
 
 A PARTNERSHIP MODEL 
 
1.0  Introduction 
 

Family violence stems from a failure of partnership--the loss of caring within the 
family, isolation from relatives and friends, and inattention or fragmented responses from 
service agencies.  Stopping family violence requires lacing, relacing, and at times unlacing 
the ties within and around the family so that people who have been trapped in abusive 
relationships have the necessary supports, voice over their affairs, and protections to lead 
healthy lives free from abuse.  When joined, familial commitments, neighbourly 
connections, and government mandates have the strength to sustain a common effort--a 
partnership--to prevent violence over the long term. 
 

The Family Group Decision Making Project started from the premise that such 
partnerships are needed to stop family violence.  Simply removing children and women to 
presumably safe places is not enough, although this measure may be life-saving at the 
time.  There is no way of guaranteeing that foster homes, youth facilities, or shelters for 
abused women will be safe; and the reality is that children, young people, and women com-
monly return to the same households from which they were apprehended, were ejected, or 
fled.  Setting oneself up in a new locale is fraught with difficulties especially when supports 
and resources are limited.  Turning to extended family and neighbours for assistance is 
hindered by the dislocation, isolation, and fragmentation characterizing so many 
communities today. 
 

Nevertheless, a yearning remains to return to a society in which families take care of 
their own.  Without safeguards in place, this ideal only serves to exacerbate abuse when 
people are caught within bonds which confine, exploit, and enforce the conspiracy of 
silence.  The result is to strengthen the hands of those who perpetuate the violence.  The 
reverse is for protective services such as child welfare and police to take over; while often 
necessary in the short term, such intervention over time saps the capacity of the family 
members to make decisions based on their experiences and cultures.  The result in this 
case is externally imposed solutions that may have little relationship to the families' needs 
or aspirations.   
 

The aim of the Family Group Decision Making Project was to reduce violence by 
stitching ̀ old' partners together to determine solutions, but now these ̀ old' partners--family, 
kin, community, and protective services--were to assume new roles, new configurations on 
working together.  The method for carrying out this aim was patterned on a model 
developed in New Zealand called "family group conferencing."  In this forum, a family who 
was referred to the project was brought together with its extended family and other 
significant social supports to work out a plan to stop the abuse or neglect.  To be put into 
effect, the plan had to be approved by the referring authority, who then assisted with its 
enactment.  The project was called "Family Group Decision Making" in order to emphasize 
the family group--that is an expanded notion of family--as a decision-making body. 
 



1.1  Implementation Report 
 

Instituting the model of family group decision making required extensive partnership 
among groups who did not have a strong history of working together, a weaknesses fraught 
with danger in highly volatile family settings where the fall-out from the conferencing could 
have a profound impact on people's lives.  As the principal investigators and administrators 
of the project, we believe that reporting the process of carrying out the project is equally 
important to reporting its outcomes.  
 

This report was prepared with the intent of providing a comprehensive review of the 
implementation phase of the project in which family group conferencing was carried out.  
For those readers who would like specific guidelines on organizing and carrying out this 
model, we refer you to our Manual for Coordinators and Communites.  An outcome report 
will be prepared in 1996 on the findings from the one-year follow-up study of the families 
who took part in conferencing as well as a comparison with two control groups.  The 
second phase of the study is being funded by Employability and Social Parnerships 
(formerly National Welfare Grants), Human Resources Development Canada.   
 

The implementation report is organized into nine chapters which cover the following: 
 
 
Chapter 1: 
A Partnership Model 

 
overviews the development of the project:
• model 
• sites 
• funding 
• administration. 
 

 
Chapter 2: 
Collaborative Action Research 

 
explicates the project's research and 
evaluation: 
• methodology 
• design development  
• objectives & questions 
• measures & procedures 
• issues. 
 

 
Chapter 3: 
Referrals 

 
summarizes the project referrals: 
• reasons 
• sources 
• policies & revisions. 
 

 
Chapter 4: 
Preparations 

describes the participating families: 
• composition 
• patterns of abuse 
 
specifies the preparatory steps for the 



conferences: 
• consultations &  negotiations 
• invitations & acceptances 
• support & safety measures 
• arrangements. 
 

 
Chapter 5: 
Openings 

 
overviews the first phase of the 
conferences: 
• arrivals 
• introductions 
• information giving. 
 

 
Chapter 6: 
Private Deliberations 

 
discusses the conference processes for 
reaching a plan: 
• roles of participants 
• decision making 
• safety issues. 
 

 
Chapter 7: 
Plans 

 
describes the plans: 
• authorization 
• content. 
 

 
Chapter 8: 
Costs 

 
presents the expenditures for: 
• holding the conferences 
• initially implementing 

the plans. 
 
Chapter 9: 
Conclusions & 
Recommendations 

 
summarizes the project’s: 
• major findings  
• implications for policy and practice.

 
 

 
 

1.2  Developing the Project Model  
 

Borrowing a model from another country necessitated negotiations with public 
authorities and community organizations around ways of introducing the model in Canada, 
specifically  Newfoundland and Labrador.  These negotiations as well as public education 
took place over a period of one-and-half years before federal funding for the project 
commenced.  During this time, a partnership of representatives from the community, 
government, and university worked together to formulate the project's objectives, 
philosophy, and intervention approach and to develop a hospitable environment in the 
province for testing it. 
 
1.2.1 Context 



 
Beginning in 1990, the authors formally and informally presented the idea of using 

family group conferences to individuals and groups of provincial government and 
community leaders.  The response was one of immediate interest.  Their receptivity can, in 
part, be attributed to the greater awareness of abuse and its effects stemming from re-
opening the investigation into abuse at Mt. Cashel Orphanage.  Identification of the failure 
of authorities to act on reports of abuse at Mt. Cashel in the early 1970s, and the subse-
quent, drastic increase in reports of child abuse which occurred, combined to heighten the 
amenability of government and non-government leaders alike to trying something new.  A 
consensus had grown that the present approach to child abuse was not being effective in 
enough cases and was very expensive.   
 

