
FOLLOW-UP STUDY 

2.0 Introduction 

The purpose of this follow-up study was to assess the capacity of family group 
decision making to achieve the objectives of reducing the reoccurrence of family 
violence and promoting the well-being of child and adult family members. The approach 
was tested in three diverse provincial regions in order to evaluate its impact in different 
cultures and under different socio-economic conditions. 

In examining the impact of the project, attention was devoted to both community
wide patterns and to ones specific to participating family members. As discussed in 
chapter 1, the model of family group decision making was premised on the supposition 
that people are kept safe from abuse and their well-being is advanced through creating 
communities of concern. Thus, the study examined the impact of the model on a 
provincial region - its social networks and organizations. Within each research site, 
attention was paid to the effects on individuals and families. For the latter analysis, 
before and after measurements were taken of levels of abuse and well-being; and these 
levels were compared for project and comparison group families. 

This chapter overviews the study's methodology and design and then, within a 
collaborative action framework, specifies its objectives, measures, instruments, 
participants, procedures, and emerging methodological issues. In order to set the stage 
for the subsequent chapters, this chapter concludes with a description of each of the 
three research sites. 

2.1 Collaborative Action Methodology 

As summarized in chapter 1, a collaborative action approach was used in 
designing and implementing the demonstration project. 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. 

The conference participants were, thus, adhering to a participatory action 
research approach: collectively defining their issues, figuring out solutions to them, 
testing these strategies, analyzing their results, and through this process of "learning by 
doing," creating 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 & 
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Schensul, 1987). Within the context of family violence, such a methodology is consistent 
with "research as empowerment," that is "an approach to research that seeks to effect 
empowerment at all stages of the research process through critical analysis of power 
and responsible use of power" (Ristock & Pennell, 1996, p. 9). 

Congruent with this intervention design, a collaborative action methodology was 
employed in carrying out the research and evaluation. This entailed collaborative 
planning and evaluation of the study and an interventionist strategy in data collection. 

Collaborative Planning and Evaluation 

The Implementation Report explicated the manner in which the study was 
designed in a collaborative manner 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 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. During 
the implementation phase of the project, final versions of the instruments were agreed 
upon and these remained fixed for use in the outcome study. 

The principal investigators as the funded researchers were accountable for 
carrying out the demonstration project and for analyzing and disseminating its findings. 
At the same time, the study was designed so as to incorporate the views of a range of 
participants. This was achieved through a number of stratagems: involving key 
stakeholders as advisors to the project during its implementation phase, interviewing 
them about the project, and involving them in presentations or papers. The input of the 
Inuit was formalized through an agreement that the Labrador Inuit Health Commission 
(LlHC) would be given the opportunity to review and comment on publications 
concerning the Nain site. This approach worked well: the principal investigators retained 
the necessary autonomy to express their views while at the same time attending to 
those of the Labrador Inuit. At the conclusion of the project, a representative from the 
LlHC stated that the Family Group Decision Making (FGD) Project was now being used 
as an exemplar for working out protocols with other researchers undertaking studies in 
Labrador Inuit communities. 

Interventionist Data Collection 

From the outset it was recognized that the process of collecting the data could 
not remain neutral in terms of its impact. In part, this was because many of the 
instruments employed could not be classified as unobtrusive and non-reactive: for a long 
time, interviews and questionnaires have been identified as intruding upon and altering 
the social situations which they intend to examine (Webb et al., 1981). The decision, 
however, to take an interventionist approach rested in large part upon the nature of the 
referrals, the legal/professional context, and the epistemological stance of the study. 
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Referrals to the project involved family members whose lives were at risk and 
who were often either too young or too intimidated to report what was happening to child 
welfare, police, or other protective authorities. Given the mandatory reporting laws, it 
was clear that the researchers would have to report any incidents of abuse against 
minors. Spelling out the legal requirements for the data collection, the consent forms for 
family participants included the caveat that "any information which I or any member of 
my family discloses about abuse of a child under the age of 16 years which has not 
been brought to the attention of the Child Welfare Department will be brought to their 
attention as required by law." The researchers, however, did not limit reporting only to 
instances of child abuse. 

