
 i 

 

 

 
 

Does culture matter?: The characteristics of adolescent physical abuse cases 

investigated by Montreal‟s English youth protection services 
 

 

 

Leigh Garland 

 
 

Department of Social Work 

 

McGill University 

 

Montreal, Quebec, Canada 

 

February 2009 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies Office in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements of the Degree of Master of Social Work 

 

 

 

 

© Leigh Garland, 2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 ii 

ABSTRACT 

 

Whether or not there is greater normative tolerance for physical discipline within certain 

ethno-cultural groups has been hotly debated both within social research and discourse. 

This descriptive quantitative study examined the characteristics of 72 substantiated 

physical abuse cases reported to Montreal‟s English youth protection over a 2-year 

period. The findings revealed that 49% of the cases involved visible minority youth. 

Cross tabulations of 68 variables were compared between two groups: visible minority 

and Caucasian youth. Factors such as immigration and acculturation stressors and a 

parent having been subject to physical punishment as a child were more prominent in 

cases involving visible minority youth while parental mental health problems occurred 

more frequently in cases involving Caucasian youth. Practice implications regarding the 

potential benefits of using a varied response model, with an emphasis on culturally 

competent services, to address the problem of intra-familial violence is also discussed. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

 

Il y a eut maints débats, tant au sein de discussions sociales qu‟en recherche, visant à 

évaluer une potentielle plus grande tolérance pour la discipline physique parmi certains 

groupe ethnoculturels. Cette étude descriptive a pour but d‟examiner les caractéristiques 

de 72 cas d‟abus rapporté au service de protection jeunesse anglais de Montréal sur une 

période de deux ans.  Les résultats révèlent que 49% de ces dits cas impliquaient des 

enfants provenant de minorités visibles. Deux groupes jeunesses, les minorités visibles et 

les caucasien furent comparés par l‟entremise d‟un tri croisé. Certains facteurs tels 

l‟immigration, le stress de l‟accommodation culturelle ainsi que l‟assujettissement de 

parents à la correction physique lors de leur enfance furent plus proéminents dans des cas 

mettant en cause des jeunes de minorités visibles. En contrepartie les cas de problèmes de 

santé mentale furent plus fréquent dans les cas mettant en cause les jeunes caucasiens. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

For the past four decades policy makers, clinicians and legislators have been 

increasingly focused on the treatment and prevention of child physical abuse (CPA). CPA 

is the third largest category of abuse investigated by child welfare services in Canada 

(Trocmé et al., 2005). The most recent Canadian Incidence Study of child abuse and 

neglect, CIS-2003, revealed that the number of substantiated child physical abuse cases in 

Canada, excluding Quebec, increased by 107% between 1998 and 2003 (Trocmé et. al, 

2005). However, several recent prevalence studies, based on representative samples of 

the general population in both Canada and United States, suggest that there has been a 

slight decrease in the rate of severe violence against children (Clément, Chamberland, 

Coté, Dubeau & Beauvais, 2005; Straus, 2001). Despite the dramatic increase in the 

number of cases investigated by child welfare services, one research study found that the 

rate of serious injury due to child physical abuse has decreased significantly in recent 

years (Leventhal et al, 2007) while the rate of child homicides has remained stable 

(Trocmé, Lajoie, Fallon & Felstiner, 2007).   

One explanation for the proliferation of physical abuse investigations by child 

welfare services is a broader conceptualization of the types of behaviors defined as 

physical abuse as well a heightened awareness of this issue, which has led to increased 

reporting of any form of intra-familial violence. Corporal punishment has historically 

been considered to be an appropriate disciplinary method and employed by both parents 

and educators. As the child welfare legislation and the reach of its services has evolved, 

any form of corporal punishment, beyond that of spanking, has the potential to be labeled 
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as physical abuse. The 1998 Ontario Incidence Study revealed that 72% of substantiated 

physical abuse cases investigated by child welfare services involved inappropriate 

physical punishment (Trocmé et al., 2002).  

In the past two decades, media attention has focused on a handful of the most 

brutal and tragic cases of child abuse. Consequently, there is a public misconception that 

severe injuries are common in cases of child maltreatment (Trocmé, MacMillan, Fallon, 

and De Marco, 2003). Conversely, the CIS-2003 revealed that there was no physical 

harm in 71% of substantiated physical abuse cases. Bruises, cuts and scrapes were 

observed in 27% of the cases while broken bones and head trauma were present in 1% of 

the cases respectively (Trocmé et al., 2005).  

Despite the relatively low rates of serious injury, child welfare investigations have 

been increasingly focused on rapid risk assessments and the collection of forensic 

evidence, which facilitates joint criminal investigations (Trocmé et al., 2003). In both 

Quebec and Canada, legislation and policies have increasingly relied on the police and 

the judiciary to address the problem of intra-familial violence. There remain high levels 

of normative approval for corporal punishment in several societies from which major 

waves of immigration have come to Canada, such as the Philippines, South Asia, the 

Caribbean and parts of Africa (Lansford et al., 2005; Payne, 1989; Segal, 1995). 

Therefore, a central question for both researchers and practitioners is whether or not 

ethnic minority families are more likely to be investigated by child welfare or police 

services due to allegations of child physical abuse. 
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1.1 The Problem 

 

The Quebec child welfare system has shifted towards an increasingly 

authoritarian approach to physical abuse investigations following a series of highly 

publicized child fatalities in the late 90‟s and subsequent government inquests (Trocmé, 

Fallon, McLaurin & Neves, 2005). In 2001, the Quebec government implemented a 

policy, referred to as the Multi-Sectoral Agreement, which facilitates the collaboration 

and information sharing between the Department of Youth Protection (DYP) and the 

police in child physical and sexual abuse investigations (Gouvernement du Québec, 

2001). This policy was based on the recommendations made during inquiry, commonly 

known as the „Beaumont affair‟, into the Quebec Youth Protection system following a 

severe case of child physical abuse that occurred during the late eighties and early 

nineties.  

 The case involved a man who horrifically abused his seven children and two 

partners between 1981-1994 (Provèsau,1998). The eldest child was singled out and 

sustained the worst abuse. He was taken to hospital on six different occasions yet left in 

the care of his abuser. The government inquiry highlighted the systemic failures that 

allowed for this abuse to continue unabated. The Multi-Sectoral Agreement was therefore 

devised to streamline the investigative process, to prevent children from being subject to 

multiple interviews and to enhance information sharing between the criminal and youth 

protection systems.  

 The Multi-Sectoral Agreement stipulates that all cases of child sexual abuse 

should be divulged to the police in addition to cases of severe physical abuse. The policy 

stipulates that Youth Protection workers must consider the frequency, severity and 
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chronicity of the maltreatment prior to involving the police in child physical abuse 

investigations (Gouvernement du Québec, 2001). In a recent conference involving the 

institutional partners, representatives of the Montreal Police Department noted that there 

is some variance as to how the different Youth Protection Centers apply this policy. On 

the island of Montreal, Youth Protection Services are divided between two agencies: 

Batshaw Youth and Family Centres, which serves Anglophone and Jewish clients and 

Centre Jeunesse de Montreal which serves Francophone and allophone clients. The 

statistics produced by the respective agencies indicated that Batshaw Youth and Family 

Centres involved the police in 80% of the physical abuse cases reported to their agency 

while Centre Jeunesse de Montreal did so in 40% of their cases (Multi-Sectoral 

Reflection, 2006). Ultimately, the representatives of the institutional bodies noted that 

upon reflecting on the 5 years that this policy has been in place, there is no research to 

indicate whether or not the policy contributes to the better protection of children. 

The increased involvement of the police in physical abuse investigations has 

occurred in context where the definition of potential physical abuse has been expanded to 

include many forms of corporal punishment. A recent research study by Larrivée, 

Bouchard & Tourigny (2007) examined 30 variables pertaining to the child and parents‟ 

functioning in the 514 physical abuse cases reported to child protective services in the 

1998 Quebec Incidence Study (QIS). Based on their logistical regression analysis of the 

variables, the authors found qualitative differences in the etiology of physical abuse. 

They distinguished between two typologies of physical abuse: „dysnormality‟ and 

„dysfunctionality‟. The term „dysfunctionality‟ was used to define physical abuse that co-

occurred with other forms of maltreatment or occurred within a context of impaired 
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family or caregiver functioning (such as parent substance abuse, mental health problems, 

conjugal violence).  „Dysnormality‟ was used to refer to incidents where episodic 

physical abuse was the sole form of maltreatment. Notably, the authors found that 80% of 

the parents in the „dysnormality‟ category were born outside of Canada whereas 52% the 

parents in the cases involving multiple forms of maltreatment, characterized as 

„dysfunctionality‟ had immigrated.  

Several researchers have argued that the cultural normativeness of corporal 

punishment must be considered when assessing child physical maltreatment and the 

nature of services to recommend to a family. Tourigny and Bouchard (1994) found in 

their study of 953 cases reported to Montreal Youth Protection services that ethnic 

minorities, and Haitian adolescents in particular, are overrepresented in child physical 

abuse cases. The authors hypothesized that in addition to factors such as economic 

marginalization, parenting values that differ from the norm, and potentially increased 

surveillance and reporting by professionals, recent immigrants are often experiencing a 

great period of instability, including periods of separation between the family members, 

which may exacerbate any existing risk factors and increase the potential for physical 

maltreatment (Tourigny & Bouchard, 1994). Larrivée, Bouchard and Tourigny (2007) 

have subsequently argued that “for physically abusive families [„dysnormality‟], support 

and educational information, respectfully stated in terms of their own cultural standards, 

would seem preferable, particularly for immigrant parents (p. 312). Terao, Borrego and 

Urquiza (2001) have also argued for a varied response model that takes into consideration 

a family‟s level of acculturation.  
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The goal of this study is therefore to examine whether cultural factors such as a 

parents‟ reported belief in corporal punishment or situational stressors related to the 

immigration process are prominent in adolescent physical abuse cases investigated by 

English Youth Protection services in Montreal. The study will focus on adolescents 

because two research studies have indicated that ethnic minority youth in this age cohort 

are overrepresented on child welfare caseloads (Tourigny & Bouchard, 1994; Powers & 

Eckenrode, 1988). It was hypothesized that the family conflicts that arise when raising an 

adolescent, which is often a tumultuous time for any family, may be exacerbated if the 

youth‟s level of acculturation and associated behaviors and values clash with their 

parents‟ religious or cultural values. Furthermore, families may have increased 

difficulties managing defiant teenage behaviors when they are experiencing high levels of 

stress related to the immigration process (difficulties integrating into the labor market, 

economic marginalization, inadequate housing, recent parent/child reunification, loss of 

social supports etc). This study will therefore examine whether a parent having 

immigrated is a prominent feature in the adolescent physical abuse cases reported to 

English social services and if so, if factors related the immigration process, such as 

family conflict related to the acculturation process, separation of parent and child during 

the emigration process and immigration stressors (a term used to refer to any stressful 

experiences linked to the family‟s recent upheaval such under or unemployment, refugee 

claims in limbo or that have been refused, unresolved trauma due to violence or 

persecution that prompted the family‟s to emigrated, etc.). 
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1.2 Defining Child Physical Abuse CPA 

 

The types of behaviors that are labeled as physical abuse have shifted 

significantly in recent years as social norms have become increasingly intolerant of any 

form of physical violence towards children. Historically, child rearing was largely 

considered to be a private matter, free from the intrusion of the state or professional 

interference, therefore CPA largely went undetected. CPA was first „discovered‟ when 

physician James Caffey (1946) publicized the problem within the medical community by 

publishing an article that examined six medical case files of infants who had sustained 

suspicious injuries. It was not until Dr. Henry Kempe and his colleagues published their 

seminal work on the „Battered Child Syndrome‟ in 1962 that the problem received broad 

public and professional recognition (Kempe, Silverman, Steele, Droegemueller & Silver, 

1962).  

