsibility to 

intervene when neutrality or inaction would result in harm.  
i) Documentation with integrity. Mediative professionals keep careful notes 

about screening, process adaptations, and safety concerns. This supports 
continuity, accountability, and informed decision making. 

j) Reflective practice. HELP-M encourages mediative professionals to seek 
consultation when they feel unsure, emotionally impacted, or ethically torn. 
Complex cases require shared thinking. 

These tools do not replace professional judgment. They strengthen it. They help 
mediative professionals notice what might otherwise be missed and respond before 
harm deepens. 

 

Part VII Child-Inclusive and Intergenerational Practice 

Children, older adults, and dependent family members are often the 
most aKected by family conflict and the least able to protect their own 

interests. HELP-M treats them as structurally present in every mediative process 
even when they are not physically in the room. 

Children live inside the emotional climate of their family. They notice tension, fear, 
loyalty conflicts, and shifts in stability even when adults try to shield them. When 
family dynamics include coercive control, intimidation, or chronic conflict, children 
may adapt by becoming overly agreeable, silent, vigilant, or responsible for keeping 
the peace. These survival strategies can make children appear resilient or 
unaKected while they are carrying significant stress. 

HELP-M supports the principle of ‘voice without choice’. Children should be 
supported to share their experiences, needs, and perspectives without being asked 
to decide outcomes or choose between parents. Their voices can be brought into 
the process through child-inclusive mediation, Voice of the Child reports, lawyers 
for children, clinicians, or other developmentally appropriate methods. 

Intergenerational dynamics also matter. Older adults, adults with disabilities, and 
extended family members may depend on others for care, housing, or finances. 
Power imbalances can be hidden inside cultural expectations of respect, obligation, 
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or hierarchy. HELP-M supports mediative professionals in asking gentle, culturally 
responsive questions about who depends on whom and who feels free to say no. 

When children or older adults are at risk, mediative professionals have heightened 
ethical responsibilities. This may include bringing in advocates, slowing the process, 
or terminating the mediative process when safety or autonomy cannot be protected. 

 

Part VIII Technology and Safety in Digital Mediative Spaces 

Many families now engage in mediation and other mediative processes 
through video, phone, email, and digital platforms. While technology 

increases access, it also introduces new forms of risk, particularly in cases involving 
coercive control, surveillance, or intimidation. 

HELP-M treats digital safety as part of overall process safety. A participant may 
appear calm and free to speak on screen while being monitored, recorded, or 
coerced oK camera. Others may not have private space, secure devices, or control 
over their accounts. These risks must be assessed just as carefully as physical 
safety during in person settings. 

Mediative professionals are encouraged to ask open questions about privacy and 
technology. Who has access to devices? Who controls passwords? Whether anyone 
else is present or listening. Whether messages or documents could be intercepted. 
These questions should be asked regularly because digital safety can change over 
time. 

HELP-M supports practical adaptations to reduce risk. These may include using 
separate devices, secure platforms, headphones, code words to signal distress, 
chat-based communication, or shifting to in-person or shuttle formats when privacy 
cannot be ensured. 

The pacing of digital mediation also matters. Screens can increase fatigue and 
emotional flooding. Frequent breaks, shorter sessions, and written follow up can 
support regulation and clarity. 

Technology should never be assumed to be neutral. HELP-M treats it as another 
layer of process design that must be actively managed to protect safety, autonomy, 
and confidentiality. 
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Part IX Implementation and Use of HELP-M 

HELP-M is designed to be used across Ontario and Canada, and in other 
jurisdictions where mediative approaches are part of the family justice 

and community dispute resolution landscape. It is not a stand-alone checklist or a 
one-time training. It is a living framework meant to guide everyday professional 
judgment. 

HELP-M is meant to be used before, during, and after cases. Before a process 
begins, it supports intake, screening, and process design. During mediation, it 
guides observation, adaptation, and ethical decision making. After a case ends, it 
supports reflection and learning. 

HELP-M also supports interdisciplinary work. Lawyers, judges, child protection 
workers, financial professionals, counsellors, and community agencies all interact 
with families moving through separation. Using a shared mediative and safety-
focused framework reduces fragmentation and improves continuity of care. 

