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foreword

the universe of voluntary sector or ‘public benefit’ organizations in 
canada is vast; indeed, the sector in canada is second only to that of 
the netherlands in size relative to population: over 80,000 registered 
charities, perhaps double that number of non-profits, 1 million full-
time staff and 11.8 million volunteers. although the sector accounts for 
some 8 per cent of our gdP, it works largely in obscurity. feel-good 
stories in newspapers and, infrequently, reports of malfeasance are the 
most attention it receives from the media. governments at all levels rely 
on the sector to deliver services, build healthy communities, and articu-
late needs, but seldom consider the impact of legislation or regulations 
on its vitality. yet strong voluntary organizations are the essential build-
ing blocks of community, both the driving force and the tangible ex-
pression of a vibrant democracy.

for decades community organizations have pursued their missions, 
working within a context that assigned them a role variously defined  
as complementary to government in the delivery of services to hard-
to-reach populations, or addressing ‘market failure’ in the provision of 
goods to vulnerable groups, or even as the proverbial ‘canary in the 
mineshaft,’ giving early warning of impending social needs and chal-
lenges. in the 1990s, however, roles began to blur: business values were 
increasingly viewed as dominant, with both governments and not-for-
profits urged to ‘become more businesslike,’ which presumably meant 
more results-oriented and efficient. at the same time, governments 
began to cut back on social spending, offloading responsibilities to 
provincial and municipal jurisdictions and, eventually, onto the backs 
of voluntary organizations. organizations were exhorted to ‘do more 
with less,’ to address root causes and not merely symptoms, and to 
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situate their operations within larger ‘systems’ of health care, educa-
tion, and so on.

it was in this changing context that the J.W. mcconnell family 
foundation launched a leadership development program specifically 
for the voluntary sector, in partnership with mcgill university. this 
initiative was new in several respects: it was intended to provide a 
learning opportunity on a par with what is available to senior private 
sector executives; it was conceived as a partnership between a funder 
and a university, requiring a tight marriage of theory and practice in its 
design and execution; and it was planned as a time-limited program 
that would reach enough present and future leaders in the sector to 
constitute a ‘critical mass’ to influence the sector as a whole.

the essays in this volume, as fred Bird and frances Westley explain 
in their introduction, reflect the themes around which the program was 
built. now, several years after the completion of the program, it is evi-
dent that it had a profound impact on the participants’ careers and their 
personal lives. many have gone on to become even more prominent 
and effective leaders as well as agents of change. the impact on the sec-
tor as a whole is more difficult to assess, though one can see new rela-
tionships and networks that have been formed, at least in part due to 
this intense experience of sharing and learning together.

in the past decade the pace of change has accelerated. terrorism, 
global health threats, economic shocks, natural disasters, and a 
changing climate are having a profound impact on the world, and on 
canada. at the macro level it is increasingly clear that nation states 
cannot address these challenges alone; within countries, it is equally 
apparent that no single sector of society has the capacity to respond 
successfully. Big issues call for a societal response, not fragmented ef-
forts, and a commitment to collaborate and to engage citizens in the 
search for solutions. What has been called the age of deference is long 
over; people no longer expect employers or governments or experts to 
tell them what to do or how to think. apparent citizen apathy and dis-
engagement from formal political processes is belied by a willingness 
to get involved in community-level activity where cooperation can 
lead to tangible results.

fifteen years after the first meetings to design a program for volun-
tary sector leaders, we face a new set of challenges. some are familiar: a 
return to government deficits, for example, and the need to make 
canada more economically competitive; others are new, like meeting 
the needs of an aging population. the community sector, in addition to 
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the evergreen problems of managing, staffing, and funding the thou-
sands of organizations that comprise it, is also crafting a different ‘nar-
rative’ of its role and value to canadian society, a role that goes beyond 
caring, causes, and conviction to embrace innovation, entrepreneur-
ship, and creativity. shifting to a ‘green’ economy, responsible consumer 
choices, new models for the delivery of essential services like health 
care and education, require leadership from the community sector.

the contributors to this volume are evidence that the leadership 
exists. they explore what is required to focus on the mission while 
working in complex situations, how canadian values interact with an 
increasingly global context, and how organizations must navigate be-
tween asserting their separate identities in a competitive marketplace 
for money and ideas and the need to collaborate for greater impact and 
effectiveness. the collective portrait is daunting in the scale of its chal-
lenges, and inspiring in the commitment and optimism of its actors.

for the foundation, sponsorship of the mcgill-mcconnell Program 
helped to create strong bonds with many important organizations and 
inspiring leaders with whom we have continued to collaborate. it 
deepened our understanding of the potential of voluntary or public 
benefit groups to create positive change, and of the need for targeted 
support to enhance their ability to do so. it also led directly into our 
involvement in the field of social innovation and to our commitment to 
identify, support, and strengthen entrepreneurial individuals and or-
ganizations so that they can contribute even more effectively to explor-
ing and implementing solutions to complex social challenges. in the 
words of arundhati roy (2003, n.p.), ‘another world is not only pos-
sible, she is on her way. on a quiet day i can hear her breathing.’

tim Brodhead
President, the J.W. mcconnell family foundation
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Preface

this book is written by a group of leaders in voluntary sector organiza-
tions in canada to voice their concerns about particular contemporary 
challenges facing the voluntary sector. the topics of their individual 
chapters range from ideas about better ways to manage unexpected 
crises (chapter 4) to opportunities afforded by social entrepreneurship 
(chapter 15); from ways to manage leadership succession in charis-
matically led groups (chapter 3) to ways to forge effective international 
links with other ngos (chapter 8). some of the essays are quite per-
sonal, as leaders reflect on their own leadership experiences (chapter 2) 
or on their own roles as fundraisers (chapter 10). several are written to 
alert readers interested in voluntary sector issues about pressing prob-
lems, such as the overlooked situation facing the children of offenders 
(chapter 13) or first nations children living on reserves (chapter 7). 
several of the authors inquire into the relationship between voluntary 
sector and private sector organizations when the latter act as sponsors, 
donors, or partners (chapters 10, 11, and 12). one (chapter 5) is written 
to raise fundamental questions about appropriate ways of evaluating 
the effectiveness of voluntary sector organizations. another (chapter 1) 
is written to reflect on and celebrate the capacity of some former chil-
dren in care to transform themselves and become social leaders. one 
explores the opportunities associated with public dialogues (chap-
ter  14), while another analyses ways of renewing organizations that 
have become set in their ways (chapter 6).

the essays also vary considerably in style. a few are in the form of 
research reports. several others take a more personal approach in order 
to explore unexamined feelings and assumptions. all are written to 
speak up and speak out from new angles to address pressing issues in 
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the world, issues facing their organizations and the voluntary sector, 
and issues facing the authors as leaders.

readers involved in canada’s voluntary sector – whether as volun-
teers, professionals, donors, members, participants, students preparing 
for careers in the sector, or current leaders – will be drawn into the var-
ied worlds of these authors and feel at times sympathetic, outraged, 
inspired, enlightened, and informed. they will learn about very diverse 
ways of exercising leadership through administration, listening to 
others, thought-full analysis or initiating change. in many instances, 
real leadership development begins, as several of these essays show, by 
developing one’s self.

these essays were all originally written when the authors were par-
ticipants in a special program co-sponsored by mcgill university and 
the J.W. mcconnell family foundation. the mcgill-mcconnell Program 
– officially known as the mcgill-mcconnell masters in management for 
national Voluntary sector leaders – is described in the introduction. it 
was not an ordinary academic degree. it was an executive program, 
which lasted long enough so that three classes of forty leaders could 
each participate in a series of five two- to three-week modules, along 
with additional executive exchanges and tutorials, while still continu-
ing their regular professional responsibilities. Working with academic 
advisors (located at mcgill university, as well as york university, 
concordia university, mcmaster university, oxford university, the 
university of calgary, and the university of Victoria), each participant 
prepared a major paper related both to what they had learned as part of 
the mcgill-mcconnell Program and to challenges in the voluntary sec-
tor that especially interested them. altogether they produced 120 pa-
pers, which originally varied in length from 45 to 125 pages. on the 
basis of recommendations from the academic staff, half of the authors 
were subsequently invited to present their papers at five specially or-
ganized seminars, where the papers were read and critiqued by the 
participants. certain authors were then invited to revise their papers 
substantially for publication. (see also the section ‘additional mcgill-
mcconnell Papers’ at the end of this volume.)