Knoke (2007) has observed that while the label of CPA was previously based on 

demonstrable harm, the concept of endangerment has became the benchmark; the 

likelihood of harm given the act rather than focusing on the consequences. The 

endangerment criteria is clearly used by child welfare professionals to identify physical 

abuse cases given that there was no physical harm was noted in 71% of the substantiated 

physical abuse cases included in the CIS-2003 (Trocmé et al., 2005). In the past two 

decades, the rights and protection of children from any form of physical maltreatment, 

including that committed within a disciplinary context, has been legislated both within 

Canada and internationally (Durrant, 1999, Komen, 2003, Bernstein, 2006). 

Consequently, the label of physical abuse has been is now applied to a broader spectrum 

of behaviours ranging from physical discipline to more extreme forms of violence.  
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The profile of the physically maltreated child has changed considerably compared 

to the „Battered Child Syndrome‟, a clinical term predominantly attributed to the severe 

physical abuse of young children (often identified in medical settings) wherein the 

caregiver perpetrators were frequently found to have been suffering from a psychiatric 

disorder (Caffey, 1946; Kempe et al. 1962). The CIS-2003 revealed that the greatest 

number of physical abuse cases substantiated by child welfare authorities were in the 12-

15 age cohort (Trocmé et al., 2005). Furthermore, in contrast to the image of a sadistic 

„child abuser‟, recent research has highlighted how multidimensional factors such as: 

depression, addictions, a parents‟ own history of abuse, poverty and social isolation, 

interact to create the stressful contexts in which physical abuse occurs (Milner & 

Chilamkurti, 1991; Ethier, Couture, Lacharité, 2004; Fraser, 2004). 

In Quebec, legislation has been developed (Youth Protection Act (YPA), 1979, 

2007) which gives the Department of Youth Protection (DYP) the legal mandate to 

investigate cases of suspected abuse and intervene in the interest of the child. Article E of 

the Youth Protection Act (2007) defines physical abuse as a situation in which “the child 

is the victim, or at risk of being the victim, of bodily injury or is subjected to 

unreasonable methods of upbringing”. The inclusion of “unreasonable methods of 

upbringing”, such as corporal punishment, in definitions of physical abuse is a relatively 

recent legislative development. Prior to 2004, Section 43 of the Criminal Code of Canada 

implicitly allowed for the use of corporal punishment as it protected caregivers who used 

such methods from criminal prosecution for assault: 

Every school teacher, parent or person standing in the place of a parent is 

justified in using force by way of correction toward a pupil or child, as the case may 
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be, who is under his care, if the force does not exceed what is reasonable under the 

circumstances. (R.S., c.C-46, s. 43, 1989) 

This legislation left child welfare workers to navigate in their work with families 

what constituted “reasonable force”. Some educators and parents have interpreted 

“reasonable force” in the past to include behaviours such as hitting child with a ruler, 

brush, slipper or a belt. In 2004, the Supreme Court of Canada upheld the 

constitutionality of the Section 43 of the Criminal Code but clarified the parameters of 

what constitutes acceptable physical punishment.  The judgement stipulates that corporal 

punishment is not to be used with children under the age of two or teenagers and it 

prohibits “the use of objects or blows or slaps to the head” (SCC 4, CanLII, 2004).    

Given the disparities in legislation regarding what constitutes “reasonable force”, 

the operational definition of physical abuse often varies both in how it is defined within 

different research studies and within specific jurisdictions. For example, legislation in 

many states in the U.S. permits the use of “reasonable force” to punish a minor, while the 

Texas Penal Code merely specifies that “the use of force, but not deadly force, against a 

child younger than 18 is justified” (Straus, 2001). The 2004 Canadian Superior Court 

decision does little to clarify this matter as it legitimizes the use of physical punishment 

provided that such punishments are “corrective, which rules out conduct stemming from 

the caregiver‟s frustration, loss of temper or abusive personality.” (SCC 4, CanLII, 2004). 

Bernstein (2006) has critiqued this definition because it seems to erroneously imply that 

most incidents of corporal punishment occur in an entirely rational and thoughtful context 

(112). 
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Durrant (2004) has noted that the distinction between physical punishment and 

physical abuse is largely arbitrary given that the term „abuse‟ is often attributed to the 

behaviour when physical injury has occurred or has a high potential to occur yet the 

actions are generally qualitatively indistinguishable; whether or not injury occurs is a 

more a matter of chance. Straus (2001) defines corporal punishment to be: “the use of 

force with the intention of causing a child to experience pain, but not injury, for the 

purpose of correction or control of the child‟s behaviour”(4). Given that the majority of 

physical abuse cases investigated by child welfare services entail inappropriate physical 

discipline, most of which did not result in physical injury, many parents reported to child 

welfare services for physical abuse would characterize their behavior using Straus‟ 

definition of corporal punishment. According to the 2001 Quebec Incidence Study of 

reported child abuse and neglect, 2001-QIS, 63% percent of cases substantiated for 

physical abuse involved inappropriate physical punishment (Tourigny et al, 2002). 

Given the operational ambiguities in much of the research, and how a parent may 

differentiate their use of corporal punishment from physical abuse, the following paper 

will use the terms physical discipline and corporal punishment interchangeably to refer to 

any use for physical force beyond that of spanking (as defined by the 2004 Canadian 

Superior Court decision). The term physical abuse will be limited to any situations 

identified as such in child welfare, medical or judicial contexts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 11 

1.3  Incidence and Prevalence 

 

In Canada, national statistics on the incidence of CPA cases investigated by child 

welfare services have been compiled since 1998. Two phases of the Canadian Incidence 

Study (CIS) on child abuse and neglect have been completed: CIS-1998 and CIS-

2003.The CIS-2003 revealed the incidence of substantiated physical abuse cases 

investigated by child welfare services, excluding Quebec, to be 5.31 per 1, 000 children. 

This number represents a 107% increase in substantiated physical abuse cases between 

1998 and 2003 of (Trocmé et al., 2003).  In the province of Quebec, the first incidence 

study of child abuse and neglect was conducted in 1998, which established an incidence 

rate of 2.3 per 1, 000 children for substantiated physical abuse cases (Tourigny et al. 

2002).  

Prevalence studies, which are derived from a representative sample of the general 

population, are another important source of epidemiological information as incidence 

rates based on cases reported to child welfare services are generally believed to under-

represent the actual scope of the problem considering the secrecy and coercion associated 

with child maltreatment (Trocmé, 2003). Clement et al. (2005) have conducted two 

Quebec prevalence studies: 1999 and 2004. The 2004 study was a representative sample 

of the Quebec population comprised of 3, 148 mothers and 953 fathers. The study defined 

severe physical violence as: slapping a child in the face or hitting the child on the head, 

hitting the buttocks with a hard object such as a belt or a stick or grabbing a child by the 

neck. Minor physical violence was defined by behaviors generally characterized as 

corporal punishment such as: slapping child‟s buttocks with a bare hand, slapping a 

child‟s arm, hand or leg, or grabbing the child to punish him (Clement et al, 2005). A 
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comparison of the two prevalence studies revealed that although self-reported 

psychological violence towards children has increased, the rate of minor physical 

violence decreased from 48% of respondents in 1999 to 43 % in 2004 while the rate of 

severe physical violence decreased from 7% to 6%. 

In the United States two nationally representative studies, the National Family 

Violence survey, were conducted in 1975 and in 1985 (Straus, 2001). These studies 

revealed higher rates of both minor and severe physical violence than the aforementioned 

Quebec prevalence study. The 1985 National Violence survey, conducted through 

telephone interviews with 4, 032 households, revealed that 10% of parents in the sample 

had hit their child with a hard object, while 3% had thrown something at their child 

(Straus, 2001). Comparable to the Quebec studies, the rate of severe violence decreased 

between 1975 and 1985, as did the frequency of both minor and severely violent 

incidents (Straus, 2001). This decrease in the rates of severe violence has also been noted 

in several European countries (Komen, 2003; Durrant, 1999). The effectiveness of 

initiatives by educators and health and social service professionals to promote alternate 

disciplinary strategies, in addition to legislation and services aimed to protect children 

from intra-familial violence, have likely contributed to the decrease in self-reported 

severe and minor physical violence. Additionally, parents may be less likely to disclose 

incidents of severe violence given the changes in social norms. 
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1.4  The Etiology of Child Maltreatment 

 

Fraser (2003) draws upon Bronfenbrenner‟s (1979) ecological systems theory to 

conceptualize child maltreatment as an imbalance of risk over protective factors at the 

various systemic levels (individual, family, community and social), which may become 

overwhelming for a caregiver and increase the potential for child maltreatment. 

Protective factors include a history of good parenting, marital support, humor, high 

intelligence and employment while transient risk factors include illness, injury, marital 

discord, unemployment, depression, substance abuse and other life stressors (such as 

rapid and stressful life changes). In his study of the characteristics of physically abusive 

parents, Wolfe (1999) concluded that the vast majority of the parents were raised in 

multi-problem families and exposed to traumatic or negative childhood experiences such 

as family violence and instability.  