During the implementation phase of the project, the coordinators kept an eye on 
whether or not plans were being carried out and remained in contact with the monitors 
who had been specified in the family plans. During the follow-up study when the 
coordinators' positions had terminated, this function often fell to the local researchers, 
many of whom had observed the conferences and had formed a commitment to the 
enactment of the plans. For example, during some follow-up interviews, the researchers 
learned that contrary to the conference plan the family was not receiving various 
resources or services from the Department of Social Services. With the agreement or 
rather the urging of the family, the researchers then reported such omissions to the local 
district office, and often the principal investigators followed up with calls to the provincial 
level authorities or district managers. Such calls were not taken amiss by the 
Department whose senior administrators had explicitly asked that they be kept informed 
of steps which they needed to take in behalf of the families. 

Being in face-ta-face contact with the families, the researchers felt that they could 
not simply collect data but also wanted to be of service. As one explained, "Whenever 
[the family members] tell me things, I tell them information which they could use. Like 
I say, 'What do you do du ring the day? Do you get a chance to get out?' I even offer 
to bring them there." Continuing, this researcher further noted that the families who took 
part in the conference became helpers of other community residents: "After the 
conference they are more aware, and I think that they share this information with the 
community as well." In particular, she felt that helping people locate services was 
crucial: "When I first moved home, I found it really hard to find resources. Now, not only 
do people who went through the project know more about resources, but even people 
in the community know of more resources and know how to reach these resources." 
Giving an example, she said, "Even now, when I do a LAC [Looking After Children 
Assessment], I say, 'What do you think you need, say a single mom who has all boys, 
and they don't offer big brothers and big sisters in her area, but I encourage her to ... 
. try to get something on the go with that, or see if they can get one person in the 
community to act as a big brother." 

Adopting an interventionist stance was reinforced by the local adviSOry 
committees whose chief interest in the project was based on helping rather studying. 
Moreover, the principal investigators/project administrators as social workers were 
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expected according to their professional code of ethics (Canadian Association of Social 
Workers, 1994) to hold as their primary obligation the "best interest ofthe client" (p. 9). 

From a methodological perspective, such intervention 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 
leaming 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. 

2.2 Longitudinal and Comparative Design 

The implementation study focused on the extent to which and the manner in 
which the model of family group decision making was carried out in the three culturally 
distinctive sites. The aim of the outcome study was to examine the effects of the model 
and its capacity to fulfill its objectives in the sites. In order to examine these effects, the 
study adopted a number of design features of quasi-experimentation (Cook & Campbell, 
1979): non-random assignment of families to the intervention group (project families) 
and two comparison groups (community and child protection services families), the 
application of an intervention (i.e., family group decision making), and measurement of 
outcomes. 

The first comparison group (community group) consisted of a selection offamilies 
in each of the host communities that were not involved with Children's Protection 
Services. This group was to allow for comparison between project families and a base
line of "good enough" parenting in that community. The second comparison group was 
made up of families who were involved with Children's Protection Services (CPS) but 
who did not come to the project. The CPS comparison grolJp consisted of two sets of 
families: one set secured through referrals and the second through file analysis. Table 
2.1 below depicts the research design. 
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Table 2.1 
RhO . esearc eSlgn WI n erven Ion an 'th I t f 

PRE 

Project Group 

Community Group 

CPS Groups 

de omparlson G roups 

POST 

Project Group 

Community Group 

CPS Groups 

2.3 Objectives, Measures, and Instruments 

The two main objectives of the study were 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 iII
treatment; and 

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

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. In recognition that the abuse of children is often 
accompanied by the abuse of their mothers (Stark & F litc raft , 1996), the project's 
statement of philosophy (see chapter 1) stressed that the welfare of all family members 
is of importance and that the welfare of anyone member affects other family members. 
In particular, the interaction between the welfare of children and that of their primary 
care giver (usually mothers) needed to be taken into account. Below the outcome 
measurement instruments are summarized. 

