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1.0
1.1

INTRODUCTION

Background

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is violence occurring between spouses or dating
partners and is considered an international major public health issue by the World
Health Organization (2013). IPV can manifest as physical, sexual or psychological harm
to a person by a current or former spouse or partner (McLeod, Hays, & Chang, 2010).
While it is understood that both men and women can be victims of IPV, IPV continues
to be a gendered issue, with the majority of victims being female (McLeod et al., 2010).
IPV victims represented more than 27% of all victims of violent crime in 2013 in
Canada, with the majority of Canadian IPV victims being female (Canadian Centre for
Justice Statistics, 2015). The complex nature of IPV poses unique challenges to service
delivery models due to the need for responsive client-focused services, increased safety
measures, multi-agency collaboration, and intersectoral partnerships within the
housing, health and justice systems (Fleury, 2002; Gill, 2006; Mears, Carlson, Holden, &
Harris, 2001). The literature suggests that help-seeking behaviours, cultural competency
and the unique service needs of urban and rural populations influence the provision of
IPV service delivery and client interactions with the justice system (Eastman & Bunch,
2007; Macy, Rizo, Johns, & Ermentrout, 2013; Pyles & Kim, 2006).
Help-seeking behaviours of women accessing shelter services can be negatively
affected by the conditions they expect must be met in order to receive services, such as
income eligibility guidelines or a requirement to end a relationship, the client’s
tolerance for a certain level of abuse, personal fear of legal processes and other barriers
to accessing service (Antle, Barbee, Yankeelov, & Bledsoe, 2010; Fleury, 2002; Fugate,
Landis, Riordan, Naureckas, & Engel, 2005; McLeod et al., 2010; Stephens & Sinden,
2000). Clients may also experience anxiety about interacting with social workers or
other social service workers for fear that they may lose their children if they report the
violence or that the worker may not provide a supportive response (Antle et al., 2010).
Referral fatigue, the result of referring clients to resources that do not actually help the
client or exacerbate the issue, can foster frustration for both clients and staff. When the
helping system becomes a barrier due to complexity or lack of coordination, the client’s
ability to obtain safety is affected. A holistic, multi-agency approach is required to
address the complex nature of IPV, which in turn requires comprehensive training and
regular assessment of service delivery models (Clarke & Wydall, 2013; Pyles & Kim,
2006).
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Cultural competence is rooted in the understanding that clients have unique
needs based upon their religious, socio-cultural, economic and ethnic backgrounds. The
cultural competence of helping professionals is generally associated with the
knowledge and skills that allow service providers to operate in cross-cultural settings
(Pyles & Kim, 2006). The term has generally been applied to social workers with a
diverse client portfolio; however, the concept of cultural competence can also be
applied when identifying how rural, suburban and urban services are delivered (Pyles
& Kim, 2006). Competency training and levels of knowledge about cultural competence
vary among helping professionals, suggesting that it would be beneficial to have
comprehensive training programs and advocacy systems in place in order to improve
service delivery to vulnerable groups, especially clients accessing domestic violence
shelters (Pyles & Kim, 2006), and the family court system should be culturally
competent for the same reasons.
It is important that the family court system also recognize the need for a
dedicated response to cases with a domestic violence component. According to
Birnbaum (2012), the majority of high-conflict family law cases involved an allegation of
domestic violence, most often perceived and reported by the mother. Bow & Boxer
(2003) also note that domestic violence is a common component of family law cases in
the United States; these reports support the need to address domestic violence claims in
a dedicated and integrated court system (Birnbaum, 2012; Bow & Boxer, 2003).
Macy et al. (2013) conducted a study in the United States to identify service
delivery models in shelters for six different types of services, including legal advocacy.
The study found that rural shelter directors agreed that legal advocacy should be made
available to clients on a year-round, 24-hour basis; however, suburban and urban
shelter directors disagreed. This divergence in opinion may be rooted in the geoeconomic differences between urban and rural shelters. Recent scholarship has found
that rates and characteristics of IPV vary between urban and rural regions due to factors
such as substance abuse, socio-economic status, accessibility and quality of IPV services,
and social health determinates (Eastman & Bunch, 2007; Edwards, 2015; Sandberg,
2013). Sandberg (2013) considers the issue of misapplication of rural research on IPV
and notes that negative stereotypes can be established that negatively affect IPV service
provision in rural areas; the author cautions researchers to conduct rural research that
combats negative stereotypes of rural areas and recognize the unique challenges faced
in rural areas.
Clients in urban and rural areas experience direct and indirect interactions with
the justice system (Antle et al., 2010; Cattaneo, Dunn, & Chapman, 2013; Dickson2

Gilmore, 2014; Victim Services and Crime Prevention Division, 2010; Eastman & Bunch,
2007; Fleury, 2002). Tutty et al. (2008) reviewed the police response, the court response
and victims’ perceptions of the court system’s response to domestic violence, finding
that women rated their satisfaction with the justice system’s response as relatively low,
indicating a largely dissatisfied minority. Fleury (2002) and Macy, Ogbonnaya, &
Martin (2015) found that when domestic violence survivors felt that they had control
over legal proceedings and that their voice was heard in the court case, clients
experienced more satisfaction with the legal system. This finding also supports the need
for a coordinated response between systems that provide services and supports to
clients affected by domestic violence, particularly in an effort to reduce the fear and
anxiety associated with interacting with the justice system (Victim Services and Crime
Prevention Division, 2010).
Scholars agree that clients of women’s shelters interact frequently with the justice
system, including legal and enforcement professionals (Campbell, 2002; DicksonGilmore, 2014; Eastman & Bunch, 2007; Edwards, 2015; Fugate et al., 2005; Gill, 2006;
Letourneau, Duffy, & Duffet-Leger, 2012; Tutty et al., 2008). However, there is a lack of
information about how women’s shelter clients access legal services in both rural and
urban regions; further, it is important to consider the opinions and perspectives of
shelter staff regarding service delivery and the responsibility of shelters to provide
access to legal resources (Macy et al., 2015; Macy et al., 2013; Sandberg, 2013).
In summary, the current literature indicates that IPV survivors have unique
service needs that regularly intersect with the legal system. IPV survivors may possess
characteristics that make it difficult for them to trust the legal system and operate
within it, including feeling a lack of personal agency or control over their legal issues.
The legal system is complex and requires IPV service providers to possess unique
competencies in order to navigate IPV service provision and the legal system
successfully.

1.2

Purpose and Objectives

The current study examines access to legal services among clients of women’s
domestic violence shelters. The study sampled both clients and staff through a client
exit survey and shelter staff focus groups. This project supports further collaborative
research related to the legal needs of women’s shelter clients, how clients gain access to
legal services and staff capacity to address these needs.
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The goals of this study were to:
•

improve understanding of legal service needs among women accessing
shelters;

•

understand the challenges that women in shelters face as they attempt to
access legal services; and

•

determine how the current provision of legal services to women accessing
shelters is working, such as the availability of service, coordination of
service, and how it may be improved.

Based upon the findings from this study and the current research gap in Alberta, the
Institute intends to replicate the study with a provincial sample as a collaborative
initiative in 2016.

1.3

Methodology
1.3.1 Research Design

The Institute collaborated with Calgary-area women’s shelters to develop a
mixed-method research project utilizing a client survey and staff focus groups. An 18question client survey was developed with multiple choice and Likert-scale questions.
No identifying information was collected in the client survey and the researchers did
not have direct access to the clients who completed the surveys. Focus groups were
conducted with shelter staff and managers to obtain their opinions of how clients are
accessing and interacting with the justice system.
The purpose of the focus groups and surveys was to address the following
research questions:
•

What types of legal issues do women accessing domestic violence shelters
present with?

•

What is the nature of the services they require?

•

What are their experiences accessing legal services?
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•

What types of services are women receiving while accessing domestic
violence shelters as a result of their contact with the agency?

•

Do they find the legal services they receive helpful and accessible?

•

Is progress made on the clients’ legal issues as a result of legal services
coordinated by the shelter?

•

What gaps exist in legal services for women accessing domestic violence
shelters?

1.3.2 Sample
The Institute collaborated with three Calgary-area shelters on the project, each
representing a unique service population:
•

Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter, a large 50-bed, 21-day emergency
shelter in Calgary;

•

Discovery House Family Violence Prevention Society, a 19-apartment
second-stage shelter, offering a maximum 18-month stay; and

•

Rowan House Emergency Shelter, a 16-bed, 21-day rural emergency shelter.