Data, feedback, and lived experience should continue to shape HELP-M. As 
families, professionals, and communities use the Toolkit, their insights can inform 
revisions, training materials, and new tools. 

 

Part X Evaluation, Learning, and the Future of HELP-M 

HELP-M is intended to grow and evolve alongside the families and 
professionals who use it.  

Mediative professionals and organizations are encouraged to reflect on cases where 
HELP-M led to adaptation, referral, or termination. These moments provide the 
richest learning because they reveal how safety, power, and ethics are navigated in 
real time. 

Training programs should be updated as new research, case law, and community 
knowledge emerge. Family violence, technology, and social dynamics continue to 
change. HELP-M remains responsive by incorporating new insights rather than 
becoming fixed. 

HELP-M is ultimately about shifting culture. When mediative systems become more 
trauma-aware, culturally responsive, and power-conscious, families are better able 
to make decisions that truly reflect their needs and values. 
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HELP-M SCREENING  TOOL 

Using the HELP-M Screening Tool 

The HELP-M Tool consists of forty-five (45) structured screening and reflection questions 
organized across five (5) core steps in the mediative process (the Practice Cycle) and 
twelve (12) interconnected areas of inquiry. These questions are designed to be used 
alongside the accompanying visual guide, which illustrates how screening, decision-
making, and process design unfold dynamically and iteratively. The visual reinforces that 
screening is not a one-time event, but an ongoing, responsive practice, and users are 
encouraged to refer to it throughout the life of a case to support safe, ethical, and well-
informed mediative decision-making. 

The HELP-M screening questions are intended to support continuous, relational 
assessment of process safety and participation. They are not designed to be asked as a 
checklist or followed verbatim in every case. Questions may be woven naturally into 
conversation, raised during intake, check-ins, or joint and private meetings, and revisited 
as circumstances change. Mediative professionals are encouraged to attend carefully to 
what they observe in the process, including shifts in tone, pacing, hesitation, over-
accommodation, or distress. Observations should prompt curiosity and gentle, direct 
inquiry rather than assumption, ensuring that what is noticed is explored with the 
participant rather than interpreted in silence. Together, observation and inquiry support 
ethical, responsive process design without requiring disclosure, interrogation, or proof. 

1. Feeling Safe Enough to Speak 

People participate best when they feel safe to talk honestly. We ask 
these questions to understand whether this process feels safe enough 
for you to speak freely. 

a) What helps you feel safe enough to speak openly in this process right 
now? 

b) Are there topics or decisions that feel harder to talk about, or that you 
feel careful around? 

c) Do you ever hold back because of how the other person might react 
later? 
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d) When disagreements come up, do you feel able to say no or slow 
things down? 

e) Is there anything about being here today that makes you feel nervous, 
pressured, or cautious? 

 

2. Physical Safety and Direct Harm 

Because separation can increase risk, we ask some direct questions 
about physical and sexual safety. You don’t have to share details; we ask 
only to understand safety and whether this process is appropriate. 

a) Have you ever been physically hurt, threatened, or made to feel 
unsafe by the other person? 

b) Are you afraid of the other person now, even if nothing physical has 
happened recently? 

c) Has there ever been unwanted sexual contact, pressure, or sexual 
activity in the relationship? 

d) Are there weapons in the home, or has the other person ever 
threatened to use a weapon? 

e) Have threats ever been made toward you, the children, pets, or 
themselves? 

 

3. How Decisions Actually Get Made 

Sometimes people appear to agree, but inside they may feel rushed, 
worn down, or worried about consequences. These questions help us 
understand how decisions are really being made. 

a) Who usually sets the pace when decisions need to be made between 
you? 

b) Do you ever feel pressure to agree just to keep things calm or moving 
forward? 

c) Do you and the other person have the same access to information, 
documents, and resources? 

d) Are there consequences you worry about if you disagree or ask for 
more time? 

e) Do stress, fear, or exhaustion ever aKect the choices you feel able to 
make here? 
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4. Ongoing Pressure, Control, or Fear 

We’re not asking you to prove anything or relive the past. These 
questions help us notice whether ongoing pressure or control is ahecting 
your ability to participate freely now. 

a) Are there patterns in your relationship that make you feel monitored, 
restricted, or controlled? 

b) Do money, housing, immigration status, health, or access to children 
aKect what feels possible for you right now? 

c) Are there things you avoid doing or saying to prevent conflict or 
escalation? 

d) Since separation, have interactions felt calmer, more tense, or harder 
to predict? 

e) Are there concerns about pets or animals that aKect your sense of 
safety or freedom right now? 