A new spirit of questioning had surfaced about some of the unintended outcomes of 
recent initiatives which emphasized punishment and control of offenders without offering 
the victims and families a say in the process.  The view that victims and families were being 
marginalized and disempowered by a justice process which had set out to protect them and 
which was in turn contributing to their re-abuse had gained currency in government circles. 
 It had come as an afterthought that many victims and families carry on in relationships with 
the offender after the ends of justice have been served.  From experience, officials and 
others had learned that many family members did not want to sever contact with their 
relative; they simply wanted the abuse to stop. 
 

It was in this context that the authors were given a grant by the then Director of Child 
Welfare in the province to prepare a proposal for funding to the federal government in order 
to test the model.  The authors designed a collaborative action strategy to adapt for use 
and to evaluate the New Zealand Care and Protection Model (as distinct from utilizing the 
model with families of young offenders) in three culturally distinct sites in Newfoundland 
and Labrador. 
 
1.2.2 Objectives 
 

Out of the collaborative planning process, two main goals of the demonstration 
project were articulated.  These were to evaluate the extent to which the model of Family 
Group Decision Making can be carried out in a manner that: 
 
(1) responds flexibly to the conditions and cultures of various provincial regions (Inuit, 

rural, and urban); and 
 
(2) builds family, community, and government partnerships that offer family members 

support, protection, and opportunities for participating in decision making and 
carrying out these plans. 



 
1.2.3  Philosophy 
 

During the planning phase, possibly the one most important accomplishment was 
formulating a statement of philosophy which then guided the designing and initiation of the 
project.  This statement was formulated by a planning sub-committee consisting of 
representatives from community, government, and university.  It set forth the project's 
stance that all family members, child and adult, ought to be secure and supported and 
permitted to lead lives free of abuse and coercion.  The statement then affirmed the belief 
that survivors of family violence, along with their kin and other formal and informal helpers, 
can and will unite to deal responsibly with the state's requirement that the violence stop, 
while at the same time coming to solutions that are meaningful to them in the context of 
their family, community and culture.   
 

The following conditions were thought to mediate this outcome for the family 
members: 
 

(1) they must feel safe and supported enough throughout the process to 
communicate their views in some way to the family group; 

 
(2) they must perceive themselves to have a credible level of involvement in 

decisions that affect them; and 
 

(3) they must have access to the material and non-material resources and 
protection to carry out their decisions. 

 
To create these conditions it was recognized that the conference had to address 

violence within the family against any of its members, not just the person who was the 
immediate concern of the referring agency.  In particular, this meant going beyond 
attending to the abuse of children to encompassing the abuse of their caregivers (usually 
mothers).  It was further asserted that abusers do not typically stop abusing unless they are 
forced to stop, hence, the need for the involvement of authorities in insisting that the 
violence be stopped.  And it was recognized that punishing and/or treating the offender with 
only criminogenic goals in mind is not enough by itself to keep the abuse from happening 
again and often acts to exclude or marginalize family and community members from 
standing up to the abuse themselves.  Thus, the emphasis was on involving family, 
community, and government in reaching together plans for halting the violence.  
 

For further explication of the project's philosophy and examples of its translation into 
practice, the reader is referred to earlier publications by Burford and Pennell (1995, in 
press) and Pennell and Burford (1994, in press). 
 
1.2.4  Intervention Approach 
 

Although the planners drew extensively upon the New Zealand experience with 
family group conferencing, the project model required reshaping to fit a different legal and 



service context.  In New Zealand family group conferencing was a legislated process, while 
in Newfoundland and Labrador it was orchestrated through a series of negotiations with the 
crown prosecutors and protective services.  These are described and discussed in this 
report's chapters, especially on referrals, preparations, and plans.  A detailed description of 
the procedures and processes that were used in the project can be found in The Manual for 
Coordinators and Communities (Burford, Pennell, & MacLeod, Revised August 1995). 
 
1.2.4.1 Stages 
 

Family group decision making had four main stages:  referrals, preparations, 
conferencing, and authorization of plans.  The process began with a referral from a 
protective service to the project coordinator at the demonstration site.  Any family in which 
there was confirmed violence, including child abuse or neglect, could be referred to the 
project so long as the referring agency could underwrite the costs of travel and support the 
family in carrying out any plans that the referring agency approved.   
 

Once a family was deemed suitable for conferencing, the project coordinator 
approached the family members to determine if they were willing to participate in the 
project and in the research and evaluation.  No families were turned away if they decided 
not to take part in the research.  It was expected that in the meantime police, or other 
people who were authorized by law, would continue to take measures to provide immediate 
safety for persons in the family as was required.  No expectation was made that a referral 
to the project was a delegation of authority to do anything other than contact the family 
members to ascertain whether or not it was feasible and agreeable to convene a family 
conference. 
 

After gaining consent, the job of coordinator was to direct the planning for the 
conference with input from referring authorities and family members at each step, facilitate 
the holding of the conference, record in writing the plan, and ensure that a specific plan for 
reviewing the progress of the plan was set in place.  The coordinator as needed consulted 
with advisors specifically selected in each community for this purpose.    
 

In preparation for the conference, the coordinator developed an invitation list with the 
family members and contacted relatives, friends, and involved professionals to secure their 
participation in the conference.  During this stage, the coordinator consulted closely with 
participants in order to make the necessary arrangements for their attending and for 
protecting their safety. 
 

At the beginning of the conference, information about the family and the abuse was 
placed before the group by the referring worker, usually the child welfare worker but at 
times the police, parole officers, or probation workers.  Information about relevant options 
and services available to the family was presented by the coordinator or others who were 
invited for this purpose.  Once the family had the necessary information, the professionals 
including the coordinator left the room.  This allowed the family group to deliberate in 
private and develop its own plan without the interventions, or one could say interference, of 
non-family group members.    



 
When the family group completed its plan, the coordinator was asked to return; and 

at this time, the coordinator reviewed the plan with the family to ensure that it was clear and 
practical, contained adequate measures for protecting survivors of abuse, and included a 
system for monitoring and evaluating the enactment of the plan.  If the coordinator was in 
agreement with the family's decision or if there was no objection, then the referring worker 
was asked to authorize the plan including providing requested resources.  In cases where 
the community lacked the necessary services for carrying out the plan, the project 
coordinator along with community and agency representatives were to be involved in 
finding and/or assisting in developing needed services locally. 
 
