
 COLLABORATIVE ACTION RESEARCH 
 
2.0 Introduction 
 

Congruent with a partnership-building model of intervention, the study employed a 
collaborative action approach to evaluation and research.  The intent was (a) to involve a 
wide spectrum of project participants in the study's design, implementation, evaluation, and 
dissemination; (b) to keep the study relevant to their concerns and appropriate to local 
conditions and cultures; and (c) to sustain a commitment to effecting change.  This chapter 
summarizes the research/evaluation methodology and its development, objectives, 
questions, sample, and procedures, and concludes with a discussion of the reliability and 
validity of this research approach. 
 
2.1 Collaborative Action Methodology 
 

In collaborative action research, the research participants take part in studying their 
own problems in order to find resolutions to them:  collectively they define their issues, 
figure out solutions to them, test these strategies, analyze their results, and through this 
process of "learning by doing," create knowledge that is useful and open to revision (see 
Friedmann, 1987; Whyte, 1991).  When people who have not normally taken part in policy 
making are included as active participants, the research has the potential to advance new 
insights (Maguire, 1987); and when these people work together with policy makers, the 
cooperation can lead to the design and implementation of new practices (Stull & Schensul, 
1987). 
 

The preceding chapter laid out this collaborative action or partnership approach to 
developing the project and carrying out the family group conferences.  As previously 
described, community organizations and government departments worked with the two 
principal investigators to formulate the project's philosophy, service protocols, site 
selection, and organizational and funding structure.  The family group conferences were 
designed so as to invite family members and their social networks to undertake a collective 
study in order to arrest further family violence.  This chapter describes the procedures used 
for documenting and analyzing the participation and views of family, community, and 
government at each stage of implementing the family group conferences.  As true of other 
project aspects, these procedures were developed and undertaken in a collaborative 
manner and with a direct impact on action. 
 
2.2 Development of Research Design 
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The study was designed by involving a range of project participants as well as 
external consultants.  The research procedures were not set from the outset of the project; 
instead they were developed in a sequential manner by drawing upon the learning from 
earlier phases of the project.  Moreover, procedures were revamped on the basis of 
feedback from participating families, community representatives, professionals, and project 
staff.   



 
The principal investigators undertook the initial development of the research 

instruments, and consulted with researchers in New Zealand, Britain, Canada, and the 
United States.  The drafted instruments were then sent for review by the local advisory 
committees, community panels, and project staff, and reformulated to fit the local cultures.  
Particularly in the case of abuse measurements and referral forms, counsel was sought 
from the Crown Prosecutor's Office as well as from the referring agencies, the Department 
of Social Services and Correctional Services Canada. 
 

Workshops were held on two occasions (March 1994 and June/July 1994) with staff 
from the three sites to provide training on the research instruments and to amend them as 
necessary to be congruent with the cultures of their regions.  During monthly 
teleconferences with project staff, research forms were discussed and at times decisions 
were reached on their revision.  The project staff provided input from families which was 
then used to reformulate questions. 
 

All forms were examined by and received the approval of Memorial University's 
School of Social Work Human Subject Review Committee; the same applied to all 
revisions.  As discussed in the prior chapter, the overall research protocols were reviewed 
by the Labrador Inuit Association's (LIA) Health Sub-Committee and an agreement was 
reached on terms for the participation of the Nain site in the research.  These included that 
the Labrador Inuit Health Commission (under the LIA) would be given the opportunity to 
review and comment on publications concerning the Nain site.  In general, the procedures 
adhered to the Canadian Universities for Northern Studies' (1982) Ethical Principles for the 
Conduct of Research in the North. 
 
2.3 Implementation and Outcome Evaluation 
 

The evaluation was designed so as to collect information on the implementation of 
the project and its outcomes.  It was assumed that the impact of family group decision 
making could not be established unless its "degree of implementation" (Scheirer & 
Rezmovic, 1983), that is the extent to which it was carried out, was first determined.  This 
report is primarily devoted to covering findings from the implementation evaluation; another 
report on outcome findings will be issued after concluding the follow-up interviews at the 
end of March of 1996.  In order to provide an overall picture of the evaluation, two tables 
are included below:  Table 2.1 outlines the implementation phase, and Table 2.2 covers the 
outcome study. 
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As shown in Table 2.1, the implementation evaluation is concerned about the 
achievement of two main objectives:  (a) the responsiveness of the model to regional 
differences, and (b) its capacity to put it into effect a family-community-government 
partnership on stopping family violence.  The implementation review encompasses the 
referral and preparatory steps for conferences, the processes transpiring during 
conferences, and the components of plans developed at conferences as well as their 
authorization and initial financing.  Because the sharing of costs is seen as important 



aspect of carrying out a partnership model, this implementation report includes within its 
purview the early costs for carrying out the plans.  For each of these phases, data were 
collected from a range of sources through various research instruments. 
 