Building upon an approach originally developed by the international 
masters for Practicing managers (co-sponsored by five universities in 
canada, great Britain, france, india, and Japan), the mcgill-mcconnell 
Program organized its modules around particular themes or mindsets 
(see introduction). the sections of the book reflect the modules of the 
program, with the papers grouped in an approximate relation to the 
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major themes of these modules. While there are indeed some connec-
tions between these broad themes (focusing on leadership and reflec-
tion, organizational analysis, global perspectives, collaboration, and 
action), most of the essays cover material discussed in several themes 
while focusing on a particular challenge.

We have found these essays to be engaging and provocative in the root 
meaning of this term, namely, as vehicles for voicing concerns about 
vital matters. it is fitting that these essays are so varied in topic and 
style. diversity is, after all, one of the virtues of the voluntary sector in 
canada.

frederick Bird and frances Westley
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introduction: 
leadership and the Voluntary sector  
in canada

frances westley and frederick bird

in 1997, the J.W. mcconnell family foundation launched a major in-
novative initiative, in collaboration with the faculty of management 
at mcgill university, to create a new master’s degree program, called 
the mcgill-mcconnell Program for national Voluntary sector leaders. 
three ideas made this initiative novel in concept: first, that the volun-
tary sector needed and deserved a leadership program of the same 
quality as the best executive business degrees; second, that the sector as 
a whole needed to exercise more leadership in canada, shaping the 
public debate so often dominated by corporate leaders and politicians; 
and third, that an academic program could contribute to a change of 
this kind by bringing voluntary sector leaders together and giving them 
a chance to rethink the major challenges facing the sector and build a 
community of response.

at the time when the mcconnell foundation envisioned the possibil-
ity of such a program, its mission was focused primarily on helping 
canadians deal with change. the foundation saw the voluntary sector 
as facing leadership challenges in multiple domains – the most import-
ant being collaboration with the private and public sectors. the volun-
tary sector was in danger of losing its soul, caught between demands 
for ‘rationalization,’ ‘accountability,’ and cost effectiveness from the 
corporate sector, on one hand, and demands from the public sector, on 
the other, that the voluntary sector assume delivery of services hitherto 
provided by government. a ‘colonization’ of the voluntary sector re-
mains a real threat.

if the private sector is about commerce and the public sector is about 
guardianship (Jacobs 1993), then the voluntary sector remains the chief 
arena for debate and dialogue about civil society and those values we 
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wish to honour apart from considerations of the market or of govern-
ance. But how to strengthen this voice? this became the organizing 
question for the team that designed the program. as most of the team 
members were from business backgrounds, a secondary challenge was 
to balance the theory and practice of business management with the 
value orientations of the voluntary sector, building synergy when pos-
sible and identifying difference when helpful.

the program was built around six themes or mindsets, five of which 
– the Reflective mindset, the Analytic mindset, the Global mindset, the 
Collaborative mindset, and the Catalytic mindset – are represented in the 
main parts of this book. these five mindsets represent key leadership 
functions as identified by henry mintzberg: to reflect, analyse, context-
ualize, collaborate, and catalyse action. the sixth, the Ethical mindset, 
while increasingly important for the business world in a post-enron 
era, was deemed so crucial to the voluntary sector that it was included 
as a two-day segment of each of the other five modules.

designing the Program: Leadership roles and Challenges  
to the Voluntary Sector

the team of academics who designed the program included nancy 
adler and michelle Buck (reflective mindset); Brenda Zimmerman 
and kunal Basu (analytic mindset); nelson Phillips and tom lawrence 
(collaborative mindset); harrie Vredenburg and rajesh tandon (global/
contextual mindset); frances Westley (catalytic mindset); and fred 
Bird and travis kroecker (ethical mindset).

from the beginning, team members immersed themselves in the con-
cerns of the voluntary sector, bringing their own management special-
ties to bear on the challenges of leadership. Workshops were held with 
voluntary sector leaders around the mindset themes, and from these 
workshops there emerged a set of sub-themes of particular concern to 
leadership:

1. Leadership demands reflection as well as action. giving voluntary sec-
tor leaders the space and frameworks in which to reflect was key to the 
program as a whole and became the overriding theme of the first mod-
ule. reflection was linked to self-knowledge and discernment, and to 
the idea that to be a leader entails a capacity for and a determination to ac-
quire self-knowledge, and to use that knowledge self-confidently in the service 
of a mission. this internal focus is quite a departure from the mainstream 
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business literature on leadership in both the academic and popular 
press. ‘the power of authentic leadership is found not in external ar-
rangements, but in the heart,’ says Parker Palmer (1990, 23), who urges 
us to turn away from a life of ceaseless activity to one of greater 
contemplation.

to this end, we designed much of the first module and the threads of 
the rest of the program around the practice of reflection. for some par-
ticipants in the program this was a challenge on multiple levels. not 
only can self-exploration be difficult and disconcerting, but it is frowned 
upon in the sector as self-indulgent. We found early evidence of this 
difference through the 360-degree evaluation and feedback instrument 
we used to assess skill levels before entry into the program – an instru-
ment created by stephen schoonover, a harvard psychiatrist, ex-
pressly for the voluntary sector in canada. on compiling the data for 
all 120 participants in the mcgill-mcconnell Program, an interesting 
pattern emerged. Voluntary sector leaders were stronger than their pri-
vate sector counterparts in their emphasis on teamwork, their courage 
and commitment, and their ability to build networks and alliances. 
they were dedicated, ethical, and determined. But as a group they 
were less strong than the private sector at delegation, implementation, 
and what might be considered the command style of leadership. in 
comparison to his or her counterparts in the private sector, the 
canadian voluntary sector leader looks rather like a one-man band, 
trying to play all the instruments and get the melody right, but then 
handing off the credit for success to his or her fellow musicians. this is 
quite a different image from the type of ceo widely praised in the u.s. 
business press, whose style mintzberg (1999, 26) terms ‘loud manage-
ment, or management by Barking around.’

instead, voluntary sector leaders in the program were attracted by 
the idea of the servant leader, the ‘leaderful’ organization, and shared 
leadership (greenleaf 1991). But while these approaches may avoid 
the excesses of ‘loud’ leadership, each casts its own different shadow: 
a tendency to self-effacement, or to self-sacrifice – or both – which can 
get in the way of the organization’s mission, despite the leader’s best 
intentions, and which most certainly prevents leaders from the kind 
of deep self-knowledge we have described above. according to one 
mcgill-mcconnell participant,

my most powerful insights came during the course of the first module. i 
discovered that leadership was not only about what i know and my skills 
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as a professional, but also about ‘being.’ it requires knowledge of myself 
and my values, a capacity to reflect on and connect values and action, to 
listen to various perspectives and weigh various perspectives. Proud of 
being a professional in the voluntary sector, this subjective dimension to 
leadership was a total surprise. What had been mostly an intellectual per-
spective on leadership began to go to my guts, to connect head and soul.

the surprise on our side was the degree of modesty and the self-
effacement, which seemed absolutely basic to the sector. for example, a 
critical leadership skill, which we spent time on in this first module, 
was that of storytelling. as howard gardner and emma laskin wrote 
in their landmark study, Leading Minds (1996), ‘leaders achieve their 
influence through the kinds of narratives or stories they tell; about 
themselves, their society, and the people with whom they are dealing’ 
(9). the mcgill-mcconnell Program thus made storytelling a privil-
eged tool for developing leadership, drawing on gardner and laskin’s 
ideas, as well as from Joseph campbell’s studies of the role of storytell-
ing in mythology.