1.2.4.2 Safety Measures 
 

Special care was to be given to the safety of all family members.  Where the 
offender would live prior to the conference was to be handled in much the same way that it 
would normally be handled.  It was expected that in some instances the involved authorities 
or even a family member would have taken steps to obtain restraining orders or protective 
measures including the possibility that the abuser would be in jail at the time of the referral. 
 In many situations, it was anticipated that the abuser would be living in the home, which is 
often the case anyway.  The involved authorities were not to delegate or relegate their 
responsibilities to the coordinator, and it was expected that they would remain vigilant while 
the process was underway.   
 

The interests of the child and any other abused person in the family were to remain 
paramount throughout the process.  This project was undertaken with the understanding 
that there would at times be competing and possibly conflicting interests evident throughout 
the process.  Staff and volunteers participating in the demonstration project were reminded 
that there is no such thing as an absolute guarantee of safety for victims and this applies to 
children whether they are at home or in the care of the state.  It was emphasized that 
expectations could not be put onto families that demanded perfection and that the project 
would seek to achieve a "good enough" outcome for the families and that "optimal" or "fail-
safe" models have not yet materialized.  It was further noted  that the use of the model in 
the demonstration project contained more checks and balances than did the present 
system of child protection. 
 

It was made clear to staff that the province had a mandatory child abuse reporting 
law, and this fact was to be pointed out to family members participating in the project.  If 
abuse which was not made known as part of the referral surfaced or if abuse continued, the 
appropriate authorities were to be informed.  It was expected that in cases where there was 
a lack of evidence to charge, that offenders might well come to the conference minimizing 
or denying the allegations.  It was understood that this had happened in some conferences 
in New Zealand.  To reduce the likelihood that an offender's denial and blaming could turn 
the family against a survivor during the family's private deliberation time, support persons 
were to accompany survivors to the conference to lend emotional support and monitor their 
safety.  Coordinators were asked to encourage abused adults to select a support person 
and to ensure that each child victim had a support person with the coordinator having final 



say over the selection of that person.  The phrase "take the kid and take the door" was 
sloganized to inform the children's support persons of their role if this ever occurred. 
 
1.2.4.3  Distinctive Roles of Participants  
 

It was hypothesized that a key to the success of this model was to combine 
confrontation by the criminal justice and/or protective services systems with participative 
models of extended family and community involvement.  An important dimension in this 
model is found in the differences in the roles played by various actors.  Unlike some models 
of interagency and interdisciplinary cooperation in child protection which tend to make the 
roles of the various players converge until they become interchangeable, the intent in this 
project was to highlight the differences.  This was based on the assumption that each 
participant had something important to offer and that a complete understanding of the 
issues and the development of a plan were dependent upon each of these perspectives 
being made available.   
 

The coordinator was to make sure that everyone's voice was heard and understood. 
 The child welfare worker was to make sure that the effect or potential effect of the abuse 
on the child(ren) was clearly understood and to carry out the mandate of the child 
protection legislation.  The main concern of the police and the prosecution was the 
protection of the community including family members and with criminal investigation 
including what to recommend at the time of sentencing when criminal charges had been 
pursued.  The parole and probation officers were to ensure that the offenders would not 
recommit offences and harm the community. 
 

Given the emphasis on retaining mandated roles, none of the deliberations 
precluded the crown prosecutor from pursuing criminal charges if that was deemed 
necessary and in the best interest of the victim or the community.  It was expected that the 
fact of having attended a family group conference might be brought up at the time of 
sentencing; but such an eventuality in no way was meant to forestall, adjourn, or gain a 
stay of proceedings on any charges. 
 

In all deliberations, it was emphasized that the safety of the members of the family 
who had been abused or were at risk for abuse was paramount.  It was expected that a 
child welfare worker, parole officer, or whoever was the mandatory authority would remain 
involved with the person making the allegation or who was otherwise the target of the 
violence and would continue to monitor the situation during the planning process.  At the 
same time, it was expected that great care would be exercised to ensure that the 
professionals did not "take over" the decision-making process and corrupt the family's 
capacity to come to a decision. 
 

A key assumption stressed throughout the project was that families were more likely 
to "own" the decisions they made, thereby increasing their commitment to carrying out 
plans and in initiating changes to those plans when decisions were not being implemented. 
 The plans were expected to be shaped around family involvement in monitoring their own 
situations in ways that were agreed to at the conference.  Because families, child welfare 



authorities, and police were to be involved in approving the plans, it was anticipated that 
this would emphasize to the family the requirement that monitoring outcomes be built into 
the plans.  In effect, a program of community policing was expected to emerge at each 
project site in which family members consented to safeguard each other with the support 
and protection of the police and other authorities. 
 
1.3  Inviting Project Sites 
 

Recognizing that any model does not work the same way in all communities, it was 
decided to test the model in three locales, differing in culture, population, and region.  
Drawing lines between the three project sites forms a triangle encompassing the province 
which has a small population of half a million for its relatively large land mass of over 
156,000 square miles.  In this triangle, the first site Nain is the top point and in the province 
is the most northerly settlement; it is situated along the Labrador coast close to the 56th 
parallel and is the home of approximately 1,100 people predominately of Inuit descent.  On 
the west end of the Island of Newfoundland is the Port au Port Peninsula, a region of the 
province that pokes out into the Gulf of St. Lawrence and has a population of over 7,000 
dispersed into a series of small communities spread out along the peninsula.  Here people 
are mainly of English, French, and Micmac ancestry.  The most easterly point in the triangle 
is St. John's, the provincial capitol with a population of under 100,000 within the city limits 
and 250,000 if the environs are included;  the area was largely settled by immigrants from 
Britain and Ireland. 
 
