A STUDY OF COMMUNITY SERVICES FOR

FEMALE CHINESE VICTIMS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
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I. Introduction

Domestic violence is an increasing phenomenon in Canada.  The rate of female spousal violence increased from 302 victims for every 100,000 women in 1995 to 344 per 100,000 women in 2001 (Statistics Canada, 2003).  Over the years, agencies and organizations have developed different services and programs to help these women cope with the abuse e.g. medical assistance provided by hospitals and community health centres, social service agencies offering counseling, transitional support programs, settlement services, shelters that are available for women who need temporary accommodation, special priority subsidized housing and support from police services.  The main goal is to help them and their children stay safe and free from violence.

This two-year project is jointly organized by Chinese Canadian National Council Toronto Chapter, Chinese Family Services of Ontario, Metro Toronto Chinese & Southeast Asian Legal Clinic, and South Riverdale Community Health Centre.  It is funded by the Ministry of the Attorney General.  Its goal is to evaluate the cultural sensitivity and appropriateness of the existing services available to Chinese abused women and to improve the quality and accessibility of the programs and services for them.  The organizers hope to improve the coordination between Chinese community and mainstream service providers, public institutions, and community members in breaking down the barriers experienced by Chinese abused women in accessing community resources.  

II. Women Abuse in the Canadian Context

Most Chinese immigrant families came from Mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan.  In traditional Chinese families, the structure is hierarchical, where the husband is the highest authority (Ho, 1987).  They made all decisions related to each member and the family as a whole.  Women have low status and are often expected to obey the men in their lives from childhood onwards.  Before marriage, a woman follows and obeys her father; after marriage she listens and acts according to her husband’s wishes; and after the death of her husband, she obeys her son (Xu, Campbell, & Zhu, 2001).  They often find life difficult and stressful since they have to adjust to a new environment and culture when they first arrive in Canada.  They may not have a very good understanding of Canadian laws or their rights as Canadians.  Some of them do believe that male domination is acceptable and family violence is not a crime.  Most abusive husbands may project their anger onto their wives when they are frustrated or stressed out. The abused women would endure the abusive behavior for the sake of keeping the family together; some may blame themselves for their husband’s behaviours or attribute their marital conflicts to their failure as wives (Chiu, 2004).  Family violence is treated as an internal matter and thus it is seldom revealed to outsiders.  Research found that Asian women who are battered are less likely than women from other racial and ethnic groups to report abuse, and those who do usually wait till the abuse has become very serious (Xu, Campbell, & Zhu, 2001).  As a result, many women who hesitate to seek help do not usually receive services that may be helpful to them.

In recent years, Chinese families from various countries continue to immigrate to Canada.  According to the 2001 Census in Statistics Canada, there are 853,745 people in Canada who identified Chinese as their mother tongue, and 409,535 Chinese people in Toronto itself.  These 
new immigrant families, especially the women, may face many challenges and adjustment issues. Before the immigration, they often feel that being able to migrate to a western country is 
a dream come true and believe that they will have a much better life in Canada.  However, in reality, these women are more prone to be abused because some of them are not the main applicants for immigration, they are treated as dependent.  They speak very little or no English and they have to depend solely on their husbands for support and care. When abuse occurs, they are less likely to report or seek help due to worries of being repatriated if they leave their husbands.  It is often due to their lack of knowledge about their legal rights as immigrants. Moreover, it is often compounded by the fact that they do not realize abuse is a criminal offense in Canada, and services are available to assist them to deal with their abusive situations.
Chinese abused women in Canada face more barriers in obtaining help then if they were in Hong Kong, Mainland China or Taiwan.  They have to worry about more than the shame of revealing their family problems to relatives or professionals and risking the break up of their marriage.  They may also experience language barriers, isolation, and discrimination which are not uncommon for immigrants in a new country (Tam, 2004).  A study on the help-seeking behaviours of Chinese female immigrants in Toronto revealed that women often do not seek help because of a lack of knowledge, and information about the western concept of mental health, a lack of English fluency, cultural differences, user fees and accessibility of services (Chiu, 2004).  Also, decision to leave their husbands may result in ostracism from the community, causing them to lose connection to the only existing support systems within their culture.  Furthermore, some immigrant women had limited education, and many face difficulties in finding suitable employment.  Their often minimal or nonexistent English language skills leave them unable to separate from their husbands and live independent lives (Xu, Campbell, & Zhu, 2001).

