
 

 

 
 
 
 

 Spatial Bias – Western versus non-Western Value Systems 

Biased Perspectives Limit Effectiveness for Community Capacity 
Building (Chambers, 1984). 
 

Collective societies encourage obligations to extended family 
and the broader community including subordinating personal 
needs to those of the collective (Haj-Yahia & Sadan 
2008).Women can face ostracism if they turn to outsiders for 
help with as they are expected to rely on their extended family 
support networks.  
  
Due to the history and influence of our colonial past, Western 
societies have transformed the plurality and diversity of non-
Western societies into a hierarchy of knowledge with a Western 
bias that privileges individual rights and private property (Shiva, 
2000).  Knowledge systems that are indigenous to cultures 
outside the West are sources of strength for many Newcomer 
communities but must be acknowledged as differing in 
conceptions of the importance of the group over the individual.   
This directly effects how community participants will view family 
problems and potential solutions, often privileging the 
importance of maintaining family unity, and relying on extended 
family, cultural and religious networks to negotiate domestic 
disputes. 
 A Western model of intervention offers refuge and counselling 
outside of family, community, linguistic, cultural and religious 
networks placing great importance on removing women and 
children to live away from homes and neighbourhoods. This 
approach is  diametrically opposite to the approach traditionally 
used to resolve disputes in collectivist societies. It results in 
women who are seen to have renounced their communities in 
favour of Western values. This is often not the choice preferred 
by women themselves and reduces the chances that they will 
access mainstream support services.   
  

Safe Integration Project  

 

The Counseling staff  share language and cultural  

expertise with clients and pioneer working relationships 

with mainstream service providers.  

 

A Coordinated Organization Response Team (CORT) is 

created for collaboration between service providers, the 

justice system, extended family and community support 

contacts and the client. 

  

This response to family violence  can allow for the 

strengths of the community to enable a family to resolve 

conflict without resorting to placing children in state care, 

youth in protective custody or  women in shelters if 

appropriate supports can be put in place to reduce violent 

behavior and crisis factors.  

  

This model assumes that culture is a strength, religious 

beliefs and leaders promote equality of rights within the 

family and that everyone shares a common goal of 

reducing violence, encouraging integration in Canada and 

promoting safe families. 

  

This model assumes that, despite patriarchal traditions, 

there are many examples of how women and men fight 

fiercely for a variety of rights for women. Men can and do 

use their moral authority to persuade male peers and family 

to resolve family disputes peacefully and even offer shelter 

to women facing domestic abuse (Abu-Lughod, 2011). 

Using male role models and peer counselors as well as 

encouraging Muslim leaders to discuss how to be a man, 

father, husband and brother in peace is an integral part of 

how the project supports women’s rights and equity in the 

family. 

  

 

 

Four Aspects Screening Tool  (FAST) 

 

In order to reduce bias and increase cultural competency 

ask questions and build understanding of an identified 

community or a client’s cultural context. 

  

Universal aspects: begin by asking open questions about 

gender roles, family and marriage with community 

stakeholders or individual clients.  

  

Migration experiences: there are many instances of 

trauma and violence in pre-migration experience. Ask open 

ended questions, such as: “What was your life like before 

coming to Canada ?” How do you feel about leaving ? What 

has it been like to settle in Canada?”  

  

Ethno-cultural aspects: find out more about the specific 

diverse ethnicities and cultural backgrounds within the 

community. Try to understand the linguistic difference 

among dialects which can be profound in the example of 

Arabic and can limit the use of interpreters and translators 

who are unfamiliar with the language group that you are 

working within. 

  

Ask more specifically how women ask for outside help. 

How do parents discipline children? What should be done if 

there are family problems? 

  

Religious Faith: learn more about how much religion plays 

a role in the community and families you are working with. 

Are there different religions? Are there local religious 

leaders that are important to involve in your work? Do 

families have religious difference within their own 

members? (Baobaid, 2009). 
 

 

 

 

Professional Bias 
 

Professional values, training and interests present problems. Professional 

specialization can make it hard to understand what factors play into 

domestic violence and the complexity of post-conflict trauma and 

integration issues for clients. Often service providers have a narrow focus 

and a single-minded purpose when investigating problems – child 

protection, woman abuse, etc. Staff look for and find what fits their 

service delivery model. There is no time or inclination for open-ended 

questions or for other ways of perceiving people and incidents. A doctor 

examines medical records, a school social worker looks at school 

attendance, but no one is likely to fit all the problematic factors together. 

Specialization prevents the case study.  

   

The professional service provider must be aware of the dilemma of ‘who 

defines the problem?’ In the case of the Muslim community of 

Newcomers to Canada there are cases of conflict in the family where the 

stress of post-trauma integration is significant factor. 

  

The traditional service provision approach to remove children who 

witness or experience violence and counsel women to seek separation or 

divorce is not sufficient for treating cases when the result will be women 

and children who are no longer accepted by their ethnic and cultural 

communities after separation and divorce. The cost is too high for women 

to abandon their cultural communities in many cases  they refuse service. 