1.3.1 Reasons for Selection 
 

By including Inuit, rural, and urban sites, it was possible to test two common 
assumptions about family group conferencing.  These are that, first, it only works with 
aborginal people whose traditions support this way of making decisions and, second, it only 
works in rural areas where people have closer bonds.  The first presumption came up 
repeatedly during the developmental phase for the proposal and had to do with the origins 
of the family group conference model itself.  Many people believed that it was being used in 
New Zealand only with Maori families; that it would be wrong to expect families of European 
ancestry to respond to the invitation to come together around issues like family violence; 
and that this was something indigenous families had done traditionally but white families 
had not.  Our response to these questions was that the model was being used with families 
of all ethnic backgrounds in New Zealand and that the philosophy was quite consistent with 
the traditional expectations of European families to pull together with kin in times of crisis.  
Moreover, the assumption that all aboriginal cultures had traditionally worked in this way, or 
that they still had closer ties to extended family that would somehow make it easier for 
them to embrace this model, may be based on false assumptions about community and 
tribal connections and inter-connections not to mention the effects of cultural assimilation.  
 

The second assumption that the model could not work in an urban setting may have 
been, in part, a function of its testing in Newfoundland and Labrador, a province viewed as 
primarily rural.  It was important to note that the model was carried out in all areas of New 



Zealand including the city of Aukland and in our project in St. John’s, the provincial capitol 
and business centre.  
 
1.3.2 Agreement to Participate  

 
From the outset of the project, the intention was to use a community development 

approach in order to adapt the model with sensitivity to the culture and particular 
requirements of each community.  This started with the site selection process where advice 
was sought from key informants including formal and informal community leaders and those 
who had an established reputation in local "anti-violence" efforts.  Representatives from the 
communities were given final say over the selection of their community as a site for the 
demonstration; and in all three consultations evidence pointed to communities who wanted 
to address the problem of family violence. 
 

The principal investigators conferred with community representatives as well as child 
welfare and police divisions in each of the sites to determine whether or not they were 
interested in participating in the demonstration project.  Their understanding of the 
communities was deepened through staying in the homes of local residents in Nain and on 
the Port au Port Peninsula (and for Joan also the convent) who gave a warm reception and 
recounted histories of their community.  In each community, key contacts organized, 
hosted, and facilitated community forums to discuss the project, and in these sessions, 
agreement was reached to participate.  In addition for the Nain site, the principal 
investigators were asked to present the research proposal to the Labrador Inuit Association 
Health Sub-committee. 
 
1.3.3 Nain 
 

Nain is a community of Inuit as well as settlers of European and Inuit descent and is 
on the coast of Labrador, the mainland portion of the Province of Newfoundland.  Thirty-five 
miles from the mining exploration site at Voisey Bay, Nain is the furthest north of the 
permanent settlements.  It is somewhat protected in its natural state by virtue of the fact 
that it cannot be reached by road and ice prevents access by boat for much of the year 
although travel by ski-doo on the ice during the winter has replaced dog sleds greatly 
increasing the mobility of all coastal residents.  To the outsider, the climate along the 56th 
parallel can be perceived as quite harsh but to the families of Inuit and settlers who have 
lived there for generations, the elements are part of daily life where the land and the sea, 
and the cycle of the seasons are closely interwoven to their existence. 
 

Historically, Northern Labradorians were self-reliant and lived by hunting, fishing, 
and trapping; by 1980 Nain residents continued these traditional pursuits but also 
depended for their livelihood on waged labour (31%) and transfer payments (27%) (Usher, 
1980).  According to Social Service statistics in 1985, 30-40% of the people in Nain 
received social assistance and this group were almost entirely Inuit, in large part because 
of their greater family size (Brice-Bennett, 1986).  As elsewhere in the province, the 
declining fish stocks had adversely affected employment as well as entitlements to 
Unemployment Insurance payments.  The current mining explorations, however, have 



increased the traffic in an out of Nain and changes to the community over the next few 
years of development are expected to be considerable. 
 

The community was particularly concerned about the well-being of children and 
young people.  According to the January 1994 Town of Nain population count, over 40 
percent (475) of the population was under 18 years of age and, thus, the ratio of 
dependents to productive adults was high.  It should be noted that the mortality rate due to 
accidental deaths was greater than that for aboriginal groups nationally, that many families 
lacked plumbing and sewage and suffered from overcrowded housing (Town Council of 
Nain, 1993), and that rates of substance abuse were high.  Very few young people 
graduated from high school and unemployment was high.  Many young people had not 
experienced living on the land and this interfered with their learning traditional skills 
including language.  These same young people were prepared neither for the world of work 
nor for traditional ways of living off the land.  Worse, their spiritual connection to the land 
was severed.  Large numbers of young women dropped out school early because of 
pregnancy, and many young men entered the correctional system.   
 

The elders had become gravely concerned about the lack of communication 
between the older and younger members of the community.  In particular, the elders spoke 
of young people losing their sense of spirituality as the ceremonies regarding various now-
defunct activities could no longer be observed.  Through various educational programs, the 
community was struggling to re-instil knowledge and validation of Inuit culture. 
 

The anomie was evident in the extremely high levels of suicide, over three times 
greater than the national aboriginal rate and seventeen times greater than the national 
average for young people (Brice-Bennett, 1986).  For the period from July 1, 1991 to 
September 30, 1992, the RCMP reported 40 suicide attempts and 3 completed suicides.  
The majority of these were committed by young people between the ages of 14 and 25 
years.  The rate continued to rise with 5 more attempts reported in one week alone of 
November 1992 (Community Leaders' Dialogue Presentation to the Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples, 30 November 1992). 
 

Suicide is commonly associated with either a history of or ongoing family violence 
(Pauktuutit, 1991; Sinclair, 1985; Stark, 1992) and such is particularly the case for native 
youth (National Task Force on Suicide in Canada, 1989).  At a national level, the Inuit 
Women's Association, Pauktuutit, has raised awareness within the Inuit community of child 
and women abuse through its various monographs and newsletter.  Similarly, the Labrador 
Inuit Health Commission's (LIHC) Needs Assessment of Family Violence Services and 
Programs for the Inuit of Labrador (Kemuksigak, 1992) highlights the need for action to 
counter abuse.  Its findings reveal that the official statistics on abuse are far too low.  
According to the Department of Social Services' files, in Nain the cases of spousal assault 
numbered 54 from April 1991 to March 1992; and the RCMP had as its annual average for 
1989-1991, 20 charges of partner assault and 5 charges of sexual assault of individuals 
under 18.  On the basis of interviews with 71 members of Labrador Inuit communities, the 
LIHC determined that the "majority of people thought family violence was a problem in the 
communities" and one interviewee explained, "People come to think of family violence as 



normal because that's what they see all around them.  Family violence is `the norm' for 
Nain.  It happens in the majority of homes" (p. 12).  And another interviewee recognized the 
interconnection between the mother and her child's safety:  "When a woman is abused - 
she can't be a mother - she can't look after herself let alone the children.  This can cause 
neglect" (p. 14).   
 