Table 2.1 
Implementation Study Objectives, Conference Phases, Evaluation Questions, and 
Data Sources 
 

 
IMPLEMEN-
TATION 
EVALUATION 

 
OBJECTIVES: 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 parnerships 
that offer family members support, protections, and 
opportunities for participating in decision making and 
carrying out these plans. 

 
PHASES 

 
QUESTIONS 

 
DATA 

SOURCES 

 
Referrals & 
Preparation 

 
What types of referrals were received, 
and what were the impact of referral 
policies?  What steps were taken to 
prepare conference participants?  How 
satisfied were participants with the 
preparations?  How did these steps vary 
by region, family composition, etc.? 

 
Recordings 

 
 Reflections 

 
Evaluations 

 
Interviews 

 
Focus Groups 

 
Conferencing 

 
What processes took place during 
conferences?  Were they seen as 
promoting safe participation and effective 
planning?  How did these processes vary 
by region, family dynamics, number of 
participants,  etc.?  What were the costs 
for holding the conferences, and who 

 
Observation 

 
Reflections 

 
 Evaluations 

 
Interviews 
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paid for these costs?  
File Analysis 

 
Focus Groups 

 

 
Plans 

 
What were the components of plans 
reached at conferences?  What 
components did project participants view 
as important for their approval, 
enactment, and success?  How were 
plans authorized and/or revised, and did 
this vary by region, referral source, etc.? 
 What were the initial costs for 
implementing the plans, and who bore 
these costs? 

 
Plans 

 
Interviews 

 
Focus Groups 

 
File 

Analysis 

 
As Table 2.2 shows below, the outcome study has two main objectives:  to assess 

the capacity of the model (a) to stop family violence and (b) to promote family members' 
well-being.  It involves a longitudinal study of project families over a one-year period after 
the conference and a comparison of their developments with those of control group 
families, located within their own region.  Given the distinct cultures and conditions of the 
three project sites, it was considered inappropriate to compare project outcomes against 
norms for dissimilar regions. 
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Table 2.2 
Outcome Study Objectives, Phases, Questions, and Data Sources 

 
OUTCOME 
EVALUATION 

 
OBJECTIVES: to evaluate the capacity of the 

model as used with families from 
different provincial regions to: 

 
(1) eliminate or reduce the reoccurrence of 

intra-familial abuse and other ill-
treatment; and 

(2) promote the well-being of child and adult 
members. 

 

 
PHASE 

 
QUESTIONS 

 
DATA 

SOURCES 

 
Pre-Test 

 
How do the project families compare 
with local control group families in 
regards to levels of well-being? 

 
Family 

Interviews 

 
6-month 
follow up 

 
Since the conference, what progress 
has occurred in project families? 

 
Family 

Interviews 

 
1-year 
follow up 

 
Since the conference, what progress 
has occurred in project families?  
Compared with control group 
families, what changes have taken 
place in project families in regard 
to members' well-being and further 
abuse or ill-treatment? 

 
Family & 
Agency 

Interviews 

 
2.4 Measurements 
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At each phase of family group conferencing, data were 
collected that yielded information regarding attainment of the two 
main objectives of the implementation study.  Because some outcome 
measurements taken during the pre-test phase were used by 
coordinators in preparing for the conferences, these are described 
below and then related to implementation objectives.  Given the 
collaborative action methodology, the intent was to employ research 
data where they would be helpful in organizing and carrying out 
conferences.  See Volume II of this report for the the research 



instructions, consent forms, and instruments used in the 
implementation study. 
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2.4.1 Outcome Measures and Instruments  
 

The mandate of the project was to resolve family violence; 
this resolution was viewed in light of both the negative objective 
of stopping abuse and the positive objective of promoting family 
members' well-being.  The decision to consider positive measures 
was reinforced by an increasing awareness that a narrow focus on 
the cessation of overt acts of violence may blind researchers to 
continued emotional and social abuse (see Holmes & Lundy, 1990).   
 

Outcome measures were selected that would look at the abuse 
and well-being of both child and adult family members.  It was 
recognized that the abuse of children often is accompanied by the 
abuse of their mothers (Stark & Flitcraft, 1991); and it was 
acknowledged in the project's statement of philosophy (see chapter 
1) that the welfare of all family members is of importance and that 
the welfare of any one member affects other family members.  In 
particular, the interaction between the welfare of children and 
that of their primary caregiver (usually mothers) needed to be 
taken into account. 
 