 

5. Emotional and Psychological Harm 

Emotional harm doesn’t always look dramatic, but it can deeply ahect 
safety and decision-making. 

a) Have you experienced repeated criticism, humiliation, threats, or put-
downs in this relationship? 

b) Do you ever feel blamed, confused, or made to doubt your own 
memory or judgment? 

c) Has your mental health, sleep, confidence, or sense of self changed 
because of how you’ve been treated? 

 

6. Background, Family of Origin, and What You Bring With You 

The way people learned to handle conflict and decision-making earlier in 
life can shape how mediation feels now. You don’t need to go into detail; 
this helps us support you better. 

a) When you think about the family you grew up in, how were conflict 
and disagreements usually handled? 

b) As a child or young person, did you feel heard and safe when 
decisions were being made? 
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c) Were there experiences growing up, such as conflict, instability, 
violence, or caregiving, that still aKect how you handle stress or 
disagreement today? 

d) When this relationship began, did it feel similar to or diKerent from 
what you were used to growing up? 

e) Looking at your relationship now, do you notice any patterns that feel 
familiar from earlier in your life? 

 

7. Who is not at the table? Children and Other Family Members 

Children and dependents are often deeply ahected, even when they are not 
part of these conversations. 

a) How do you think the children are experiencing what’s happening 
between you? 

b) Do you notice the children trying to manage conflict, take sides, or 
keep the peace? 

c) Are there worries about how decisions made here might aKect the 
children’s emotional or physical safety? 

d) Are there elders or dependents whose needs or safety are shaped by 
these decisions? 

 

8. Process Fit and Technology Safety 

The way mediation happens, in person, online, or in writing, can ahect how safe 
people feel. 

a) Does this way of meeting feel private and safe for you? 
b) Is anyone else able to hear, monitor, or access your communications 

or documents? 
c) Does technology make it easier or harder for you to speak freely here? 
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9. Legal and System Pressures 

Sometimes court processes, timelines, or legal steps can create stress or 
pressure that ahects safety. 

a) Do legal or court processes feel supportive, overwhelming, or 
stressful for you right now? 

b) Are delays, repeated steps, or uncertainty making it harder for you to 
move forward safely? 

 

10. Culture, Identity, and Belonging 

People’s experiences are shaped by culture, identity, and past experiences with 
systems. 

a) Are there cultural, family, or community expectations that make it 
harder to speak openly here? 

b) Do past experiences with systems, discrimination, or authority aKect 
how safe this process feels for you? 

Professional Direction - If a participant identifies as Indigenous, including First 
Nations, Inuit, or Métis, pause and consider whether the Indigenous Family 
Resolution Pathway in this Toolkit should be explored. With consent, review the 
additional Indigenous Pathway questions and discuss whether Indigenous-led, 
Elder-supported, community-based, or culturally grounded approaches, or 
adaptations within the current process, would better support cultural safety and 
self-determination. 

 

11. Safety Completeness Check 

Because safety and readiness and appropriateness for mediative processes 
can change over time, we ask these questions to make sure we are not missing 
anything urgent or limiting. 

a) Are there any current safety concerns for you or the children that feel 
urgent or immediate right now? 

b) Are there any court orders, conditions, or legal restrictions that aKect 
how or whether you and the other person can communicate or be in 
contact? 
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c) Are mental health challenges, alcohol, drugs, or medication aKecting 
either person’s ability to participate safely or clearly in this process 
right now? 

d) Have there been moments when you or the other person felt so 
overwhelmed that harming yourself felt like a concern? 