The LIHC's needs assessment further found that little or no help is available to the 
abused children, battered women, and abusing men.  The professionals in the Inuit 
communities are few,  preoccupied with high workloads, and often untrained in counselling. 
 The women's group in Nain consists of seven members and, thus, is limited in the support 
it can offer.  And the traditional helpers, the elders, are used less frequently today and, 
moreover, the women are hesitant to disclose abuse to them.  The LIHC report stresses 
that "programs to help lessen family violence have to be community based or they just will 
not work" (p. 33).  The LIHC and its parent body, the Labrador Inuit Association (LIA), 
however, point out that aboriginal groups are limited in developing culturally-sensitive social 
programming in general because of the 1949 terms of confederation bringing 
Newfoundland into Canada.  Unlike other aboriginal groups in Canada, they have been 
prevented from directly accessing federal funding.  Despite these constraints, the 
community of Nain has developed some important organizations for spearheading change. 
 

Given these socio-economic patterns, the community of Nain was asked to 
participate in the project for the following reasons.  First, it was an indigenous community 
and suffered from many of the same problems as other coastal native communities.  
Second, it had various indicators that it would be open to participating in the project.  It had 
a larger population than the other Labrador coastal communities and one that was mixed in 
terms of ancestry; and, thus, it was likely to be relatively open to trying innovations.  And in 
fact, it had engaged in a range of interventions in the past.  Third, it had developed its local 
leadership and crucial Inuit organizations, including the Labrador Inuit Association 
repesenting membership's interests, Nain Women's Group operating a daycare and 
women's centre, OKalaKatiget Society producing and communicating Inuit programming by 
radio and television, and the Torngasok Cultural Centre providing cultural and language 
programs.  The Town Council was very active and reflected the population's cultures.  
There were also within the community important supports for the project.  Social Services 
and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) were based within Nain as well as a 
nursing station, LIHC representatives, school guidance counsellors, a substance-abuse 
program, probation officer, and a Moravian pastor.  Moreover, they had formed inter-
agency committees to resolve common concerns (e.g., Crime Prevention Committee which 
among other matters was addressing family violence). 
 

These expectations were confirmed during Joan's visit to the community November 
23-25, 1992, when she met with representatives of the Inuit and professional communities, 
including child welfare and RCMP.  The professional groups agreed that they supported the 
project but left the decision to participate with the Inuit community.  At the meeting with the 
Church Elders and Nain Women's Group, an Inuktitut-English translator was present and 
consensus was reached to participate in the project.  The elders stated that they saw the 



project as a way of returning to the old ways in which the family, rather than the 
Department of Social Services, made the decisions over their children. 
 

The Labrador Inuit Association later requested that Gale and Joan meet with its 
Health Sub-Committee on February 17, 1994.  This group included representatives from 
different Inuit coastal communities as well as the LIHC.  During this meeting with Inuktitut-
English translation, the group overviewed past problems with other university researchers, 
in particular, their misuse of quotations, invidious comparisons of Inuit with non-Inuit, 
removal of information from the communities without providing any reports in return, and 
failure to acknowledge the contributions of local organizations and persons to the research. 
 At this meeting unanimity was reached on continuing to proceed with the project and the 
research.  It was further agreed that principal investigators would submit copies of their 
reports reporting about Nain to the LIHC for comment prior to publication. 
 

The Port au Port Peninsula is on the west coast of the island of Newfoundland and 
juts into the Gulf of St. Lawrence.  It is a rural area in the Bay St. George region, and has a 
population of over 7,000 dispersed across a number of small communities.  While 
overwhelmingly white, the peninsula evinces some cultural variation.  The Port au Port 
peninsula has two francophone communities and is the province's only officially bilingual 
region.  In addition, some Micmac groups are becoming more visible today as they 
overcome historic devaluation of their heritage and press for various entitlements.  One of 
the communities, Port au Port East, now has a Chief and band council. 
 

At the time of the project planning, the Port au Port Peninsula faced many of the 
same socio-economic problems occuring in Nain, and was beginning to evince many of the 
same strengths of organizing to surmount these difficulties.  The peninsula was relatively 
isolated geographically and culturally from the rest of the province.   Of incorporated 
communities in Canada in 1993, the Port au Port had the second lowest family income 
(Government of Newfoundland, 1995, October).  Educational levels were well below norms 
within the province and nationally.  Statistics Canada reported in 1986 that in the area 
42.7% of adults had not obtained a grade 9 education and an additional 32.8% lacked a 
high school diploma.  Similarly a 1992 survey of 2,400 residents on the peninsula (Hall, 
LeRoy, & Fenwick, 1992) found that 40% had lower than a grade 9 education, another 40% 
had between a grade 9 to grade 11 edcuation, and 20% had finished high school.  High 
rates of pregnancy among young women contributed to the low educational levels.   

 
The main occupation was labourer, commonly in make-work projects; the other 

common jobs were fishing, logging, fish processing, and carpentry.  The region had 
extensive unemployment or underemployment, exacerbated by the depletion of fish stocks. 
 As a consequence, there had been a steady out-migration of young people to other parts 
of the province or mainland Canada.  A recent expansion of oil exploration in this coastal 
area, however, may bode well for future employment prospects. 
 