We collected surveys from clients accessing both shelter-based residential and
community-based programs. The sample was composed of clients accessing the
following programs for a period of five months between April and September 2015:
•

Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter Residential Program

•

Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter Outreach Program

•

Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter Community Counselling Program

•

Discovery House Family Violence Prevention Society Residential Program

•

Rowan House Emergency Shelter Residential Program
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•

Rowan House Emergency Shelter Outreach Program

1.3.3

Data Collection

The Institute employed two methods of data collection for the project: client
surveys and staff focus groups. The three partner agencies signed a disclosure
agreement and agreed to distribute surveys to their clients and provide staff for the
focus groups, reproduced as Appendix A.
The client survey, reproduced as Appendix B, included questions about the legal
issues that clients were experiencing at program entry, their legal needs and their
general perceptions of legal services and outcomes. Program staff distributed the
survey while clients accessed services, either during their stay or upon exit; the survey
was completely voluntary and was returned to program staff once completed. Shelter
clients completed a total of 46 surveys.
Staff focus groups were conducted with each partner agency. Four to seven staff
members from each agency participated in the groups, which were facilitated on-site at
each agency by the project researchers. The researchers created a protocol that included
questions intended to examine how staff perceive and address the legal needs and
issues of clients, the utilization of community resources and the staff supports in place,
such as training and legal education, reproduced as Appendix C. A total of 15 staff
participated in the focus groups, including managers and front-line service workers.
1.3.4 Analysis
The survey responses were entered into Fluid Surveys, a Canada-based
electronic survey service. Responses were exported from Fluid Surveys into SPSS for
quantitative analysis.
Staff focus group data were coded using a thematic content analysis of the notes
collected by the researcher and a secondary note taker. The focus groups were not
recorded or transcribed; as a result, the analysis is limited to the notes and observations
of the researchers. Thematic content analysis was used in order to identify the larger
patterns of staff responses to legal issues presented by clients and their ability to
address these challenges.
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Finally, the analysis of both data sets informed the discussion and
recommendations to improve legal service coordination and delivery to women
accessing shelters.
1.3.5 Limitations
The project faced a number of limitations, primarily related to accessing
women’s shelter clients. The researchers were limited to a quantitative survey tool due
to the ethical considerations involved in working with vulnerable populations. The
project may have benefited from conducting face-to-face client interviews with current
and past shelter clients with different experiences in the legal system. The current study
did not conduct face-to-face interviews due to time constraints and ethical
considerations. Further, agency staff members may have exercised personal discretion
in distributing surveys, as a result of which it is possible that not all clients who
accessed the programs received a survey.
The survey was only distributed within three women’s shelters in the Calgary
area. There are approximately 10 crisis and second-stage shelters in and around
Calgary, and approximately 41 women’s shelters across Alberta. Consequently, the
limited scope of the project means that the findings may not be representative of all
Alberta-based shelter clients.

1.4

Organization of the Report

Chapter 2 synthesizes the survey data, collected from 46 unique shelter clients.
Chapter 3 summarizes the focus group findings and compares the rural and urban
responses. Chapter 4 discusses the findings from the survey data and focus groups.
Chapter 5 discusses the challenges and opportunities of working collaboratively with
social service agencies. Finally, Chapter 6 makes recommendations for future study.
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2.0
2.1

SURVEY FINDINGS

Demographic Characteristics of Clients

Forty-six clients completed and returned the survey to a shelter worker. The
majority of respondents (n=34; 73.9%) said that they had received support from one
shelter; nine (19.6%) received support from two shelters and two (4.3%) accessed
supports from four or more shelters. One person did not answer the question. Five
respondents (10.8%) accessed supports from six shelters that were not a part of the
current study. The rural shelter was accessed the most times out of the three
participating agencies (n=20), followed by one of the urban shelters (n=16); Figure 1.
The higher number of visits to the rural shelter could be due to the lack of available
resources and options in rural areas compared to urban areas (Macy et al., 2013;
Sandberg, 2013).
Figure 1:
Number of Clients
25
20

20
16

15
10

10

8
6

5
0
Rowan House

Calgary Women's
Emergency Shelter

Discovery House

YWCA

Other

Multiple response data; n=46

The survey collected demographic data including age, number of days spent at
the shelter, number of children who stayed at the shelter with the client, and the
presence of a legal problems; see Table 1. The majority of respondents (n=41; 89.1%)
used English as their primary language, while five respondents (10.9%) identified
Tagalong, Mandarin, Punjabi and other languages as their main language.
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Table 1: Client Characteristics
Variable

Client

Number of respondents

46

Age

Range: 22 to 60
Mean: 36.7

Number of shelters accessed

Range: 1 to 4
Mean: 1.3

Number of days at the shelter

Range: 1 to 300
Mean: 60.5

Number of children who stayed at the shelter with
the client

Range: 0 to 4
Mean: 2

Legal issues present

Yes: 78.3%
No: 21.7%

Clients ranged in age between 22 and 60, with a median age of 36.7. Most
respondents were between the ages of 30 and 39 (n=18; 39.1%) and 40 and 49 (n=14;
30.4%); nine respondents (19.6%) were between the ages of 20 and 29; and five
respondents (10.9%) were between the ages of 50 and 60. The majority of respondents
(n=32; 69.6%) had one or more children with them during their shelter stay. Of the 32
respondents who had children with them, 40.6% were between the ages of 30 to 39,
compared to 34.4% between the ages of 40 to 60 and 25% between the ages of 20 to 29.
Of the 45 respondents who answered the question, clients indicated that they
accessed between one and four shelters. The average number of shelters accessed was
1.3. Of the 30 respondents who answered the question, the average number of days
spent at the emergency and second-stage shelters was 60.5. Rowan House offers
emergency crisis shelter for up to 30 days, with possible extensions. Fifteen respondents
accessed Rowan House exclusively, with an average stay of 17.7 days. Four (26.7%)
respondents stayed at the shelter for 30 days; the longest stay was 52 days and the
shortest stay was 5 days.
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The urban shelters both offer emergency shelter, residential programs, and
community outreach programs. Thirteen clients accessed Calgary Women’s Emergency
Shelter exclusively, with an average stay of 22.5 days. Six respondents (46.2%) did not
respond to the question. Of the seven participants who responded to the question, four
(57.1%) stayed for 30 days or more, with a maximum stay of 61 days. Three clients
(42.9%) stayed for 10 days or less, with a minimum stay of 1 day.
Four respondents accessed Discovery House exclusively, with an average stay of
142.6 days. Discovery House offers both short-term and long-term facilities and
respondents were not asked which service they accessed. The shortest stay was 30 days
and the longest stay was 300 days. Finally, two respondents accessed the YWCA or
another shelter exclusively. In these cases, respondents did not indicate that they
received service or shelter from one of the participating agencies. It is possible they
received the survey through outreach or another community resource. One of the two
accessed counselling services from an undisclosed agency with no length of stay
reported and one accessed shelter services for 30 days.
When asked if they needed help with any legal issues during their stay at the
shelter, the majority of respondents (n=36; 78.3%) said yes, while ten (21.7%) said no.
The remaining analysis is based upon the 36 respondents who had legal issues during
their stay at the shelter.

2.2

Type of Legal Problem Presented

Respondents were asked what legal issues they needed help with during their
stay at the shelter; see Figure 2. The majority of respondents had two or more legal
issues (n=24; 66.7%). The most common legal issue was child support/children’s expenses
(n=16) followed by separation (n=13), protection order for myself (n=11), and dividing
property (n=10). None of the respondents checked off I am a witness in the case against my
abuser. Three respondents indicated that they had other issues, including “notice of
assessments, court dates for impaired driving charges, and requesting court support.”