 

12. Re-Checking Choice and Leaving the Door Open 

We regularly check whether continuing still feels safe and workable, and 
whether anything important has been missed. 

a) As things stand today, do you feel able to continue in this process 
without feeling scared, pushed, or pressured into decisions that don’t 
really feel like your own? 

b) Is there anything else about your situation, safety, or concerns that 
you think would help me support you better in this process? 
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6. Theoretical and Ethical Framework  

HELP-M is grounded in an integrated set of theoretical and ethical frameworks that 
recognize family conflict as relational, contextual, and shaped by power, trauma, and 
social location. Central to this approach is intersectionality, which acknowledges that 
individuals experience family conflict and justice systems through multiple, overlapping 
identities such as gender, race, culture, disability, immigration status, socioeconomic 
position, and sexual orientation. These intersecting identities shape vulnerability, access to 
supports, credibility assessments, and power dynamics within mediative processes. HELP-
M supports mediative professionals in attuning to social location to better understand risk, 
safety, and participation, rather than relying on single-axis or neutrality-based 
assumptions. 

HELP-M is explicitly informed by trauma- and violence-informed care, recognizing that 
many families’ entering mediation have lived experiences of trauma, including exposure to 
family violence, coercive control, and systemic harm. Trauma responses may aKect 
memory, communication, emotional regulation, and decision-making, and can be 
exacerbated by processes that prioritize eKiciency over safety and dignity. HELP-M 
integrates trauma- and violence-informed principles by emphasizing physical and 
emotional safety, trust, choice, collaboration, and empowerment, while actively working to 
prevent re-traumatization throughout the life of a case. Particular attention is paid to 
gender-based violence, including patterns of coercive control, which may be cumulative, 
diKicult to detect, and deeply embedded in relational dynamics, with profound impacts on 
both adult parties and children. 

A child-centred approach is foundational to HELP-M. Children are understood not merely 
as subjects of parenting outcomes, but as individuals whose safety, emotional well-being, 
and developmental needs are directly aKected by adult conflict, trauma, and power 
imbalances. HELP-M supports mediative professionals in considering children’s lived 
realities, including exposure to violence, instability, and fear, while avoiding processes that 
inadvertently prioritize adult agreement over child safety and well-being. HELP-M also 
emphasizes culturally congruent9 practice, moving beyond cultural awareness or cultural 
humility toward approaches that align mediative processes with the client’s lived 
experiences, values, and ways of making meaning. Culture is understood as dynamic and 
multi-layered, encompassing both macro influences such as race, religion, language, and 

 
9 Culturally congruent practice refers to approaches that align dispute resolution processes with the client’s 
cultural values, lived experiences, and social realities, and that are co-created with clients rather than 
imposed through standardized or dominant cultural norms. 
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colonial history, and micro contexts such as profession, community, and family norms. 
Culturally incongruent processes can result in misinterpretation of behaviour, credibility, 
parenting capacity, or risk, and may unintentionally reproduce systemic harm. HELP-M 
encourages co-created responsive process design that supports dignity, belonging, and 
trust. 

 

The CARE Framework in the HELP-M Approach 

HELP-M is operationalized through the CARE Framework, which anchors mediative 
practice in Competence, Accountability, Relational Ethics, and Empathy (Medhekar, 2025). 
Within mediative settings, competence extends beyond technical process management to 
include trauma literacy, cultural responsiveness, and the ability to recognize how power 
and fear shape participation. Accountability requires mediative professionals to actively 
design, adapt, pause, or redirect processes when safety or voluntariness is compromised, 
rather than defaulting to neutrality or settlement completion. Relational ethics situates 
family conflict within interconnected relationships, recognizing that decisions aKect not 
only the adults at the table but children, extended families, and community stability, 
aligning HELP-M with a relational justice model focused on repair, dignity, and long-term 
well-being rather than transactional resolution alone. Empathy functions as a professional 
capacity that supports attunement to trauma responses, coercive dynamics, and lived 
experience without sacrificing ethical boundaries. Through this framework, HELP-M also 
embeds power literacy, enabling mediative professionals to identify how structural, 
interpersonal, and procedural power operates within negotiations, and to prevent 
mediative processes from reproducing control. By interrupting unsafe process patterns and 
addressing coercion early, HELP-M contributes to reducing litigation recycling and chronic 
dispute return, supporting more durable, ethical, and child-centred outcomes across 
family dispute resolution systems. 