A needs assessment by the Bay St. George Coalition to End Violence (Bella & 
Lanier, 1992) documented the prevalence of family violence.  On the peninsula from 
January 1991 to September 1992, the local RCMP detachment recorded 63 sexual 



assaults and 126 common assaults.  The local Department of Social Services office had 21 
alleged child protection cases in which 14 concerned sexual abuse and 4 concerned 
physical abuse, and 65 established child welfare cases, of which 13 involved sexual abuse 
and 6 involved physical abuse.  Bay St. George probation statistics revealed that 83 (37%) 
of the 230 adults on probation had been convicted of assault and over half of these for wife 
assault.  Although only one portion of the region, the Port au Port Peninsula contributed to 
probation caseload at the time of the survey 12 out of 35 individuals convicted of wife 
assault and 10 out of 25 individuals convicted of sexual offenses. In interviews with various 
professional and community representatives, the assessment team found that the "lack of 
opportunity," "isolation," "alcohol and drug abuse," and "traditional family structure" were 
regarded as promoting family violence in the region (Bella & Lanier, 1992, p. 3).  They 
further explained that "the male household head had been seen by many as having the 
right to control and discipline his family by whatever means he chooses - including sexual 
and physical abuse. . . . A village may have been settled by a single family group, so 
people are related.  As family members, therefore, all have been bound to keep the secret" 
(p. 3).   
 

Services addressing family violence were limited.  Social Service workers had very 
large caseloads and could provide little more than crisis intervention and mandatory child 
protection services.  Moreover, services were primarily located in Stephenville, a town off 
the peninsula.  Victims often hesitated to disclose abuse because they wished to avoid the 
court system.  As the needs assessment report explains: 
 

The absence of a `family court' in this part of the province; the public nature 
of the court process (even when the court requires names not be published 
the names go round in a small community); the long delays between initial 
complaint and final hearings; the lack of specific provisions for children 
(informal settings, specially trained judges, videotaped statements, the use of 
screen, etc); and the emphasis on an `adversarial' process rather than 
mediation and problem solving (pp. 7-8). 
 
The Port au Port Peninsula was selected for the project for the following reasons.  

First, it is a rural area with a somewhat culturally diversified population.  Second, the 
peninsula had limited services but a growing desire to act to end family violence.  Some 
well-publicized and recent cases of sexual offenses and family violence had galvanized 
awareness of abuse in both the anglophone and francophone communities.  Third, 
community organizations had been forming to develop communication linkages and joint 
action strategies to address a full spectrum of problems.  Besides the Bay St. George 
Coalition to End Violence, a notable example was the Port au Port Community Education 
Initiative that sought to elevate educational levels through a holistic strategy addressing 
simultaneously academic, social, and economic needs (Case, 1991).   
 

November 12-13, 1992, Joan visited the Port au Port peninsula to explain the Family 
Group Decision Making (FGD) Project and determine if the community wished to 
participate.  At a large public forum, she met with a broad-range of representatives of 
community organizations (including students) as well as Social Services and RCMP, and 



they agreed to participate.  They stated that they found the FGD model in line with their 
general initiatives to develop the region through a community-based approach.  
Recognizing the need to advance the profile of the project, various community participants 
took the initiative in organizing return visits for Joan (including finding her donated space on 
a local airline!).  In April of 1993, she was invited to follow up the earlier visit with 
workshops at the local high school to dialogue with young people and (separately) with 
mothers.  During these sessions, young people were generally favourable about the model 
but raised some cautions.  Their comments included "people will come to the conference 
because they care about their families," "[it’s a] way to put the male abuser on the spot,"  
and "people will feel too ashamed to talk with their family about family violence."   At this 
time, she also discussed the project with educators, police, social services, probation, 
Catholic father and sisters, and counsellors.   Later in September 1993, Joan was invited to 
present the model on the west coast of the island at a regional consultation attended by lay 
people and professionals helping to develop a provincial strategy for stopping violence. 
 
 
1.3.4 St. John's 
 

The capitol and largest city in the province, St. John's, is located on the easternmost 
land mass of the North American continent.  Emerging from its roots as a fishing 
community and territorial administrative centre situated around a natural deep-water 
harbour, the city has begun to take on certain of the problems which have beleaguered 
most urban areas in the country.  As virtually the only administrative centre in the province 
the political and social realities in the city frequently collide with the interests of people in 
other parts of the province. 
 

Problems of unemployment throughout the province attract people from rural 
communities to the city in the hope that jobs will be easier to find.  This has contributed to a 
rapid rate of growth in the city.  Other than this, St. John's has a low in-migration rate of 
growth.  There are no substantial ethnic communities as are seen in other urban areas in 
Canada.  Ninety-five percent of the population continues to be of Irish/British descent 
although small groups of people are attracted to St. John's by the university and other 
professional jobs. 
 

Despite the increases in population in and around St. John's, the urban core of the 
city has seen a rate of depopulation which is greater per capita than any other urban centre 
in Canada.  On the other hand, St. John's has more public housing per capita and more 
under occupied housing than counterparts in the rest the country.  Despite this, rental 
properties in St. John's remain relatively limited due in part to the greater proportion of 
public housing. 
 

Newfoundland/Labrador and particularly St. John's consistently evidence among the 
highest rates of unemployment and associated problems in the country (Government of 
Newfoundland, 1995, October).  While the belief that informal supports and kin networks 
work to the advantage of Newfoundlanders and Labradorians, little doubt exists that the 
formal network of services remains weak and underdeveloped.  The province simply did not 



experience the same surge in the development of services witnessed in other urban areas 
in the 1960s and 1970s.  The prospect of cuts in service over the coming months are 
confounded by the escalating rates of unemployment due to the simultaneous fishery crisis 
and the lowering of transfer payments to the province.  These trends are expected to result 
in reductions to basic services comparable only to those that will occur in other rural parts 
of the country characterized by fragile and marginalized economies. 
 

The impact of two inquiries in the late 1980s into abuses of children by persons in 
positions of trust and authority was particularly felt in St. John’s (Hughes, 1991; Winter, et 
al., 1990).  The prosecution of well-known members of the clergy and the finding by a Royal 
Commission that the provincial justice department had covered up accusations of abuse at 
the Mt. Cashel Orphanage in the early 1970s have had far-reaching, if not yet fully 
understood, effects.   
  

St. John's was selected for several reasons.  From the beginning, we wanted to test 
the model in rural, urban and native communities.  St. John's is the largest city in 
Newfoundland by a considerable margin.  Additionally, being the seat of government and 
the administrative centre of the province, all the head offices of Justice and Social Services 
are located there.  Most of our contacts in the community and in government were in St. 
John's at the start of the planning process.  It was in St. John's that the consultation 
process with government and community representatives was first begun giving this group 
the longest period of time to consider the model and to agree to participate.  And finally, the 
Mt. Cashel investigations had shaken the faith in old practices and loosened thinking 
approaches to stopping violence. 
 