But where many leaders had difficulty was in seeing the link between 
their personal story and that of their organization. many struggled 
with feelings that their organizational issues were more important; that 
to create a story about their own lives as a way to present central issues 
or dilemmas in their organizations was somehow self-aggrandizement. 
most were not even comfortable with the use of the first-person singu-
lar (‘i did this,’ ‘i said that’), insisting rather on describing organiza-
tional choices in the first-person plural ‘we,’ even when the individual 
leader was clearly responsible. gradually, however, some exciting ex-
periments emerged. one leader was able to see that her experience with 
the early loss of a much-loved parent was her personal link between 
her organization and the needy children it served. moreover, in telling 
the story she was able to put into words a much more universal experi-
ence of loss, of parenting, and of why her organization existed:

When a father dies, a child grieves. i have lost someone i love. When a 
father leaves, a child feels anxiety and self-blame. What did i do wrong? 
Why doesn’t my father love me? death is final. he won’t come back. 
abandonment is indeterminable. What would make him come back?

yesterday, when a father died, our society affirmed the importance of 
fatherhood by comforting and supporting his family. today when a father 
leaves, our society discounts the importance of fatherhood by accepting 
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his departure with reasoned partiality. death kills men but sustains 
fatherhood. abandonment sustains men but kills fatherhood. death is 
more personally final, but departure is more culturally lethal. from a  
societal perspective, the former is an individual tragedy; the latter is a 
cultural tragedy.

to reach a place where she could tell this story powerfully required 
some deep reflection, a search into her own motivations and drives, 
which for many leaders is disconcerting and difficult. annie dillard 
(1982) describes this as the most difficult journey anyone can take, into 
‘the substrate, the ocean or matrix or ether which buoys the rest, which 
gives goodness its power for good, and evil its power for evil’ (94); but 
this journey is necessary in order to arrive at the kinds of truths that it 
is the leader’s responsibility to name and to bring to light.

Part one of this book presents the mcgill-mcconnell papers inspired 
by the reflective mindset. the essays by lynda manser, ida mutoigo, 
and Bernard Voyer illustrate how deep reflection on the part of a leader 
can be married to organizational mission. these three essays read most 
like stories, as the authors work to create parallels between their own 
life narratives and those of their respective organizations.

through the initial essay, written by lynda manser, former executive 
director of the national youth in care network, readers hear the voices 
of a number of young people who have experienced rejection and 
powerlessness but have responded to their circumstances by becoming 
leaders within the network. they have expressed the ‘courage to be-
come.’ manser describes the process by which these young people 
emerged as leaders as an often difficult journey, by means of which 
these young men and women were able to identify, affirm, and develop 
their own particular gifts. in the end she concludes, ‘our capacity to see 
and change the world coevolves with our capacity to see and change 
ourselves.’ this initial essay explores how people who never would 
have imagined that they could become leaders find ways to assume 
both greater charge of their own lives and, in the process, become lead-
ers of others. in the process, manser’s essay moves from interesting and 
quite engaging accounts and observations about a handful of emerging 
leaders in one particular organization to a much more general insight 
about the value for any would-be leaders of identifying and offering as 
a basis of their leadership their own personal strengths.

While manser uses her essay to reflect on how some young people, 
struggling to achieve in spite of difficult conditions, have become 
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leaders, ida mutoigo uses her essay to reflect on her own experiences as 
a leader in an international faith-based organization. she considers her 
particular calling; reviews various ideas, exercises, and experiences she 
has found helpful; and spells out a framework for further cultivating 
her own approach to leadership in a religiously oriented community. 
What especially stands out in her essay is how important it is for lead-
ers to regularly take time to personally reflect on their own priorities 
and their sense of what is taking place in their lives, organizations, and 
worlds. leaders so often get caught up in continual motion and over-
whelmed by the day-to-day agendas. these preoccupations may be-
come even more protracted in faith organizations, mutoigo muses, 
where there is such an emphasis on doing things in just the right way. 
thus, it is important for leaders to schedule regular times for reflection, 
so that they can review the larger global situation in which they are 
working, and the overall purposes of their organization. they can also 
use these occasions to review, re-assess, and re-affirm their own per-
sonal passions and priorities and, in words which mutoigo uses from 
gandhi, ‘Be the change you wish to see in the world.’

Bernard Voyer, a director of the taoist tai chi society of canada, 
writes his reflections on leadership quite consciously as a follower 
rather than as a leader. his essay is especially relevant for any organiza-
tion, whether religious, political, private, or civil, which has been in-
spired or directed at any time by a charismatic leader. Voyer states that 
what was especially interesting about moy lin-shin, the charismatic 
founder of the taoist tai chi society of canada, was that moy expected 
his followers not to be unthinking and devoted recipients of his direc-
tion but rather self-disciplined and well-skilled apprentices in the 
healthy ways of living that this group promotes. correspondingly, moy 
arranged it so at his death he was succeeded not by a newly designated 
charismatic leader – in effect, a replacement founder – but by a council 
of skilled, journeymen-like officials, capable of managing an organiza-
tion committed to helping people learn and practice certain healthy 
exercises and lifestyles.

2. Leadership in the voluntary sector demands the ability to manage highly 
complex situations and emergence. for this, the capacity for discernment is 
required, in order to find useful patterns in the complex world around 
us. this second capacity is built on the first – because contemplation is 
required to discern such patterns, and a comfort with self, silence, and 
ambiguity is necessary to give us the capacity to listen, to wait, and to 



introduction 9

contemplate until that pattern becomes clear. according to gardner 
(1995), ‘reflecting means spending a lot of time thinking about what it 
is that you are trying to achieve, seeing how you are doing, continuing 
if things are going well, correcting course if not; that is, being in a con-
stant dialectic with your work, your project or your set of projects’ (294).

in the second module of the mcgill-mcconnell Program, the 
‘analytic mindset,’ we asked participants to look at two pictures: one 
of a calm beach, the other of a turbulent ocean. We asked, ‘When you 
are managing in your organization, which does it feel like?’ Participants 
invariably suggested the ocean. leaders in the voluntary sector saw the 
world not as stable and unchanging, but as highly unstable and con-
nected, ‘immersed in and consumed by social connection’ with (at 
times) ‘numbing’ results (gergen 1991, 2).

such social connection has only been intensified by the advent of 
email. estimates suggest that the average manager spends at least two 
hours a day on email correspondence and that it doesn’t reduce any of 
the demands described above. this is what t.s. eliot called ‘distraction 
from distraction by distraction’ (eliot 1969, 120). contemporary theor-
ists writing about leadership suggest that this level of distraction, this 
level of complexity, represents one of the key threats to effective leader-
ship. in such an environment, reflection and its associated skill, dis-
cernment, are not luxuries but necessities. it is critical to separate the 
wheat from the chaff, the key elements from the peripheral, the pat-
terns from the chaos.