Chinese is the largest ethnic minority in Canada.  Women of Chinese origin are also susceptible to be abused by their partners or husbands.  From April, 2003 to March, 2004, 621 domestic violence cases were opened at Chinese Family Services of Ontario, representing a 23% increase from the previous year.  We have witnessed an increasing concern of services that are not available to them because of language barriers and cultural differences. 

III. Purpose

The purpose of this study is to assess the quality of the programs available to Chinese abused woman and to identify the gaps in the existing resources and services.  With the results of this study, the committee members hope to work with Chinese and mainstream service providers, public institutions, and community members to break down the barriers experienced by these women in accessing services and also to develop better and more appropriate programs and services for this population.  A further objective is to encourage these women, through interactions with them, to actively discuss issues of domestic violence and empower them to affect current policies, programs, and services.

IV. Research Methods

The research project is divided into two parts.  The first part is data collection from Chinese women through one-on-one structured interviews and a focus group.  These were conducted between February and June, 2004.  Twenty-four Chinese abused women that are being served in various agencies in the community were interviewed.  These women agreed to be interviewed on the subject and are reimbursed $20 for their participation.  They were asked about how they dealt with their abusive experiences, their feedback on various services that are available to them such as counseling services, shelters, police services and legal services, and what barriers they encountered while using the different services.  Further data was collected through a focus group of 23 women who were members of an existing women's support group at South Riverdale Community Health Centre.  They did not explicitly identify themselves as being abused, but were asked about their views on domestic violence and the available services in the community for abused women.  
The second part, which was carried out between August and October this year involved distributing surveys and organizing a focus group for service providers that deliver services to Chinese abused women.  Different agencies were requested to complete a questionnaire which enquired about their services to abused women, the difficulties they encountered in serving such a population and also the service gaps they identified.  Twenty-two agencies were approached for participation in this part of the research and 10 of them returned a completed questionnaire.  A focus group that explored the same questions was also conducted with all the staff at Chinese Family Services of Ontario.

V. Results

1) Interviews of abused women
Of the 24 abused women who were interviewed, 17 of them are from Mainland China, the remainder is from Hong Kong, Vietnam and Indonesia.  Three of them have been in the country less than 3 years, 13 of them have been in Canada between 3-10 years, and 8 of them have lived here for over 10 years.  Twenty-two of the 24 women are either permanent residents or citizens.  Fourteen of them identified Cantonese as their mother tongue, and the remainder spoke Mandarin as their native language.  Nine of them are between the ages of 18-39, 13 of them are 40-54 years old, and 2 of them are 55 and above.  Eighteen of them reported being either separated or divorced, 6 of them are married.  Eighteen of those women have 1 or 2 children, 2 have 3 or more, and 4 have none.  Twenty-two of them had either secondary school or university education.  Ten of them were working, with the remainder relying on child support, welfare, alimony etc. for their living expenses.  Nine of them reported earning less than $10,000 per year, twelve of them reported having annual incomes of $10,000-$20,000, two of them had income over $20,000 and one did not reveal her income.  

Twenty-three of the women reported being abused by their spouse, and one by her brother-in-law.  Many of them did reveal their abusive experiences to others and seek outside help within the first few years of their abuse.  Sixty-seven percent reported telling their family about their abuse, 38% told their friends and 50% talked to professionals such as counselors, doctors and lawyers.  Forty-two percent said they seek help within the first year of the abuse, 33% between 1-3 years after they were first abused, 21% over 3 years later and 4% did not seek help at all.  Thirty-eight percent found out where to get help from relatives and friends, 29% through social agencies, and 38% through other means.  The top three services that the abused women received were counseling (88%), cultural interpretation (54%), and assistance with court proceedings (46%).

Seventy-six percent of the women were satisfied with the counseling services they received.  Through counseling, they learned that the abuse is not their fault, gained a better understanding of the different ways of abuse, learned more about their rights, and felt less lonely.  A minority of the women (33%) have been to shelters and 50% of them stayed for 1-3 months.  Seventy-one percent were satisfied with the services they received at the shelters but some complained about discrimination and maltreatment by the staff, communication difficulties and poor living environment.  A point worth noting is that 63% of those women never considered going to a shelter and of those it is because 47% of them did not know there was such an option.

As for police and legal services, 67 % felt they talked to a police officer of their preferred gender, 73% felt they were given enough time and opportunity to explain their situation.  However, 73% stated that they have never heard of the Victims Services Program.  Fifty-seven percent knew where they can find legal aid or legal clinic.  For those that have used legal services, 67% of them were satisfied with the legal assistance they received.  Those that did not find the services satisfactory felt that their legal questions were not addressed adequately and did not receive any helpful advice.