In St. John's the negotiations began the most informally with Gale discussing his 
study of family group conferencing in New Zealand with various government officials and 
community activists.  By early 1992, these sessions became more formalized with the 
Director of Child Welfare calling meetings for Gale and Joan to discuss the model on 
February 10, 1992 with senior bureaucrats in Social Services and Justice and later on April 
21, 1992 with community workers (including women's advocates, children's counsellors, 
male abuse workers) as well police, prosecutors, and child welfare.  At both sessions, 
interest in proceeding with the project was expressed, and the same response was 
received from a meeting with the Women's Policy Office.  To promote wider public 
discussion of the model, further meetings were held.  These included Joan meeting with the 
Provincial Advisory Council on the Status of Women and with the St. John's Parents' Rights 
Group (for parents who children had been placed in care) and presenting the model at the 
May 1993 conference of the Provincial Association Against Family Violence; and Gale and 
Joan presenting the project at a March 1993 Memorial University social work colloquium 
attended by numerous community- and government-based workers. 
 
1.4  Securing Joint Funding 
 

Alongside the consultations with the invited project sites, negotiations were 
proceeding for project funding.  Reflecting the partnership model, moneys and resources 
were eventually obtained from six federal departments, three provincial departments, 



Memorial University of Newfoundland, and for Nain the Labrador Inuit Health Commission.  
The multiple funding sources made it possible to carry out the project in three sites and to 
conduct the research and evaluation.  In addition, to such monetary resources the project 
relied extensively on the support provided by numerous community organizations at the 
three project sites. 
 
1.4.1 Impact on Project Schedule  
 

With the assistance of a seed grant from the Director of Child Welfare, Joan and 
Gale developed a proposal for Family Violence Initiative funding submitted to three federal 
departments, Health (formerly Health and Welfare), Justice, and Solicitor General.  The 
initial plan was for a two-year project beginning in April 1993 and ending in March 1995 
when the Family Violence Initiative was to terminate.  Approval of funding from these three 
departments, however, was delayed because of major changes at the federal level, 
including the election of a new government; and did not become available until September 
1993, with the project shortened by half a year.  Moreover, uncertainties around funding 
impeded advance development of the project sites such as recruiting staff.  As a result, the 
project schedule had to be revised with the fall and early winter of 1993-94 devoted to start-
up activities and securing referrals, and the holding of family group conferences confined to 
February 1994 through March 1995, with the exception of Nain where the LIHC funded 
continuation of the project for a further two months. 
 
1.4.2 Cost Sharing 
 

Through the contribution agreement the federal government supplied funding for 
salaries for site coordinators and researchers, central administrative support, and operating 
expenses.  The provincial Department of Social Services provided office space at two of the 
sites, office supplies at all three, and donation of some teleconferencing time.  Memorial 
University approved space for the administrative support personnel and sabbaticals for the 
two principal investigators.   
 

In addition to these operational costs, the project required support for implementing 
the conferences.  Organizations referring families to the project were required to underwrite 
such costs of travel as were required to bring the families together for the conference, to 
give final approval to the plans the family came up with, and to assist families, when 
assistance was needed, with the costs of carrying out the family's decisions.  In particular, 
the provincial Department of Social Services made a substantial and unprecedented 
commitment to the project by providing written guidelines to guide their staff in clearly and 
quickly responding to plans developed by a family.  In addition to sending a firm  message 
of support for the project, the guidelines set out three very important procedures:   
 

(1) dollar amounts that could be authorized by the referring child welfare worker 
for travel and outcomes costs for a family without the worker having to seek 
supervisory approval;  

 



(2)  written guarantee of quick turnaround time on requests for amounts greater 
than those that could be approved on-the-spot by their workers; and 

 
(3)  a formula for pooling monies between families with similar needs as 

expressed in their plans, to aid in helping the host communities set up 
services needed by more than one family if that service was not available 
locally.   

 
The guidelines were expected to facilitate the giving of clear and quick answers to 
coordinators and families' requests in planning the conference and quickly responding to 
carrying out the results.  As reported later, the first two guidelines were used to good effect; 
however, the third guideline was not utilized because the short demonstration period 
precluded such service initiatives. 
 

Because the Department of Social Services made such a substantial contribution 
and commitment to the model, it was expected that most referrals would come from their 
child protection workers who were authorized to allocate resources to the families.  It was a 
goal of the project to enlist other agencies in the province who already allocated money 
through interventions into family violence to test the model on a small number of their 
families.  This would enable each of the major players to examine and work to overcome, 
on a case-by-case basis, obstacles to inter-organizational cooperation in order to evaluate 
the potential for integration of this model as an ongoing service.  It was understood at the 
time that this was a tall order since agencies did not have a history of cooperatively 
allocating their resources around a family despite the fact that more than one agency was 
often involved with the same family.   
 

Specifically, it was hoped that Correctional Services of Canada (parole) and the 
Adult Corrections Division of Justice (probation and victim services) would be willing to 
engage in this kind of problem-solving at some time during the life of the demonstration 
project if only to explore the barriers to using a family's plan as the integrating feature of 
their efforts.  Towards the end of the demonstration project, Correctional Services of 
Canada was successful in securing Family Violence Initiative dollars for such a test.  The 
same never became a reality for Probation. 
 
1.5   Starting the Project 
 

With the arrival of federal funding, the project formally commenced at each project 
site in the fall of 1993.  Building on the earlier community work, the start-up period 
continued to widen and deepen local input into and ownership over the project.  This was 
accomplished through community development work fostering local involvement in project 
administration, staffing, and training.  In Nain, two community facilitators helped to promote 
this process. 



 
1.5.1  Administration 
 

To guide the total project, a voluntary advisory board called the Provincial Protocol 
Committee was formed of the two university-based principal investigators, community 
representatives from each project site, and representatives of government departments and 
provincial organizations (see back of front cover for names).  The Committee conferred by 
teleconference on a quarterly basis to formulate, review, and, where necessary, revise 
project protocols; to check that project protocols are appropriate for each of the sites; to 
coordinate project protocols with those of other involved institutions or agencies; to ensure 
coordination on a provincial level among organizations and government departments 
represented; and to overview evaluative data from the project.  
 