Recent research has highlighted that child physical maltreatment can be broken 

down into several subtypes such as corporal punishment, transitory maltreatment and 

severe or pervasive family dysfunction (Knoke, 2007; Larrivée, Bouchard & Tourigny, 

2007; Ethier, Couture & Lacharité; 2004). Several researchers have consequently 

proposed that families should be offered varied treatment services based on these 

differing typologies (Larrivée, Bouchard & Tourigny, 2007; Ethier, Couture & Lacharité; 

2004; Terao, Borrego & Urquiza, 2001). They have speculated that physically 

maltreating parents who resorted to excessive corporal punishment may be more 

amenable to psycho-educational or support services whereas families that are 

experiencing heavy dysfunction (including mental illness, parental history of trauma or 

abuse, substance abuse or distorted family dynamics) likely require more intensive and 
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complex therapeutic services. There has been no research to date evaluating the 

effectiveness of a varied response model. 

Parents who have emigrated from countries where there is a higher tolerance for 

corporal punishment may be more inclined to employ physical discipline in an effort to 

regulate their child‟s behavior or may resort to this form of punishment when the family 

system is overloaded with stressors. In their Quebec study of families reported to the 

Department of Youth Protection, Tourigny and Bouchard (1994), found substantially 

higher rates of physical abuse for youth of Haitian origin and ethnic minority clients, 

44% and 33% respectively, compared to French Canadian clients (14%). The authors 

cited numerous factors that may account for these higher rates of physical abuse with n 

the Haitian population such as: inadequate economic and housing conditions, the loss of 

extended family and community support networks and family difficulties related to the 

immigration process such as separation and reunification. Structural factors such as 

poverty and social disenfranishment, which are often experienced by recent immigrants, 

may also contribute to the stressors on the family unit and exacerbate existing risk factors 

such as rigid parenting style, heightened emotional arousal and reliance on coercive 

parenting practices (Fraser, 2003). 

From an ecological perspective, depending on the living conditions in the country 

from which a family emigrated, the immigration process may erode many of the 

protective factors that families rely on to cope with adversity while creating an onslaught 

of situational stressors, thereby elevating the potential for family crises and possibly 

physical maltreatment. Maiter (2003) notes that the migration experience can be highly 

stressful as families are “uprooted from meaning systems [which] can result in 
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psychological distress, including culture shock, a sense of marginalization, isolation and 

alienation; psychosomatic symptoms such as palpitations, dizziness and insomnia; 

anxiety and depression; and post-traumatic stress”(369). Furthermore, Fong (2004) has 

noted that recent immigrants may also struggle with disruptions to the family unit such as 

role reversal between the parent and adolescent, increased marital conflict and questions 

of abandonment and loyalty when a child was left behind in their country of origin to be 

cared for by a grandparent during the migration process.  Additionally, families may 

struggle with structural barriers as they encounter racism in Canadian society and 

discrimination in employment (Razak, 2003).  

 

1.5  Cultural Values and Physical Discipline 

 

A major challenge in both social work practice and research is to recognize the 

plurality of cultural and ethnic identities, and to provide culturally competent services 

that are respectful of an individuals‟ values and traditions, without resorting to simplistic 

categorizations or stereotypes. Guadalupe & Lum (2005) define ethnicity as “a 

constructed social identity based on an individual and collective sense of connectedness 

that…[includes] common customs, values, traditions, belief systems, and norms 

transcending physical appearance.” Although the category „ethnicity‟ is distinct from the 

concept of „race‟, which is also a socially constructed concept, the boundaries between 

the two terms are often blurred in both research and practice when individuals are asked 

to define themselves or are classified by the observer based on their „ethno-racial‟ 

identity. Specific „ethnic‟ labels are often used to refer to a heterogeneous group of 

individuals that may or may not share a common identity. Reducing an individual to an 
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ascribed ethnic category is likely to obscure other parts of their complex identity that may 

be shaped by, among other factors, their class, nationality and social status. A major 

challenge in quantitative research is to capture the diverse cultural identities of the 

individuals being studied  

Similarly, the concept of „culture‟, which is characterized by behavioral norms, 

symbols, customs and belief systems, must also be recognized as a fluid construct as the 

experience of culture is “subjective, contextual, transactional and non-static by nature 

(p.8; Guadalupe & Lum, 2005). Despite the inherent difficulties in categorizing 

individuals based on their „ethnic‟ or „cultural‟ heritage, ethnic and cultural identities 

influence both the experience of life‟s problems and the potential pathways to the 

resolution of such problems (Lu, Lum & Chen, 2001) and are thus central to 

understanding human experience. Caution must be used when interpreting both the 

research literature and the present study as the terms „ethnicity‟ and „culture‟ are not 

monolithic concepts but are often crude labels used to describe a heterogeneous group of 

individuals. 

Research on cultural values and the use of physical discipline is rife with debate. 

Numerous researchers have critiqued the ethnocentric approach that has been used to 

evaluate families both in research and in social work practice by using dominant white-

middle class standards to assess appropriate child rearing practices.  Ogbu (1981) has 

argued for a relativist and cultural-ecological approach to understanding parenting 

practices. He describes the importance of certain values (such as obedience, collective 

responsibility vs. individualism) and the means used to instill these values differ among 

ethnic-cultural groups as parents strive to inculcate in their children the instrumental 
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competencies that will be required for him or her to prosper in their future economic, 

political and social roles. Brody and Flor (1998) have argued that the concept of no 

nonsense parenting, which is often used within Black communities in the United States 

and includes high levels of firm control (including physical discipline) combined with 

high levels of warmth and affection, is an adaptive parenting strategy that aims to 

promote self-regulation and protect children from dangerous environments and potential 

involvement in delinquent or antisocial behavior. These authors highlight the importance 

of context when assessing parenting practices; specifically that parenting techniques 

which are effective or culturally adaptive for one group may differ from others. 

In contrast, Maiter, Alaggia and Trocmé (2004) note that there is an 

unsubstantiated perception within child welfare settings that certain ethnic minority 

groups are more disposed to using harsh physical punishment. Conversely, the authors 

found that the respondents in their qualitative study of 29 South Asian parents, derived 

from a community sample, almost unanimously disapproved of the use of severe physical 

discipline. These findings support a previous American study by Ferrari (2002) that 

examined potential differences in cultural definitions of child maltreatment. Ferrari‟s 

study, based on a sample of 150 parents of Hispanic, African American and European 

American descent, measured individual‟s attitudes towards child maltreatment using case 

vignettes. The findings did not reveal group differences in how child abuse and neglect 

are defined.  

The main limitation of these studies is that they are based on community samples, 

which may be biased by selection (individuals motivated to participate in a research 

project) and may not be indicative of most vulnerable families who are more likely to be 



 18 

investigated by child welfare services. Furthermore, although respondents may not hold 

cultural values that condone physical discipline, stressors that may be experienced by 

some families due to their unique immigration experience (potential for poverty when re-

establishing themselves, inadequate or overcrowded housing, loss of social support 

networks, disrupted family relations) may increase the potential for a parent to resort to 

physical discipline in a period of heavy situational distress. 

There are several studies that indicate that the approval of corporal punishment 

does differ in certain cultures. In her study of 499 Barbadian adults, Payne (1987) found 

strong approval of physical discipline as an appropriate parenting practice. Although the 

sanctioning of such values was less prevalent in the younger respondents, 70% of the 

respondents approved of physical discipline. Of those who approved, 76% endorsed 

flogging or lashing with a belt on the buttocks. Lansford et al. (2005) found in their 

multi-country, cross-cultural, study that there was a high normative approval of physical 

discipline (often including the use of an object) in Kenya, India and the Philippines. The 

study revealed that in the Filipino sample, 51% of the mothers had spanked their child 

with an object.  

Segal (1992) also found high normative approval of corporal punishment in her 

study based on a random sample of 319 middle class professionals living in three Indian 

cities. Despite the use of face-to-face interviews, 41.9% of the respondents admitted that 

they had used abusive violence with their child (e.g. having kicked, beaten or hit their 

child with a fist, beat up the child or hit or tried to hit the child with an object). Segal 

concludes that the use of corporal punishment, including the use of certain objects such 

as a stick, ruler or hairbrush to discipline a child is viewed as an intrinsic part of child 
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rearing for the socialization of the child and is widely used on the subcontinent. It is 

pertinent for the present research study that the countries in which the aforementioned 

studies found higher normative approval of physical discipline are countries where there 

have been major waves of immigration to metropolitan cities in Canada, specifically 

Montreal. 

 

1.6  The Impact of Child Physical Abuse 

 

In addition to the immediate trauma of physical injury, CPA has been empirically 

linked to various negative outcomes along a child‟s developmental pathway, such as 

increased aggression (Herrenkohl & Russo, 2001, Gersoff, 2002) and delinquency and 

antisocial behavior (Maas, Herrenkohl, Sousa, 2008). A study by Marcotte (2003), based 

on cases of adolescents reported to Quebec Youth Protection services for behavioural 

problems, found that in twenty five percent of the cases, the adolescent had previously 

received Youth Protection services as a child due to maltreatment. Furthermore, studies 

have found that children who are raised in families with excessively severe or 

inconsistent disciplinary practices are at increased risk for drug abuse as teens and adults 

(Ammerman & Hersen, 1992; Howe 2005) and more likely to commit violent offences as 

adults (Dutton & Hart, 1992; Widom, 1989, Howe 2005).  

Several researchers have drawn attention to the methodological problems within 

the existing body of research on CPA such as a lack of clarity in the operational 

definition of physical abuse and the use of mixed samples which include CPA with other 

forms of maltreatment such as sexual abuse or neglect, and thereby fail to distinguish 

between the severity of abuse experienced and subsequent behavioural outcomes or 
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confound the effects of physical abuse with the effects of other forms maltreatment 

(Miller, Fox and Garcia-Beckwith, 1999, Larivée et al., 2007).   

Many studies rely on the Parent-Child Conflict Tactic Scales (CTS-PC) (Straus et 

al., 1998) to distinguish between corporal punishment and physical abuse yet behaviours 

included in this measure provide a somewhat arbitrary distinction between the two 

aforementioned categories. For example, the CTS-PC scale classifies actions such as 

hitting a child on the buttocks with a hard object such as a belt, hairbrush or stick as 

minor physical assault and indicative of corporal punishment while hitting a child 

elsewhere on the body with an object is characterized as severe violence (Straus et al, 

1998). Such distinctions between the nature of physical discipline and the potentially 

adverse consequences for the child are clearly open to debate: is hitting a child on the 

buttocks with a belt less detrimental or abusive that swatting him or her on the arm with a 

slipper? Presumably spanking a child on the buttocks is considered to be less likely to 

cause injury given that there is generally more fat on that area of the body yet such 

distinctions do no take into account the severity of force used or the parent‟s emotional 

reaction which may affect any subsequent negative outcomes experienced by the child.  