Progress 
 

In order to gain a sense of the project families' general 
progress, questions were asked about their perceptions of family 
developments since the conference. 
 
Progress Report 
 

At a six-month interval and one-year interval after the family 
group conference, the researcher will complete a Progress Report 
with family members.  This includes questions on their perceptions 
of whether or not any changes took place in the family since the 
conference, if the plan was carried out, and what were the results 
of the conference.  
 
Abuse 
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Family violence was defined as a recurring pattern of 
deliberate efforts to intimidate and control other family members 
through a range of means, encompassing physical force, sexual 
intrusion, emotional debasement, socio-economic deprivation.  
Fundamentally, it concerns the betrayal of trust in the context of 
a social institution where people are expected to be safe and 
supported, but where power is skewed by sexism, agism, and other 
oppressive structures and with the result that certain member are 
aggrandized and others are entrapped.  



 
Abuse is difficult to measure for two main reasons.  First, it 

is commonly underreported (Rodgers, 1994); concealed by 
perpetrators, victims, and witnesses; or ignored as a family matter 
by the community or service agencies.  Second, among social 
scientists, there are pronounced disagreements on measurement 
instruments (Yllö & Bograd, 1988).  In this study, abuse is 
measured through a number avenues and by looking not only at direct 
reports but also likely indicators of abuse. 
 
Abuse Scale 
 

For project families, the coordinators completed an abuse 
scale in order to characterize the type of current abuse along the 
dimensions of gender and age.  At the time of the one-year follow 
up the researcher will complete the abuse scale again. 

 
Case Events 
 

At the one-year follow up, checklists will be completed on 
indicators of whether abuse occurred or appeared likely to have 
occurred since the conference for project families and since the 
pre-test for control group families.  Where permission is granted, 
these checklists will be completed by family members and involved 
agency representatives (child protection, police, medical, and 
school). 
 
Well-Being 
 

In this study, well-being is defined as an estimate of global 
life satisfaction and is measured with two different indicators.  
For adults and young people, social support networks are used since 
these are assumed to be a buffer against stress and, thus, enhance 
well-being (Maxwell, Flett, & Colhoun, 1986).  For children and 
young people, their development in relation to the kinds of care 
which they require is used because their achievements need to be 
viewed in the context of the nurturing which they do or do not 
receive (Parker et al., 1991). 
 
Social Network Map and Close Friend Questions 
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To examine social support networks, a Social Network Map 
(Tracy & Whittaker, 1990) was made with key adult and young people 
members of the project families prior to the conference and two 
control groups at the time of the pre-test and will be completed 
again during the one-year follow up.  Participants were asked to 
identify the important people and groups in their lives and then 
specify in regards to their social network members the following:  



demographic information, the kinds of support which they were given 
and give, and the frequency of contact.  In addition, they were 
asked to complete a scale on the availability of a close friend in 
whom they could confide, particularly regarding abuse.  The 
coordinators administered the Soical Network Map and Close Friend 
Questions as part of their preparatory steps with project families. 
 In this way, the coordinators could determine the guest list for 
the conference and assess likely areas of strength and problems in 
the family members' social networks that could affect the 
conference proceedings and plans. 
 
 
 
Looking After Children 
 

An instrument The Looking After Children Assessment Records 
was selected to measure the development of children and young 
people along seven dimensions:  health; education; emotional 
development and behaviour; social, family, and peer relationships; 
self-care and competence; identity; and social presentation.  As 
its authors (Parker et al., 1991) explain, "this multi-dimensional 
method of assessing outcomes is intended to reflect the concerns of 
reasonable parents, who try to consider all relevant aspects of 
their children's development" (p. 105).  The specific items on 
dimensions vary for different age groups to better reflect their 
significant issues. 
 

For the purposes of this study, the instrument was revised in 
order to fit better the Newfoundland and Labrador contexts; and 
items on action plans were reduced because the instrument was being 
used an assessment rather than planning device.  Because the 
conference itself was unlikely to have an immediate, significant 
impact on overall development, the instrument was administered by 
the researcher either before or somewhat after the conference.  
Since the intent at the conference was to focus on the issues 
raised by the referring agency, the findings from the assessment 
were not shared at the conference.  The instrument will be 
readministered to project families during the one-year follow-up.  
Likewise, the instrument was administered during the pre-test with 
the control group families and will be repeated one year later. 
 