10

Multiple response data; n=36

Respondents were asked if all of their legal issues had been resolved while they
were at the shelter; Figure 3. Of the 28 responses, only seven (25%) said yes. It is
unlikely, however, that all legal issues would be resolved during a client’s stay at the
shelter due to the significant period of time court cases require. When asked what legal
issues the client was still dealing with, spousal support was the only legal issue that
increased at exit, suggesting that other legal issues may have been addressed or
circumstances may have changed for the respondents during the client’s time at the
shelter. Two respondents said that they needed help with an impaired driving charge
and changing their name, while another respondent said they needed more help
accessing additional legal resources because the first referrals did not help.
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Multiple response data; n=28

2.3

Resources Accessed

When asked if they had received legal help while accessing shelter services, 26
respondents (72.2%) answered yes. Eight respondents (22.2%) answered no and two
participants (5.6%) did not answer the question. Respondents who did access legal
supports during their time at the shelter were asked what services they used and how
helpful those services were.
Twenty-one respondents (80.8%) of those who had received services accessed
legal aid in some form and the majority (n=15; 71.4%) said that the service was helpful
or very helpful. Twelve respondents (46.2%) accessed a free consultation with a lawyer
and the majority (n=10; 83.3%) found this helpful or very helpful, while two
respondents (16.7%) said that it was not helpful at all. Twelve participants (46.2%)
utilized court support by shelter staff, all of whom found the service helpful or very
helpful. Ten participants (38.5%) accessed Calgary Police Service, and the majority (n=7;
70%) found CPS helpful or very helpful, while three (30%) said that CPS was not
helpful at all. Nine participants (34.6%) accessed Calgary Legal Guidance, seven of
whom (77.8%) said that the service was helpful or very helpful. Six participants (23.1%)
12

accessed court support by the HomeFront Court Case Worker or the HomeFront
Domestic Violence Conflict Response Team, all of whom found the service helpful or
very helpful. Three clients who accessed HomeFront court support also accessed
shelter-provided court support.
Figure 4:
Legal Services Accessed
Pro Bono Alberta
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Court support by HomeFront

6

Calgary Legal Guidance

9
10

Calgary Police Service
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Multiple response data; n=26

Of the services listed on the survey, Pro Bono Law Alberta, Victim Services and
other court support programs were not frequently used, possibly suggesting that these
services are not viewed as applicable by shelter staff or other legal professionals.
Participants were asked how they accessed legal services during their shelter
stay and if they encountered barriers. Of the ten respondents who answered the
question, 60% (n=6) received legal services from a legal clinic outside of the shelter,
while 40% (n=4) said that the shelter offered a legal clinic but they could not attend due
to scheduling issues. Clients reported barriers to accessing legal services such as a lack
of on-site legal resources through the shelter, long wait times for on-site legal clinics,
and not being able to access legal clinics or information.
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2.4

Resolution of Legal Issues

Of the 28 clients who answered the question about unresolved legal issues, 75%
(n=21) of respondents had an unresolved legal issue at the time of the survey. When
asked how they would deal with the legal issues that they still needed help with, the
majority of respondents (n=14) said that they will apply for Legal Aid and six clients
said they will go to Calgary Legal Guidance, while seven participants said they will hire
a private lawyer. Two respondents indicated that they will not deal with their legal
issues because they have given up; see Figure 5.

Figure 5:
What resource will be accessed to resolve outstanding legal issues?
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Multiple response data; n=28

Of the 36 respondents who had legal issues at entry, 10 (27.8%) reported prior
involvement with the legal system, while 24 (66.7%) respondents had no prior
involvement with the legal system. Two respondents (5.6%) did not answer the
question. When asked if they thought their prior involvement with the legal system had
an impact on their current legal situation, the majority (n=6; 60%) said no. One client
indicated that their prior involvement in the legal system may have made the process
easier this time: “because I had orders in place from 2012, some access to orders have
been easier this time.” Another respondent said that the legal system still needs to
improve, and one felt that the court supported her ex-husband.
Participants were asked if their current experience with the legal system was
easier or more difficult than they thought it would be. Twelve respondents (33.3%) said
that it was more difficult than they expected, and nine (25%) thought it was much more
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difficult than they expected; see Figure 6. Only ten respondents (27.8%) thought it was
easier or just like they expected. Four respondents (11.1%) said that they did not know
what to expect, and one respondent (2.8%) did not answer the question.
Figure 6:
Whether participants’ experience with the legal system was easier or
more difficult than expected
14
12

12
10

9

8
6

6
4

4

4

2
0

It was easier than I expected It was just like I thought it
would be

It was more difficult than
expected

It was much more difficult I had no idea what to expect
than I expected

N = 35; Missing = 1

Of the 36 respondents who answered the question, 83.3% (n=30) felt that the
legal services they received while accessing support services were helpful or very
helpful. Only four (11.1%) felt that the services were little help or not applicable to their
situation. Two respondents (5.6%) did not answer the question. When asked if they had
other comments about their legal issue or the legal services they received at the shelter,
the majority of comments about the shelter supports were positive. However,
commenters generally were not satisfied with the legal process or supports provided.
Some comments included:
I felt supported, calmed down, assured. I appreciate the knowledge/calmness my
advocate [shelter worker] provided to me, making this experience less frightening.
I felt supported. I was not alone. I could see the bigger picture.
The support from the shelter has been amazing. My issue with the legal system is
that the courts do not take domestic abuse into account, which leaves a woman
who has fled a domestic abusive home still subject to her abuse.
15

Shelter connected me with the services I need but I am [having] trouble with my
lawyer.
It would be helpful to know that there could be a long wait to access a legal aid
lawyer.
…legal advice is crucial for women in these circumstances and access needs to be
improved so they can make informed timely decisions about their future.
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3.0 STAFF FOCUS GROUPS
3.1

Purpose and Methodology

Focus groups are controlled group discussions used in social science research to
collect data about participant experiences and perceptions on a specific issue (Smithson,
2000). The purpose of the staff focus groups conducted for this project was to identify
how agency staff respond to the legal issues presented by clients. Focus group
participants included four to seven staff members from each of the three shelters
participating in the study. In one instance, two of the seven participants were
management; the researchers did not observe that this inhibited the responses of the
staff members present.
The researchers prepared a semi-structured protocol that outlined the areas of
focus and the questions that guided each focus group; the protocol is reproduced as
Appendix C. The areas of focus were general thematic questions that were informed by
recent literature on the complex needs of IPV clients. Areas of focus included topics
such as the service delivery models utilized by shelter staff, the community resources or
relationships shelter workers use to refer to external services, and how staff work with
clients who have legal issues and require legal assistance during their interaction with
the shelter. It is important to note that not all women who utilize shelter services are
residents; some clients may be accessing community outreach services through shelters
or simply looking for information and referrals (Grossman & Lundy, 2011).
Eight open-ended questions were then drafted based upon the areas of focus. The
questions included the length of time staff had been working with clients affected by
IPV, the issues commonly presented at intake, the service referrals that are given to
clients and how clients follow up with those referrals, and staff perception of the
efficiency of available legal services and supports. The primary project researcher
facilitated the focus groups and collected responses electronically, with the support of
the secondary researcher who took notes about his observations of the groups, using the
same methodology for each group, and their responses. The focus group participants
were not provided with the protocol prior to the meeting.
The focus group meetings were not audio-recorded and data findings are
accordingly based upon the notes and observations collected by the researchers.
Although focus groups are generally audio-recorded and transcribed (Anderson, 2007;
Krueger, 2002), the researchers determined that, because of the ethical considerations
applicable to this study, objective data collection by two trained researchers would be
17

sufficient to analyze the findings from the focus groups (Anderson, 2007; Antle et al.,
2010).
The researchers’ notes were processed using thematic content analysis to
determine categories and themes. The researchers compiled and analyzed the data
based upon the exploratory questions and then identified themes within the responses.