 

Gender-Based Violence Analysis within the HELP-M Framework 

HELP-M is grounded in a gender-based violence (GBV) analysis that recognizes family 
conflict and separation as contexts in which power, gender norms, and social inequality 
significantly shape risk, safety, and participation. GBV is understood not only as individual 
acts of physical harm, but as patterned behaviours that sustain control, dependency, and 
fear, including coercive control, financial abuse, legal harassment, social isolation, and 
threats related to children, immigration status, or community standing. These dynamics 
disproportionately aKect women and gender-diverse individuals, while also profoundly 
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impacting children and extended family systems. HELP-M integrates this analysis by 
focusing on how violence and control operate over time and across systems, rather than 
treating harm as isolated incidents. 

The Toolkit recognizes that traditional mediation models, which presume relatively equal 
bargaining power and stable emotional capacity, can unintentionally disadvantage those 
experiencing GBV. Survivors may present as calm, cooperative, or eager to resolve matters 
quickly, not as a reflection of readiness or consent, but as a survival response shaped by 
fear, exhaustion, economic precarity, or concern for children’s safety. HELP-M therefore 
centers process safety, power dynamics, and trauma-informed adaptation as core 
responses to GBV, ensuring that mediative processes do not replicate patterns of silencing 
or control through rushed negotiations, forced proximity, or procedural pressure. 

HELP-M also acknowledges the intersectional nature of GBV. Experiences of violence and 
access to protection are shaped by race, culture, disability, immigration status, language, 
poverty, and prior experiences with state systems. These factors may heighten 
vulnerability, limit disclosure, or influence how credibility and parenting capacity are 
perceived within justice processes. By embedding continuous screening, culturally 
responsive process design, and pathways to specialized supports, HELP-M responds to 
GBV as a systemic and relational issue rather than a private conflict, strengthening the 
capacity of mediative professionals to promote safety, dignity, and informed participation 
for all family members. 

 

System Outcomes and Practice Impact 

HELP-M seeks to strengthen family dispute resolution systems by advancing safety, 
violence prevention, and public confidence in mediative processes. By establishing a 
structured, continuous approach to screening and process adaptation, the Toolkit 
promotes greater consistency in how family violence and power imbalances are identified 
and addressed across jurisdictions and practice settings. This consistency reduces 
reliance on individual discretion alone and supports more equitable, predictable, and 
ethically grounded responses for families navigating separation. At a system level, HELP-M 
reinforces process integrity by ensuring that mediative pathways are not misused in ways 
that enable harm or inequitable outcomes, thereby enhancing public trust in mediation as 
a safe and credible component of the family justice system. 
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7. HELP-M Indigenous Family Resolution Pathway 

HELP-M recognizes that Indigenous peoples have their own legal traditions and Indigenous 
Approaches to Dispute Resolution (IADR), including circle processes, Elder-led dialogue, 
and community-based peacemaking. Because mainstream family justice and mediation 
systems were built within colonial and individualistic frameworks, they may be 
inaccessible, unsafe, or culturally misaligned for Indigenous families. HELP-M therefore 
includes an Indigenous Family Resolution Pathway that allows mediative professionals to 
pause, adapt, or redirect cases toward Indigenous-led or Indigenous-informed processes 
when appropriate, in recognition of Indigenous self-determination, cultural authority, and 
the right to resolve family conflict in ways that are relational, community-rooted, and 
grounded in Indigenous law. 

HELP-M therefore recognizes that mediation is not always the most appropriate or safest 
pathway for Indigenous families, and that culturally grounded IADR processes may be 
superior in supporting healing, safety, belonging, and long-term stability. 

HELP-M includes a clear Indigenous Justice Pathway that allows mediative professionals to 
pause, shift, or redirect a family from mainstream mediation into Indigenous-led or 
Indigenous-informed processes when appropriate. This pathway has been informed 
through consultation and dialogue with Indigenous leaders, practitioners, and community 
partners across Ontario, and is intended to support respectful collaboration rather than 
replacement or appropriation of Indigenous processes. 

 

What the Indigenous Family Resolution Pathway Means in Practice 

When Indigenous identity, community connection, or cultural needs are present, HELP-M 
supports mediative professionals and other professionals to: 

• encourage dialogue to recognize the limits of the mainstream system 
• create real choices rather than procedural compliance 
• support access to Indigenous-led resolution options 
• honour self-determination and cultural authority 
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HELP-M Indigenous Screening Questions 

These questions are not for verification; they are for respect, safety, and process alignment. 