Most of the women interviewed only felt comfortable using services that are in Chinese.  88% of them reported knowing some or limited English, and 4 % did not speak any English at all. Half of them (52%) stated that they experienced difficulties in finding Chinese speaking workers at different services in the community.  Of those that used interpreters, most of them used them in court.  50% thought that the interpretation services were satisfactory.  The others thought there were large individual differences among the interpreters, that the waiting period was too long and some interpreters did a poor job.

When these women were asked about the barriers that they experienced in accessing services and programs in the community, their top four answers (all four mentioned by 54% of the participants) were lack of knowledge about the available services, no transportation, services are too far from their home and they do not speak English fluently.  As for fears and concerns that hinder them from seeking help, the top three responses were lack of English skills (58%), being looked down upon by their community (38%), and shame (29%).  
The final question requested the participants to list services that they feel are helpful to abused women.  Suggestions given were as follows: mandatory counseling for all abusers, employment services, furniture bank, assistance in applying for housing, interpretation services for using other community services and translation of letters and 
documents, childcare services, increasing the number of community centres, individual and group counseling for abused women, promotion of the different services available, public education regarding domestic violence, legal consequences for mistresses in other countries, and increasing the number of culturally sensitive services, especially shelters for Chinese women.

2) Women in the Focus Group

Twenty three Chinese women participated in the focus group.  Nineteen of them immigrated from Mainland China, the others from Hong Kong, Vietnam and India.  Most of them (19) were more recent immigrants and have been in Canada for 10 years or less.  Amongst them, 10 were already citizens, 10 were landed immigrants and 3 of them were visitors.  Of those that answered, 13 of them identified Cantonese as their mother tongue and 8 stated Mandarin.  Ten of the women were between the ages of 30-39, 6 of them between 40-54 and 7 of them were 55 and above.  The majority of the women (18) were married and had children (19).  Many of them (14) had a college or university degree, 8 of them had a high school education, and one completed elementary school level education. 

The women were encouraged to express their thoughts and feelings about domestic violence and the services that are available for abused women in the community.  Many of them do not have a clear definition of abuse and are not sure where the line is between normal arguments and emotional abuse.  Some feel that most people would not tell outsiders about their abuse, and if they do tell, they will tell friends rather than family members because they will be looked down upon.  They believe that people tend to keep the abuse as a private family matter and would not tell others unless it has become very serious.  When they do tell, they are likely to get divorced since it is hard to save a marriage when violence is involved.  Some stated that husbands often take their stresses out on their wives.  Most wives will tolerate the abuse as long as they can for the sake of the children.  However, women who are able to be independent and are capable of supporting themselves will leave the abusive relationship.

Quite a few women in the support group did not have much knowledge of the resources for abused women in the community and only focused on calling 911 as a possible action.  They feel that some women are resistant to seeking professional help regarding their abuse.  Some have expressed that there are not enough Chinese speaking workers at the different services, especially ones that speak Mandarin.  It is very important to the group that Chinese speaking officers are available at the police station or to go to their homes to take statements.  Language is the major barrier that they identified; the second one is unfamiliarity with available services.   They feel that some women hesitate to seek help because they are afraid of the possible negative consequences on themselves and their children after outside intervention.  Another barrier they identified was that many women depended on their husbands financially so their husbands have more power and control over them.  This makes it extremely difficulty for women to leave their abusive relationships.  They have suggested providing more groups and workshops for abused women and also opportunities to educate women on various topics that are relevant to them.  They believe that meeting with other women and becoming more informed will empower them and decrease their risk of being abused.  Also, more preventive efforts would be effective in reducing the likelihood of being abused.

3) Questionnaires and Focus Group of Service Providers

The ten agencies that participated in this study were Accessible Community Counseling Employment Services, Centre for Information Community Service of Ontario, Chinese Canadian National Council Toronto Chapter, Chinese Family Services of Ontario, Metro Toronto Chinese & Southeast Asian Legal Clinic, S.E.A.S. Centre, South Riverdale Community Health Centre, St. Paul’s L’amoreaux Seniors Centre, Toronto Western Hospital- University Health Network, and WoodGreen Immigrant Service.  Some of them provide direct counseling, legal and case management services to abused women, others offer information and referral.  A majority of them serve adults between the ages of 20-50 years old.  Five agencies reported that their Chinese clients are from Mainland China, three agencies reported serving immigrants from both Mainland China and Hong Kong.  Four agencies stated that they serve mainly new immigrants to Canada.  However, all except two agencies have no programs for children even though their clients do have children.  It is noteworthy that none of the agencies reported having a waiting list for services geared to abused women.  