3.2

Limitations

Focus groups generally involve between six and eleven participants (Krueger,
2002). Due to the limited availability of client-facing staff at the three agencies, the focus
groups for this study each involved between four and seven staff from each agency,
with a total of 15 participants across the three agencies. The views and opinions
expressed by the focus groups may not be representative of their entire organizations
because we did not have a representative sample of staff and management in the focus
groups.
It is also possible that the staff members involved may have limited knowledge
of the oft-extensive operational policies in place at their agencies, specifically
information relating to service referrals and follow-up. Further information about the
operational procedures of the agencies would be required to support or challenge the
responses provided by the focus groups.
The researchers did not record the focus group sessions, which may have
resulted in a broader interpretation of participant responses than an interpretation
based on transcripts (Anderson, 2007). The researchers relied on their professional
objectivity and their separate sets of notes to provide comprehensive and objective
reporting of staff responses (Antle et al., 2010).
Finally, there may be historical effects that cannot be controlled in the current
focus group setting. Historical effects can include past personal experiences or prior
professional practices in other agencies that affect the individuals’ capacity to address
complex client challenges.
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3.3

Findings

The majority of the focus group conversations identified five common themes:
safety of clients; interactions with legal authorities; interactions with the legal system,
including judicial and non-judicial dispute resolution; legal education for staff; and
agency relationships with the justice system and legal authorities. These are
summarized in Table 2. The identified themes support the hypothesis that shelter staff
have complex roles as advocates and require a supportive agency system to reduce
compassion fatigue and better assist clients (Macy et al., 2013; Merchant & Whiting,
2015; Tutty, Weaver & Rothery, 1999). It should be noted that staff primarily referenced
family court and any mention of court in the findings should be understood as family
court unless otherwise specified.
Table 2: Summary of Themes and Examples from Focus Groups
Themes
1. Client Safety

Highlights
•
•
•

•

2. Interactions with
justice authorities

•
•
•
•

3. Interactions with
legal systems

•
•

Comprehensive safety planning, including legal
issues
Helping the client feel comfortable with the justice
system and legal process
Clients are required to comply with court orders
despite safety concerns, such as unsupervised
visitation
Clients may be victimized by enforced orders that
compromise their safety
Clients may have distrust of social workers and
police
Staff are responsible to rebuild trust in the system
Staff can become sceptical of the judicial response to
domestic violence based upon client interactions
Staff and clients may have a problematic
relationship with police and other legal authorities
due to being “known” as a repeat victim of violence
Court can be intimidating for clients
Transportation and childcare are barriers to
19

•
•
•

4. Legal education
and training for
staff

•
•

•

5. Agency support
and staff training

•

•
•

attending court hearings
Staff may not be trained to sufficiently support
clients while interacting with the justice system
Staff may not be allowed to attend court with their
clients due to shelter policy
Majority of staff referenced the need for a
specialized and accessible domestic violence court to
minimize risk of client revictimization
More experienced staff are more comfortable
advocating for their clients’ legal needs
Less experienced staff want more comprehensive
legal education and mandatory training about
working with clients with complex legal needs
Legal needs usually come up during safety
planning; staff expressed an interest in knowing
how to effectively safety plan with clients
experiencing complex legal needs
Staff would benefit from better agency relationships
with legal and justice authorities, i.e. local police,
RCMP, lawyers, etc.
Clients and staff would benefit from internal court
support programs
Staff depend on each other to fill the gaps that may
occur during safety planning and service delivery

Client safety was described by each focus group as the foundation of successful
client-staff relationships, particularly with regard to helping clients feel secure.
Participants in all focus groups agreed that safety planning and relationship building
were the first steps in addressing clients’ legal issues. This is due in no small part to the
fact that when clients arrive at the shelters, they are often in survival mode and may
have difficulty overcoming their situational fear and anxiety, especially if they have
experienced prior abuse or patterns of abusive relationships (Letourneau et al., 2012;
Mears et al., 2001).
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Client safety includes issues such as transportation, mental health, custody,
housing and income supports (Murray, et al., 2015). Both the literature and the focus
groups suggest that client safety involves a complex web of needs that must be met in
order to support positive outcomes for the client. The lack of affordable housing was
brought up by each focus group as a significant barrier to client safety. Staff said that
they regularly had to rebuild trust and relationships between themselves, the justice
system, and clients due to the fact that various agents of the justice system had
compromised client safety or trust at one point or another. This sentiment is echoed in
the literature as well (Cattaneo et al., 2013; Dickson-Gilmore, 2014; Eastman & Bunch,
2007; Fleury, 2002; Letourneau et al., 2012; Victim Services and Crime Prevention
Division, 2010). All staff supported the establishment of a dedicated domestic violence
court that would serve the Calgary area. Specialized domestic violence courts have been
shown to better address the complexity domestic violence contributes to court cases
(Birnbaum, Bala, & Jaffe, 2014).
The importance of safety planning was mentioned in all three groups,
specifically when addressing the legal concerns of clients. The process of safety
planning is used by shelter staff to help strategize their responses to their case
(Campbell, 2002; Murray, et al., 2015; Victim Services and Crime Prevention Division,
2010). When asked if staff recognize legal issues during the initial safety planning, the
majority of urban respondents initially answered no. When asked what types of issues
are addressed in safety planning, these respondents said that issues included protection
for the client and their children, family issues, coping with the trauma, and going
through the court system. Rural staff, however, reported that legal concerns were one of
the leading three issues presented by clients. Rural staff stated that legal issues
appeared to intersect all levels of their clients’ safety plans. This variance in perception
could be due to the level of involvement staff have in their clients’ legal issues; shelters
with access to fewer legal resources may see an increase in frontline staff working
through legal issues as an immediate part of their treatment plan. Macy et al. (2013)
found that directors of rural shelters agreed that clients should have access to legal
advocacy 24 hours a day, year-round; in contrast, directors of suburban and urban
shelters tended to disagree. This supports the hypothesis that rural and urban shelters
have different resource needs and use service delivery models to support clients.
All focus group members acknowledged that many clients do not know what
their legal issues are during safety planning and generally want information and
resources on their legal issues. Specific staff training is required to enable staff to
identify the legal needs of their clients and how clients may access the resources to meet
these needs. Dedicated court support workers and rural shelter staff were more
21