2.4.2 Implementation Measures  
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The implementation objectives are viewed not only as means for 
achieving the outcome objectives but also as worthwhile 
accomplishments in their own right.  Within the philosophy of the 
project, it is considered valuable to be responsive to local 
cultures and to build relationships based upon partnership.  These 



process objectives are considered to be fundamental to a democratic 
and caring society.  The ways of measuring achievement of the 
implementation objectives are described below.   
 
Regional Responsiveness 
 

Because family group conferencing was developed and tested in 
three disparate regions of the province, it was possible to compare 
implementation processes and to assess the extent of variation.  
Differences between sites were not viewed as signalling deviations 
from one best practice but rather were understood as responses to 
local conditions and cultures.  Since most of the information came 
from local people and was gathered by locally hired staff, 
perceptions from the three regions were recorded. 
 
Family-Community-Government Partnerships 
 

Measurements were taken of the three principal means which the 
project's philosophy assumed were necessary for creating family-
community-government partnerships that prevent further family 
violence.  As discussed in chapter 1, these conditions were helpful 
supports, effective participation in decision making, and adequate 
resources and protections.  Because these means are interrelated 
and pertained to more than one of the three conference phases, many 
of the same research instruments yielded information on all three 
means.  Therefore, this section defines these means, and the next 
section describes the research/evaluation instruments for 
collecting data on them. 
 
Supports 
 

Supports here refers to the specific emotional and practical 
supports which participants required for taking part in the 
conferences.  Supports do not refer to the family members' support 
systems as charted on the Social Network Map.  Examples of supports 
for the conference are providing a ride to the meeting place, 
comforting by a support person, and assisting with reading forms. 

 
Decision Making 
 

Decision making refers to perceptions and evaluations of who 
participated, in what ways, and to what extent.  It is restricted 
to the processes occurring during the conference from its 
commencement to reaching closure on the plan, and does not 
encompass the overall decision process from the point of entry into 
the project and exit from it.   
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Resources & Protections 



 
Resources and protections are considered in terms of (a) what 

measures were required for the family group conferences to take 
place and (b) what measures were included in the conference plans 
and approved, provided, financed, and/or changed.  Protections are 
considered to be a subset of resources and refers to safeguards 
provided by a public authority (e.g., child welfare, police, youth 
or adult correctional services) either at the conference (e.g., 
escort by a prison guard of an inmate) or in the plan (e.g., 
monitoring by a police officer, supervision by a children's 
protection worker). In order to distinguish resources and 
protections from supports, their meanings are construed within the 
following parameters.  Resources for holding the conferences are 
narrowly defined as the direct financial outlays by the referring 
agency and the project for holding the conference (e.g., costs of 
transportation, meals, and translation).    The resources for the 
plans are more broadly defined in order to capture the 
contributions, material and non-material, of a range of 
participants, which are often overlooked in cost analyses (see 
Knapp, 1984).  The resources for carrying out the aims of the plans 
include for the referring agency such matters as purchases of 
counselling services or household appliance or provision of 
protective services.  Examples for family members include offering 
babysitting services, giving furniture, and being available in 
times of emotional distress 
 
2.5  Data Collection 
 

The data collection was designed so as to highlight and 
compare the perspectives of all the different participants in the 
project--the family members, community representatives, government 
officials, and project staff.  This section reviews the study's 
terms of participation as well as its sample and instrumentation. 
 
2.5.1 Terms of Research Participation 
 

Participation in the research and evaluation was voluntary.  A 
refusal to take part in the study in no way precluded families from 
holding a conference.  The majority of participants consented to 
take part in all aspects of the research, but a sizable minority 
decided to opt out of either all of the research or certain aspects 
of it (e.g., observation of the family group conference).   
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The consent forms clearly specified the purpose of the study, 
its methods, the storage of documents, the publication of findings, 
and the restrictions on the researchers.  The latter included that 
they would protect the identity of the participants, with the 
exception of reporting new disclosures of child abuse.   



 
2.5.2 Research Sample 
 

Over the demonstration project 37 conferences were held, a 
figure lower than originally planned.  We had hoped to have carried 
out at least 15 conferences per site.  As discussed in chapter 1, 
the delay in receiving federal funding shortened the period of 
conferencing and, thus, the number of conferences which could be 
scheduled. 
 

Of the conferences held, 32 were first-time conferences and 5 
were reconvened conferences.  As shown in Table 2.3, the number of 
conferences varied somewhat by site with the greatest number of 
first-time conferences held in St. John's and the greatest number 
of reconvened conferences held in Nain.   
 