  

Allowing the community to engage and provide support to men who have 

been violent towards their families is a risk mitigation strategy that is 

showing signs of success. The provision of counseling for both women 

and men, youth and children with an emphasis on understanding trauma 

and post-conflict issues supports the transition of Newcomers into 

Canadian society and into supportive cultural communities that have 

deep linguistic, ethnic and religious understanding of these families in 

crisis. Thus the families are able to rely on targeted help that does not 

reduce individual needs to cultural stereotypes about Muslim societies 

and patriarchal traditions.  

  

Politeness Bias 
 

Staff and researchers often feel deterred by politeness and timidity from 

asking questions and listening to victims of violence, the poor and 

marginalized. Violence, poverty and marginalization can be the subject of 

shame and indifference. It can be profoundly disturbing to listen to the 

lived experience of people. Discussion of these difficult experiences can 

disturb community leaders and elites and influential contacts within the 

community.  

  

Service providers without cultural knowledge can be unsure how to 

identify appropriate behavior in the family. They  may make mistakes and 

due to a misguided desire to be understanding of cultural differences end 

up justifying unhelpful behaviours as culturally appropriate. The desire for 

power and control by a male family member over female relatives may 

not be seen as charitably by members of the same extended family or 

cultural group who are aware of a wider variety of healthy family 

relationships that exist beyond cultural stereotypes. 

  

Trauma, torture, pre-and post-migration experiences and problems with 

transition into Canadian society can have a dramatic effect on women 

and create a unique context for family violence (Baobaid, 2009). Using 

the FAST Tool and other techniques to  reveal histories of trauma and 

pre or post-migration conflict has enabled the Safe Integration Project to 

provide targeted support and mitigate  risk factors in family violence  

cases that involve Muslim and Arabic families.  

 

  

 

Definitions 
 

  

Cultural competency is a set of behaviours, attitudes and policies that 

exist in a system, agency or among professionals that enables effective 

work within cross-cultural situations. Transforming knowledge about 

individuals into specific standards, policies, practices and attitudes used 

appropriately to increase the quality of service and produce better 

outcomes is the practice of cultural competence (Davis, 1997) 

 

 

 

Contact info 
  

 

 

Chantal Phillips MLIS Poster Presenter  

Assistant Librarian University of Guelph Ridgetown Campus 

cphillip@ridgetownc.uoguelph.ca 

  

  

Dr. Mohammed Baobaid 

Executive Director, MRCSSI 

Adjunct Faculty, Centre for Research on the Elimination of Family 

Violence, Western University, 

  

  

MRCSSI web page: http://www.mrcssi.com 

 

 

Acknowledgements 
 

  

This project gratefully acknowledges funding from the Ontario Trillium 

Foundation, the Ontario Ministry for the Attorney General, and the 

Department of Justice Canada. 

Methodological Challenges in Providing Counselling 

Services to Recent Muslim Newcomers to Canada 

  

The primary model of service delivery for women abuse 

intervention in North America has been based on the 

necessity for women to leave the home and seek refuge 

often with their children in a local or regional safe house 

provided by the state through a non-governmental agency. 

. 

 This represents a significant challenge for  Newcomers, 

especially those with pre-migration trauma coming from 

conflict zones primarily in collectivist societies. This model 

of service provision provides assistance  with an 

individualistic model of human rights and equity that is 

unfamiliar to many Newcomers.  Individual human rights  

challenges belief systems and thought patterns which are  

derived from a culture that values the role of the family 

member in contributing to the group, over and above any 

individual needs and desires.  

Services provided for counselling delivered without any 

reference to the cultural, religious or social context of a 

Newcomer are at risk of being seen as irrelevant or 

contradictory to the needs of ethnic groups who value 

community engagement and extended family ties over 

individual needs . There is no delivery model designed to 

explore conflict or trauma experiences, or to seek an 

understanding of the attitudes and behaviours of the 

Newcomer. In a group setting where many counselling 

services for both domestic violence victims and 

perpetrators are provided, there is also a lack of cultural 

knowledge among other group participants reducing the 

chances of peer support. 

Personal trauma is left out of services delivery despite its 

relevance to domestic violence incidents.   
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The Problem – Building Cultural Competence 
  

The purpose of the research and of the ongoing project is  to improve 
service provision for Muslim and Arabic families with a history of family 
violence. Trauma experienced in the pre-migration experience of Muslim 
and Arabic families was factored into the context for examining the efficacy 
of service provision models. The distinct culture, religion and language of 
the families was matched to the clinical team coordinating social service 
agency responses, rather than using translators and interpreters to explore 
critical issues.  
   