The following results include the responses from the focus group held at Chinese Family Services of Ontario.  All the agencies had employees that spoke both Cantonese and Mandarin and one agency provided services in two other Chinese dialects other than Cantonese and Mandarin.  Even though each agency had Chinese staff, four of them still reported having difficulties serving Chinese from different backgrounds due to language and cultural barriers.  Four agencies expressed that using interpreters to provide services is not time efficient and is ineffective in communicating empathy and understanding to abused women.  Many agencies reported that to help them to cope with abuse is very challenging and can be a very long process.  Abused women often require many different services to help them break the cycle of violence.  Some do not find the right place for service in the beginning and refuse to be referred.  Many consider their own situation as a stigma and will not seek help until the situation becomes very serious and they can no longer tolerate it.  When they do reveal their experiences to others, they tend to minimize the severity of their situation.  Many of the abused women are reluctant to leave their husbands and are often indecisive and in a dilemma.  Due to language barriers, many of them are afraid of getting involved with the police and the legal system.  Some had unpleasant experiences in a shelter and others returned home even after they left their abusive husband because there was no Chinese-speaking worker or Chinese food available at the shelter. 

The participating agencies also listed some Chinese cultural values that hinder women from seeking help from professionals.  The two major values are male dominance and domestic violence being a private family matter.  The unequal power between men and 
women contributes to the cause of women abuse.  Many women are brought up with cultural values that encourage obedience to male figures in their lives, such as listening to 
their fathers, husbands and grownup sons.  In many marriages, the wives are dependent on their husbands financially, and also on many things in their daily lives. This dependency is more severe when the wives do not speak much English.  Some women will simply accept the abuse or even blame themselves for provoking their husbands’ abusive behaviour.  They consider tolerance as a virtue and make every effort to keep the family together.  These women’s identity often rest upon them being a “good” wife and mother.  Furthermore, Chinese people are generally very reluctant to disclose their family problems to others because they feel ashamed. Marital conflict and divorce are considered shameful to the family, especially to the older generation.  As a result, more often than not, abused women do not seek help at early stages of abuse but only when the situation becomes severe and they have endured much negative impact physically, psychologically, emotionally or being sexually assaulted.
There are four other common barriers and they are language, lack of knowledge about available services, no free childcare and transportation.  Sometimes, wives are not allowed to go for help because some husbands are unemployed and they usually stay at home most of the time.  Abused women are not always qualified for legal aid even when they want to get a divorce. More importantly, sometimes there will be no charge against the abusers when police are called because there is no sign of physical abuse or other physical evidence.  In some situations, the abused women are asked by the police if they wish to lay charges against their husband and it is difficult for them to make the decision because they do not know what will happen after they say yes. Subsidized housing is not readily available to abused women because they require proof of abuse.  In fact, emotional, sexual and financial abuses are more difficult to prove, as a result, women who do not suffer from physical abuse may not get appropriate services.

Several suggestions for improvement were suggested by the service providers and they fall under three major categories:  i) education, ii) staff training, iii) quality of  community services.  Public education to increase awareness in different populations was recommended by some agencies.  Target populations included males, abused women, students, new immigrants and the general public.  As for males, they can benefit from knowing the consequences of assaulting their wives and the subsequent impact on their children.  Abused women need more information about relevant services to increase their access to these programs.  Advocating for schools to incorporate anti-violence and anti-abuse materials into the curriculum may help prevent domestic violence in the future.  New immigrants and the general public need to gain more knowledge on domestic violence.  Professional training for staff is extremely important.  Staff can be trained to increase their sensitivity to abused women, learn how to assess women who are abused and to offer help, provide quality treatment to both abused women and perpetrators, and to advocate for more equality rights and support services for women.  Lastly, services that include the police, shelters, legal system, government subsidized housing, welfare system, childcare, interpretation service, counseling and employment service should aim at developing more user friendly services for these Chinese women.  They require services in their native language, and staff that understand their culture and are empathetic to their situation.