Table 2.3 
Number of Conferences by Site 
 
SITE 

 
FIRST-TIME 
CONFERENCE 

 
RECONVENED 
CONFERENCE 

 
TOTAL 

 
Nain 

 
11 

 
3 

 
14 

 
Port au Port 

 
9 

 
2 

 
11 

 
St. John's 

 
12 

 
0 

 
12 

 
The number of individuals involved directly and indirectly 

with these 37 conferences was extensive.  Table 2.4 gives the 
number of individuals (other than project staff) who were recorded 
as taking part in planning the conferences and attending them.  As 
documented in later chapters, the large majority of people in both 
categories were family group members, that is immediate family 
members, their relatives, and others whom they included among their 
close supports.  The numbers of recorded participants in the urban 
centre St. John's is sizably greater than in the other two sites--
the rural Port au Port Peninsula and the northern Nain.  In 
addition, to capture some of the community involvement in the 
project, the number of people who gave feedback on the project 
through focus groups, interviews, and submissions is noted.  The 
total came to 59, with the number of participants somewhat larger 
in St. John's. 
 
Table 2.4 
Number of Participants in the Research/Evaluation Activities at the 
Project Sites 
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PHASE NAIN PORT AU 
PORT 

ST. JOHN'S TOTAL 

 
Preparation 

 
 92 

 
 117 

 
246 

 
455 

 
Conferencing  

 
159 

 
130 

 
183 

 
472 

 
Feedback 

 
 15 

 
 18 

 
26 

 
59 

 
Descriptions of the referred families and conference participants 
are provided in chapters 3, 4, and 5. 
 
2.5.3 Research/Evaluation Instruments 
 

Table 2.5 provides an overview of the research instruments 
used for collecting implementation data at each phase of 
conferencing.  The instruments are placed in the same row as the 
phase regarding which they yield the most information.  The table 
reveals that multiple instruments and respondents were used at each 
phase of conferencing.  The respondents who completed the 
instruments included family members and their relatives, community 
and government representatives, and project staff.  As discussed 
later in addition to these instruments, community consultations 
offered further information on all aspects of the conferencing as 
well as the project as a whole.   
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Table 2.5 
Main Instruments Completed for Implementation Evaluation by Phase 
and Respondent 
 
PHASE 

 
INSTRUMENT 

 
RESPONDENT 

 
Preparatio
n 

 
Fact Sheet on Interviewee in 
Preparation for Conference  

 
People to Invite to the 

Conference 
 

Coordinator Reflective Notes 
 

 
Coordinator 

 
Family 
Members 

 
 

Coordinator 

 
Conferenci
ng 

 
Family Group Conference Fact 

Sheet 
 

Family Group Conference 
Evaluation 

 
Observer's Checksheet & 

Sessional Recording Guide 
 

Impressions of Decision Making 
at the Family Group Conference  

 
After the Conference 

Interviews  
 

Coordinator & Researcher 
Reflective Notes 

 
Coordinator 

 
Participants 

 
Researcher 

 
 

Coordinator 
 

Family 
Members 

 
Coordinator 
& Researcher 

 
Plans 

 
Conference Plan  

 
Cost Records 

 
Participants 

 
Referring 
Agency 
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For each instrument, Table 2.6 notes the number completed at 
the three project sites.  In spite of cultural differences, all 
instruments were filled out at each site; the rates, however, 
varied.  This variation was a function of such factors as the 



number of conferences held, the consent of family members to take 
part in a research activity, and the project staff's judgments on 
the key people to interview. 
 
Table 2.6 
Number of Implementation Instruments Completed by Project Site  
 
RESEARCH FORM 

 
NAIN 

 
PORT AU 
PORT 

 
ST. 