Gown and Town – reaching out across cultures from the academy 
  

Few researchers  use culturally competent strategies for engaging 
communities . This poster describes ongoing research at a non-
governmental agency engaged in building culturally competent clinical 
counseling for Newcomers to Canada from Arabic and Muslim communities 
receiving services for domestic abuse, child and youth protection or from 
the justice system. In many cases immigrants and refugees come from 
conflict zones. Pre-migration trauma is considered one of the main risk 
factors associated with family problems, including domestic violence 
(Anderson & Cramer-Benjamin, 1999; Margolin & John, 1997). However, 
the existing models for service neglect both the unique cultural differences 
of Newcomers, and are not designed to explore trauma and post-traumatic 
stress disorders. Addressing trauma and integration experiences may be 
significant factors in improving service provision for cases of domestic 
violence, child abuse and youth protection.  
Given the lack of cultural competency training in general, it is not 
unexpected that cultural differences are usually categorized as barriers 
between researchers and research participants or clients and service 
providers. The first and second stages of this work have used the Arabic 
and Muslim culture of participants as a potential strength in tackling 
complex issues of domestic violence, and providing services for youth and 
children involved with child protection and the justice system. The research 
team is comprised of individuals capable of using sophisticated strategies 
for bridging cultural, religious and linguistic difference and building a 
unique coordinated response to domestic violence for families from 
different areas of the Muslim world, including Afghanistan, Iraq, Palestine, 
Somalia and the Sudan. 
 

 
 

Intimate Partner Violence and Pre-Migration Trauma 
  
It is estimated that 48-54% of the immigrant population in Canada and 
the United States report exposure to pre-migration political violence 
(Rousseau & Drapeau, 2004; Eisenman et al, 2003). There has been little 
research conducted to investigate the connection between intimate 
partner violence and pre-migration trauma despite high rates of intimate 
partner violence among some immigrant groups (Raj & Silverman, 2002; 
Dutton et al, 2000).  
 
A relatively recent research study of adult men attending community 
health centres in Boston indicates that 29% of the respondents reported 
pre-migration exposure to political violence; 55% of these men reported 
perpetrating intimate partner violence. Intimate partner violence has 
been significantly associated with pre-migration exposure to political 
violence (Gupta et al, 2009). Trauma during pre-migration experiences is 
considered one of the main risk factors associated with family problems 
in general, including domestic violence (Bourassa, 2007; Anderson & 
Cramer-Benjamin, 1999; Margolin & John, 1997). It is also known that 
domestic violence rates among war veterans diagnosed with post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) are higher than amongst the general 
population in the United States (Sherman et al, 2006).  
  

Newcomers in  Canada since 2003 
  
Canada has welcomed on average 250,000 Newcomers each year since 
2001 (Statistics Canada, 2008). On average most of Canada’s cities have 
at least a 20% immigrant minority community. The great majority are not 
refugees, but rather individuals who qualify under a point system. 
Regardless of the way Newcomers enter they often share experiences 
associated with conflict, violence, disruption and fear which were a push 
factor for leaving their home country (Baobaid, 2008). 
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Abstract & Outcomes 

  
The Muslim Resource Centre for Social Support and Integration in Ontario, Canada 
piloted a program  that is now used as a model  to offer services which are culturally 
integrative. Staff train mainstream social service agencies to develop culturally 
competent service provision. This model can serve as a blueprint for researchers who 
wish to work in culturally distinct communities with complex needs. 
  
An initial project from 2004-6 at Changing Ways in London, Ontario was pioneered by 
Dr. Mohammed Baobaid. The Muslim Family Safety Project was designed to help 
Muslim and Arabic communities and mainstream service providers to address domestic 
violence in a culturally competent manner. This successfully engaged local Muslim 
leaders in a dialogue with mainstream anti-violence agencies, despite initial reluctance 
on behalf of the service provider community in using religious leaders who are 
perceived as transmitters of patriarchal values. It included public education campaigns  
by and for the Muslim community in English, Arabic, Bosnian, Farsi, Somali and Punjabi  
not translated brochures and websites from the English language. 
  

Outcomes 
 The number of children in foster care provided by the Children’s Aid Society of London 
& Middlesex, Ontario was reduced to zero in 2010 and 2011 as a direct result of 
intensive support and counseling provided by culturally competent staff within a 
coordinated approach to service provision managed by the Muslim family Safety Project 
and the Centre with the support of children and youth protection agencies, the justice 
system and immigrant settlement agencies. 
  
 During the project Afghani, Iraqi, Somali, Sudanese and other Arab  communities were 
engaged alongside staff from agencies providing counseling, child protection and 
domestic violence services. The service providers were trained to be more aware of 
relevant cultural factors related to families from conflict zones, as well as the role of the 
individual in collectivist societies. The community members participated in discussions 
about what defines  domestic violence, what role does the community play in building 
safe and peaceful families, how can women and men be encouraged to seek help and 
reduce conflict. Stakeholders from agencies, the justice system, and school principals 
trained alongside Muslim leaders in order to discuss legal and social framework of 
domestic violence, child and youth protection services.  