 

A. Identity and Connection 

1. Do you or your children identify as First Nations, Métis, or Inuit? 
2. Are you connected to a Nation, community, or Indigenous organization? 
3. Are there Elders, family members, or community supports who are important to you 

in this situation? 

B. Process Safety and Fit 

1. How does it feel to be working within the court or mediation system right now? 
2. Are there parts of this process that feel unsafe, unfamiliar, or not right for you? 
3. Have you had past experiences with child welfare, courts, or government systems 

that aKect how safe this feels for you? 

C. Cultural Pathways 

1. Would you want to explore a circle process, Elder-led dialogue, or community-
based approach instead of or alongside mediation? 

2. Would it feel more supportive to involve someone from your community in these 
conversations? 

3. Are there cultural or spiritual practices that should be respected in how this process 
happens? 

D. Choice and Self-Determination 

1. Would you like information about Indigenous dispute resolution options? 
2. Would it be helpful to pause this process while you speak with an Indigenous 

organization or advocate? 
3. What would a respectful and safe way forward look like from your perspective? 
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8. Mediative Professionals Approach 

 

PART I Self-Orientation 

Within the HELP-M approach, the mediative professional’s self-orientation is a 
critical, ongoing point of reflection. Self-orientation refers to the degree to which 

a professional’s own needs, assumptions, expertise, comfort, or desired outcomes 
influence the process. When self-orientation is high, there is a risk that the mediative 
professional may unconsciously prioritize eKiciency, settlement, neutrality optics, or 
professional identity over participant safety, agency, and lived experience. HELP-M invites 
mediative professionals to intentionally lower self-orientation by remaining curious, 
attuned, and responsive to the participants’ needs, pacing, and realities. This includes 
being willing to slow down, redesign, pause, or even terminate a process when safety, 
readiness, or appropriateness is in question. Low self-orientation supports ethical practice 
by centering participant autonomy, informed consent, and protection from harm rather 
than process completion. 

 

PART II Trust Building and Rapport 

Trust is foundational to eKective and ethical mediative practice, particularly in 
contexts involving power imbalance, trauma, or family violence. A widely recognised 

model conceptualises trust as the combined eKect of credibility, reliability, and intimacy, 
moderated by self-orientation (Maister, Green, & Galford, 2000), who describe trust as: 

T = (C + R + I) / S 

Where Trust (T) is built through Credibility (expertise and honesty), Reliability (consistency 
and follow-through), and Intimacy (emotional safety and discretion), and is diminished by 
high Self-Orientation (focus on self). 

Within HELP-M, mediative professionals are encouraged to actively cultivate credibility 
through transparent explanation of process and limits, reliability through predictable and 
consistent practice, and intimacy by creating environments where participants feel 
emotionally and psychologically safe. At the same time, mediative professionals must 
continually monitor their own self-orientation, ensuring that professional confidence does 
not eclipse empathy, and that personal beliefs, preferences, or pressure to “move things 
forward” do not undermine trust or safety. Rapport is not built through neutrality alone, but 
through attunement, responsiveness, and ethical presence. 
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PART III Reflective Practice 

Reflective practice is a core competency within the HELP-M framework and is 
essential to maintaining ethical, trauma-informed, and culturally responsive 

practice. Mediative professionals are encouraged to engage in regular, structured 
reflection both during and after cases. This may include journaling about decision-making 
moments, emotional responses, and ethical tensions; debriefing with trusted colleagues; 
or consulting with supervisors, mentors, or professional advisors. Reflection should 
intentionally explore what worked well, where the mediative professional felt grounded and 
eKective, and where discomfort, uncertainty, or misalignment arose. Equally important is 
identifying areas for improvement and growth, such as the need for additional training in 
family violence, cultural humility, neurodiversity, or trauma-informed process design. 
Through reflective practice, mediative professionals strengthen self-awareness, reduce the 
risk of blind spots or bias, and enhance their capacity to design and adapt processes that 
are safe, appropriate, and responsive to the complex realities of families navigating 
conflict.  
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9. Resources  