Furthermore, recent research has challenged that contextual factors, such as 

culture, attachment and parental warmth, may moderate the often cited correlation 

between corporal punishment and later child externalizing behaviours. Deater-Deckard et 

al. 1996) have criticized that the bulk of studies that linked physical discipline with later 

child externalizing behaviours were based primarily on samples of white middle class 

American children and did not account for the cultural differences in the normativeness 

of physical discipline as a parenting practice. Three research studies have demonstrated 
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that while the use of physical discipline is correlated with more child externalizing 

problems for European American children, this correlation did not hold for African 

American children (Gunroe & Mariner, 1997; Deater-Deckard et. al, 1996, Polahah, 

Larzelere, Shapiro, & Petit, 2004).  

In their longitudinal study of 585 American families with children aged 5-8, 

Deater-Deckard et al. (1996) found that while European American children subjected to 

physical discipline exhibited more aggressive behaviours, there was no correlation 

between the harshness of discipline and externalizing behaviour problems for the African 

American children. Deater-Deckard et al., (1996) therefore proposed the group 

differences hypothesis that patterns of correlations among variables depend on the 

cultural context; essentially that some behaviors may be adaptive for one ethnic group but 

not another. The authors challenged the assumption that authoritarian parenting styles 

necessarily lead to negative child outcomes but have rather argued that “ethnic and 

cultural groups vary in the ways children view the meaning of their parents 

behaviour”(1070). Other factors in the family dynamic, which may be influenced by 

culture, such as the expression of affection and warmth, may mitigate the potentially 

negative effects of physical discipline as a child may perceive corporal punishment as an 

expression of their parents‟ involvement and commitment to the child rather than as an 

aggressive or emotionally rejecting act. A subsequent study by Polahah, Larzelere, 

Shapiro and Petit (2004) supported these findings as they found, based on their sample of 

112 American families, a negative correlation between maternal reports of physical 

discipline for African American boys and teacher ratings of childhood externalizing 

problems.  
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Recent research has explored how other contextual factors such as attachment and 

the quality of the parent-child relationship may serve as a moderating factor for negative 

outcomes related to corporal punishment. Salzinger, Rosario and Feldman (2007) found 

in their prospective study, that included a matched control group of 100 physically 

abused preadolescents and 100 of their non-abused classmates, that the quality of the 

youth‟s attachment to their parents mediated the relationship between physical abuse and 

later violent delinquency. Simons, Johnson and Conger (1994) also found in their 

prospective study of 332 American families that harsh corporal punishment was not 

associated with worse adolescent outcomes after controlling for the quality of parental 

involvement. The study defined harsh corporal punishment as “individuals who had been 

hit with an object, pushed or shoved with some regularity over a 3-year period” (596). 

The authors argue that the association between harsh corporal punishment and child 

maladjustment have been overstated and posit that it is not physical discipline specifically 

which leads to negative outcomes but rather the inconsistency, disregard and un-

involvement of parents that often accompanies harsh corporal punishment that increases a 

child‟s risk for problematic behavior. 

In contrast to the aforementioned studies, which suggest that cultural 

normativeness moderates the link between a parent‟s use of physical discipline and 

children‟s adjustment, a recent and seminal longitudinal cross-cultural multi-country 

study by Lansford et al. (2005) challenged the previous findings. The study examined 

336 mother-child dyads, in which the children‟s ages ranged from 6-17, from six 

countries: China, India, Philippines, Italy, Kenya, Thailand. The authors used the Child 

Behavior Checklist (CBC) and Youth Self-Report (YSR) to measure the child‟s 
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aggression and anxiety. The researchers defined physical discipline to include behaviours 

such as spanking and slapping, grabbing, shaking or beating up a child. The study found 

that physical discipline was less strongly associated with adverse child outcomes in 

countries where there was greater perceived normativeness of physical discipline yet in 

all countries the use of physical discipline was associated with children exhibiting and 

experiencing higher levels of aggression and anxiety.  

Caution must be used when interpreting these findings and making comparisons 

between the respective studies given that the differences in the operationalization of 

physical discipline may skew the findings. For example, Deater and Deckard (1996) 

included spanking with an object in their definition of physical punishment while the 

study by Lansford et al. (2005) included actions such as “beating up a child” in their 

definition of physical discipline.   

This literature review indicates that while there is significant empirical evidence 

that links physical maltreatment to negative outcomes such as the potential for injury, 

emotional disturbances, distorted parent-child relations and later externalizing behaviors, 

contextual factors such as the cultural normativeness of physical discipline, attachment 

and parental warmth may impact upon how these behaviors are interpreted by the child 

and may mitigate the negative effects of moderate forms of physical discipline. Parental 

beliefs in the effectiveness or necessity of using corporal punishment, including the use 

of objects, which would constitute physical abuse as defined by the guidelines outlined 

by the Canadian Supreme Court, may differ both between and within societies. In 

contrast to the stigmatizing image of the „child abuser‟, physical maltreatment often 
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occurs within a context of heavy situational distress and potentially when parenting 

values differ from the norm.  

The following research study seeks to obtain descriptive data on the families 

reported to English Youth Protection services in Montreal due to physical abuse 

allegations. Interest in this study stemmed from the researchers professional work as a 

youth protection delegate in the Evaluation / Orientation department at Batshaw Youth 

and Family Centres (English youth protection centre). The researcher observed from her 

own experience in applying the Multi-Sectoral Agreement physical abuse evaluations 

with multicultural clientele that such investigations were often a source of great anxiety 

and at times perceived as institutional racism. Additionally, from the observations made 

during the conference on the Multi-Sectoral Agreement (2006), it was revealed that 

Batshaw Youth and Family Centres and Centre Jeunesse Montreal (French services) 

differed in their approach to applying the Multi-Sectoral Agreement when evaluating 

allegations of physical abuse. This study was therefore designed to obtain baseline 

information on the characteristics of families evaluated due to physical abuse allegations 

and the short-term outcomes experienced by adolescents subject to youth protection 

services. 
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1.7  Research Questions 

 

This study sought to examine the extent to which factors linked to immigration 

and culture are prominent in adolescent physical abuse cases reported to Montreal‟s 

English youth protection services. 

 

Four research questions were addressed in this study: 

 

1. What are the characteristics of families evaluated for adolescent physical abuse? 

 

2. What was the nature of the interventions and services that these families received? 

 

3. What were the short-term outcomes for these adolescents (any physical or emotional 

traumas, placement, any recidivism of maltreatment)? 

 

4. Were there any differences in the nature of maltreatment and the outcomes based on 

ethnicity? 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

 

2.1 Research Design 

 

The method used for this research study was a retrospective, cross-sectional file 

review within a Montreal youth protection agency. The research project was designed to 

obtain baseline descriptive data on the nature of adolescent physical abuse cases 

evaluated by the Department of Youth Protection, the services provided to these families 

and the short-term outcomes experienced by these adolescents. 

 

2.2 Setting 

 

The setting for this study was Batshaw Youth and Family Centres (BYFC), which 

is one of two youth protection agencies on the island of Montreal. The mandate of BYFC 

is to provide services to English speaking and Jewish families. Youth protection services 

are mandated to evaluate situations of suspected child maltreatment, upon receipt of a 

signalement report, as defined by the Quebec Youth Protection Act (2007). If upon 

evaluation the Youth Protection delegate determines that a child‟s “security and 

development has been compromised” by a form of maltreatment, on-going services are 

provided by the agency either through a voluntary agreement or in accordance with 

Youth Court ordered 
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2.3 Ethics and Confidentiality 

 

Initial ethics approval for this research study was granted from McGill 

University (see Appendix I). Subsequently, permission to review the case files was 

obtained directly from the internal research advisory committee at Batshaw Youth and 

Family Centres (see Appendix II). Each client file was attributed a research code for 

data collection. A master copy that matched the client file number and the research 

code was kept on Batshaw premises, on a secure computer, during the data collection 

phase in order to verify and cross check the data. The master list was destroyed 

following the completion of the research project. Only numerically coded, non-

identifying, information was removed from the premises of Batshaw Youth and Family 

Centres and stored in an SPSS spreadsheet on a laptop computer. 

2.4 Sample  

 

This study was based on a systematic sample which captured all of the 

signalement reports pertaining physical abuse allegations for adolescent clients (13-17) 

over a 2 year period: January 1, 2006-December 31, 2007. The initial sample procedure 

revealed that 151 physical abuse signalement reports were received by BYFC during 

this period. All reports received under Article E.1 (formerly Article 38 G(P) of the 

1979 version of the law), which refers to any situation when a child‟s security and 

development is endangered because he or she is “subject physical ill-treatment”, were 

included in the initial sample. 

Despite the large sample size at the outset of the study, 43 cases were excluded 

either because the client had turned 18 at the time of data collection (July-August 

2008), at which point their client file was destroyed, or because a year had elapsed 

since the dossier had been closed (the adolescent‟s “security and development not 

deemed compromised”) in accordance with the legislation regarding the destruction of 

client dossiers. Nine reports were duplicates regarding an incident that had already 
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been reported by another party. In such cases, the first report only was included in the 

sample. The final sample was distilled to 72 cases that were ultimately substantiated 

for physical abuse upon evaluation by the Youth Protection delegate. Figure 1 

describes the sampling process. 
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Figure 1  Sampling Procedure 
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N=43 

 

File 

destroyed 

 

N=34 

Duplicated 

Report 

 

N=9 

 

Investigated Cases 

(Sample 1) 

 

N=108 

 

 

Substantiated Cases 

(Sample 2) 

 

N=72 

Substantiated for 

another form of 

maltreatment/child 

behaviour problem 

N=19 

Unsubstantiated: 

Case closed upon 

Evaluation 

N=17 

Substantiated cases 

kept open for services 

 

N=50 

Allegations Founded 

Case closed 
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2.5 Data Analysis 

 

A data extraction form, comprised of 68 variables, was completed for each 

accessible client file. The data was extracted from the computerized client files (PIJ 

database) at authorized agency offices (see Appendix C for a full description of all 

coded variables). Information on the variables listed below was extracted from the 

files: 

 

Demographic Info 

 

 Age of child, gender, ethnicity, religion, citizenship status and country of birth of 

both child and parent 

 Employment status of parent 

 Family constellation (biological parents, step-parents etc) 

 

Caregiver functioning and family stressors 

 

 Parent abuses alcohol or narcotics 

 Recent death in family, absence of social support 

 Conjugal violence or parent has a criminal history 

 Significant parent/child separation 

 Acculturation conflict noted 

 Immigration stressors 

 Parent cites a belief in corporal punishment (CP) 

 Parent subjected to CP, physically abused or placed in a group home as a child 

 

Youth functioning 

 

 Internalizing or externalizing mental health problems, involvement in the Youth 

Offender system, physical or intellectual disabilities 

 

Maltreatment characteristics 

 

 Type of violence, type of injury, any medical treatment sought 

 Any co-concurrent form of maltreatment 

 Relation of perpetrator to child 

 

Youth Protection Case Characteristics 

 

 Source of report 

 Nature of any prior Youth Protection involvement.  