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. 
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Progress Report 

This questionnaire included items on family group members' 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 

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. 
Abuse is difficult to measure for two main reasons. First, it is commonly under reported 
(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 (Johnson, 1996; Ylla 
& Bograd, 1988). In this study, abuse is measured through a number avenues and by 
looking not only at direct reports but also at likely indicators of abuse. 

Case Events 

There are five separate checklists on indicators of whether abuse or neglect 
occurred or appeared likely to have occurred. They include the Home Events completed 
by a family member in a post-conference interview; and on the basis of an analysis of 
the case file one year before and one year after the conference, the Child Protection 
Events completed by a child welfare worker, the Police events completed by a local 
officer, the Medical Events completed by a health official, and the School Events 
completed by a school official. These instruments were constructed by culling them from 
the relevant literature. Particularly helpful in their construction were the works of McKay 
(1994); Newfoundland and Labrador Department of Social Services (1992), Stacey and 
Shupe (1983), Stark and Flitcraft (1991), and consultations on the development ofthe 
instruments with experts in Child Welfare, Education, Health, Justice. 

Abuse Scale 

The original plan was for the researchers to complete again the abuse scales 
which had been filled out by the coordinators around the time of the conference (see 
Implementation Report). The decision was made not to use this scale for the post-test 
period because of changes in researchers at two sites; the new researchers would have 
had difficulty projecting a comprehensive picture of the abuse in the families. Although 
the abuse scale would have provided some additional information from the perspectives 
of the researchers on changes in the abuse along the dimensions of gender and age, 
we think that the Case Events based on agency records and family members' 
perceptions are much stronger measures of the abuse. 
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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 (Hobfoll, 1986; Maxweil, Flett, & Colhoun, 1986). For children and 
young people, their development in relation to the kinds of care which they required is 
used because their achievements need to be viewed in the context of the nurturing 
which they did or did not receive (Parker et aI., 1991). 

Social Network Map 

To examine social support networks, a Social Network Map (Tracy & Whittaker, 
1990) was made with key adult and adolescent members of the project families prior to 
the conference and two control groups at the time of the pre-test and were completed 
again during the follow-up study. Participants were asked to identify the important 
people and groups in their lives and then on a grid to specify in regards to their social 
network members the following: demographic information, the kinds of support which 
they were given, and the nature of the relationship. 

This instrument was reviewed by the staff and Advisory Committees at each of 
the research sites. After consulting with the Local Advisory Committee, a Nain 
coordinator explained that the Inuit found the Social Network Map acceptable because 
it provided a way of charting connections without putting the respondents in the position 
of sharing their actual genealogies with the university-based researchers. While names 
were placed on the map for ease of working with the interviewees, only the 
accompanying grid, on which identifying numbers rather than names were placed, was 
shipped to the university for analysis. 

Looking After Children 

An instrument The Looking After Children Assessment and Action Record (LAC) 
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 aI., 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" (po 105). The specific items on 
dimensions vary for different age groups to better reflect their significant issues. For the 
purposes ofthis 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. 

During the spring and summer of 1994, the LAC was reviewed by project staff, 
child welfare workers, and advisory committees at each project site and pre-tested by 

Family Group Decision Making, Outcome Report, Volume I 21 



the researchers in order to determine any necessary changes in wording. At the end of 
June 1994, the researchers and coordinators from the three project sites were brought 
together in St. John's to take part in a one-day training session with Dr. Harriet Ward, 
who was instrumental in developing and testing the LAC in the United Kingdom. At this 
time the revisions were reviewed with her, and further changes made. It should be noted 
that in the fall, a social work field student, on leave from her position as a child welfare 
supervisor, tested the LAC with young people receiving Children'S Protection Services. 