Crisis, Safety, and Immediate Support 

a) Distress and Crisis Ontario.  24/7 emotional support, crisis intervention, and suicide 
prevention services delivered locally across Canada. https://www.dcontario.org/  

b)  Hope for Wellness Help Line. Immediate mental health counselling and crisis 
intervention for Indigenous peoples across Canada. 
https://www.hopeforwellness.ca/ 

c) Kids Help Phone. 24/7 counselling, crisis support, and referrals for children, youth, 
and families. https://kidshelpphone.ca/  

d) Seniors Safety Line. 24/7 support for older adults experiencing abuse or neglect. 
https://eapon.ca/seniors-safety-line/  

e) 211 Canada. Live, continuously updated referral service connecting people to local 
housing, income supports, counselling, legal clinics, food, childcare, disability 
supports, and crisis services. https://211.ca/ 

f) ShelterSafe Canada (Women’s Shelters Canada). National directory of emergency 
shelters and transition housing for people fleeing violence. https://sheltersafe.ca/ 

g) Victim Services in Ontario. Support, information, and referrals for victims of crime 
and family violence. https://www.ontario.ca/page/victim-services-ontario  

h) 9-8-8 Suicide Crisis Helpline (Canada). 24/7 call or text support for individuals and 
families in emotional distress. https://988.ca/ 

 

Family Violence, Coercive Control, and Safety Planning 

a) Assaulted Women’s Helpline Ontario. 24/7 crisis counselling, emotional support, 
safety planning, and referrals for women and children experiencing abuse and 
coercive control. https://www.awhl.org/  

b) Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses. Provincial network 
supporting women and children fleeing violence. https://www.oaith.ca/  

c) Neighbours, Friends and Families. Public education initiative on recognizing and 
responding to domestic violence. https://www.neighboursfriendsandfamilies.ca/ 

d) Canadian Centre for Men and Families. Support services for men and families, 
including separation, parenting, and experiences of abuse. 
https://menandfamilies.org/  

e) Canadian Femicide Observatory for Justice and Accountability. National research 
and prevention related to gender-based violence. https://femicideincanada.ca/  
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Children, Youth, and Intergenerational Supports 

a) OKice of the Children’s Lawyer (Ontario). Independent legal representation and 
Voice of the Child programming. https://www.ontario.ca/page/oKice-childrens-
lawyer  

b) Child Advocacy Centres of Canada. National network of child-centred, trauma-
informed responses to abuse. https://cyacc.ca/index.html 

c) Boost Child and Youth Advocacy Centre. Integrated, child-focused responses to 
abuse and violence. https://boostforkids.org/  

d) Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies. Information on child protection 
services and family supports across Ontario. https://www.oacas.org/  

e) Youth Mental Health Canada. National youth-focused mental health initiatives. 
https://www.mhrc.ca/ 

f) Canadian Centre for Caregiving Excellence. Support for caregivers and care 
providers across the lifespan. https://canadiancaregiving.org/  

g) Children First Canada. National advocacy organization focused on children’s rights 
and well-being. https://childrenfirstcanada.org/  

h) Caring Society Canada. The Caring Society works to ensure the safety and well-
being of First Nations youth and their families through educational initiatives, public 
policy campaigns. https://fncaringsociety.com/  

i) Elder Abuse Prevention Ontario. Provides support to seniors aKected by abuse, 
foster public awareness, deliver training, and community building. https://eapon.ca/  

 

Mental Health, Trauma, and Emotional Well-Being 

a) Canada.ca – Mental Health Services. National mental health resources and referral 
pathways. https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/mental-health-
services.html  

b) Centre for Addiction and Mental Health. Mental health education, research, and 
public resources. https://www.camh.ca/  

c) Canadian Mental Health Association. Mental health supports with local branches 
nationwide. https://cmha.ca/  

d) Mental Health Commission of Canada. National mental health policy, research, and 
tools. https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/  

e) Ontario Structured Psychotherapy Program. Publicly funded therapy for adults with 
depression and anxiety. https://www.ontarioshores.ca/  
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Financial Stress, Housing, and Economic Stability 

a) Financial Consumer Agency of Canada. Budgeting tools, debt management, and 
financial literacy. https://www.canada.ca/en/financial-consumer-agency.html 

b) Credit Counselling Canada. National network of non-profit credit counselling 
agencies. https://nomoredebts.org/  

c) Canada Benefits Finder. Federal benefits and financial supports. 
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/finder.html  

d) Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation. Housing stability, tenant rights, and 
homelessness prevention. https://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/  

e) Prosper Canada. Financial empowerment and poverty reduction initiatives. 
https://prospercanada.org/  