 Type of maltreatment(s) or behavior problem  
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 Placement of youth, resource type and duration 

 Nature and duration of DYP involvement (voluntary measures, adjudication) 

 Information on any police intervention (perpetrator arrested, charges laid etc) 

 

 

The variable „significant parent/child separation‟ refers to any situation in which a 

parent and child experienced a six month or longer period of separation either during the 

youth‟s childhood or during immigration process (situations in which the child or youth 

was separated from their only parent or both of their parental figures).  

 

The variable „acculturation conflict‟ was defined as any situation in which the 

family identified that the family conflict stemmed from a clash between the youth‟s 

values and perceived social norms and the parents‟ values related to their cultural or 

religious belief systems. This variable does not include situations where the youth was 

found to have serious behavioral disturbances (as defined by Article F of the Youth 

Protection Act). Rather, it was used to describe situations in which the youth‟s behavior 

would be considered normative within „Canadian‟ culture but was deemed inappropriate 

by the parents by virtue of their cultural expectations (e.g. dating before marriage when 

arranged marriages are considered normative, disobedience or defiance that was 

perceived as a dishonor to the family unit). 

 

The variable „immigration stressors‟ was used to capture any stressors related to 

the immigration experience that was identified in case file having had a negative impact 

upon the family. Included in this category were situations such having fled trauma in the 

country of origin, linguistic barriers interfering with social inclusion and uncertain legal 

status (refugee claims having been denied or in limbo). 
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Initially, data for the variable „ethnicity‟ was coded into nine distinctive 

categories (refer to Appendix III for the codebook). These categories were then 

consolidated into five categories: „Caucasian‟, „Black Canadian/ Caribbean‟, 

„South/South East Asian‟ and „Other‟, which are admittedly overly broad (e.g. the 

category „Black Canadian/Caribbean‟ refers to youth whose ancestry may stem from an 

African country in addition to youth who have immigrated from the Caribbean). 

Similarly the consolidation of the categories „South Asian‟ and „South East Asian‟ lumps 

individuals from diverse backgrounds together, however, given the small sample size, 

these categories were used to provide a general overview of the ethnicity of the sample 

subjects. 

All coded information was entered into an SPSS spreadsheet. Data were analyzed 

using the SPSS 16.0, Graduate Student software. Descriptive data were obtained for all 

variables while the variable for the category „youth ethnicity‟ was dichotomized into 

„visible minority youth‟ and „Caucasian youth‟ categories to allow for cross-tabular 

analyses.  
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3. FINDINGS 

3.1 Outcomes of Evaluations 

 

Case information was available for 108 cases (Sample 1) evaluated for physical 

maltreatment during the 2-year period covered by this sample, January 1, 2006 to 

December 31, 2007. 

 

Table 1 Outcome of Evaluation 

 

(N=108) 

 

 

Variable  

 

Category  

 

N    % 

    

 

Outcome of Evaluation 

 

Unsubstantiated 

Founded-closed upon evaluation 

Founded-kept open for services 

Another form of maltreatment/youth 

behavior problem substantiated 

 

 

17    16 

22    20 

50    46 

19    18 

 

If case founded but closed, why? 

 

Isolated incident 

Abuser left the home 

Youth left the home 

 

 

18   82 

3    14 

1     4 

 

Table 1 illustrates that physical abuse allegations were substantiated in 66% of the cases 

(N=72), though only 46% of the cases were kept open for on-going services. The vast 

majority of cases that were substantiated for physical maltreatment and subsequently 

closed (82%) involved an isolated incident of physical maltreatment.  
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3.2 Substantiated Cases 
 

There were 72 substantiated cases during this 2-year period (sample 2). Tables 2 

and 3 summarize the family and maltreatment characteristics in substantiated physical 

abuse cases (includes both cases that were substantiated but closed upon evaluation and 

those kept open for on-going services). 

 

Table 2 Child and Family Characteristics 

 

 

Variable 

 

Category 

 

N 

 

% 

 

Gender 

 

 

Age 

 

 

 

 

 

Ethnicity 

 

 

 

 

 

Religion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Family Composition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source of revenue 

 

 

Female 

Male 

 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

 

Caucasian 

Black Canadian/Caribbean 

Mixed race 

South/South East Asian 

Other 

 

None/not noted 

Catholic 

Protestant 

Jewish  

Muslim 

Hindu 

Other 

 

Single mother 

Single father 

Two biological parents 

Recomposed 

Adoptive parents 

Other relative legal guardian 

 

Earnings 

Social Assistance or EI 

Not noted 

 

40 

32 

 

16 

24 

13 

15 

4 

 

36 

15 

4 

13 

4 

 

24 

15 

17 

5 

2 

6 

3 

 

16 

10 

27 

14 

1 

4 

 

53 

13 

6 

 

56 

44 

 

22 

33 

18 

21 

6 

 

50 

21 

6 

18 

6 

 

33 

21 

24 

7 

3 

8 

4 

 

22 

14 

38 

19 

1 

6 

 

74 

18 

8 
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Table 3 Maltreatment Characteristics 

 

Variable 

 

Category 

 

N 

 

% 

 

Relation of perpetrator to youth 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Type of Violence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Duration of maltreatment 

 

 

 

 

Type of injury 

 

 

 

Medical treatment sought 

 

 

Any concurrent form of maltreatment 

or youth behavior problem? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Father 

Mother 

Step-father/bf 

Brother 

Both parents 

Relative-legal guardian 

 

 

Slap or push 

Punch 

Hit with an object 

Kick  

Choke 

Bite 

Object thrown at youth 

 

Isolated incident 

≤3 incidents 

>3 incidents 

 

 

None 

Bruises, scratches, redness 

 

 

Yes 

No 

 

None 

Youth behavior problem 

Neglect 

Sexual abuse 

Parental instability  

Psychological abuse 

Conjugal violence 

 

 

 

34 

25 

5 

2 

2 

2 

 

 

21 

15 

27 

4 

3 

1 

1 

 

27 

11 

34 

 

 

29 

43 

 

 

4 

68 

 

22 

19 

2 

4 

10 

10 

5 

 

47 

35 

7 

6 

3 

3 

 

 

29 

21 

38 

6 

4 

1 

1 

 

38 

15 

47 

 

 

40 

60 

 

 

6 

94 

 

31 

26 

3 

6 

14 

14 

7 
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 Half of the youth in this sample were Caucasian. The two other ethnic groups that 

were prominent in this sample were Black Canadian adolescents (21%) and South/South 

East Asian youth (18%). 

 A biological parent committed the violent act in 85% of the cases in this sample, 

most frequently the father (47%), while step-fathers were the perpetrators in only 7% of 

the cases.  

 Though physical injury was observed in the majority of cases (60%), the nature of 

injury was uniformly minor (cuts, scratches and redness). The majority of the cases 

appear to be characterized by deep rooted family problems and conflicts considering 

multiple incidents of physical maltreatment (more than 3 incidents) had occurred in 

almost half the cases while another form of maltreatment co-occurred in 44% of the 

cases. 
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Table 4 Youth Protection Case Characteristics 

 

 

Variable 

 

Category 

 

N 

 

% 

 

Source of report 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Family has previous DYP file 

 

If yes, nature of prior involvement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Youth previously placed in care 

 

Perpetrator admitted or denied 

maltreatment 

 

 

Youth placed in care 

 

If yes, type of resource  

 

 

 

 

Parent was cooperative 

 

Youth Protection outcome 

 

 

 

 

Subsequent physical abuse report 

 

 

Police  

School professional 

Community member 

Parent/Guardian 

Hospital social worker 

Youth 

 

Yes 

 

Child behavior problem 

Physical abuse 

Psychological abuse 

Psychological & physical abuse 

Parental drug use/instability 

Abandonment 

Conjugal violence 

 

Yes 

 

Admit  

Deny 

Not interviewed 

 

Yes 

 

Kinship entrustment 

Foster home 

Group home 

Community/friend 

 

Yes 

 

Closed in orientation 

„Intervention Terminale’ 

Voluntary measures agreement 

Adjudication 

 

Yes 

 

24 

23 

17 

4 

3 

1 

 

23 

 

4 

9 

1 

1 

4 

3 

1 

 

4 

 

40 

27 

5 

 

27 

 

6 

13 

5 

2 

 

60 

 

8 

10 

13 

20 

 

1 

 

33 

32 

24 

6 

4 

1 

 

32 

 

6 

39 

4 

4 

17 

13 

4 

 

6 

 

56 

38 

7 

 

38 

 

23 

50 

19 

8 

 

83 

 

16 

20 

25 

39 

 

1 
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 In table 4, a parent‟s co-operation was defined by their collaboration in meeting 

with worker and providing information. Differing views on the problem definition 

(characterization of the behavior as abusive or perceived need for on-going services) 

account for the disparity between the high percentage of parents described as 

collaborative (83%) and the frequency with which the cases were referred to Youth Court 

(39%). 

The majority of the perpetrators (56%) admitted to having inflicted the physical 

maltreatment. Additionally, short-term interventions or voluntary agreements were 

achieved in 61% of the cases. 

More than a third of the youth in this sample (38%) were placed outside of their home 

during the Evaluation phase to ensure their safety. The mean duration of placement was 

102.5 days (SD=165) while the average duration of youth protection measures was 9.58 

months (SD=8.271).  

 

Table 5 Outcome of Police Investigation 

(N=72) 

 

 

Variable  

 

Category 

 

  N     (%) 

 

Initial police intervention 

 

Yes 

 

  25    25 

 

Criminal investigation 

 

Yes 

 

  37    51 

 

If yes, who initiated the police investigation? 