JOHN'S 

 
TOTAL 

 
Fact Sheet on Interviewee 
in Preparation for 
Conference 

 
92 

 
117 

 
246 

 
455 

 
Close Friend Questions 

 
 48 

 
  8 

 
 24 

 
 80 

 
People to Invite to the 
Conference 

 
24 

 
 3 

 
9 

 
 36 

 
People Not to Invite to the 
Conference 

 
24 

 
3 

 
9 

 
 36 

 
Support Persons to Invite  

 
24 

 
3 

 
9 

 
  36  

 
Family Group Conference 
Fact Sheet 

 
13 

 
11 

 
12 

 
 36 

 
Family Group Conference 
Evaluation 

 
 42 

 
 90 

 
198 

 
330 

 
Observer's Checksheet & 
Sessional Recording Guide 

 
  2 

 
  9 

 
 12 

 
 23 

 
Impressions of Decision 
Making at the Family Group 
Conference 

 
 11 

 
  8 

 
 11 

 
 30 

 
After the Conference 
Interviews 

 
 43 

 
 44 

 
 42 

 
129 

 
Abuse Scale 

 
 10 

 
 9 

 
 12 

 
 31 

 
Coordinator's Reflective 
Notes 

 
 14 

 
 10 

 
 12 

 
 36 

 
Coordinator Assistant's 
Reflective Notes 

 
  1 

 
  1 

 
  1 

 
  3 

 
Researcher's Reflective 
Notes 

 
  7 

 
  9 

 
 12 

 
 28 
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Plan  13  11  12  36 
 
Cost Record Per Referred 
Family 

 
 14 

 
 12a 

 
 12 

 
38  

aOne referred family had travel costs paid for by the referring 
agency but did not proceed to a conference. 
 
2.5.3.1 Preparatory Phase 
 

From the New Zealand experience, it was apparent that 
inadequate preparations for a conference lead to misunderstandings 
about its purpose, confusions about participants' roles, and 
resentments concerning unfamiliar cultural practices (Ministerial 
Review Team, 1992).  This research, thus, paid close attention to 
the preparations undertaken in advance of the conferences.  The 
primary recording instruments are described below; however, 
information from these forms was greatly supplemented by 
instruments listed under the section on Conference Phase and was 
derived from the Community Consultations. 
 
Fact Sheet on Interviewee in Preparation for the Conference 
 

The coordinators kept a record of the steps which they took 
for preparing individual family members and others for the family 
group conference.  This form documented the number of contacts; the 
individual's decision on whether to attend and, if not, the reason 
for not attending and alternative means of sending messages to the 
conference; and any expressed concerns about or special 
arrangements required for attending the conference. 
 
People to Invite to the Conference 
 

After completing the Social Network Map, family members were 
asked to list the people whom they would like to see invited to the 
conference and their reasons for wanting these people invited; 
whether or not they would want a support person and, if so whom and 
why; and whom they would not want invited to the conference and 
their reasons for excluding the individual/s. 
 
2.5.3.2  Conference Phase 
 

Because relatively little is available in the literature about 
the actual process of family group conferencing, it was considered 
important to collect as full of information as possible from a 
range of perspectives--coordinators, researchers, and family and 
non-family participants. 
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Family Group Conference Fact Sheet 
 

On this sheet, the coordinator recorded basic information on 
the conference:  its location, timing, participants, and costs. 
 
Family Group Conference Evaluation 
 

At the conclusion of the conference, evaluation forms were 
distributed to all participants.  They were asked to evaluate the 
conference preparations and its venue, the running of the 
conference and the information presented, the participation of 
themselves and others, and the plan reached; and to make 
recommendations on how their conference could have been improved 
and how future conferences could be improved. Where participants 
had difficulty reading the form, they were assisted by other family 
members and sometimes the project staff in filling out the form.  
In all, 317 evaluation forms were completed for first-time 
conferences and another 13 forms were completed for reconvened 
conferences, for a total of 330.  Out of the 330 forms, 293 were 
filled out by family group participants (excluding the 
coordinators, researchers, and professionals in the capacities of 
referring agency worker or information provider). 
 
Observer's Checksheet & Sessional Recording Guide 
 

With the permission of the family group participants, the 
researchers observed 23 of the conferences.  During these sessions, 
they normally sat outside the circle of participants, remained 
silent during the deliberations (with the exception of friendly 
chat during the breaks), took notes in an unobtrusive fashion, and 
later completed this form.  This form included two main parts:  the 
first on general observations and the second on decision making.  
In the first part, the researchers were asked to give their views 
on the composition of the group; preparation of, support and 
information for, and participation of attenders; and the attainment 
of consensus on the concerns and the plan.  In the second part, the 
researchers were asked to complete the Decision Assessment 
Questions on the amount  and adequacy of individuals' participation 
and on the decision processes utilized by the family group in 
making their plan and those used in reaching the final approval of 
the plan.  The items on amount of say were adapted from and used 
with permission of Jane Mansbridge (1983) and the items on adequacy 
of say and types of decision processes were adapted from Pennell 
(1990).  In specifying the decision processes (e.g., consensus, 
bargaining), she drew upon the work of the organizational theorists 
James Thompson and Arthur Tuden (1959). 
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Impressions of Decision Making at the Family Group Conference  



 
After the conference, the coordinators separately completed 

the Decision Assessment Questions.  Their ratings are treated as 
"impressions" since unlike the researcher they were not usually 
privy to the entire conference. 
 