this is not easy. the management theorist Peter senge, who has writ-
ten extensively about learning organizations, has argued that complex-
ity is defined by a system of non-obvious relationships. What do we 
mean by that? Well, take the stormy ocean of the photograph. now 
imagine you are one ship on that ocean. you have to contend with the 
waves coming from multiple directions. this feat is complicated, some-
times surprising, but obvious; you literally see them coming. now im-
agine that under the waves, you are connected by cables, which you 
can’t see, to numerous other boats that you don’t know exist and you 
can’t see, and that they in turn are connected to each other in a complex 
web. as you attempt to steer your craft in the waves, one of the cables 
suddenly tautens, pulling you sharply off course; you try to correct by 
yanking another invisible cable, and so on. these are the non-obvious 
connections, which senge says it is the leader’s job to anticipate, il-
luminate or even, under some conditions, design; to this extent leaders 
must be teachers (senge 1990).
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leaders as teachers help people restructure their view of reality in 
order to see beyond superficial conditions and events into the under-
lying causes of problems – and therefore to see new possibilities for 
shaping the future (senge 1990).

these are the underlying system dynamics, which are unseen, but 
which, like the underwater cables, drive our behaviour. in the mcgill-
mcconnell Program, we began this process of restructuring our view of 
reality by exploring the notion that in situations of complexity, asking 
the right questions to reveal the mental models and underlying as-
sumptions within our organizations is as important as giving the right 
answers. and we introduced the notion of minimum specifications: the 
notion that in leading under circumstances of complexity, our goal is to 
strip our requirements to the most basic, and the most essential. 
according to one graduate of the mcgill-mcconnell Program,

conversations have changed in my office, and it has been noticed. We are 
more honest, straightforward, and supportive of each other. there was not 
a particular day when it changed. But there is no doubt that ‘listening’ has 
become important to the group i work with. if only one lesson remains 
ingrained with me from the mcgill-mcconnell program, it would have to 
be the understanding that ‘good conversations take time.’ a good example 
would be my first meeting with a team that had developed a habit of talk-
ing all the time, over each other – a style of combative, challenging, in-
tense, no-listening conversation – just go at it! as their new manager, i did 
not say anything in that staff meeting, just held my own calmly – and 
when space opened up i still did not say anything, for what seemed like 
an eternity. there was noticeable discomfort with the non-communicative 
silence. and i knew that if i was in such a situation two years earlier i 
would have assumed that such a leader would be seen as lacking in con-
trol, and weak. But i was off on a different path, and testing my ability to 
‘listen’ for the real issues as i pulled together threads of their conversation, 
each one of them, and strung them together into a system. for me it was 
important that i really heard what they were saying. i didn’t have answers 
for them that day, but i trusted the insight i had learned – that there are 
times when it is much more powerful to listen than to have an answer 
ready – because answers without reflection and understandings will not 
have meaning or be genuine.

the analytic mindset is represented by the essays in Part two. marg 
mcgregor, Jerry demarco, and mark langlois all deal with organizational 
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challenges through an analysis which deepens understanding. all three 
authors assume that organizing and managing complex problems re-
quire a systemic, multifaceted, multi-level approach. again, personal 
experience is combined with analytical and complexity approaches to 
illuminate an important aspect of leadership in the voluntary sector.

in the initial essay, margaret mcgregor, who is the ceo of canadian 
interuniversity sport, especially reflects on the need for timely re-
sponses, focusing in this case on guidelines for responding to crises. 
she draws upon the experience of sport organizations, in order to offer 
some general guidelines for exerting leadership in times of crises. 
observing that crises ordinarily pass through a number of different 
stages, mcgregor indicates when different kinds of responses are called 
for. in these kinds of settings, she notes in particular that leaders need 
to have developed the capacity to tolerate both considerable confusion 
and unanticipated hostility.

in the second essay, Jerry demarco, former managing lawyer for the 
sierra legal defence fund, criticizes one particular approach that has 
been developed for assessing how well voluntary sector organizations 
are performing. he looks at what other organizational analysts have 
called the ‘tyranny of the means,’ that is, the rigid focus on efficiency of 
particular organizational processes, analysed apart from a larger con-
cern for organizational purposes and outcomes. he analyses the donner 
awards for ‘excellence in the delivery of social services.’

While recognizing the need for organizations to evaluate their own 
performances regularly, he criticizes the way these awards carry out 
evaluations of voluntary sector organizations. he argues that these 
awards exhibit a tendency to adopt a business model, which especially 
looks for and rewards efficient utilization of organizational resources. 
What is needed, demarco argues, is more attention to the varied forms 
of evaluation geared to the diversity of organizations and their pur-
poses, along with the diversity of objectives they are seeking to realize.

in the third essay in this section, marc langlois analyses the experi-
ences of contemporary youth organizations and looks at their prospects 
for self-renewal. he emphasizes how critical it is for organizations to 
appreciate where they are in relation to their own life cycle. renewal 
may assume different forms, whether organizations are rapidly de-
veloping, mature, or declining. having started a youth organization in 
nova scotia more than twenty years ago, langlois uses heartWood, his 
own organization, as a comparative point of reference for looking at the 
prospects and problems facing mature youth-serving organizations.
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each of these essays demonstrates a concern for devising lively and 
fitting forms of accountability. mcgregor counsels organizations to 
analyse the extent to which they are prepared for dealing with un-
expected crises. to be accountable entails becoming ready to respond 
to unanticipated threats and surprises. demarco directly criticizes cer-
tain approaches to evaluating voluntary sector organizations because 
they focus attention too narrowly on the efficient use of particular re-
sources. in the process, these forms of evaluation fail to focus enough 
attention on the wider range of less easily calibrated resources – mor-
ale, volunteerism, community feelings – as well as the realization of 
organizational purposes. to be truly accountable entails devising 
practices of accountability that foster learning and commitment among 
organizational members. langlois counsels mature organizations to 
fully appreciate possibilities for reviving themselves, while staying 
grounded in their own histories. to be accountable from this perspec-
tive often entails a willingness to relinquish some activities in order to 
foster others.

3. To effect real change in the areas which concern voluntary sector leaders, 
single organizations need to think systemically, across sectors, sub-systems, 
and scales. the global context becomes critical for voluntary sector lead-
ers. the kinds of problems that deeply concern them – poverty, youth 
engagement, homelessness, chronic disease, community development, 
and the environment – are ‘evergreen’ issues. they don’t go away; they 
are intractable. moreover, in an increasingly interconnected world, 
‘when you try to pick anything up,’ as John muir said, ‘you find it con-
nected to everything else’ (muir 1911, n.p.). the drivers of poverty, en-
vironmental degradation, or even illness are often global. understanding 
the global context is a necessary part of ‘thinking like a movement,’ 
working not just to problem solve in the short run but to create change 
in the long run.

When we move to a global system context, however, we do need to 
be able to think systemically. understanding issues such as food mar-
kets in china demands an understanding of how industry and environ-
ment are interacting at a global scale (Brown 1995). from the point of 
view of the voluntary sector, to understand how to address issues of 
poverty, homelessness, social justice, or the environment in a canadian 
context, it is important to understand the global drivers of local prob-
lems. it also means understanding how the same problems are handled 
differently in different cultural contexts.
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understanding the global context builds on the capacity of analysis 
and how to lead change. the mcgill-mcconnell participants travelled 
to india, australia, and singapore in order to understand firsthand the 
ways in which economic context and Western values contrast with the 
more religiously based, local perspectives of the developing world – 
what thomas l. friedman (2000) has famously symbolized as the con-
trast between ‘the lexus and the olive tree.’ in meeting their counterparts 
in india, in particular, and in confronting the scale and severity of prob-
lems there – as well as surprising sources of resilience – participants 
came to frame some of their own problems differently:

one of the surprising differences in the indian voluntary sector was the 
way in which leaders did not accept service, advocacy, and activism as 
distinctive organizational missions. most voluntary sector organizations 
did all three. in addition, the ‘sub-sectors’ in the voluntary sector, health, 
environment, arts et cetera were not seen as entirely distinctive concerns, 
but rather like separate petals of a daisy, the heart of which was the en-
hancement of the human spirit. for example, Vendana shiva noted in a 
public speech that the environment should be protected, not only because 
it provided ecosystem services, but also because a beautiful and intact 
physical environment feeds the human spirit.