confident in identifying legal issues as a primary concern prior to safety planning than
their urban counterparts, who often recognized legal issues after the safety planning
process. Staff who recognized legal issues at intake felt more confident in creating a
safety plan that would strategically address client legal issues and support clients’ well
being at the shelter. Staff recognized that legal issues affected most aspects of their
clients’ needs, such as housing, income support and safety.
Participants expressed general discomfort helping clients navigate the legal
system as the staff did not feel adequately trained to address the complexity of the
justice system. The judicial response to IPV is complex and challenging in the best-case
scenario (Letourneau et al., 2012); staff are often working with clients who have
complex and intersecting needs, posing a significant challenge to the provision of
comprehensive services. Staff reported that clients have a perception of urgency in
regard to obtaining protection orders and other court-provided safety measures and
staff said that clients expressed frustration at not being assigned a lawyer as quickly as
they feel they need to be in court.
With the exception of the dedicated court support staff, the majority of focus
group participants expressed concern with their level of legal education and support
training. All staff acknowledged that legal training has been made available to them in
some form or another, but it has not been mandatory and staff focus is primarily on
supporting a smooth transition for clients from their alleged abuser to a safe place.
More experienced staff members stated that they believed their experience and training
over the years has allowed them to be confident in their ability to help with their clients’
concerns. These staff stated that they were open to mentoring and guiding lessexperienced staff; staff with fewer years of experience expressed interest in having
mandatory legal education training. In one focus group, two of the four staff members
present had been working for the agency for less than three years, compared to two
staff members who had been with the agency for 15 or more years. Staff with less
experience in the agency stated that they felt the need for more comprehensive legal
training in order to be more confident when attending court with their clients,
communicating with legal professionals, and completing the legal portion of safety
plans.
Staff members suggested that legal professionals would also benefit from
sensitivity training or trauma-informed practice training. All staff agreed that many
legal professionals they work with are overburdened and often do not approach their
clients in a sensitive manner. Without exception, staff stated that some duty counsel
were more sensitive than other lawyers, saying “it’s like choosing the lesser of two evils
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at some point. You just have to support the ladies as best you can and help them
through the process.” Staff expressed an interest in working more closely with legal
professionals and collaborating on training. When talking about legal professionals
undergoing compassion and trauma training, one staff member said “I don’t know if it
will happen, and there are some duty counsel lawyers who are really compassionate,
and it could help our ladies feel more supported.”
Two of the three focus groups reported that staff members regularly attend legal
appointments with their clients, including court dates and meetings with lawyers.
Additionally, all three focus groups said that staff regularly advocate for clients’ legal
needs, such as contacting Legal Aid and other resources to encourage a quicker
response. When asked about staff interactions and relationships with legal authorities,
the responses were mixed. All focus groups agreed that the relationships between
shelter clients and local law enforcement authorities were strained; the majority of
respondents said that the agency and staff relationship with law enforcement was
neutral to positive. One focus group related a story about a client who had experienced
a particularly negative encounter with law enforcement and the researchers noted that
staff seemed reticent to trust legal authorities or refer clients to them. Staff in all focus
groups concurred that once an agent of the justice system breaches the trust of a client,
or if a client feels revictimized by the system, it is more challenging for staff members to
work with the client and get them the services they need to move forward (Fleury, 2002;
Tutty et al., 2008).
Participants stated that their relationships with the court system and legal
professionals were challenging. The majority of respondents said that this is due to the
slow processing times for legal aid approvals, inadequate follow-up to client inquiries
by legal assistance groups, and general difficulty in getting to the court house. Rural
shelter staff identified transportation barriers for clients requiring legal orders, as staff
do not have the capacity to drive their clients to and from the Calgary court house,
which is more than 80 kilometers north. Rural staff reported that their clients usually
take the commuter bus from High River to Calgary, a nearly two-hour journey. Safety
concerns are compounded by public transportation for both clients and staff as many
clients have never used public transportation and there are no mechanisms in place for
keeping the client safe while they are away from the shelter.
To further complicate matters, rural shelter staff reported that their clients were
more successful in obtaining an emergency protection order if they had been away from
the alleged abuser for a shorter amount of time; this necessarily means that the client
has fled an abusive situation and is almost immediately required to travel a significant
distance via unsecured transit in order to wait an indeterminate length of time to be
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heard by a judge. As children are not allowed to stay at the shelter without their
mother, mothers must find childcare elsewhere or travel to the court house with their
children. The entire experience may be revictimizing and traumatic for the client
(Cattaneo et al., 2013; Clarke & Wydall, 2013; Fleury, 2002; Letourneau et al., 2012;
Mears et al., 2001).
Staff also expressed concern about the security and safety of their clients when
the clients are in the court house. Staff from the rural shelter were uncomfortable with
the idea of their client being made to sit in a courtroom or waiting area where the
alleged abuser may also be present. The lack of security poses a risk for both the client
and any shelter staff who may be present. Staff said attending public court takes away
the safety provided by the shelter and reported that clients often expressed feeling
intimidated, uncomfortable and revictimized while accessing the courthouse.
Urban shelter staff expressed more satisfaction with the court system than their
rural counterparts, although they noted similar concerns regarding wait times,
restrictions for obtaining protection orders and legal aid. One shelter in particular offers
a dedicated Court Support Program that provides court support to both residential and
community outreach clients for their agency and others in the area. The rural and urban
shelters that do not have a dedicated court support program reported using this
program on a regular basis, with all staff highly recommending the program and its
operation. All staff recommended that shelters should advocate for dedicated court
support workers in their agencies, particularly due to the lack of a domestic violence
court. Staff recognized that, while the court support workers worked efficiently and
collaboratively with other agencies, it is imperative that agencies establish the capacity
to provide internal court support workers. This service would also build trust and
rapport between clients and workers, eliminating the need to refer clients out to
external services.
Non-judicial dispute resolution processes, including mediation, were not highly
recommended by staff and some staff expressed concern that non-court resolution
processes could contribute to referral fatigue. All three groups agreed that non- judicial
dispute resolution options may revictimize clients and expressed frustration that those
options are often encouraged by judges and lawyers due to the reduced costs and
perceived benefit of an amicable solution. One staff member said, “lawyers and
mediators aren’t always compassionate and may inadvertently gang up on the client
because they aren’t aware of the power dynamic between the alleged abuser and the
client.” Staff suggested that family court counsellors, lawyers and judges have a
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responsibility to litigants to emphasize the nature of the proceeding, making it clear that
the client is involved in the court system due to a domestic violence issue.
When asked if they had any other comments about the legal needs of their
clients, all respondents emphasized the need for adequate internal legal resources. One
respondent said that she felt discouraged referring clients to legal aid, “knowing that it
won’t do any good because the client won’t qualify anyway, but we have to jump
through the hoops.” All participants expressed similar forms of compassion fatigue,
expressing frustration that there is not a more sensitive and trauma-informed court
available in Calgary. One shelter specialized in trauma-informed practice and the staff
from that focus group appeared to be the most discouraged by the justice system and its
perceived impact on client well being. In one of the urban shelters, one staff member
said, “we may be able to make referrals to lawyers and I can say that clients are
assigned a lawyer most of the time. I can’t say that client satisfaction is all that high,
though.” These concerns can be partially attributed to the organizational structure of
women’s shelters and the limited scope of advocacy capacity for staff (Nichols, 2011).
The three focus group discussions showed little variance in the support staff’s
experience of working with clients who have legal problems. Despite geographic and
policy differences, all the staff reported similar feelings of dependence on their team
members, general frustration with the current court system and revictimization. One
urban shelter group reported that some clients might perceive the legal barriers to
leaving their alleged abuser as insurmountable and return to their alleged abuser. Staff
expressed concern that systems further marginalize women experiencing IPV,
particularly in the justice and social assistance systems. Staff avoided using the term
victim as well, preferring to use the terms client, ladies, women, residents and survivors.
Overall, the findings from the focus groups did not significantly diverge from the
current body of scholarship about working with domestic violence clients. The
qualitative information gathered from the focus groups also supports the quantitative
findings from the survey analysis. Staff recommended that interviews be conducted
with clients should another project be completed. Staff unanimously agreed that further
study into the socio-legal needs of clients who access women’s shelters is needed and
expressed interest in being involved in the process. This further supports the need for
intersectional, collaborative research between social scientists and social service
agencies.
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4.0