Community Consultations 

I n addition to the instruments described above for measuring outcomes, 
community consultations were carried out in order to garner a wide range of views on 
the impact of the project on individual families and their communities. These 
consultations tended to provide information for placing the outcome findings on abuse 
and well-being within their cultural contexts. These consultations often occurred 
informally or spontaneously because of the on-going communications between the 
principal investigators and various community and government representatives. In 
addition, formal consultations were scheduled and these took the form of focus groups 
and interviews. 

Focus Groups and Interviews 

Focus groups or interviews were conducted by the principal investigators with key 
stakeholders (e.g., advisory committee members, commurrityworkers, researchers, child 
welfare workers, provincial administrators). Questions varied depending on the roles of 
the interviewees. For instance, child welfare workers were asked about the current 
status of children and their parents; researchers were asked about the process of 
carrying out the interviews; and individuals who had taken part in the original planning 
for the project were questioned about the social milieu and policy context in which the 
project took place. 

Reflections 

Attention was paid to the process experienced by the researchers. Reflections 
here refers to the researchers' observations and thoughts on engaging in the data 
collections. 

Reflective Notes 

Without being constrained by specific questions, the researchers were asked to 
keep brief notes on anything that stood out for them on interviewing particular families 
and commonalities or differences that they observed across families. 
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2.4 Research Participants 

Research participants were selected in such a manner as to highlight and 
compare a range of perspectives and experiences at each project site. Research 
participants included family members, community representatives, government officials, 
and project staff at the three sites. Access to diverse views was achieved through such 
means as interviewing different family members about their progress since the 
conference, asking family members and various professionals to complete the questions 
on abuse, and holding community consultations with a wide spectrum of local citizens. 

Research participants included individuals who took part in the implementation 
phase of the project and individuals who became involved as part of the comparison 
groups. The number of project families taking part was lower than originally planned. 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 with 
families. The project group was limited to a pool of 32 families: 11 in Nain, nine on the 
Port au Port Peninsula, and 12 in St. John's. The number of people involved though was 
extensive: 455 in preparations for the conferences, 472 in conferencing, and 59 in 
providing feedback on the project. 

The project families were composed of a mix of two-parent and one-parent 
households in St. John's and the Port au Port Peninsula and, in addition, three
generational households in Nain. At the time of conferencing, Child Welfare confirmed 
that the families had 91 children or young people under the age of 18 years (this figure 
is somewhat greater than that secured by the local researchers and reported in the 
Implementation Study). Prior to the conference, the large majority of these children were 
living with their parents or relatives, but apprehension was considered to be likely for 
many of these children, and a sizable minority were already in foster care or a facility. 

The comparison groups were located in the same regions as the project families. 
In the case of the community groups in St. John's and on the Port au Port Peninsula, 
referrals were secured from schools and day-cares once the consent of the family had 
been obtained by the referring person or organization. In Nain, the researcher sought 
out town members to take part in the study. The number of community families 
participating in the various data collections was lower, particularly in Nain, than originally 
planned. In Nain, it was difficult to distinguish the community group because of the 
extent to which Inuit families were involved with Children's Protection Services. 
Differences between rural and urban sites also emerged in responses to requests for 
interviews. A Port au Port researcher observed, "It seemed as if it was just a treat for 
them having someone come in and talk to them," while the St. John's researcher 
responded, "In St. John's the community families were very nice, but it was clear that I 
was taking time out from them." 

Originally the CPS group was to come from child welfare referrals, after the 
families gave their consent. Generating referrals, however, was difficult: with the 
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exception of the Port au Port Peninsula, child protection workers were slow to make 
referrals of cases. This problem with referrals seems to be prevalent generally with new 
program innovations targeting difficult and hard-to-reach populations, and specifically 
with a number of other researchers who are currently testing family group conferencing 
in situations of child protection (communications from Family Group Listserv). The st. 
John's coordinator noted that she had "tried to get referrals from team supervisors ... 
. [and] presented to the teams several times, they all know about it, and I've talked to 
them about it, but I just haven't gotten any referrals. I can call them day after day leaving 
messages, but they just do not call back." In all likelihood, some busy CPS workers did 
not take the time to explain the project to families and if contacted, these families did not 
feel comfortable in giving their approval for being referred to a project to which they 
would provide information but from which they would not derive a service. 