 

Legal and Justice Supports 

a) Steps to Justice. Plain-language legal and financial information. 
https://stepstojustice.ca/  

b) Legal Aid Ontario – Domestic Violence Services. Legal advice, certificates, and 
referrals. https://www.legalaid.on.ca/  

c) CLEO – Community Legal Education Ontario. Plain-language legal information on 
family law and abuse-related issues. https://www.cleo.on.ca/en  

d) Luke’s Place. Support and Legal Services for Women and Children. Trauma-
informed legal support and family court navigation. https://lukesplace.ca/  

e) Barbra Schlifer Commemorative Clinic. Integrated legal services, trauma 
counselling, interpretation, and safety planning. https://www.schliferclinic.com/  

f) JusticeNet. Reduced-fee legal and mediation services for individuals who do not 
qualify for Legal Aid. https://www.justicenet.ca/  

 

Family Dispute Resolution and Court-Connected Processes 

a) Ontario Association for Family Mediation. Accredited family, child protection, and 
intergenerational mediation professionals trained in screening and safety. 
https://www.oafm.on.ca/  

b) Family Law Information Centres (Ontario). Court-based information services for 
people navigating family court. https://www.ontario.ca/page/family-law-
information-centres  
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c) Ministry of the Attorney General – Ontario Family Mediation Services. Court-
connected family mediation services. https://www.ontario.ca/page/family-
mediation-service-providers  

d) Ontario Association of Collaborative Professionals. Non-adversarial family law 
professionals. https://oacp.co/  

e) ADR Institute of Canada. National body supporting ethical alternative dispute 
resolution. https://adric.ca/  

f) ADR Institute of Ontario. Provincial body supporting ethical alternative dispute 
resolution. https://adr-ontario.ca/ 

 

Immigration, Newcomer, and Precarious Status Supports 

a) Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada – Settlement Services. Government-
funded newcomer and refugee supports. https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-
refugees-citizenship.html  

b) COSTI Immigrant Services. Settlement, family support, housing, and mental health 
programs. https://costi.org/  

c) FCJ Refugee Centre. Legal, settlement, and crisis support for refugees and migrants. 
https://www.fcjrefugeecentre.org/  

d) Migrant Workers Alliance for Change. Advocacy and support related to migrant 
worker rights and family separation. https://migrantworkersalliance.org/  

 

2SLGBTQ+ and Gender-Diverse Family Supports 

a) Egale Canada. National advocacy, education, and support for 2SLGBTQ+ people 
and families. https://egale.ca/  

b) PFLAG Canada. Peer support, education, and advocacy for 2SLGBTQ+ individuals 
and families. https://pflagcanada.ca/  

c) The 519 Community Centre. Education, advocacy, and family support. 
https://www.the519.org/  

d) Trans Lifeline Canada. Peer-based emotional support and crisis assistance. 
https://translifeline.org/  
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Equity-Informed, Culturally Safer, and Community-Based Pathways 

a) Talk4Healing. Indigenous led, culturally grounded crisis and support line for 
Indigenous women. https://www.beendigen.com/programs/talk4healing/ 

b) Indigenous Friendship Centres. Community-based cultural, social, and family 
supports across Canada. https://nafc.ca/  

c) Native Women’s Association of Canada. National advocacy and support for 
Indigenous women and families. https://nwac.ca/  

d) Black Legal Action Centre. Legal support and advocacy addressing systemic anti-
Black racism. https://www.blacklegalactioncentre.ca/  

e) Ujima Family Mediation, Black Mediation Centre. Culturally responsive mediation 
training and services grounded in Black communities. 
https://blackmediationcentre.ca/ujima/  

f) Muslim Resource Centre for Social Support and Integration (MRCSSI) 
https://mrcssi.com/  
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