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The mixed-method data allowed the researchers to explore the intersection of
staff and client perceptions. Both staff and clients recognized that the legal system is
difficult to navigate. Staff were particularly concerned about the likelihood of clients
accessing sufficient legal assistance through free or low-cost programs; staff and clients
indicated that they are not satisfied with the legal assistance options available due to
stringent eligibility guidelines, long application processing timelines and possibly with
lawyer-client compatibility. Staff were concerned with the significant financial burden
that results when clients feel that they have to hire a private lawyer when the client has
been denied legal assistance. Staff understood that hiring a private lawyer is a personal
choice and that clients have the option to self-represent, but staff expressed concern that
the complex nature of the legal system, client vulnerability, and lack of knowledge of
the legal system may inhibit clients’ interest in self-representing. Staff suggested that
their clients would rather go into debt hiring a personal lawyer than represent
themselves in court.
One of the key findings from the focus groups is the lack of organizational
capacity to address the complex needs of clients. Staff spoke of service provision and
safety planning in terms of triage rather than holistic service delivery. Service provision
is dependent on staff capacity, available resources and immediate needs identified
through the safety planning process. This delivery model does not necessarily account
for complex legal, emotional or social dynamics that may influence client outcomes. The
standard emergency shelter stay for a client is also relatively short; when a client
accesses an emergency shelter it is likely that they have experienced significant trauma
and will arrive at the shelter with a variety of challenges. The triage model of service
provision may treat the symptoms of the problem but rarely addresses its root causes.
Staff reported that the structure of their agencies inhibited their ability to
advocate on behalf of their clients. Staff recognized that the service provision model
was limiting their ability to advocate for their clients and that the structure of their
organization necessarily makes a difference in how clients access services (Nichols,
2011). Staff from the two agencies without internal court support programs described
referring clients to the single agency that did have a court support program; however,
the court support program in that agency only has two staff members. These two staff
members reported that they assisted clients from a variety of agencies in the Calgary
area but acknowledged their limited capacity to meet the need, due in large part to
being understaffed. Staff and survey respondents indicated that on-site legal assistance
services would benefit both staff and clients; staff would benefit from increased
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confidence that the legal needs of their clients were being addressed and clients would
have simplified access to legal assistance in a timely and compassionate manner.
Clients reported feeling safe and secure in the shelters, and feeling particularly
safe with staff. Staff also reported building trust and relationships with their clients
during the safety planning process. These findings are consonant with the literature in
that safety planning, appropriate boundaries and client trust are cornerstones to
providing effective shelter services (Campbell, 2002). One staff member mentioned that
clients may associate feeling emotionally safe in the shelter with feeling supported in
their legal challenges; the staff member went on to explain that this can be a false sense
of security and can be problematic when the client leaves the shelter and is working
through her legal problem alone.
There was one point of divergence between the focus group and client survey
findings. Of the clients who utilized the Calgary Police Service, the majority (n=7; 70%)
said that CPS was helpful or very helpful and only 30% (n=3) said that CPS was
unhelpful or very unhelpful. Staff reported that the relationship between shelter clients
and police had been strained in the past; further, staff expressed concern with the level
of compassion and appropriate response training police officers had with regard to
domestic violence issues. The divergence in opinion could be due to different
interactions between police and staff members as compared to interactions between
police and clients.
The focus group findings indicate that staff understood that clients come to their
shelters with a complex array of challenges, although some staff appeared to
underestimate the prevalence and the importance that legal challenges pose for their
clients’ futures. The survey findings suggest that clients have multiple legal issues at the
time of intake, particularly because many of the primary issues clients may identify,
such as housing, income support, separation or safety concerns, involve a legal
component. The findings from the survey suggest that staff need to be aware of the
socio-legal challenges clients may encounter and the significant complexity these
challenges may add to the client’s capacity to participate in their case or recovery from
IPV. Staff may also require more extensive legal education in order to efficiently assess
their clients’ needs.
Staff and clients reported that it would be helpful to have onsite legal support.
Jones (2008) suggests that shelter services may not be the only way to reach out to
clients experiencing IPV. Non-traditional intervention strategies may provide clients
with a safe and neutral place to access services, such as an agency that provides legal,
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social welfare, and childcare assistance in one place. Clients said that the shelter
agencies helped them sufficiently and the survey data suggest that, overall, clients were
satisfied with the assistance they received. The data show that clients often left the
shelter with unresolved legal issues, possibly indicating that clients either do not think
that shelter services should include legal assistance, or are not distinguishing their
positive experience with the shelter staff from their legal issue. It is likely that clients do
not stay at shelters long enough to resolve their legal issue. In this instance, it would be
beneficial to conduct a follow-up study to explore how the legal resources provided by
the shelter helped address clients’ legal issues or advance them toward resolution.
IPV survivors may require immediate attention to their legal and social welfare
needs in order to obtain safety and security for themselves and their children; as noted
in the focus groups, clients often need to access court services immediately after
entering the shelter. The judicial response to domestic violence should be informed,
compassionate and safe for both survivors and alleged abusers (Cattaneo et al., 2013;
Clarke & Wydall, 2013; Gill, 2006; Mears et al., 2001). The majority of client respondents
had children with them and the majority of legal issues involved child support and
separation, suggesting that clients involved in the family justice system are likely
presenting with complex issues such as domestic violence and potentially high-conflict
relationships.
The comments of staff suggest that it is the responsibility of shelters to provide or
coordinate access to legal services for their clients. Towards the end of each focus group
session, staff agreed that legal issues were the thread of commonality throughout client
management. Appropriate legal education training and strong relationships with legal
professionals would increase the capacity of staff and management to adequately serve
the complex needs of their clients. In general, staff reported feeling responsible for the
safety and well being of their clients; this behaviour can result in a form of gate-keeping
between clients and resources, especially if a staff member is not confident or
knowledgeable about the resources available (Holly & Horvath, 2012). Referral fatigue
can negatively impact a client’s well being and staff are reticent to repeatedly refer
clients to resources that may or may not prove beneficial. The issue of referral fatigue
for clients and staff in domestic violence shelters deserves more extensive inquiry.
The current study did not include indigenous or First Nations communities or
shelters. However, an indigenous women’s shelter, Awo Taan Healing Lodge, was
utilized by at least two survey respondents. Rural indigenous communities experience
an increased amount of IPV compared to their urban counterparts, due to risk factors
such as rural isolation, substance abuse, historic oppression and cultural silence (Jones,
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2008; Reinikainen, 2012). Jones (2008) points out that there is a significant gap in
research regarding the impact of IPV within indigenous communities. The findings
from the current study support the need to partner with indigenous communities in
order to identify barriers to accessing services and opportunities to address them.
Finally, the survey data show that clients who had legal issues did not access
some of the available resources and services. It is imperative that shelters build
relationships with community partners in areas such as law, housing, income assistance
and childcare. The focus groups indicated that their agencies had difficulty brokering
these relationships; it is apparent that the participating shelters are working at capacity
and may not have the resources to foster or facilitate these partnerships. Some staff said
that they experienced referral fatigue due to perceived roadblocks to accessing external
resources for their clients, which has the potential to prevent agencies from pursuing
future relationships. Social service agencies and the justice system have numerous
points of intersection; it is important that these systems participate in inter-agency
collaboration.
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5.0

OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES

Social science research requires access to unique groups and consideration of any
special ethical concerns that may be applicable to those groups. This study required
significant trust- and relationship-building due to its focus on vulnerable populations,
and it was imperative that the project design address the resulting ethical and
methodological issues prior to commencing the study (Ellsberg, Heise, Pena, Agurto, &
Winkvist, 2001). Despite the preparation and collaboration that was undertaken to
prepare for this study, the researchers experienced a number challenges conducting it.
The primary challenge involved recruiting agencies to participate in the project.
IPV survivors are a group that researchers often want to work with. Unfortunately,
research has become a process that many agencies do not have an interest in,
particularly because of the frequently dehumanizing language used in social science
research. Terms like subject, target demographic and data can cause agency misperceptions
of the intentions of the researchers and consequently breed disinterest among potential
partners. Trust and safety are cornerstones for work with women’s shelters and should
be applied in research practices. The researchers were cognizant of this challenge and
worked closely with potential agency partners to draft the survey tool.
Given the historical challenge of staffing and managing social service agencies, it
is not surprising that management may be sceptical of partnerships they perceive as
potentially requiring time or effort from already limited resources. As well,
partnerships need to be brokered with the right staff in order to achieve the most
positive outcomes. For example, the current study encountered some resistance from
staff members who were assigned as primary agency contacts by senior managers who
agreed to participate in the study; some of these contact staff were resistant to the work
being undertaken and it was necessary to return to their senior managers to resolve the
issue. Researchers have a responsibility to identify the appropriate point people and
maintain communication with senior management when working with women’s
shelters.
Despite building rapport and trust with participating agencies, concerns were
expressed about how the data would be presented. The researchers used this concern to
educate partner agencies on the value and use of data from social research projects.
Data security is a priority for social service agencies working with vulnerable
populations, as client safety is paramount to agency operations and confidentiality.
Ethical research studies do not identify survey respondents or violate a client’s right to
confidentiality. However, some agencies conflate the terms anonymity and confidentiality.
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Anonymity means that a research project either does not collect identifying information
or that any identifying information collected will not be linked to responses.
Confidentiality refers to collecting and retaining identifying information such as name,
birthdates, phone numbers or other contact information in order to link responses to a
specific individual but not divulging their information to third parties (Insitutional
Review Board, 2015). Standard social science practice requires that researchers
collecting identifying information use that information only as indicated on the research
tool and that all such information be stored in encrypted computer files or locked filing
cabinets.
Collaborative research frameworks incorporate the characteristics of the agencies
that participate in the research or project. Researchers working with social service
agencies must establish frameworks that are concise, clear and relationship-based. The
current study suggests that social service organizations would benefit by creating a
partnership strategy that supports social research and community relationship building.
One agency said that while building partnerships with local legal professionals would
be beneficial, there was no strategy in place to undertake the work, nor are there
adequate human resources available to dedicate to the task of legal service
coordination. Collaborative research may support the development of partnership
strategies and fill the current gap between the social service sector and justice system.
The focus group discussions suggested that distrust of the justice system and its
agents fosters an “us versus them” mentality between social service providers and the
justice system. This gap could be mitigated by increased communication and
establishing partnerships between the justice system and social services. Shelter staff are
protective of their clients and resist referring clients to resources that they perceive will
revictimize their client; this gate-keeping behaviour could negatively affect the client’s
ability to access resources or give credence to the perception that the justice system
unnecessarily interferes with the client’s situation.
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6.0

RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings from this study indicate that clients of women’s shelters in the
Calgary area arrive with complex service needs that often intersect with legal issues. It
is apparent from the focus group findings and lack of internal legal supports that
women’s shelters are facing organizational barriers to coordinating sufficient legal
resources to clients. These barriers may include limited funding, lack of staff capacity
and legal training, and limited to non-existent legal resource partnerships. Further
research needs to be conducted to determine if these barriers are present in other
Alberta shelters.
The findings support the importance of incorporating client and staff perceptions
into service delivery models. Objective data collection and analysis may aid senior
management in supporting their staff and clients in a holistic manner. It would be
beneficial to work with regional shelter networks to complete a representative study of
how clients are accessing legal services, what supports clients are seeking, how clients
perceive the legal system, and how clients’ legal challenges intersect with other issues
presented during their stay at the shelter.
In our view, there is significant value in studying the legal access patterns of
women who experience intimate partner violence and the availability of legal assistance
to vulnerable populations presenting with complex socio-legal needs. Further, there is
value in working with social service agencies to identify systemic and organizational
barriers that may contribute to staff referral fatigue, resistance to working with legal
authorities, and reduced efficacy of service delivery to clients. This study found that the
majority of women surveyed had multiple legal issues. Clients expressed difficulty with
the legal system and general dissatisfaction with the legal assistance made available,
evidenced in the additional comments clients provided. Staff also observed client
dissatisfaction with the legal options available to them, possibly indicating that these
are important issues that are not being directly addressed by either the shelters or the
Alberta family justice system. Intimate partner violence is a wide-reaching issue that
intersects socio-economic status across the province. Urban, rural and indigenous
communities have both unique and shared needs that require significant study and
planning to address. This work underpins the evidence-based approach that will inform
collaborative practice between the justice system and women’s shelters to address the
socio-legal issues that arise from IPV crisis.
The current study provides data that support a further, Alberta-wide research
project examining access to legal services among clients of women’s domestic violence
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shelters. There is a significant gap in the current literature about how women’s shelter
clients are accessing legal services, particularly in the Canadian context. Social scientists
and social service agencies have an opportunity to collaborate in the collection of
original data that will support funding applications, improve existing service delivery
models, and supplement staff training. A project of this scale requires the establishment
of partnerships and the encouragement of trust within social service agencies. Although
it is the responsibility of social scientists to foster these relationships, it is the
responsibility of social service agencies to provide a space for conversation with
researchers. It is also important to involve other partner agencies which work with
clients experiencing domestic violence (Jones, 2008).
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Glossary
Anonymity: Any identifying information collected will not be attributed or linked to
individual respondents.
Confidentiality: Collecting and retaining identifying information in order to link
responses to specific individuals without divulging the information to third
parties.
Cultural competency: A set of similar behaviors, attitudes, and policies that come
together in a system, agency or among professionals and enable that system,
agency or those professionals to work effectively in cross-cultural situations.
Fluid Surveys: A Canadian-based online survey system that can be used to input survey
responses and to export survey data into SPSS for analysis.
Focus groups: Controlled group discussions used in social science research to collect
data about participant experiences and perceptions on a specific issue.
Gate keeping: The act of controlling who has access to social service providers’ clients
and what service referrals are made.
Help-seeking behaviour: The pattern or way in which people access social services to
resolve a problem.
High-conflict: Generally used to describe contentious relationship breakdown that has a
negative impact on the family unit, particularly children.
Intimate Partner Violence (IPV): IPV describes physical, sexual, or psychological harm
by a current or former partner or spouse.
Justice system: An umbrella term that includes police services, lawyers, judges and legal
processes that require judicial procedures.
Likert scale: A statistical scale that shows respondents level of agreement or
disagreement with a particular statement.
Mean: The mean is the average response to a question. It is calculated by adding up all
of the responses received and then dividing the resulting sum by the total
number of responses.
Missing cases: The number of responses on individual questions that are not available.
The most common reason for missing cases in survey data is that the respondent
chose not to answer a particular question.
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Mixed-method data: Qualitative and quantitative data collected using traditional
research tools such as surveys and focus groups.
Multiple response data: Multiple response data refers to questions in which
respondents are allowed to choose more than one answer. In tables where
multiple response data are presented, the percentages presented for individual
items may total more than 100.
N and n: N refers to the total number of respondents to a survey or interview or the total
number of files that were available for review while n refers to a subset of the
total responses that may be selected for specific data analyses. For example, if 100
people respond to a survey, N = 100. If 30 of those respondents identify as
female, then n = 30 females and n = 70 males.
Range: The lowest and highest responses from the range of responses received to a
question.
Referral fatigue: The process of providing numerous referrals to external services that
do not result in a positive change or solution for the client.
Representativeness: The extent to which the responses to a survey are likely to reflect
the responses that would be given if every potential respondent could be
surveyed.
Revictimization: Revictimization occurs when a victim of violence is required to relive
or repeat their story at different points in time in order to receive services, police
assistance or during the course of a legal proceeding.
Rural area: A rural area is an area with a low-population density and a reduced number
of services.
SPSS: Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, a widely used software program for
analyzing social science data.
Thematic content analysis: Thematic content analysis is a popular form of qualitative
analysis that identifies themes and recurring patterns in transcribed data or notes
from focus groups, interviews and ethnographic observations.
Urban area: An urban area is an area with a large population with a density of services,
structures and transit schemes.
Women’s shelters: Social service agencies that provide short term and long term
residential housing, services and other supports for female victims of IPV and
their children.
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Appendix A: Agreement for the Disclosure of Certain Information and the
Performance of Certain Research, Education and Publication
Between:
(Agency)
(Address)
(the “Owner”)
And:
Canadian Research Institute for Law and the Family
308-301 14th Street NW
Calgary, Alberta T2N 2A1
(the “Institute”)
About:
Institute Access to Legal Services Among Women’s Domestic Violence Shelter
Clients
(the “Project”)
Background
A.

The Owner is an organization that provides services and shelter supports for
women experiencing domestic violence.

B.

The Institute is a non-profit, independent research organization that undertakes
and promotes interdisciplinary research, education and publication on matters
related to law and the family.

C.

The Owner possesses certain personal and other information about identifiable
persons (the “Clients”) that it has accumulated in the course of its operations (the
“Data”).

D.

The Institute wishes to study the Data for the purposes of the Project as
described in Schedule A to this Agreement, and also for the purposes of research,
education and publication relating to the Project, none of which can be
accomplished without the Data.
Terms
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1.

The Owner agrees to provide the Data to the Institute.

2.

The Institute agrees to:

3.

a)

maintain the confidentiality of the Data and any notes or records made
respecting the Data;

b)

store print copies of the Data, and any notes or records made respecting
the Data, in a secure, locked location and keep electronic copies of the
Data, and any electronic notes or records made respecting the Data, on
computers and storage media that are password-protected;

c)

prevent access to and use of the Data, and any notes or records made
respecting the Data, by persons who are not employees or contractors of
the Institute;

d)

immediately notify the Owner of any unauthorized access to or use of the
Data, and any notes or records made respecting the Data, by persons who
are not employees or contractors of the Institute; and,

e)

take any other steps that are reasonably necessary to ensure the
confidentiality of the Data.

The Institute will limit access to or use of the Data to:
a)

its employees, being Lorne Bertrand, John-Paul Boyd, Joanne Paetsch and
Alysia Wright at the time of the execution of this Agreement; and,

b)

other persons with whom the Institute may contract from time to time as
researchers and investigators,

each of whom will, at the request of the Owner, execute a confidentiality
agreement, in a form similar that set out in to Schedule B to this Agreement,
before beginning work on the Project and accessing or using the Data.
4.

The Institute will not contact a Client unless the Client has previously agreed to
be contacted by the Owner, the Institute or another organization for research or
similar purposes.

5.

The Institute will ensure that no Clients are identified or reasonably identifiable
in any of its research, education and publication relating to the Project.

6.

The Owner is entitled to terminate this Agreement in the event the Institute
breaches the terms of this Agreement.
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7.

8.

The Institute will:
a)

be responsible for all losses, costs and damages incurred by the Owner as
a result its breach of the terms of this Agreement;

b)

maintain liability insurance in an amount not less that $2,000,000 for the
duration of the Project; and,

c)

the Institute’s responsibility for the losses, costs and damages incurred by
the Owner as a result its breach of the terms of this Agreement will
survive the termination of this Agreement.

In the event this Agreement is not terminated prior to the completion of the
Project, the Institute will:
a)

provide a copy of the final report on the Project to the Owner in
consideration for the Institute’s use of the Data;

b)

make the final report available to the general public; and,

c)

retain copyright to and all moral rights in the final report.

9.

The Owner is entitled to reproduce and distribute the final report on the Project,
as well as the findings, conclusions and recommendations set out in the report, at
its discretion, providing always that the Institute remains clearly identified as the
author of the report.

10.