As a consequence of the low levels of referrals, an alternative route was adopted 
for securing a CPS comparison group. This second CPS group came from a separate 
cost-effectiveness analysis of Children's Protection Services' files (Andy Rowe 
Consultants, 1997). This economic analysis examined the files for 31 of the 32 project 
families (one Nain family had not been involved with CPS), and 32 CPS comparison 
families. The CPS group had 10 families from Nain, nine from Department of Social 
Services' (DOSS) district office close to the Port au Port Peninsula, and 13 from St. 
John's. The Port au Port comparison group was selected from a neighbouring region 
because the DOSS workers stated that their most difficult cases had been referred to 
the project already and no comparable cases were available. Although 13 St. John's 
cases were used for the economic analysis, only 12 of these cases were used for this 
outcome study, bringing its total comparison group from CPS files to 31. In addition to 
locale, cases were selected on the basis of similarity and difficulty of problems exhibited 
and length of involvement with Children's Protection Services. For purposes of clarity, 
this report refers to the original CPS comparison group as the CPS group and the 
altemative CPS comparison group as the CPS (file) group. 

2.5 Data Collection 

2.5.1 Instruments Administered 

Table 2.2 lists the number of instruments administered to the project group and 
Tables 2.3 and 2.4 list those administered respectively to the community group and the 
two CPS groups. The three tables show that the response rates on the different 
instruments were uneven. Some of this was a function of the unit of analysis with certain 
instruments (e.g., Case Events) focussed on the family and others on individuals (e.g., 
Progress Reports). As discussed in subsequent chapters, certain instruments 
encompassed all families, others encompassed the majority, and others encompassed 
families better at some sites than others. Nevertheless, there was a 100-percent return 
rate on the instrument (Children Protection Events) measuring the extent of child 
abuse/neglect and domestic violence for the Project group and CPS (me) group during 
the pre- and post-test period. The response rate for the measures of well-being was less 
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robust. For the Community and CPS groups, the response rates on the Social Network 
Map and LAC varied by site and test period. In addition to the number of referrals of 
families for the three groups, the number of instruments administered and the timing of 
their administration depended on a number of factors. These included the willingness 
of respondents to take part in the follow-up study, change-overs in researchers 
especially in Nain, the ability of researchers to locate families, in Nain the cultural 
discomfort of respondents and/or interviewers with the LAC and the Home Events, and 
in Nain unavailability of interviewees during peak work or fishing/hunting seasons. 

Table 2.2 
P . tG rOJec roup: N b fO t I t t C urn ero u come ns rumen s ltd b S't omple e ty Ie 

I RESEARCH FORM NAIN PORT AU ST.JOHN'S 
PORT 

Progress Report (1S~ 42 37 36 

Progress Report (2nd)S 4 21 15 

Child Prot. Events (pre) 11 9 12 

Child Prot. Events (post) 11 9 12 

Police Events (pre) 11 9 12 

Police Events (post) 11 9 12 

Home Events 1 5 10 

Medical Events NA NA NA 

School Events NA NA NA 

Social Network (pre) 42 11 26 

Social Network (post)b 2 7 11 

LAC (pre) 6 7 29 

LAC (post) 9 9 18c 

Reflective Notes (pre) 22 20 25 

Reflective Notes (post) 8 8 10 

Community 13 12 6 
Consultations 

TOTAl 

115 

40 

32 

32 

32 

32 

16 

1 

1 

79 

20 

42 

36 

67 

26 

31 

.. aOue to a reconvened conference, three Progress Reports were completed In addition to 1 st and 
2nd ones. Thus, a total of 158 Progress Reports were completed. 
bOue to a reconvened conference, three follow-up Social Network Maps were completed in 
addition to the 20 post-test ones. Thus, a total of 102 Social Network Maps were completed. 
COne child had two assessments after the conference. 