The principal investigators were directly accountable to the federal funding bodies 
and were responsible for the overall management of the demonstration project and its 
evaluation.  Under the supervision of the principal investigators, a part-time administrative 
staff specialist was responsible for maintaining financial accounts for the entire project and 
a part-time secretary provided services. 
 

At each project site, a Local Advisory Committee was composed of community 
activists and professional persons.  Its membership evolved out of the initial consultations 
where individuals were identified as important to invite by persons who had already been 
consulted.  This "snowballed" into the formation of local groups that were thought to be both 
representative of local needs and interests including people who wanted to do something 
about family violence.  The role of the Local Advisory Committee was to shape the project 
model to fit the local context; participate in hiring, training, and guiding the project site 
employees; facilitate securement of community resources and support; and advise the 
principal investigators on creating and implementing a contextually sensitive study design.  

 
In addition, independent Community Panels were formed to provide consultation to 

local project staff.  With the permission of families referred to the project, the coordinator 
and researcher consulted on their approach to working with specific families.  Panel 
members were also local people thereby further involving the community in the 
administration of the project locally.  In Nain, the advisory elected not to have a separate 
panel.  The health advisor for the LIHC was paid to consult with the coordinator on a family-
specific basis instead.  
 

In Nain, the project was housed in the same building as the LIHC.  This was in 
keeping with the recommendation of the Local Advisory Committee that the legitimacy and 
trustworthiness of the project in the community's eyes would be enhanced by associating it 
with the LIHC for administrative purposes.  In the summer and fall of 1993, community 
participation in developing the project in Nain was enhanced through the work of two 
experienced community facilitators, Sharon Taylor and Tony Williamson.  They used a 
variety of community development approaches including participatory video to foster 
collaborative planning concerning the introduction of the project (see Appendix A for a 
detailed account of their work and findings). 



 
1.5.2 Staffing 
 

At each project site, a coordinator was hired in the fall of 1993 and a researcher 
early in 1994.  Site staff were chosen from among those with knowledge and experience in 
the community.  It was expected that people selected by the local hiring committees would 
have an awareness of the families' concerns and perspectives and an understanding of 
regional dialects or languages and that their involvement would be less intrusive than that 
of individuals from outside of the community.  Furthermore, the employment of local people 
would provide some job opportunities in areas where economic strain typically results in 
tension when "outsiders" are bought in to fill jobs. 
 

The coordinators were responsible for organizing and facilitating family group 
sessions, seeking consultation from the Community Panel, and assisting the principal 
investigators in the design and implementation of the study.  In addition, the coordinators 
were expected to serve as liaison with the Local Advisory Group, maintain a working 
relationship with investigatory and referral bodies, find and develop methods to access pro-
fessional advice and local support services, maintain the site facility, and account for 
expenses incurred in facilitating the conferences (e.g., coffee for the participants). 
 

The researchers were responsible for collecting data for the evaluation of the project 
at the local site.  This included observing conferences, interviewing participants, and 
completing research forms.  The researcher were expected to consult with the coordinator, 
Local Advisory Committee, and Community Panel on the conduct of their work; and to 
provide advice to the principal investigators on culturally appropriate research/evaluation 
approaches in their region.  At the conclusion of conferencing in March 1995, the 
researchers continued with the project to gather data for the one-year follow-up study. 

The site staff were members of the project management team and met regularly by 
teleconference with the project directors and the other staff.  The group was joined by 
social work students who were completing their field requirements with the project.  The 
teleconferences gave the team the opportunity to provide updates, share strategies, make 
joint decisions on procedures, and build mutual support. 
 
1.5.3 Training 
 

In November 1993, three trainers were brought from New Zealand: two coordinators 
(one Maori and the other of European descent) and one researcher.  Paid time-off for these 
visitors was given courtesy of their Department of Social Welfare and the Office of the 
Commissioner for Children and other costs were handled through a grant from the 
Canadian Employment and Immigration Commission.  Two of the trainers travelled to Nain 
and the Port au Port Peninsula while all three provided lectures, training and consultation 
on the research design in St. John's. 
 

In order to build community knowledge of the project, the training was aimed at a 
very broad audience of persons who were to be involved in the project, including managers 
and practitioners from Children's Protective Services, Correctional Services of Canada, 



Adult Corrections, the police, and numerous non-governmental organizations, community 
leaders, and young people.  The community representatives included in Nain the Church 
Elders and Women's Group, on the Port au Port Peninsula the Francophone Federation 
and  Roman Catholic Parish clergy, and in St. John's the shelter for abused women and 
university students. 
 

The training program offered participants the necessary information so that they 
could engage in the process of shaping the project to fit their community.  The training 
oriented them as to how to carry out their roles, to inform others about the project, and to 
rethink the project as necessary to be congruent with their cultures.  Connections were 
made across the three sites by bringing some participants from Nain and the Port au Port 
Peninsula to other sites' training workshops.  This served to raise local participants' 
awareness that the project was being carried out in diverse locations and that each site 
could learn from the experiences and initiatives of other participating communities. 
 

Following up these training workshops, the principal investigators remained in 
contact with the project sites over the winter of 1994.  This included a visit to Labrador in 
January/February with meetings scheduled with project staff, Advisory Committee 
members, Social Services, RCMP, LIHC, and LIA; a visit to the Port au Port Peninsula in 
February with meetings held with project staff, Advisory Committee members, Social 
Services, RCMP, and the Bay St. George's Women's Centre; and a meeting with the St. 
John's advisory committee in April 1994 as well as more informal contacts with involved 
organizations and staff. 
 
1.6  Summary 
 

The intent of the project was to tap into the strengths of the involved communities 
and to develop cooperative practices among a host of participants.  It was recognized that 
an effective effort to stop family violence needed to lace together the long-term experience 
and commitments of family for staying by its own, the local knowledge and accessibility of 
community organizations for working with residents, and the resources and authority of 
protective services for enforcing public standards.  This model of partnership guided the 
development of the project from the designing of the intervention to the selection of sites to 
the sharing of costs to the administration of the project.  The report next turns to the 
collaborative action research approach employed and stresses how it, in turn, advanced the 
model of partnership. 
 