After the Conference Interviews  
 

Approximately one week after the conferences, the researchers 
were to conduct separate interviews with some key family 
participants who were likely to offer divergent views on the 
session.  In the first part of the interview, the researcher asked 
family members about their general views on the conference:  their 
personal experience of it, any remaining concerns about the 
conference, their thoughts on ways in which family members and the 
coordinator could have improved the conference.  In the second 
part, they were asked to complete the Decision Assessment 
Questions.  For those 109  of the 129 interviews whose length was 
recorded, they took took on average a little over a half an hour 
(36.51 minutes), with interviews averaging the longest in St. John’s 
(46.43 minutes), the second longest on the Port au Port Peninsula 
(42.97 minutes), and substantially shortest in Nain (23.31 
minutes). (Data on length were missing for 1 out 43 Nain 
interviews, 12 out of 44 Port au Port Peninsula interviews, and 7 
out of 42 St. John's interviews.) 
 
Reflective Notes  
 

In order to record overall observations and thoughts on the 
conferences without being constrained by specific questions, the 
coordinators and researchers were asked to separately record their 
reflections on how each conference went, why it turned out the way 
it did, and how it compared with other conferences.  In particular, 
they were asked to note any patterns that they had found across 
conferences or how this conference stood out as different from 
earlier ones.   
 
2.5.3.3 Planning Phase 
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The New Zealand experience indicates the importance of 
developing plans with clear items on the actions to be taken and 
well as the monitoring and review of these actions (Ministerial 
Review Team, 1992).  In this study, the plans formulated at the 
original conference and any reconvenings are considered in the 
context of the information provided by the conference participants, 
coordinators, and researchers in the above listed forms.  In 
addition, the follow-up interviews will provide further information 
on their enactment and impact from the family's vantage point, and 



the total costs of the plans for the referring agencies will be 
examined at the end of the follow-up study. 
 
Conference Plans 
 

A copy of the conference plan and any subsequent revisions to 
it at reconvened conferences have been collected.  These plans were 
expected to include action, monitoring, and evaluation steps. 
 
Cost Records 
 

Initial costs for travel for family members to conferences, 
for related costs such as child-minding while family members 
attended conferences and for costs related to carrying out the 
plans were provided by the referring agencies.  Additional costs 
related to holding the conferences (e.g., lunch, cost of renting 
space for some conferences) were submitted by the site coordinator. 
 Although only 11 conferences were held on the Port au Port 
Peninsula, expenses were incurred for 12.  One conference was 
cancelled at the last minute. 
 
2.5.3.4 Community Consultations 
 

The data collection instruments described above were all 
centred around a family group conference.  In order to gain a 
broader picture of the project at each site, community 
consultations were undertaken.  Three main strategies were employed 
for these consultations:  on-going feedback from the local advisory 
committees and community panels; formal consultations through focus 
groups, interviews, and submissions; and an evaluation workshop 
with staff at the conclusion of the project. 
 
Feedback 
 

The roles of the local advisory committees and community 
panels were to provide advice and feedback respectively on the 
overall operations of the project and on the work with families.  
In Nain, the Labrador Inuit Health Commission provided consultation 
through the Labrador Inuit Health Advisor.  This information was 
conveyed to the staff during meetings and individual consultations, 
to the principal investigators during site visits and telephone 
calls, and to the provincial protocol committee during 
teleconferences. 
 

In Nain, informal consultations with a range of community 
members were held on September 13-16, 1994.  Participants1 included 
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1In order to avoid multiple countings of an individual, s/he was assigned to one category, 



8 advisory committee members, 4 Social Services staff, 6 elders, 5 
Inuit Women Group members, 3 school officials, 2 youth 
representatives, 4 court/legal officials, 3 crime prevention 
representatives, and 2 LIA representatives.   
 
Focus Groups, Interviews, and Submissions 
 

After each site had become familiar with family group 
conferencing, the principal investigators held focus groups and 
interviews with key stakeholders (e.g., advisory committee members, 
child welfare workers, family group members).  The main purposes 
were to collect information to be used for (a) describing the 
process from the perspective of various participants, (b) improving 
the present delivery of service, and (c) planning for long-term 
sustainability of the model, if communities and government wished 
to continue this approach.  Information was recorded in notes and, 
with permission, audio taped. 
 

On the Port au Port Peninsula, focus groups and interviews 
took place in October 1994 and included 1 family group participant, 
2 support persons, 4 Social Services staff, 2 community panelists, 
4 advisory committee members, and 3 project staff.2  In St. John's, 
focus groups and interviews were held over December 1994 through 
February 1995 with 1 family group participant, 3 support persons, 5 
Social Services staff, 3 information providers, 5 community 
panelists, 6 advisory committee members, and 2 staff.  In Nain, 
focus groups and interviews were held during the month of February 
1995 with the community elders and the Nain Women's Groups and with 
5 advisory members and 1 community leader.  Later in April and May 
further interviews were carried out with involved professionals 
from the three sites:  4 parole officers, 2 police officers, 2 
Social Services staff, 3 advisory group members, and 1 community 
leader. 
 