Family Group Decision Making, Outcome Report, Volume I 25 



Table 2.3 
Community Group: Number of Outcome Instruments Completed by Site 

RESEARCH FORM NAIN PORT AU ST. JOHN'S TOTAL 
PORT 

Social Network (pre) 13 17 24 54 

Social Network (post) 0 8 11 19 

LAC (pre) 21 6 16 43 

LAC (post) 2 23 20 45 

Table 2.4 
Children's Protection Services (CPS) Groups: Number of Outcome Instruments 
Cit db S't omple e »Y Ie 

RESEARCH FORM NAIN PORT AU ST. JOHN'S TOTAL 
PORT 

CPS Group 

Social Network (pre) 1 10 2 13 

Social Network (post) 0 10 0 10 

LAC (pre) 9 3 0 12 

LAC (post) 1 20 0 21 

CPS (File) Group 

Child Prot. Events 10 9 12 31 
(pre) 

Child Prot Events 10 9 12 31 
(post) 

2.5.2 Community Consultations 

In Nain, the community consultations took place during two visits of the principal 
investigators, one in June 1996 and the other in September 1996. During the June visit, 
focus groups or interviews were carried out with three child welfare workers, three 
counsellors (school and LlHC), and two project researchers; during the September visit, 
they were carried out with three child welfare workers, one LlHC counsellor, one police 
officer, and three project researchers. When interviews repeated with the same 
individuals are removed, the total number of Nain participants comes to 13. On the Port 
au Port Peninsula, the consultations took place during one visit in October 1996 and 
follow-up calls. These were held with two child welfare workers, three other Department 
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of Social Services employees, two community counsellors, one parole officer, one 
project planner, one project coordinator, and two project researchers. In St. John's, 
consultations were held formally in January 1997, with six child welfare 
workers/managers; in addition, informal consultations occurred with senior civil servants 
in Social Services, Justice, and Corrections. Thus, in total 31 individlJals were formally 
interviewed individually or in a group. 

2.5.3 Translation 

Translators were only required in Nain where some of the older research 
participants spoke primarily Inuktitut. In these situations, the researchers were 
accompanied by translators, usually LlHC or court staff who had experience with 
confidential interviews. Although some of the researchers understood and spoke 
Inuktitut, they felt that their command of the language was not sufficient for speaking 
with Inuk who were their seniors in years. 

2.5.4 Review of Procedures 

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. The overall research protocols were reviewed by the Labrador Inuit 
Association's (LlA) Health Sub-Committee and an agreement was reached on terms for 
the participation of the Nain site in the research. In general, the procedures adhered to 
the Canadian Universities for Northern Studies' (1982) Ethical principles for the Conduct 
of Research in the North. 

Participation in interviews was voluntary. 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. In keeping with this agreement, case examples reported have had some 
identifying data altered. 

2.6 Data Management and Analysis 

Information was analysed using both quantitative and qualitative methods. 
Quantitative data were coded and loaded into a statistical computer program SPSS 
(Windows 7.5) for descriptive summaries and analysis of patterns. Qualitative data (e.g., 
from Progress Reports and Reflective Notes) were read into a qualitative analysis 
computer program The Ethnograph and coded in order to pull out recurring themes and 
change processes and then to place them back in their cultural context. Triangulation 
between quantitative and qualitative measures and from different groups of interviewees 
was used to describe and understand processes from multiple angles and to give 
greater substantiation to conclusions derived. 
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2.7 Methodological Issues 

Methodological issues are raised by (a) the duration of the implementation of 
conferencing, (b) the cross-cultural appropriateness of research instruments, and (c) the 
generalizability of the findings. 