 

Worker 

Youth 

Police 

Parent 

 

  25    68 

  4      11 

  7      19 

  1      2 

 

Perpetrator arrested 

 

Yes 

 

  7     11 

 

Youth wants charges laid 

 

Yes 

No/dk 

Youth Recanted 

 

  2     3 

  68   94 

  2     3 

 

Criminal charges pursued 

 

 

Yes 

 

  4     6 
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The findings in table 5 reveal that while the police were the first to intervene in 25% of 

the cases, a complete police investigation occurred in half of the cases. It was the Youth 

Protection delegate who initiated the criminal investigation in the majority of cases (68%) 

by invoking the Multi-Sectoral Agreement (by divulging the allegations to the police and 

crown prosecutor). Despite the frequency of police investigations, criminal charges were 

only pursued in 6% of the cases. In only 3% of the cases did the youth express that they 

wanted charges laid against the perpetrator 

 

 

 

Table 6  Adolescent Characteristics 

 (N=72) 

 

  

N        (%) 

 

Youth has a physical disability 2         3 

Intellectual disability 2         3 

Learning disability 7        10 

Internalizing mental health problems 13       18 

Externalizing mental health problems 6          8 

Behavior problems noted 

 

27       38 

Known to Young offenders system 4        6 

 

 

Table 6 illustrates that almost most half the youth in this sample (38%) were found to 

exhibit behavioral problems (such as drug or alcohol abuse, truancy or aggression) 
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though relatively few (6%) had been formally involved with the Youth Criminal Justice 

system. Internalizing mental health problems (such as depression, anxiety and suicidal 

ideation) was the second most prominent functional difficulty experienced by youth  

(18%) while very few adolescents (3%) in the sample had a physical or intellectual 

disability. 

 

 

Table 7  Caregiver and Family Characteristics   

(N=72) 

 

 N (%) 

 

Parent has a criminal history 11 15 

One parent is a victim of conjugal violence 14 19 

Parent abuses alcohol 14 19 

Parent abuses narcotics 3 3 

Parent has a mental illness 11 15 

Recent divorce or separation 6 8 

Parent has physical health problems 7 10 

Absence of social support noted 5 7 

Perpetrator subjected to physical discipline as a child 8 11 

Perpetrator subjected to physical abuse as a child 3 4 

Perpetrator lived in a group home as a child 0 0 

Significant parent/child separation 11 15 

Parent cited a belief in corporal punishment 7 10 

 

 

The most prominent parental functioning problems described in Table 7 were: conjugal 

violence (19%),  alcohol abuse (19%), previous criminal convictions (15%), and mental 

health problems (15%).  In fifteen percent of the cases, the family had experienced a 



 41 

significant parent/child separation which had the potential to affect the quality of 

parental/child attachment or disrupt their relationship.  

 

3.3 Comparisons Based on Immigration Status and Ethnicity 

 

Table 8 illustrates that the vast majority of the visible minority youth (86%) have at least 

one parent who had immigrated. Forty nine percent of the clients with substantiated 

physical abuse files (N=35) were visible minority youth.  

 

Table 8  Ethnicity of Youth by Parent's Immigration Status 

 

(N=72) 

 

  

Youth Ethnicity 

 

 

 

Visible minority youth 

n=35 

 

Caucasian 

n=37 

 

Parent immigration status 

 

N      % 

 

N      % 

 

One parent has immigrated 

 

Both parents Canadian born 

 

30     86 

 

5      14 

 

13     35 

 

24     65 

 

 

Cross tabulations were run for all 68 variables to determine if there were any differences 

between cases involving visible minority and Caucasian youth.  
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Tables 9 and 10 described the variables which revealed statistically significant 

differences that emerged based on the cross tabulation of the dichotomized „ethnic group 

category: visible minority youth vs. Caucasian youth. 

The variables „existence of immigration stressors‟ and „acculturation conflicts‟,  

which were noted in 20% and 17% of the cases involving visible minority youth 

respectively were both found to have statistically significant differences: X
2 

(1, N=72) 

x=6.919, p <.01 and X
2 

(1, N=72) x=6.919, p<.01.  

Additionally, parents of visible minority youth were more likely have been 

subjected to physical discipline as a child; 20% vs. 3%: X
2 

(1, N=72) x=5.449, p<.05. For 

Caucasian families, it was more likely that one parent was experiencing mental health 

problems 24% vs. 6 %; X
2 

(1, N=72) =4.81, =  p<.05. 

 

Table 9  Family Characteristics of Substantiated Cases by Ethnicity 

 

*p<.05, **p<.01       (N=72) 

  

Visible minority youth 

(n=35) 

 

Caucasian 

(n=37) 

 

N     % 

 

N     % 

 

Immigration stressors noted* 

 

7     20 

 

1     3 

 

Acculturation conflict identified * 

 

6     17 

 

0     0 

 

Parent has mental health problem** 

 

2     16 

 

 9   24 

 

Perpetrator subject to physical discipline as a 

child** 

 

7     20 

 

1     3 

 

 

For the purposes of the cross tabulation, the variable „type of maltreatment‟ was 

collapsed into a dichotomous field in Table 10: Type 1: slap, push or punch or Type 2: hit 

with an object or other form of maltreatment. There were very few forms of “other types 

of maltreatment” (refer to table 3) such as kick, bite or an object thrown at the child. 
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Therefore, the Type 2 category is predominantly comprised of cases wherein the youth 

was hit with an object. 

Though no causal inferences can be concluded from this exploratory, descriptive 

study, cases involving visible minority youth were more likely to have been kept open for 

on-going services (83%) compared to 57% of cases involving Caucasian youth. There 

were also statistically significant differences between the types of maltreatment that 

occurred: 66% of visible minority youth were hit with an object or subject to „other‟ 

forms of violence, while Caucasian youth were more likely to be slapped, pushed or 

punched (65%). 

 

Table 10  Substantiated Case Characteristics by Ethnicity 

 

*p<.05, **p<.01    (N=72) 

  

Visible minority youth 

 

Caucasian 

 

N   % 

 

(n=35) 

 

N   % 

 

(n=37) 

 

Decision on need for on-going services** 

 

 

Substantiated - Case closed 

 

6     17    

 

 

16   43 

 

Substantiated – Kept open for services 

 

29    83 

 

21    57 

 

Type of maltreatment** 

 

Slap, push or punch 

 

12    34 

 

24    65 

 

Hit with an object or other 

 

23    66 

 

13    35 
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4. DISCUSSION 

 

4.1 Summary of Key Findings 

 

Four questions were examined in this study: 

 

1. What are the characteristics of families evaluated for adolescent physical abuse? 

 

 This sample suggests that visible minority adolescents are overrepresented in 

youth protection cases substantiated for physical abuse at Batshaw Youth and Family 

Centres. Twenty-one percent of the youth in this sample were Black Canadian or of 

Caribbean origin while eighteen percent were South or South East Asian. According the 

2006 census, the proportion of these respective ethnic groups living in Montreal is 

estimated at 7.7% and 3.2% respectively (www.statscan.ca). Caution must be used when 

interpreting these findings as the ethnic profile of families serviced by is influenced to 

some degree by its linguistic mandate. Families of Caribbean, South Asian or South East 

Asian origin are more likely to speak English as their primary or secondary language, 

which renders them eligible for English social services. Statistics Canada estimates of the 

ethnic profiles of Montreal‟s population does not distinguish by linguistic profile and 

therefore can an only be used as a rough comparison. Additionally, this study did not 

control for socio-economic status, therefore no conclusive comparisons can be made 

between how representative this sample is of the general population. 

Poverty did not emerge as a salient characteristic affecting these families, though 

it is often cited as a risk factor for physical abuse in the literature (Gelles, 1989; Sedlak, 

& Broadhurst, 1996; Zuravin, 1989) Though a crude measure of income level, 74% of the 

families in this sample sustained themselves on employment income. Factors related to 

http://www.statscan.ca/
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the parents‟ employment status, such as trying to survive on subsistence wages or 

unfavorable working conditions or hours, may have exacerbated the stressors for some of 

these families. It is possible that some of these families may have been living below the 

poverty line, however, the family incomes overall were greater than what is provided by 

social assistance. 

The data revealed heterogeneous maltreatment characteristics. A fair proportion 

of the cases involved an isolated incident of physical violence and injuries were noted in 

60% of the cases, however they were exclusively minor (cuts, scrapes and bruises). In 

contrast, a third of the families had previously been involved with Youth Protection 

services due to substantiated maltreatment or child behavior problems; 12% of the sample 

was previously followed by the DYP due to substantiated physical abuse allegations. 

These findings are consistent with Knoke‟s (2007) description of differing typologies of 

physical abuse. 

 

2. What was the nature of the interventions and services that these families received? 

 

Only forty-six percent of the cases in the initial sample were kept open for on-

going services due to substantiated physical abuse. Allegations were deemed founded in 

an additional twenty percent of the cases yet they were closed following evaluation. The 

age cohort (13-17) examined in this study likely impacted upon the relatively high rate of 

closure for substantiated cases based the perceived ability for the adolescent to self-

protect (i.e. inform a professional or contact the police) in the event of recidivism for 

cases that involved an isolated incident of physical maltreatment. 

There were some significant differences in the youth protection interventions 

observed in this sample when compared to that of the 2001 Quebec Incidence Study 
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(Tourigny et al. 2002), which notably does not distinguish outcomes based on the specific 

type of maltreatment. This study revealed a higher rate of short-term Youth Protection 

interventions in cases of substantiated maltreatment. Thirty six percent of the cases were 

subject to short-term interventions of approximately 2 months duration (i.e. an 

„Intervention Terminale‟ agreement or closure of the file in the „Orientation‟ process) 

while a Voluntary Measures agreement was signed in an additional 25% of the cases. 

Conversely, only 12% of cases in the QIS-2001 sample were referred for short-term 

follow up.   

Despite the relatively high proportion of cases referred for voluntary or short-term 

DYP services, a criminal investigation was pursued in 51% of the cases. Moreover, in 

68% of cases in which the criminal investigation occurred, it was the Youth Protection 

worker who involved the police through the „Multi-Sectoral Agreement’. The CIS-2003 

(Trocmé et al., 2003), which does not distinguish police involvement based on age 

cohort, indicated that police investigations occurred in 29% of substantiated physical 

abuse cases nationally. 

 

 

3. What were the short-term outcomes for these adolescents? 

 

The outcomes experienced by youth were similar to those described in the 

Canadian and Québec incidence studies. Emotional difficulties (18%) and behavioral 

problems (38%) were salient factors experienced or exhibited by the adolescents, 

indicative of the negatives outcomes associated with physical maltreatment. Similarly, 

18% of the children who were physically abused in the CIS-2003 sample exhibited 

emotional problems (Trocmé et al., 2003). Physical harm was more prominent in this 
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sample; 60% of the cases compared to 29% in the CIS-2003. Physical injuries may have 

been more common in this sample given the age cohort; the CIS does not distinguish 

outcomes by age group. The screening process at the intake level, which determines 

which reports will be evaluated by a youth protection worker, is likely more stringent for 

adolescents. 