another voluntary sector leader, who headed an organization that 
worked with street prostitutes, defended the value of an in-house 
theatre group for the organization’s mission. after all, she noted, ‘We 
can tell people how to live, but it is the artists that can tell them why.’ 
this sense of the underlying connection of different sub-sectors fur-
ther stimulated mcgill-mcconnell participants to view problems 
systemically.

the essays in Part three all take this broader, systemic view of in-
tractable social and environmental issues. cindy Blackstock looks at 
the way in which the local experience of aboriginal populations within 
canada is determined by a complex system of drivers that have na-
tional and global roots. alain roy, in looking at global partnerships, 
emphasizes the need for collaboration and partnership in order to get 
traction on global problems – an approach which we call ‘thinking like 
a movement.’

a global mindset entails a full appreciation of cultural diversity, 
which is an unmistakable characteristic of our increasingly globalized 
world. Becoming globally aware means more fully acknowledging and 
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seeking to work with the ways others with whom we interact see the 
world. it is challenging both to recognize these cultural differences and 
to learn to converse with others in relation to their own valued terms of 
reference. correspondingly, to be globally-minded calls for an ecumen-
ical or cosmopolitan attitude: that is, a readiness to seek to understand 
issues from the perspective of diverse others. in subsequent essays 
mah-sen and dale respond to this challenge respectively with their an-
alyses of the importance of bridge-building and deliberative dialogue.

in the initial essay in this section, cindy Blackstock, executive direc-
tor of the first nations child and family caring society, highlights the 
importance of fostering truly appreciative understanding between the 
first nations people living on reserves and voluntary sector organiza-
tions in canada. she begins her essay noting both the risks which these 
people face and the enigmatic fact that first nations peoples living on 
reserves are so poorly served by regular voluntary sector organizations 
in this country. she then seeks to explore why voluntary sector organ-
izations, otherwise so exemplary in the ways they address social prob-
lems, seem to remain so unresponsive to the concerns and needs of first 
nations living on reserves. she considers the extent to which this lack 
of response occurs because of lack of knowledge, differing assumptions 
about volunteerism, and different cultural expectations. if canadians 
are going to respond more effectively to first nations issues, Blackstock 
argues, they will need to develop a more attentive and more apprecia-
tive understanding of these people.

to the extent that voluntary sector organizations address current 
issues from a global perspective, they will often, correspondingly, ex-
plore ways to collaborate with other organizations in other parts of the 
world addressing the same kinds of issues. they will explore how to 
become more effective by finding allies and partners with the same 
kinds of concerns, whether their interests are related to development, 
poverty, environmental concerns, youth engagement, animal rights,  
or health care. in his essay on ‘letting Be or making collaborations 
happen,’ alain roy, program director at amnesty international, re-
views varied ways in which voluntary sector organizations from dif-
ferent countries have collaborated globally to share information, 
engage in dialogues, and work on common projects. he discusses a 
number of noteworthy examples, such as global, cross-border initia-
tives to ban landmines, forgive third world debts, address and reduce 
corruption, raise labour standards, and protest the oecd’s proposed 
multilateral agreement on investment. roy uses these examples as a 
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basis for inquiring about the diverse ways civil society groups from 
around the world might work collaboratively to address the issues 
raised by current forms of economic globalism. What patterns of col-
laborations, he wonders, are most likely to make the most difference 
over time? as something like a global civil society begins to emerge, 
what form is it likely to take?

4. Because of the reality of the hyper-connectivity, as well as the values of 
voluntary sector organizations, collaborative frameworks and competencies 
are a key part of leadership in the voluntary sector. one of the realities of 
leadership in the voluntary sector is that it makes increasing demands 
on a leader’s capacity to build sustained collaborations across the sec-
tors. the relative paucity of resources in the sector, as well as the prob-
lem-oriented focus of most voluntary sector organizations, makes 
direct competition, even for resources, counterproductive.

this does not mean that competition in the voluntary sector does not 
exist; quite the contrary. But it is not valued in the same way as it is in 
the private sector. as macmillan points out, the challenge for the volun-
tary sector is to identify the areas where they should help build up their 
partners, turn over responsibility to others, and try to win because they 
indeed are the best organizations to solve the problem. macmillan rec-
ognizes that an emphasis on collaboration sometimes weakens stra-
tegic thinking in the sector. this can cause ‘mission drift’ and a tendency 
to go after funds reactively as opposed to strategically:

one approach which combines private and voluntary sector strategic 
thinking is the use of ‘strategic intent’ – the creation of a centralized set of 
ideal goals, a vision of possibility, as it were – in order to stimulate co- 
ordinated, goal directed activity throughout the organization. the process 
of arriving at these goals is decentralized, however, allowing for creative 
means and different approaches. (macmillan 1983, 70)

ultimately, however, much more can be gained in the voluntary sec-
tor by ‘thinking like a movement,’ which means combining forces with 
other voluntary sector organizations, as well as government or private 
sector actors, to try to induce a ‘tipping point’ (gladwell 2000) where 
initiatives which might be started at a local scale cascade up and cause 
a whole system transformation. the skills of building partnerships, al-
liances, and collaborations are therefore key to voluntary sector trans-
formation (kanter 1989). as one participant said,
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Prior to my participation in the mcgill-mcconnell Program, my approach 
(to the question of context for educational leadership) would have been 
straightforward: check opinion polling for attitudes to education; review 
policy initiatives from across the country, and predict where things might 
go. ken gergen’s idea of ‘multiple voices all claiming to be the truth and 
the right’ came to mind as i developed a presentation using responses to 
the 1999 protests against the World trade organization in seattle, chal-
lenging us to envisage education as an arena of multiple voices and to 
explore the implications for educational leaders. an important thing hap-
pened: our board’s leadership committee decided to reconceptualize its 
framework for thinking about leadership in education. it determined that 
it should concern itself with the leadership role that superintendents and 
others should play in society, and not just in their institutions. as a result, 
a regular meeting of the board was transformed into a seminar for the 
board and other national education associations on global trade. it was 
one of our most successful efforts. a year ago, the board would have said, 
‘that’s not our business.’

since the end of the program, one of its chief accomplishments has 
been the number of novel and broadly based collaborations that have 
sprung up across the sector, as well as collaborations between volun-
tary organizations and governments or private corporations. faith 
communities have collaborated with other ngos; first nations organ-
izations have partnered with health- and youth-oriented ngos. at the 
sector level, contacts and collaboration have been strengthened and 
deepened, and some of these have led to continuing, productive rela-
tionships. collaboration within the voluntary sector is not always easy, 
as many organizations are often in direct competition for funds. 
Personal contacts established with a colleague during the intensive 
residency periods of the mcgill-mcconnell Program paved the way to 
much more productive dialogue on how collaborative fundraising 
could be done.

the first two essays in Part four closely examine the interactions be-
tween voluntary sector organizations and the donors who support their 
activities. in the first essay, charlotte cloutier, former executive direc-
tor of the newton foundation, analyses the increased role played by 
donor-directed contributions to voluntary sector organizations. the 
astronomical growth of high-involvement giving vehicles, such as 
donor-advised and venture philanthropy funds, suggests that donors 
increasingly wish to play a greater role in directing where their gifts go 
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and how they are utilized. higher levels of donor involvement are not 
without problems, cloutier observes, to the extent that donor-directed 
contributions may lead recipient organizations to shift their orienta-
tions and, over time, lose sight of their priorities. citing several an-
thropological studies, cloutier argues that charity ‘on the ground’ 
occurs primarily within ongoing and evolving relationships, and is 
deeply associated with general feelings of identity and community. 
correspondingly, voluntary sector organizations should view high- 
involved giving as an opportunity to build lively and interactive rela-
tionships with donors, of the kind that trigger and nurture dialogue, 
shared learning, and growth.