2.7.1 Duration of Project 

As noted in the prior implementation report, the period for carrying out 
conferences was halved from two years to one year because of delays in the arrival of 
federal funding. This shortening of the implementation period raises questions about 
whether or not the project can be considered an adequate test of the model. The 
shortened duration reduced the number of conferences that took place, and as a short
term demonstration project, the early conferences were affected by start-up issues and 
the final conferences were affected by termination issues. In recognition of these 
influences, the outcome study evaluated the impact of the compressed period for 
conferencing through examining research participants's feedback on the length of the 
project. Attention was also given to the impact of not having the project coordinators 
available to monitor follow-up on the conference plans developed in the final months of 
implementation. 

2.7.2 Cross-Cultural Appropriateness of Instruments 

As elaborated in later chapters, some instruments were more readily portable 
than others across the culturally diverse project sites. The Progress Reports, Social 
Network Maps, and Community Consultations were generally well received at all three 
sites. Despite the extensive consultations on the LAC, many of its questions ill fit the 
Nain context, and its length was problematic in all three sites. The Child Protection 
Events and Police Events did not elicit the same concerns because they were not 
administered to the families but instead completed by professionals on the basis of 
agency files. The Home Events, which were completed with family representatives, were 
seen as too intrusive to fill out in Nain by younger researchers. 

2.7.3 Generalizability of Findings 

As outlined below, the generalizability of the outcome findings are limited for a 
number of reasons, but these limitations are offset to some extent by strengths in the 
research design: 
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LIMITATIONS 

lack of available provincial data on CPS families 
against which to compare project and CPS group 
samples 

the non-random selection of the project group and 
comparison groups 

the small number of sampled families 

STRENGTHS 

the selection of three diverse research sites to 
reflect the province's multiplicity of cultures (see 
chapters 1 & 2) 

enactment of conferencing in the field with the 
participation of agency personnel and agency 
referrals (see chapter 1) 

documentation and evaluation of the 
implementation of conferencing so that this 
intervention could be specified (see chapter 1) 

purposive sampling of the project group to secure 
difficult cases (see chapter 1) 

the demographic and geographic commonalities of 
the project group and comparison groups (see 
chapter 5) 

securement of views from a range of perspectives 
(see chapters 3, 4, & 5) 

triangulation of findings from different research 
instruments (see chapters 3, 4, & 5) 

qualitative analysis to discern themes and change 
processes (see chapters 3, 4, & 5) 

attrition from the pre- to post-test period on some comparability of smaller post-test sample to larger 
instruments pre-test sample (see chapter 5) 

use of CPS (file) group to ensure a comparison for 
the project group (see Chapter 4) 

different timing of the administration of research assessment of the effect of length of time on 
instruments so that measures were taken at family developments (see chapters 3, 4 & 5) 
different points in the families' lives 

2.8 Research Sites 

greater time period over which to study the impact 
of the conferences (see chapters 3,4 & 5) 

Congruent with the collaborative action design, the project assumed that the 
model of family group decision making could not be imported wholesale from New 
Zealand into Canada and that the model would only be effective if reconfigured by the 
participants to fit their local conditions and cultures. As summarized in the 
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implementation report (Pennell & Burford, 1995), the sites were selected according to 
the following criteria: 

• diversity in culture and socio-economic conditions; 

• willingness to take charge of the project in their locale; and 

• commitment to address issues of family violence. 

In order to update readers, chapter 1 in this volume recaps provincial and regional 
developments that transpired since the implementation phase of the project. 
Recognizing that many readers may not have read the descriptions of the project sites 
at the time of conferencing, the relevant sections of the implementation report are 
reproduced below. We believe that this contextual information is crucial for 
understanding the outcome findings discussed in the following chapters. 