Placement in substitute care during the evaluation process occurred less 

frequently in this sample (38%) than in the 2001-QIS sample (56%); the QIS results do 

not distinguish placement rates by type of maltreatment. The average duration of 

placement was 102.5 days (SD=165). There was a high level of variance regarding the 

duration of placement as many adolescents returned home after a few days or a 30 day 

„provisional placement‟, if the measures were court ordered, while some youth remained 

in care until the age of majority depending on the severity of the situation. Eighty-one 

percent of the youth who were placed outside of their homes were placed in foster homes 

or with kinship/family friends which illustrates importance attributed to keeping these 

youth in family-type environments whenever possible. 

The low rate of recidivism, only case, may be related to relatively brief period of 

time between the initial file opening and date of the data collection (which ranged from 

eight to thirty-two months). A substantial number of families in this sample (32%) had 

been previously followed by youth protection services; 43% of these clients had prior 

case openings due to physical abuse incidents. This rate of recidivism is higher than that 

found by Hélie (2005) in her study of Québec‟s youth protection services (as cited in 

Chamberland, Leveillé & Trocmé, 2005). These figures indicate the pressing need to 

identify effective interventions to be used by child welfare services. 
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4. Were there any differences in the nature of maltreatment or the outcomes based on 

ethnicity? 

 

The cross tabulation results presented in Table 8 indicated that factors such as 

immigration stressors, parent/child separations and acculturation conflicts were 

prominent in a minority of cases involving ethnic minority youth.  Only a few parents 

(10%) of the entire sample cited a belief in corporal punishment. No statistically 

significant group differences were found for this variable. Parents of visible minority 

youth more likely to have been subject to corporal punishment as a child (20%) which 

suggests that although some of these parents may not have explicitly cited their belief in 

corporal punishment as their rationale for employing physical force to the Youth 

Protection delegate, the cultural normativeness or inter-generational transmission of 

physical discipline as a means of enforcing parental authority is an important 

consideration when addressing the problem of child physical abuse. 

No group differences were found for case characteristics such as: placement rates, 

police investigations, regime for measures (voluntary or adjudication). The only 

statistically significant differences were that substantiated physical abuse cases involving 

visible minority youth were kept open for on-going services more frequently (83%) than 

for Caucasian youth (57%). Aggregate differences were also noted for the nature of 

maltreatment: actions such as being hit with an object and other violence occurred in 66% 

of the visible minority cases compared to 35% for Caucasian youth. Though no causal 

inferences can be drawn from this exploratory, descriptive study, the decision to close 

more files involving Caucasian youth may have been related to the type of force used 

(slaps and pushing) compared to the use of an object which was more prominent in cases 
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involving visible minority youth and which may have been deemed more severe (greater 

threat of physical harm).  

 

4.2 Limitations 

 

Caution must be used when interpreting the findings of this study as it is based on 

a sample drawn from one Montreal Youth Centre. Although the sample was 

comprehensive (it included all of the accessible files of cases investigated for physical 

abuse over a 2 year period), the clientele of Batshaw Youth and Family Centers represent 

a specific linguistic minority within a pluralistic metropolitan city and therefore be 

generalized beyond the agency. 

The sample used in this study included each case file of substantiated adolescent 

physical maltreatment. Though duplicated reports received regarding the same youth 

were excluded, the inclusion of 6 siblings in the study may have skewed the findings 

given the relatively small sample size. 

In addition, the information was obtained solely from written case files, recorded 

by Youth Protection delegates, which may be limited by the amount of information the 

social worker was able to obtain from the family and the amount and nature of 

information that family members were willing to share with the social worker. Family 

members may have been reluctant to provide certain information about the severity of the 

maltreatment or their personal history given that there was potentially a parallel criminal 

investigation or due to their mistrust of Youth Protection services (fear that the youth 

would be removed from the home, attempts to avoid on-going DYP services). 
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4.3 Implications for Practice 

 

The present research findings, though of limited scope, are consistent with the 

research studies by Larrivée, Bouchard & Tourigny (2007) and Knoke (2007) which 

propose different typologies of physical abuse. The cases described in this study indicate 

a large degree of variance in the severity of maltreatment (such when youth was subject 

to multiple forms of maltreatment, cases in which the family previously received youth 

protection services and situations of long-term placement). The relatively high proportion 

of voluntary services proposed to the families in this study indicates the potential to work 

collaboratively with families to address incidents of physical maltreatment in many cases.  

Although the policy is intended for severe or chronic maltreatment cases, the 

present study indicated police investigations occurred in the majority of adolescent 

physical abuse evaluations at Batshaw Youth and Family Centres. Considering that 

criminal charges were laid in only a few cases, while only 3% of the youth wanted 

charges, it appears that greater discretion could be used in involving the police in 

adolescent physical evaluations by BYFC. The Multi-Sectoral Agreement remains a 

crucial policy for very young children or in cases of severe physical abuse when a 

forensic investigation would likely be necessary for future criminal or youth court 

hearings. Considering that adolescents have the legal right to consent to or refuse services 

at the age of 14 in Québec, youth protection workers are well positioned to conduct a 

preliminary assessment, educate and inform adolescents of their rights and develop an 

appropriate safety plan in collaboration with both the youth and their parents‟, whenever 

feasible, rather than having the worker‟s initial introduction to the family be within the 

context of a joint criminal investigation. Recourse to a criminal investigation would 
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remain an option if the youth wanted to press charges or if the severity of the physical 

maltreatment warranted that the worker divulge the matter to the police. 

 Centre Jeunesse de Montréal (the youth centre that services French and 

Allophone clients) has developed a specialized unit to evaluate sexual abuse and severe 

cases of physical abuse. Cases are screened at intake so that cases involving severe 

physical abuse (such as shaken baby or when serious injuries have occurred) are then 

assigned to the specialized evaluation workers, who collaborate closely with the police as 

per the Multi-Sectoral Agreement. Overall, greater discretion is used by Centre Jeunesse 

Montréal to apply the Multi-Sectoral Agreement in physical abuse evaluations. 

Additionally, when intervening with Haitian families, several cultural representatives, 

affiliated with a local church, often accompany the evaluation worker in an attempt to 

establish a collaborative approach to ensuring the child‟s safety (Lamothe, N., personal 

communication, February 13, 2009). The practice model used by Centre Jeunesse de 

Montréal reflects a varied approach that aims to address the different typologies of 

physical abuse described by Knoke (2007). 

Chamberland, Léveillé and Trocmé (2005) have argued for a paradigm shift in 

child welfare services towards a dynamic approach to practice wherein the needs of the 

family unit would be addressed from a holistic perspective. It is therefore essential that 

child welfare services be responsive to the diverse needs of their clientele and be able to 

provide a range of services (including referrals to culturally specific community 

organizations or counseling services) in addition to their core commitment to ensuring 

children‟s physical safety.   
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One such community-based program in operation in the Montreal‟s Anglophone 

community is the Lasalle Community Prevention Project (LCPP). This initiative involves 

a partnership between a Lasalle-based community group (affiliated with a community 

centre) and Batshaw Youth and Family Centres. The project aims to provide supportive 

services to families (an educator and social worker team up to provide family mediation, 

teach parenting skills, act as advocates and provide referrals to local recreational and 

cultural activities). The LCPP is able to reach families that may not otherwise access 

services (e.g. single working parents or economically marginalized individuals with 

heavy child care responsibilities) given the constraints of their daily schedules. Programs 

such as the LCPP are promising as they strive to address some of the ecological risk 

factors that have been linked to physical maltreatment. Moreover, by providing culturally 

specific services, the program seeks to engage parents who may assume a “no nonsense 

approach to parenting” (Brody & Flor, 1998) as an adaptive response to structural 

barriers and the threat of gang recruitment, high drop-out rates and the pervasiveness of 

violence and drug abuse that threatens their neighbourhood. 

Another culturally specific initiative, which is being implemented as a pilot 

project in Montreal, is the Strengthening Families Program, SFP (Kumpfer & Tait, 1994). 

The African Canadian Development & Prevention Network obtained funding to 

implement three pilot projects based on the SPF model in an effort to address the 

overrepresentation of black youth in the child welfare system (Hamilton, L. personal 

communication, January 14, 2009). The program was been tailored to meet the needs of 

the black community and was offered in three Montreal boroughs: Cote-des-Neiges, 

N.D.G and Little Burgundy (African Canadian Development & Prevention Network, 
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2006). The explicit aim of these programs is to reduce problem behaviors and prevent 

drug use, however, the parenting and family skills training aspect has the potential to 

reduce interfamilial violence. The expressed goal of these programs is to “help 

neighborhoods build the networks of social, cultural, educational, economic and 

psychological supports that promote the healthy development of Black families” 

(ACDPN, 2006).  

In cases of severe family violence or when there is chronic family dysfunction, 

Youth Protection services are necessary and often require complex, multifaceted services. 

Quebec Youth Protection services also have a crisis intervention program, Verification 

sur le Terrain, which has the potential to provide a varied response model, such as that 

described by Terao, Borrego and Urquiza (2001), by directing families to community-

based and culturally appropriate services whenever possible. One hurdle in the 

implementation of such services is the notable paucity of outreach and community based 

services that target areas with diverse immigrant communities. Local community service 

centers (CLSCs) are often intended to provide such front line services as they are staffed 

by social workers who provide family and individual counseling. However, these services 

often require that families go to the CLSC to receive services, a requirement that can act 

as deterrent when the parents work long hours (e.g. nights or 12 hour factory shifts). In 

order to adequately address the problem of intra-familial violence, broad services such as 

outreach programs aimed at youth and culturally specific family support services are 

required to target the „dysnormative‟ (Larrivée, Bouchard & Tourigny, 2007) use of 

physical discipline while Child Welfare and police interventions should focus on the 

severe and chronic forms of physical abuse. 
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4.4 Implications for Policy 

 

Researchers at the University of Western Ontario have estimated the cost of child 

abuse in Canada, including neglect and emotional maltreatment, to be approximately $15 

billion annually (Bowlus, McKenna, Day & Wright, 2003). This amount comprises the 

cost of social services, law enforcement, health care, educational services and lost 

earnings due to the emotional and physical sequelae that victims continue to experience 

throughout their adulthood. As the number of child welfare investigations for physical 

abuse continue to proliferate in Canada (Trocmé, 2003), this expense is likely to rise 

exponentially.  

In both Quebec and Canada, legislation and policies rely on a punitive or coercive 

approach to targeting the problem of intra-familial violence, predominantly through child 

welfare and police interventions. In Montreal, 52% of substantiated maltreatment reports 

were subsequently adjudicated in Youth Court (Tourigny et al., 2006). While public 

spending for police and child welfare services are often guaranteed (essential services), 

there has been significantly less funding allocated to research on the effectiveness of such 

interventions and on developing prevention strategies. 