While cloutier makes her recommendations as an aspect of profes-
sional responsibility, robert ryan reaches complementary conclusions 
in much more personal terms. in his essay ‘can’t We Be friends?’ he 
tells of his experiences soliciting bequests for an international humani-
tarian organization and a university for which he formerly worked. 
imaginatively using aristotle’s discussion of friendship as a point of 
reference, ryan explores the fine line between cultivation and manipu-
lation, between respect for the mystery of giving and effectively man-
aging sound financial transactions. after reviewing several ethically 
ambiguous situations he has encountered as a fundraiser, ryan won-
ders whether these kinds of dilemmas can be adequately resolved 
guided largely by common sense and personal integrity. in the end, he 
too views fund-raising as an activity that seeks to build relationships, at 
once utilitarian and personal, between donors and the organizations 
they support.

in the third essay in this section, elizabeth moreau, director of com-
munications and public education of the canadian Paediatric society, 
examines collaborations between pharmaceutical firms and other 
health care businesses and voluntary sector organizations working in 
the field of health care. over time, these organizations have engaged 
in a number of collaborations, often undertaken to educate various 
publics regarding beneficial practices, concerning, for example, the 
immunization of children, sleeping positions for infants, and the 
value of low fat foods. she predicts that the number and variety of 
these collaborations will grow over time, as public funding declines. 
these collaborations have been both necessary and useful. at times, 
nonetheless, voluntary-private sector collaborations have been abused 
in ways that seem to advantage particular businesses, evade regula-
tions calling for full disclosure, and infringe upon the priorities of 



18 frances Westley and frederick Bird

health care organizations. moreau considers alternatives to respond to 
these problems. she surveys the diverse policies which groups like the 
american medical society and the World health organization have de-
veloped to guide health care organizations as they consider and enter 
into these collaborative relationships. given the possibility for mis-
understanding and misuse, she ends her essay recommending that 
more efforts be invested in developing useful screening and monitor-
ing procedures for these kinds of collaborations.

in the fourth essay, lily mah-sen, who works as a grass-roots co-
ordinator as part of the community activism program of amnesty 
international, considers policy alternatives that her organization has 
been debating. amnesty has developed its reputation by working to de-
fend human rights, especially the civil and political rights of individuals 
oppressed and sometimes imprisoned by governments. the organiza-
tion is now thinking about focusing greater attention on defending as 
well the social and economic rights of individuals, as they are adversely 
affected by both governments and businesses. in order to develop this 
line of action, amnesty has been exploring the possibilities of collaborat-
ing on specific terms with particular businesses. there has been much 
debate over whether amnesty, as it engages in corresponding actions 
along these lines, will have significant impact, will compromise its stan-
dards, and/or will divert its energies. to address this question, mah-sen, 
who, as a chinese-canadian considers herself to be a hyphenated 
canadian, reflects on her own experiences as an alternator and bridge 
builder in order to consider the degree to which amnesty has been and 
can become a bridge builder in the global effort to defend human rights.

5. The need to act in the face of high uncertainty and high stakes is an on-
going concern for the voluntary sector, particularly those involved with vul-
nerable clients and populations. one of the key challenges in voluntary 
sector organizations is that their work entails not only programmatic 
but also deeply ethical concerns. When working with fragile and vul-
nerable populations, the cost of mistakes can be high. if a product line 
fails, workers may have to be laid off, and profits may decline. But 
when a youth worker in an international ngo dies far from home, the 
harm is irreversible. nonetheless, it remains an ideal to address the 
needs of the most vulnerable.

When we were in delhi, we learned something that gandhi said, that 
when you’re faced with a decision, if you make that decision so that it 
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benefits the most vulnerable person involved, then you know you are go-
ing in the right direction.

action in a context of high complexity is, as we have noted, based on 
low control. an initiative such as a leadership decision may have not 
only unexpected, but also devastating consequences. however, with-
out risk there can be no transformation. Palmer (1990) notes the need to 
balance contemplation and action, insight and courage. the risks can-
not be ignored. But to dwell on them is to risk immobilization. it points 
again to reflection and discernment as crucial leadership capacities, but 
these need to be combined with the courage to make mistakes, even in 
risky situations. as noted by general roméo dallaire, the former head 
of the un forces in rwanda, men went out to fight every day because 
they believed in his leadership. some of them died and, ultimately, 
lacking the cooperation of key nations, the peacekeeping effort failed. 
But a leader must try; and a leader can’t escape responsibility, even for 
things that cannot be controlled (dallaire 2004).

the recognition that mistakes will occur in the voluntary sector is 
one thing; the capacity to learn from those mistakes is another, requir-
ing a special kind of courage. it requires the ability to listen deeply to 
others, even if that deepens our sense of culpability, to know oneself 
deeply, and to be prepared to reveal both strengths and frailties in dia-
logue with others.

in the first essay in Part five, shawn Bayes writes about a particular 
problem, namely, the way the correction system puts unanticipated 
stress on the children of offenders. as the director of the elizabeth fry 
society of Vancouver, Bayes provides compelling evidence of the stress 
from which these children suffer and the long-term cost to canadian 
society. in powerful and persuasive ways, her essay is a call to action. it 
provides disturbing evidence and then invites readers to explore how 
they can find ways to address this situation. as her essay was originally 
read by classmates in the mcgill-mcconnell Program, it has already 
aroused others to explore ways in which their organizations might act 
to help these children. effective communication often serves as a means 
of rallying people to take action.

Jacquie dale, who currently is the president and ceo of one World 
inc., also discusses the importance of communicating effectively, but 
focuses on a very different form of communicating, namely, inter-
active public dialogues. her essay provides accounts of three different 
initiatives from scandinavia, Brazil, and canada: citizens’ Juries, 
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participatory budget debates, and deliberative dialogues. all of these 
tools function as means of opening up public discourse, developing 
common ground from which plans of action for addressing value-laden, 
controversial, and potentially divisive issues can arise. they have each 
had measurable success. in the late 1990s, while still working for the 
canadian council for international cooperation, dale initiated a series 
of public conversations across canada about international issues, like 
global trade and world hunger. on the basis of this experience, the coun-
cil began a consulting firm that dale manages. it organizes dialogue pro-
cesses for various public, private, and voluntary organizations.

in the last essay, Jennifer flanagan, president and ceo of actua, 
writes about ways of fostering effective programs of action by integrat-
ing commercial activities into voluntary sector organizations. in part, 
she argues that these money-making activities provide additional 
sources of funds, without which many program activities might other-
wise have to be curtailed. she makes this argument because such com-
mercial activities can provide the most effective way of delivering 
particular services to targeted groups. over the years, a number of vol-
untary sector organizations, such as the ymca, have developed com-
mercial activities in the form of summer camps, fitness programs, and 
craft and cooking classes. flanagan makes another point as well. she 
wants to call attention to the ways entrepreneurial initiative, so charac-
teristic of many businesses, can be cultivated effectively by voluntary 
sector organizations.

in spite of their different forms, these essays emphasize the following 
common points. first, imagination plays an important role in fostering 
effective action. imagination can be used by listening to others (dale), 
by considering alternative ways of action (flanagan), and by con-
fronting overlooked information, in this case about the children of of-
fenders (Bayes). imagination allows us to gain new perspectives, to 
consider excluded alternatives, and to envision mediating positions be-
tween supposed mutually exclusive alternatives.