Evaluation Workshop  
 

At the conclusion of the project in St. John's and the Port au 
Port Peninsula, a two-day evaluation workshop was held with their 
site staff on March 26-27, 1995.  Present were the 2 coordinators, 
2 researchers, and 1 social work field student who had assisted 
with conference coordinating.  The aims of the workshop were to 
provide an opportunity for collectively reflecting on how the 
project had progressed, sharing insights on the dynamics of family 
                                                                                                                                                             
even if s/he had membership in a number of the groupings. 

2Some of these categories are overlapping; an individual was only placed in one of them. 
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group conferencing, and formulating recommendations for others on 
how to carry out this approach.  The session was tape recorded, and 
notes were taken from the tapes. 

 
2.6 Data Management and Analysis 
 

Information was analyzed using both quantitative and 
qualitative methods.  Quantitative data were coded and loaded into 
a statistical computer program SPSS with descriptive measures 
taken.  Qualitative data (e.g., from reflective notes) were read 
into a qualitative analysis computer program Ethnograph and coded 
in order to pull out recurring themes and then to place them in 
context.  Triangulation between quantitative and qualitative 
measures was used to describe and understand processes from 
multiple angles and to give greater substantiation to conclusions 
derived. 
 

The two implementation objectives gave overall direction to 
the analysis.  The emphasis on regional responsiveness led to a 
focus on interpretting findings within their local context rather 
than assuming that the same entities were being measured across the 
three sites and could be simply presented in aggregate form.  For 
instance, responses to forced-choice questions on conference 
decision processes were considered within the culture of each site. 
 The emphasis on building family-community-government partnerships 
led to a focus on the design and redesigning of social networks.  
For example, the conference plans were examined in terms of the 
mechanisms developed for forming and maintaining social supports. 
 
2.7 Methodological Issues 
 

The shortened period for carrying out conferences raises 
questions about whether or not the project can be considered an 
adequate test of the model.  As will be discussed in later 
chapters, this did not appear to be problematic for testing the 
implementation of the model in St. John's and on the Port au Port 
Peninsula.  In Nain, however, the project took more time to become 
established; the result was that the scheduling of conferences was 
skewed toward the final months of the project period (see Table 
3.4).  The outcome study will evaluate the impact of the compressed 
period for conferencing.  It appears likely though that the 
collaborative action methodology helped to offset some of the 
effects of the shortened test period by enhancing the study's 
reliability and validity. 
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2.7.1 Reliability 



 
Reliability refers to the dependability of the research 

device, that is the consistency of its measurements of the same 
phenomenon (Neuman, 1994).  Qualitative data analysis is often 
questioned in terms of its reliability because it is harder to 
follow the line of inquiry through to its findings.  The use of 
both quantitative and qualitative analysis made it possible to 
check their conclusions against each other.  Moreover, the 
reliability of the findings were enhanced by using two research 
strategies:  multiple indicators and multiple raters.   
 

As relayed earlier, the three implementation means--supports, 
decision inputs, and resources and protections--were measured 
through a number of instruments (multiple indicators) and by 
respondents in different roles (multiple raters).  Thus, the design 
made it possible to gauge whether or not the same findings were 
reached through different instruments and from different vantage 
points.  For instance, the reliability of findings on the adequacy 
of preparations for a conference could be gauged by comparing 
conference evaluations completed by the various participants and by 
comparing those ratings with the coordinator's reflective notes. 
 
2.7.2 Validity 
 

The collaborative action methodology could be criticized as 
constantly changing what it is seeking to measure and, thus, 
invalidating its findings.  This criticism, however, assumes a 
certain epistemology, that is presumptions about what makes for 
knowledge in which one can trust.  Collaborative action research 
assumes that valid knowledge is generated by learning through 
action and that this learning is situated within local contexts 
rather than being universally applicable.  Thus "local knowledge" 
(Geertz, 1983) is created that builds an understanding of how 
people within a culture view family group decision making and 
assists others in developing their own valid approaches to this 
model. 
 

Within this notion of validity, the study enhanced validity on 
two main counts.  First, it was took place in three quite different 
sites and, thus, focused attention on what practices were most 
suitable within a particular context.  Second, the securement of 
local views by locally hired staff made it possible to record local 
perceptions of the project. 
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