In her study of Sweden‟s corporal punishment ban, Durrant (1999) found that the 

number of compulsory care orders (judiciarized social service orders) dropped by half the 

rate it was 10 years prior (to fewer than 20% of the cases) since corporal punishment was 

explicitly prohibited in legislation in 1979. Additionally, public approval for corporal 

punishment declined dramatically since the ban was introduced yet has not resulted in the 

greater criminalization of caretakers. The Swedish government also instituted general 
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prevention initiatives to reduce violence against children such as public awareness 

campaigns and community-based family support programs.  

In Canada, and specifically within Quebec, the vast majority of public spending is 

earmarked for reactionary services such as child welfare and judicial-legal services. 

Community projects such as LCPP and the SFP often rely on funding from grants or are 

run out of community centers that operate on shoe-string budgets or are largely staffed by 

volunteers. In order to examined the effectiveness of such targeted prevention programs, 

these community-based organizations require stable funding to be able to properly 

implement and subsequently evaluate their programs. 

While many countries are trying to promote consensus-building processes in child 

welfare services, such as settlement conferences and an increased use of mediation, 

(Olson, 2009), Québec policy continues to rely heavily on an adversarial approach to 

investigating child physical maltreatment. Not only is this approach costly, in terms of 

the amount of money spent on court proceedings but also based on the amount of time 

that workers allocate to facilitating the joint criminal investigations (such as transporting 

a child or adolescent to meet with the police officer) but also during the Youth Court 

process (there are often multiple hearings, postponements and long waits on the day of 

the hearing). Alternately, community-based programs and intensive family support 

services offer potential to effectively intervene with families where there is a risk for 

physical maltreatment or when such intra-familial violence has occurred yet the family 

can be engaged in services that are responsive to their unique needs (e.g. respectful of 

their cultural values, flexible regarding hours and location of service provision). 
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Addressing the problem of intra-familial violence requires a diverse approach that 

includes universal, targeted and clinical initiatives. 

 

4.4 Implications for Future Research 

 

The findings of this study are consistent with previous research that has indicated 

that ethnic minority youth are overrepresented on child caseloads due to physical 

maltreatment (Tourigny & Bouchard 1994; Powers & Eckenrode, 1998). Further research 

on the ethnicity of families subject to the Multi-Sectoral Agreement due to physical abuse 

allegations, using data derived from multiple Youth Centres and inclusive of all children 

aged 0-18, would be valuable. Additionally, a comprehensive evaluation of the impact of 

the Multi-Sectoral Agreement (on rates of prosecution for child physical maltreatment 

and on the number of physical maltreatment cases that are judiciarized in Québec) is 

warranted considering that the policy has been in effect for  7 years and undoubtedly had 

a significant impact on the families who have been subject to such joint investigations. 

To date no research has been published on the outcomes achieved by this policy. 

Although there are copious amounts of research on the provision of child welfare 

services, there is a dearth of research on the experiences of children and families who 

have received such services. One qualitative study by Dumbrill (2006) revealed that the 

majority of parents in their sample described their experience with the child welfare 

system as negative, particularly they perceived the worker‟s use of power as “tyrannical”, 

“absolute” and “frightening” (p.30). Qualitative research on the experience of adolescents 

or pre-adolescents who have experienced joint youth protection and criminal 

investigations would be valuable. Specifically, the adolescent‟s perception of their 
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parent‟s use of physical force and to what degree the services they received responded to 

their emotional and safety needs would be important to uncover. 

Finally, community prevention and culturally specific intervention projects need 

to be evaluated within the context of a varied response models to determine their 

effectiveness in reducing family conflict and potentially intra-familial violence.  
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5. CONCLUSION 

 

The findings in this study suggest the need for further research on the ethno-cultural 

profile of clients serviced by youth protection services due to physical maltreatment. The 

findings of this study did not reveal that the cultural normativeness of physical discipline 

was an explicit motive for a parents‟ use of physical force. However, as the literature 

review revealed, attitudes towards corporal punishment as an occasionally necessary 

consequence for a child or adolescent‟s behavior varies within and among cultures. The 

prominence of factors such as immigration stressors, acculturation difficulties and a 

parent‟s experience of corporal punishment in a minority of the cases involving visible 

minority youth in this sample indicates that further research into the effectiveness of a 

differential response model based on the different typologies of physical abuse.  

Intra-familial violence is a complex problem for which a multifaceted response is 

required. Youth Protection services play a critical role in the assessment of potential 

maltreatment and for ensuring a youth‟s protection when maltreatment has occurred. 

Further evaluation of services is warranted to explore of the effectiveness of both 

prevention initiatives and treatment services targeted at the reducing child physical 

maltreatment.  
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III.  Codebook of Variables 

 

Variable Code  Recode 

 

1. Age 

 

2. Gender 1. Female 

 2. Male  

 

3. Religion 1. Not noted 

 2. Catholic 

 3. Protestant 

 4. Jewish 

 5. Muslim 

 6. Hindu 

 7. Other 

 8. Cult or sect 

 

4. Ethnicity of child 1. Caucasian Canadian 1. Caucasian  

 2. Black Canadian          (#‟s 1, 4, 9) 

 3. Mixed race 2. Visible minority 

 4. European (#‟s 2, 3, 5-8) 

5. Caribbean 

6. South Asian 

7. South/Central American 

8.African 

9. Mediterranean  

 

5. Legal status of child 1. Unknown 

 2. Refugee claimant/permanent resident 

 3. Canadian citizen 

 

6. Number of siblings 

7. Birth country of parent 

8. Birth country of child 

9. Year of immigration of child 

10. Year of immigration of parent 

 

11. Source of income 1. Earnings 

 2. Social assistance or EI 

 3. Not noted 

 

12. Family compositions 1. Single mother 

 2. Single father 
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 3. Two biological parents 

 4. Biological father & CL partner 

 5. Biological mother & CL 

 6. Other relative legal guardian 

 7. Joint custody 

 

13. Source of report 1. Parent 

 2. Police 

 3. Health/social service professional 

 4. Community member 

 5. Youth 

 6. Other 

 

14. Prior DYP history 1. Yes 

 2. No 

 3. Reported by family (file destroyed) 

 

15. Nature of previous maltreatment 1. Child behavior problem 

  2. Physical abuse 

 3. Neglect 

4.Psychological abuse 

5. Physical & psychological abuse 

6. Parental instability 

7. Abandonment 

8. Physical discipline 

9. Child behavior problem & physical discipline 

10. Conjugal violence 

 

16. Previous placement (Yes/No) 

17. Duration of previous placement 

 

18. Perpetrator 1. Mother 

 2. Father 

 3. Step-mother/father‟s partner 

 4. Step-father/mother‟s boyfriend 

 5. Brother 

 6. Sister 

 7. Both parents 

 8. Guardian relative 

 

19. Perpetrator admits? 1. Admit 

 2. Deny 

 3. Not interviewed 

 

20. Motive for maltreatment 1. Intentional discipline 

 2. Impulsive violence 
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21. Other form of maltreatment? 1. No 

 2. Youth behaviour problem 

 3. Neglect 

 4. Sexual abuse 

 5. Parental instability 

 6. Psychological abuse 

 7. Conjugal violence 

 

22. Type of violence 1. Slap or push 

2. Punch 

3. Hit with an object 

4. Kick 

5. Choke 

6. Bite 

7. Object thrown at youth 

 

23. Type of injury 1. None 

 2. Bruises, scratches, redness 

 3. Burn 

 4. Broken bone 

 5. Head trauma 

 

24. Medical treatment required (yes/no) 

 

25. Duration of maltreatment 1. Isolated incident 

2. <3 incidents 

3. ≥3 incidents 

4. Denied by youth 

 

26. Parent co-operative (yes/no) 

 

27. Substantiated or not 1. Founded, file kept open 

 2. Founded, file closed 

 3. Unfounded 

 4. Founded, other form of maltreatment 

 

28. If case closed, why 1. Allegations not founded 

 2. Founded but isolated incident 

 3. Abuser left home 

 4. Youth left home 

 

29. Was family referred for services 1. Yes 

 2. No 

 3. No necessary 
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30. Type of maltreatment substantiated 1. Physical abuse (PA) 

 2. Physical discipline (PD) 

 3. Child behavior problem (CBP) 

 4. PD & CBP 

 5. Psychological violence (PV) 

 6. PV& CBP 

 7. PA & PV 

 8. PA & Sexual abuse 

 9. PA & CBP 

 

31. Youth protection outcome 1. File closed after evaluation 

 2. Closed in orientation phase 

 3. „Intervention terminale‟ 

 4. Voluntary measures agreement 

 5. File adjudicated 

 

32. Youth placed in care (yes/no) 

33. Duration of placement 

 

34. Type of placement 1. Kinship 

 2. Foster home 

 3. Group home 

 4. Community member/friend 

 

35. Any subsequent reports of PA (yes/no) 

36. Duration of Youth Protection measures 

 

Nature of police involvement 

 

37. Initial police intervention (yes/no) 

 

38. Who invoked police investigation 1. Worker 

 2. Youth 

 3. Police  

 4. Parent 

 5. No investigation 

 

39. If no investigation, why 1. Not necessary to protect youth 

 2. Allegations not founded 

 3. Police/crown decided not to intervene 

 

40. Youth wants charges laid 1. Yes 

 2. No/dk 

 3. Youth recanted/denied allegations 

41. Criminal charges laid (yes/no-dk) 
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42. If no charges not laid, why 1. Not founded 

 2. Founded but not severe or chronic 

 3. Youth refused to co-operate 

 

43. Perpetrator arrested (yes/no) 

 

Youth Functioning Characteristics 

 

44. Youth has a young offender file (yes/no) 

45. Intellectual disability  

46. Physical disability 

47. Learning disability 

48. Internalizing mental health problems 

 

Parent Functioning Characteristics & Family stressors 

 

49. Parent has a mental illness 

50. Parent has physical health problems 

51. Recent divorce or separation 

52. Conjugal violence  

53. Abuses alcohol 

54. Abuses narcotics 

55. Recent death in family 

56. Absence of social support noted 

57. Parent lived in a group home as a child 

58. Perpetrator subject to physical abuse as a child 

59. Perpetrator subjected to physical discipline as a child 

60. Parent cites a belief in corporal punishment 

61. Acculturation conflicts/stressors identified in file 

62. Immigration stressors identified 

63. Parent & youth have experienced a significant separation(s) 

 