2.8.1 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 

Family Group Decision Making, Outcome Report, Volume I 30 



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 three 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 five 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 (LlHC) 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' illes, 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 five charges of sexual 
assault of individuals under 18. On the basis of interviews with 71 members of Labrador 
Inuit communities, the LlHC 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). .; 
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The LlHC'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 
LlHC report stresses that "programs to help lessen family violence have to be 
community based or they just will not work" (p. 33). The LlHC and its parent body, the 
Labrador Inuit Association (LlA), 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 Jocalleadership and crucial Inuit organizations, including the Labrador 
Inuit Association representing 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, LlHC 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 comrnunity 
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. 
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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 LlHC. During this meeting with 
Inuktitut-English translation, the group reviewed 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 LlHC for comment prior to 
publication. 

2.8.2 Port au Port Peninsula 

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 occurring 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 nine 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 nine education, another 40% had between a grade nine to grade 11 
education, 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. 
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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 four 
concemed physical abuse, and 65 established child welfare cases, of which 13 involved 
sexual abuse and six 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, II 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). 

Family Group Decision Making, Outcome Report, Volume I 34 



From 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. 

2.8.3 St. John's 

The capitol and largest city in the province, 8t. 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, 8t. 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 I rish/British descent 
although small groups of people are attracted to 81. John's by the university and other 
professional jobs. 

Despite the increases in population in and around 8t. 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, 8t. 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 8t. John's remain relatively limited due in part to the greater 
proportion of public housing. 
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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 
marginalised economies. 

The irnpact 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 aI., 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 
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University social work colloquium attended by numerous community- and government
based workers. 

2.8.4 Community Development Approach 

As narrated above, a community development approach initiated the project, 
including its site selection; this approach continued across the life of the project from the 
initial phases through the outcome study. The next chapter documents the progress of 
the project families since the conference and emphasizes the importance of families, 
community organizations, and government departments working in partnership to carry 
out the plans. 
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PROGRESS 

3.0 Introduction 

In follow-up interviews, project participants were asked about the progress that 
the family had realized since the conference. Their responses to the questions were 
often thoughtful and thought provoking as they spoke about the changes the family had 
experienced, the extent to which the conference plan was enacted, and the overall 
impact of the conference. Although the plans developed at the conferences were not 
usually carried out in their entirety, the majority of interviewees felt that the family had 
benefited from the conference. This positive perception is particularly striking given, as 
described in Chapter 1, the difficult economic context and reductions in social 
programming transpiring during this period. Evident in the quotes from these interviews, 
their answers were made with honesty and care, and the participants frequently 
expressed appreciation to the interviewers for being offered the opportunity to reflect 
back over the course of events. 

3.1 Interviews 

The Progress Reports were administered only to Project families in order to 
ascertain developments since the conference. The researchers were instructed to select 
three or four key farnily group participants and to interview them six months and one 
year after the conference. In general, the researchers were able to interview a number 
of representatives from each Project family but were not able in most cases to complete 
two interviews at the specified time intervals. The timing of the Progress Report 
interviews impeded synchronizing their analysis with those for the Case Events on 
abuse (described in chapter 4). Nevertheless, the departure from the original schedule 
lengthened the time period covered by the follow-up study and, as discussed below, 
yielded interesting insights into the changes that occur overtime to families participating 
in conferencing. 

3.1.1 Number of Interviews 

As shown in Table 3.1, 158 Progress Report interviews were conducted with 115 
of these being first-time or only interviews, another 40 being second-time interviews, and 
the remaining three being third interviews (all associated with one reconvened 
conference). Most of the 115 respondents had taken part in a conference, and they 
represented somewhat under one-quarter of the participants at the family group 
conferences which totalled 472. The Port au Port site had the greatest number of 
Progress Report interviews, 61 in all; St. John's had 51 interviews; and Nain had 46. The 
Port au Port also had the greatest number of second-time interviews, with 21 of its 37 
respondents being interviewed twice. St. John's had 15 of its 36 interviewees completing 
second Progress Reports. Nain had only four second-time interviews; thus, only a 
handful of its 42 participants were interviewed twice. 
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