The Institute is entitled to reproduce, distribute, repurpose and reuse the final
report on the Project, findings derived from the Data during the Project and
findings derived from the Data after the termination of the Project at its
discretion, providing always that no Clients are identified or reasonably
identifiable in any such derivative work, and the Institute will retain copyright to
and all moral rights in such derivative work.

11.

The Institute will securely dispose of or erase the Data and any notes or records
made respecting the Data:
a)

in the event this Agreement is terminated prior to the completion of the
Project;

b)

at its discretion after the conclusion of the Project; or,
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c)

at the direction of the Owner, no sooner than one year after the conclusion
of the Project.

The Institute will provide a declaration to the Owner, at the request of the
Owner, as to the disposal and erasure of the Data and any notes or records made
respecting the Data.
12.

This Agreement is governed by the laws of the Province of Alberta.

13.

This Agreement is binding upon the Institute and the Owner, and upon their
successors and agreed assignees.

14.

This Agreement may by modified by a further written agreement executed in a
manner similar to this Agreement.
Acceptance

The terms of this Agreement are accepted and agreed to by the Client and the Institute.
Signed on this ____ day of February, 2015 by ____________________________ on behalf
of the Owner:

___________________________________
(Name)
Executive Director,
(Agency)
Signed on this ____ day of December, 2014 by ____________________________ on behalf
of the Institute:

___________________________________
John-Paul Boyd
Executive Director,
Canadian Research Institute for Law and the Family
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Appendix B: Women’s Shelter Survey
The Canadian Research Institute for Law and the Family is conducting a study of the
legal needs and experiences of women dealing with domestic violence who use support services.
We would like to ask you some questions about your experience. We are hoping to learn more
about the legal issues you had when you came to the shelter, the legal services and referrals you
received, and whether your legal issues were taken care of when you left. Your participation in
this study will help us make recommendations to improve legal services for women using
shelters and similar support services.
Your participation is completely voluntary and will not affect any services you are
accessing. If you decide to participate, you can refuse to answer any question. The answers
you provide will not be traced back to you in any way and you will not be identified. We agree
to maintain confidentiality as to any identifying information.
The Institute will use the information you provide in a final written report that will be
published on the Institute’s website. The Institute does not collect and will not release any
identifying information of participants who complete this survey. By participating in this
research project and you consent to the use of the information you have provided, whether for
further research or publication.

1. In what year were you born?

__________

2. What shelters did you receive services or support from?
r YWCA
r Rowan House
r Discovery House
r Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter
r Other:
_____________________________________________________________________________
3. If you stayed at a shelter, how many days did you stay there?

__________

4. If you stayed at a shelter, did you have any children stay with you?
r Yes
r No
à If yes, how many children stayed with you? __________
5. What is the main language you use?
r English
r An Aboriginal language
r Tagalog
r Spanish
r Other

r French
r Mandarin or Cantonese
r Punjabi
r Arabic
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6. During your stay at the shelter or experience with the support centre, did you need help
with any legal issues?
r No – This ends the survey. Thank you for your participation!
r Yes – please continue
7. What legal issues did you need help with? (Please check all that apply)
r Protection order for myself
r Dividing or protecting property
r Protection order for my children
r Landlord / tenancy problems
r Child support / children’s expenses
r Custody / access / guardianship
r Spousal support
r Child welfare issue
r Separation
r Parenting order
r Divorce
r Immigration problems
r Moving out
r Criminal charges against me
r I am a witness in the case against my abuser
r Other:
_____________________________________________________________________________
8. Did you receive legal help while accessing shelter services?
r Yes
r No – Go to question #10
r I didn’t ask for legal help
9. Did you receive any of these legal services and if so, how helpful were they? (Please check
all that apply)
Very helpful
Somewhat
Not helpful
Did not
helpful
at all
use this
service
r
r
r
r
Legal Aid
r
r
r
r
Pro Bono Law Alberta
r
r
r
r
Victim Services
r
r
r
r
Free consultation with a lawyer
r
r
r
r
Calgary Legal Guidance
r
r
r
r
Services of a lawyer you paid for
r
r
r
r
Calgary Police Service
r
r
r
r
Police Services (rural)
r
r
r
r
Court support by shelter staff
r
r
r
r
Court support by Home Front
Court Case Worker:
r
r
r
r
Court Support by Home Front
Domestic Conflict Response Team
r
r
r
r
Other court support program
r
r
r
r
Other (please specify):
____________________________________________________________________________
10. Since arriving at the shelter, have all of your legal issues been taken care of?
r Yes – Go to question # 14
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r No – please continue
11. If all of your legal issues have not been taken care of, what legal issues do you still need
to deal with? (Please check all that apply)
r Protection order for myself
r Dividing or protecting property
r Protection order for my children
r Landlord / tenancy problems
r Child support / children’s expenses
r Custody / access / guardianship
r Spousal support
r Child welfare issue
r Separation
r Parenting order
r Divorce
r Immigration problems
r Moving out
r Criminal charges against me
r I am a witness in the case against my abuser
r Other:
____________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
12. What problems did you have trying to access legal services at the shelter? (Please check
all that apply)
r The shelter did not have its own legal resources
r The shelter offered a legal clinic but the wait was too long
r The shelter offered a legal clinic but I could not attend because of scheduling problems
r I got help from a legal clinic outside of the shelter
r I couldn’t get help from a legal clinic outside of the shelter
r I didn’t get any information on legal clinics, including those offered by the shelter
r I have a physical disability that limits my ability to access legal services
r I have a mental health issue that limits my ability to access legal services
r The legal services were not offered in my main language
r I couldn’t afford the legal services that were available
r I did not qualify for legal aid
r I was able to access the legal services I needed while at the shelter and didn’t have any
problems
13. How do you think you’ll deal with the legal issues that you still need help with? (Please
check all that apply)
r I will hire a lawyer
r I will go to Calgary Legal Guidance
r I will go to Legal Aid
r I will seek support from a Home Front Court Case Worker
r I will get help from another organization: ____________________________________________
r I will ask an advocate from a community group to help me
r I will ask a friend or family member to help me
r I will not deal with these issues because I can’t afford to
r I will not deal with these issues because I’m afraid to
r I will not deal with these issues because I don’t understand the legal system
r I will not deal with these issues because I don’t want to or they’re not important to me
r I will not deal with these issues because I’ve given up trying to deal with them
r Other: _______________________________________________________________________
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14. Have you had any previous involvement with the legal system?
r Yes – please continue
r No – Go to #16
15: Do you think your previous involvement with the legal system has changed or had an
impact on your current legal situation?
r Yes
r No
à If yes, how has it changed or impacted on your current situation?
____________________________________________________________________________
16. Is your current experience with the legal system harder or easier than you thought it
would be?
r It was much easier than I expected
r It was easier than I expected
r It was just like I thought it would be
r It was more difficult than I expected
r It was much more difficult than I expected
r I had no idea what to expect
17. Overall, the legal services I received while accessing support services were:
r Very helpful
r Helpful
r Neither helpful nor unhelpful
r Little help to me
r Not helpful at all
18. Do you have any other comments about your legal issues and/or the legal services you
received while at the shelter?
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Appendix C: Women’s Shelter Staff Focus Group Protocol
Areas of Focus
• What terminology do shelter staff generally use when reporting on clients?
• What are the coordination protocols for providing holistic services to clients after
accessing the shelter?
• What community resources and/or training are provided to staff to provide
referrals to legal services?
• What relationships do shelters and their staff have to legal resources in their
communities? How are staff engaging with community partners to provide
holistic referral services for clients?
• What does staff need to be more competent and/or confident in referring clients
to legal resources, and is it the responsibility of staff in the shelter to follow-up
on service referrals?
• Are any strategies are in place to follow-up with clients regarding the outcomes
of their legal issues?
Engagement Questions
1. How long have you been working with clients who have accessed women’s
shelter services?
2. What are the most common issues presented when a client accesses your
agency’s services? How often do your clients identify legal issues as a concern?
Exploration Questions
3. What are the community resources you refer clients to in order to address legal
concerns?
4. How do clients access these services and what barriers does staff perceive that
hinder accessing these services?
5. In your opinion, are these resources sufficient to holistically address the legal
challenge your clients face? If not, how could they be improved upon?
6. What training and staff support is in place to engage with clients who have legal
problems?
7. Does the shelter track the progress and outcomes of legal issues experienced by
their clients?
Exit Questions
8. Is there anything else you would like to share about your experience working
with clients with legal issues?
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