second, effective action is often taken by identifying and building on 
current assets rather than thinking about problems and deficiencies. We 
can see evidence for this belief in flanagan’s discussion of entrepre-
neurial activity in the voluntary sector, and in the ways the participants 
in deliberative dialogues are encouraged to draw upon their own 
experiences.

third, effective action calls for people to take risks. each of these au-
thors points to large risks which typically cause hesitation, anxiety, 
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vacillation, and correspondingly, inaction. the risks in all these cases 
are real and significant. Bayes reflects both on the risks faced by the 
children of offenders and the risks that accompany any efforts to ad-
dress this problem. in the public debates dale describes, the partici-
pants are invited to voice their anxieties about the risk associated with 
the alternative responses they are discussing. finally, flanagan ac-
knowledges the risk associated with the kind of entrepreneurial activ-
ities she is championing. these essays are grouped together to compare 
and appreciate the different ways in which the authors describe meth-
ods of addressing risk. Bayes argues that the risks involved in responding 
compassionately to the children of offenders are smaller than the risks 
that these children and society will face if we fail to respond. dale shows 
how people who otherwise strongly disagree and fear the positions 
proposed by others can overcome these differences by taking the time 
to listen to each other. finally, while acknowledging the risks associated 
with social entrepreneurship, flanagan makes a compelling case that 
the uncertainties are manageable and that the outcomes are well worth 
the venture.

these five themes, as well as the ethical concerns which run through 
them all, shaped the conversations in the classroom and shape the es-
says in this book. the writing of the papers and the process of preparing 
them for publication made it obvious that the challenges facing today’s 
organizations require not only new understandings but also new forms 
of knowledge production, best achieved by creating a dialogue between 
practical academics and thoughtful practitioners. these papers were se-
lected from 120 essays in total; they were nominated by academics who 
felt that they represented excellent research and practical insights into 
leadership in the voluntary sector. they were further refined at work-
shops where practitioners and academics worked together to give voice 
to areas of key concern for both. What was achieved in this volume is 
therefore not only an unusual look at the voluntary sector in canada but 
also an unusual blend of thought and practice.

as educators, we have discovered in the mcgill-mcconnell Program 
a pedagogy of human learning which engages us in the building of 
knowledge rather than simply the gathering of information, which 
seeks to foster the development of learning communities in which 
learners are engaged intellectually, emotionally, and physically.

the essays in this volume are valuable to students and researchers 
interested in exploring some of the most critical areas of leadership in 
the voluntary sector. they raise questions for those who want to 
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understand work and practice in this area in greater depth. they also 
offer new perspectives for the practitioners themselves, providing 
guidance in their own particular efforts to support social good, social 
change, and those values upon which civil society depends.
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1 the courage to Become

lynda manser

for young people in the care of canada’s already large and rapidly 
growing child welfare system – dealing with past traumatic experien-
ces, faced with difficult challenges in the future, and lacking effective 
control over their own lives – life can be intensely frustrating. many 
youth in care express feelings of isolation, loneliness, and hopelessness. 
as a result of this situation, the national youth in care network was 
started in 1985 by a group of young people from across canada who 
were determined to do something about their feelings of powerlessness 
within the child welfare system and wished to regain control of their 
lives. over twenty years later, although the faces have changed, the 
national youth in care network’s purpose remains the same: to em-
power its youth members and help them, in turn, to empower their 
peers in care.

the national youth in care network is a national charitable organ-
ization made up of young people, ages 14 to 24, who are either in or 
from state care across canada. state care includes the child welfare and 
protection systems, children’s mental health systems, and young of-
fender systems. in any year, there are approximately 76,000 young 
people in the care of child welfare authorities, and 25,000 young people 
in custody in canada; countless others in mental health institutions, 
and still others who fall through the cracks of these systems and live on 
the streets.

youth-in-care networks are peer support groups run by and for youth 
in care, focusing on support and advocacy activities that teach young 
people skills which will help them to help themselves and their peers. 
they are the conduits through which youth in care can support one 
another and effect positive change in the child welfare and custody 
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systems. these networks provide young people with an opportunity to 
redirect their abused energies in order to help themselves and their 
peers to heal.

since i began working with the national youth in care network, i 
have consistently found inspiration from the youth leaders, even on 
days that are filled with tears from the horror stories and bureaucratic 
frustrations that make up a large part of their lives. in gratitude and 
admiration, i wanted to honour their struggles and their ‘courage to 
become’: their ability to find their own humanity within an inhuman 
system of ‘care.’

storytelling has great power within the youth in care network 
movement, and it is the chief mechanism used in this essay to explore 
the courage to become through reflection and expressive action.

this exploration is an attempt to uncover the common paths taken by 
young people towards achieving emotional well-being, and to extract 
the lessons to be learned from their personal experiences of pain and 
triumph over abusive home situations and the lack of empathy in the 
child welfare system.

a common theme in these young people’s stories is the experience of 
injustice – of situations leaving youth with a stark choice to act or not to 
act. When their reaction to this injustice was inaction, they felt despair; 
but when their reaction was to act, they discovered that they could 
begin a self-transformation that led to the realization of their own 
leadership abilities. the creation and narration of their personal stories 
guided them through a process of expressive action and reflection: an 
exploration of their motives, their struggles, the others in their lives, 
their gifts and skills, and the results of their actions. through this pro-
cess, they came to know who they were within the context of their per-
sonal history and in relation to a community of others like them. they 
were able to achieve leadership, inspiring other youth in care to begin 
the process of becoming and increasing the understanding and em-
pathy of others with the situations and needs of youth in care.

despite the generally positive outcomes in the stories that follow, 
names have been changed in order to protect the identities and confi-
dentiality of the young narrators.1

1. the injustice: youth in Care

Physical and sexual assaults are among the most frequent causes of 
harm and death to children and youth, yet they are also the most 
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difficult to document (trocmé and Brison 1997). assaults by family 
members account for a substantial portion of all assaults against chil-
dren and youth. these incidents are frequently under-reported because 
they often take place within the privacy of the home, and involve vic-
tims who are dependent on their abusers and who fear the conse-
quences of talking to anyone about their experiences. one victim 
describes the feelings she had as follows:

When i think of family violence i think of my father batting me around the 
house pretty bad. he put me in the hospital. he’d scream and yell at me. 
you get pretty scared of it. it’s like you want to back off. you just want to 
go, run away and that’s what i’d been doing for about thirteen years of my 
life around there. i’d been running away from home and that really got me 
even more mad because when i’d get home i’d get the worst of it. When i 
was first born my mother said she had problems with me even before i 
was born, that i was the lousiest baby in the whole department. she’s al-
ways been running me down. and the sexual abuse, well, that put me in a 
scare because if i didn’t do it, what would he do? it’s like laying there 
thinking to yourself, ‘When is it going to be over? i want to get it over.’ 
that’s all i could think of. my mother could have put a stop to it. she could 
have gone to the police. she did nothing. she just let it go, and that’s why 
i blame her. i hate my mother. (raychaba 1993, 17)

there is a general consensus among academics and clinical profes-
sionals that family violence has a long-lasting detrimental impact on 
the lives of child victims (raychaba 1993). Behaviours commonly ex-
hibited by child victims of violence include non-compliance, hostile 
and aggressive behaviour, poor peer and social relationships, insecure 
attachments, low self-esteem, impaired moral development, and an 
overall sense of anxiety and emotional insecurity. By and large, a hist-
ory of family violence or abuse is associated with higher rates of delin-
quency, adult criminal activity, psychiatric illness, and teenage 
pregnancy (ibid.).