VI. Discussion

This study confirms that the Chinese culture does influence Chinese abused women’s help seeking behaviors.  They tend not to seek help at the early stages of the abuse because they feel that being abused is shameful and should be kept as a private family matter.  Many of the women rely on their husbands and partners in various aspects of their daily life.  They are afraid of breaking up the family and having to be alone, instead, they choose to endure the abusive situations.  They also hesitate to seek help because of language barriers and the possible negative consequences of getting other parties involved.  They feel that they are unable to communicate with agency staff because of the language issues and they also fear that the situation may become worse if their husbands found out they seek help from social service agencies.

In general, the abused women were quite satisfied with the counseling services that they received.  However, the results for the other services such as shelter, legal and interpretation services were mixed.  Some were satisfied with those services, some were not.  It reflects that the quality of services may require review and rectification.

The lack of knowledge regarding existing resources and English fluency were major barriers for the abused women to get access to these services.  They do not know where or who to turn to for help when they are in desperate situations and they cannot express themselves adequately even when someone is willing to help them due to language barriers.   Going to various agencies and offices is also an issue because some women do not drive or cannot afford bus fares.  Furthermore, it is difficult for women to go out when there are no affordable childcare services near their homes.

Some other barriers stem from policy of government institutions such as legal aid, subsidized priority housing and police services.  They need to reexamine their criteria of application for the abused women. In fact, emotional, financial and sexual abuse are often difficult to prove.  Guidelines that are too strict may prevent eligible women from getting the services they need.

VII. Limitation

There are some limitations to this study.  During the recruitment process, the project coordinator encountered significant difficulties in getting abused women’s cooperation in participating in the one-on-one interviews.  More than half of the women that were contacted refused to participate.  They may not have felt comfortable talking to a stranger about their abusive experiences or did not want to spend the time on such interviews.  For the second part of the study, less than half of the contacted agencies returned a completed questionnaire.  As a result, the sample sizes are not as large as we expected.  Furthermore, all the women that participated in the study were already being served by various community agencies.  Their experiences are not necessarily reflective of the many women that are not linked to any social services.  We believe that there are some abused women who do not know how to seek help from the community and they are still suffering in the abusive situations at home.   Further research is needed to gain a better understanding of the women who are not currently using community services. 

VIII. Recommendation

Abused women usually have to go through a relatively long-process of adjustment, making use of various services to help them live in an environment which is free of violence.  It is our goal to enable both Chinese and mainstream service providers, public institutions, and community members to work together to break down the barriers experienced by these women in accessing much needed services.  The following recommendations are made in accordance to the results of this study.
· Agencies should commit to hiring Chinese staff that speaks different Chinese dialects to extend services to abused women in their native language.  It would be ideal if all the relevant services such as counseling, legal clinics, shelters, welfare offices, government subsidized housing offices, police services had Chinese speaking staff.

· Professional training is essential to ensure competency of staff who serve abused women.  Staff need to increase their sensitivity to the issues faced by abused women and also to develop services that meet the needs of abused women who are new immigrants.  

· Public education is crucial in both prevention and treatment efforts.  Opportunities to educate men on the consequences of abusing their wives and the impact on their children may decrease the incident rate of abuse.  Information sessions for new immigrants and the general public can help increase their awareness and sensitivity to the issue of domestic violence.  Support groups and workshops for women in the community can empower them and provide them with knowledge of the existing services. 

· Introducing anti-violence and anti-abuse material into school curriculum is another preventive method that may lower the risk of abuse in relationships.  

· Free interpretation services for translation of documents and escort services would help women to be more independent and confident in dealing with different service agencies.
· Shelters need to provide an environment that is suitable for Chinese women and their children.  In addition to providing or allowing meals suited to their tastes, staff needs to be able to speak their languages so that the women can communicate with them and feel that they are being cared for.  Shelters would be a more attractive and acceptable option to abused women if they feel they can adjust to the routines and living environment.

· Financial assistance should be more readily available to abused women so that they can support themselves and pay for all the necessary legal proceedings.  The government should allow processing of abused women’s welfare applications without their husbands’ or partners’ financial information. It would be very helpful if Legal Aid can provide legal aid certificates to abused women who wish to separate from or divorce their husbands.

· More women will be able to leave their abusive relationships if government subsidized priority housing is more accessible to them especially for those suffering from emotional, financial and sexual abuse.

· Police officers should look into providing Chinese female officers to take statements from abused women so they would feel more comfortable in explaining their situation.  The role of Victims Services Program needs to be clearly introduced to the abused women since they can be helpful in linking them with relevant services. 

· Agencies providing transportation or transit tickets to clients would facilitate them in seeking help from appropriate social service agencies.

· Providing free childcare services at different agencies and offices would enable more women to come out and seek help from agencies.
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