Protection for abused children: The child welfare system

canada has in place a wide array of legally sanctioned protocols and 
programs that provide for the protection and substitute care of children 
and adolescents who either have been abused or, for a wide variety of 
other reasons, cannot be cared for by their biological families. these 
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were based on the system originally designed for the protection of ani-
mals, the humane society.

if and when abuse or maltreatment is suspected, a child welfare 
agency or department of social services initiates an investigation to de-
termine whether or not the allegation is founded, and whether it falls 
into the jurisdiction’s definition of abuse or maltreatment. if the allega-
tion appears to be well founded, child welfare authorities are legally 
authorized to take the child into custody. the state assumes legal guard-
ianship of young people in need, and thus is considered to be acting in 
loco parentis (in place of the parent). these children or adolescents are 
then designated as being ‘in care.’

consider the experience of Julie, and her description of how she 
came into the child welfare system:

it started when i was about twelve years old and i was always running 
away from home. at first it consisted of sleeping at friends’ houses. then 
in stairwells, when my friends’ parents would call my mom to tell her that 
i was there, which defeated the purpose of my running away. then it 
turned into longer bouts, became a week at a time. i would be staying up 
all night in coffeehouses and fast-food restaurants, moving from place to 
place for as long as i could, as long as they were open.

i lived in the projects in the north of the city with my mom and two 
brothers. What i remember about my childhood is being surrounded by 
sadness and poverty. the projects i lived in had mainly single-parent fam-
ilies. there was a lot of drugs and alcohol in our community. it wasn’t a 
safe place to be. so this combined with the mental illness of mother. she 
experienced serious depression and found it hard to take care of three kids 
by herself on top of dealing with her own stuff and everything else in the 
community. i remember our place on a normal day. the house was always 
dark, the drapes closed. if you open the fridge, there may be a jar of old 
pickles and mouldy bread in there. it wasn’t a great place: cockroaches 
and things no one likes to live with. i felt a great deal of responsibility for 
my brothers, and this caused a lot of conflict with my mother around 
issues like discipline versus punishment. her opinion was to punish im-
mediately and physically, and sometimes it got out of hand.

When i was 13, i went to live with aunt lucy, who wasn’t actually an 
aunt, just a friend of my mother. she lived in the same neighbourhood as 
us. living with her opened my eyes to things. i began to see that things at 
home weren’t normal, that parents didn’t have to resort to corporal pun-
ishment immediately. lucy was the same as mother, but she had coping 
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skills. i lived there for seven months, and during that time my own dispos-
ition started to improve. i was happier, safer. i began to realize that there 
was more to me than ‘you’re a stupid kid, you’re never going to amount 
to anything.’ after seven months, i went back home because i had made 
decisions in my life with regards to religion and felt that being at home 
would be better for me.

i asked my grandma if i could live with her. she said no, since my 
grandpa had just died. But i think it was more because my mom said to 
her, ‘don’t you dare let her live with you.’ i think she said that because she 
was feeling like a bad mom and didn’t think it was a good idea. i couldn’t 
live with my father, so my options were to stay put in the institution, or go 
home. i decided to try to do everything i could to go back home.

People always ask me, ‘how can you go back? it never changes.’ it’s 
like, no matter what, they are still your parents. no matter what they do to 
you, they are always your parents. no one else will ever take the place of 
your parents. you always think that things might be different.

i stayed in that institution for almost a month. the day before i was to 
go home, a psychiatrist came to my room and asked me, ‘What would you 
do if your mom didn’t want you back?’ i said, ‘i guess i would be on the 
streets.’ my mom had told them she didn’t want me back, but she hadn’t 
told me. they had already contacted the ministry, and had planned for a 
social worker to come the next day and take me to a receiving home. i 
found out that mom had known about this for a week and had already 
packed up my stuff, without saying a word to me. i freaked out and spent 
the afternoon crying. the only thing that helped me that day was one of 
[the] co-op students came into my room and closed the door behind her. 
she didn’t say anything for a while. then, in a quiet voice she said, ‘i don’t 
normally tell anyone this, but i’m telling you this to help you.’ she told me 
that she had been in care and it was the best thing for her because of her 
own home life. she told me that going into care saved her life, and that it 
may be a good thing for me too. she told me that it was only temporary, 
and that it didn’t make me a bad person, it didn’t make me abnormal. she 
was supportive, and that gave me a source of strength to help me get 
through it.

But i still had a lot of things that hadn’t been dealt with. i was still in 
depression and using drugs, and basically living a double life. going to 
school was really hard, as i was constantly getting the ‘What did you do?’ 
or ‘you must be a bad ass’ or ‘you must be easy because girls in care are 
easy.’ after going to three different schools in less than two years, you 
learn to keep your mouth shut and you don’t say anything. you just hope 
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you’ll meet a nice person who will become your friend. But, without fail, i 
always met up with people who smoked pot or had no respect for life and 
i would just end up sitting under a bridge doing drugs. i was supposed to 
be getting counselling and tutoring, but i think that no amount of counsel-
ling would have helped me, because i didn’t feel ready to do it. i didn’t 
realize at that time that i was not the bad person.

The experience of being in the care of the child welfare system

the experience of being in the care system is unlike anything one would 
want a child to experience. children and adolescents frequently have 
difficulty adjusting to the disintegration of their families and subse-
quent removal from their home. Being placed in a stranger’s home with 
little more than a garbage bag of belongings compounds the barriers for 
adjustment. While some social workers, judges, or foster parents may 
attempt to explain to them that they have been removed from their 
families ‘for their own good,’ the children, removed from everything 
that is secure and known, typically feel that they, not their parents, are 
being punished for the abuse they have suffered.

once placed in the care of the state, youth are frequently moved to 
new foster or group homes, causing further ruptures in what stable re-
lationships they have. this transiency may be the result of inadequate 
placement selection, insufficient contact with caseworkers, inadequate 
supervision, or a caseworker’s misdiagnosis of the child’s needs. 
emotional and behavioural problems resulting from past histories of 
family violence often manifest themselves in anti-social, hostile, and 
aggressive behaviours, also leading to the breakdown of a placement 
(raychaba 1993).

unfortunately, although this ‘acting out’ is a natural response to their 
earlier separation and loss, displaying this response leads into a self-
perpetuating and unhealthy cycle of non-attachment and disruptive be-
haviour. successful experiences with attachment provide children and 
youth with the psychological security and confidence necessary for 
them to cope with stress, fear, frustration and worry later on in life, while 
providing the foundations upon which future relationships are built.

unfortunately, the experience of the child in care is often associated 
with considerable instability. this situation is undesirable for any child, 
especially one who has an unhappy background that has been charac-
terized by an unstable relationship with parents (cruikshank 1991). 
youth in care living transient lifestyles over a sustained period of time 
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tend to develop a conditioned inability and an understandable unwill-
ingness to interact, integrate, and become emotionally connected to or 
attached with either peers or adult caregivers (raychaba 1993).

they Soon forget

you came,
you became a number
you ate
you slept
they kept your mind under lock and key.
they chained you to rules,
to their way of life.
you went,
they waved,
they soon forgot,
But, did you?

 anonymous, Youth Exchange (1987, 2)

2.  the reaction to the injustice: Courage in the Lives  
of youth in Care

in the midst of these unhealthy conditions, and despite the interference 
of a system originally designed to ensure the protection of animals, 
some youth survive. they become strong enough to overcome the im-
pact of a vicious childhood and stop the cycle of violence. and some 
excel, leading organizations that support young people who suffer 
under the same unhealthy conditions and oppressive bureaucracies. 
they have the courage to work with the perceived enemy, to prevent 
their experiences from happening to other, younger children. at some 
point in their lives, they have sensed their own possibilities beyond 
their immediate existence and have chosen to represent those possibil-
ities to others. But what is it that drives some to live with courage, while 
others are forever trapped in a cycle already determined for them?

The courage to become

courage refers to the attitude of facing and dealing with anything rec-
ognized as dangerous, difficult or painful, instead of withdrawing from 


