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Introduction

1. My name is Brigit Mirfin-Veitch. | am the Director of the Donald Beasley Institute (DBI).

The DBI is an independent research institute specialising in disability research.

2. | am also a Research Associate Professor with the Centre for Postgraduate Nursing
Studies, University of Otago (Christchurch).

3. | am a sociologist, and have been working as a disability researcher since 1994.

4, | provided expert evidence as part of the contextual hearings that were held near the start
of the Abuse in Care Royal Commission of Inquiry (Royal Commission) in November 2019

(https://www.abuseincare.org.nz/our-progress/library/v/63/statement-of-dr-brigit-mirfin-

veitch).

5. | have been involved in a range of research projects that have direct relevance to the

Royal Inquiry into Abuse in Care. In summary, my experience includes:

a.  Assisting a survivor of state care to write and publish her life history (Hunter, 1999).

b. Carrying out research into the experiences and perspectives of families who had
disabled family-members involved in the deinstitutionalisaton of Templeton Centre
(Mirfin-Veitch, 2005).

c. Involvement in research into the deinstitionalisation of Kimberley Centre that
involved residents, families and staff (Milner, Gates, Mirfin-Veitch & Stewart, 2008).

d. Reviewing publically available literature to identfy evidence of abuse in care, as a
strategy to support the call for a national inquiry into abuse in State care. (Mirfin-
Veitch & Conder, 2017).






WITN1241002-0003

Mirfin-Veitch, 20 June 2022

11. The brief concludes by analysing and discussing recommendations for redress in the
context of previous and current research, with reference to its responsiveness to disabled

people and to the inquiry’s aim of identifying “how things can be done better in the future”2.

Background

12. The DBI has been involved in disability research since 1984. Over nearly four decades,
DBI researchers have withessed both the closure of institutions, and the development of
the community-based disability service system in Aotearoa New Zealand (Aotearoa). The
DBI has always prioritised research based on lived experience, and inclusive and
transformative research approaches. Examples of the DBI's research can be found at

www.donaldbeasley.org.nz.

13. The DBI has always been committed to research that ensures the human rights of people
with learning disabilities and other disabled people are upheld. As indicated earlier, in the
1890s and 2000s this included providing research evidence to inform best-practice
disability supports and services, and by documenting the closure of large-scale

institutions — commonly referred to as deinstitutionalisation research.

14. Deinstitutionalisation research typically focuses on the process of moving disabled people
out of institutions (Sobsey, 1994), and, on disabled people lives in their new community-
based services and settings (Kim, Larson & Lakin, 2001). Research tells us that the
deinstitutionalisation movement gained momentum for three main reasons:

a. the appalling conditions in institutions (Blatt & Kaplan, 1974);

b. the idea that disabled people should have life experiences like non-disabled people
in their particular culture and society (Nirje, 1985; Wolfensberger, 1992);

c. the development of a community based service system (Mansell & Ericsson, 1996).

15. Unfortunately, deinstitutionalisation research has not always sought to capture the lived
experiences of people while still in, or soon after leaving institutional care. This is one of
the reasons that abuse in care has been able to go unchallenged for such a long period
of time (B Mirfin-Veitch, Contextual Hearing, 1 November 2019, Transcript 11.27 434-435

2 Taken from Royal Commission Terms of Reference — Plain English version
https://lwww.abuseincare.org.nz/our-progress/library/v/3/terms-of-reference
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35.

36.

37.

38.

“Institutions are places of abuse” literature review

In 2017 | co-authored a report titled “Institutions are places of abuse™ The experiences of
disabled children and adults in State Care” with my colleague Dr Jenny Conder. The full
report can be accessed at https://www.donaldbeasley.org.nz/publications/abuse/. The

research was undertaken during the campaign for a Royal Commission of Inquiry into
abuse in care, and commissioned by the Human Rights Commission. The research was
designed to capture the voices and experiences of disabled people, particularly people
with learning disability, who were abused in care in Aotearoa prior to 1992 and responded
to a concern that disabled people, including people with learning disability comprise a
significant part of the silent majority who have not had the opportunity to tell their stories
of abuse in care.

| provided a comprehensive overview of this research, including the method used to
generate data, during the Royal Commission contextual hearings in November 2019

(https://www.abuseincare.orq.nz/our-progress/library/v/63/statement-of-dr-brigit-mirfin-

veitch) but it is instructive to revisit those findings in broad terms as they provide important
context for our current research “Tell Me About You”.

The motivation for the “Institutions are places of abuse” research was to: determine what
[was] known about the abuse of disabled people, including evidence of systemic abuse;
identification of gaps in available evidence about the abuse of disabled people in care;
and recommend a research pathway with the potential to address gaps in knowledge

relating to disabled people, abuse and [State] care.

As a disability researcher with a significant background in deinstitutionalisation, in my
earlier evidence | reflected on the failure of researchers (and others) to pay enough
attention disabled people’'s experiences while living in institutions due to our collective
interest in promoting and exploring the movement of people out of institutions. | also noted
that despite this ommission, | was also aware that disabled people, including people with
learning disability had found ways to tell their stories of abuse in care in a range of ways.
| was of the view that the information captured as part of these “other” studies and life
history projects could tell us a lot about the experience of living in care — we just need to

look in different places, and to “listen” closely to what people had to say.

‘Institutions are places of abuse” drew on publicly available accounts told by people with

learning disability and other disabled survivors, and relevant research. All of the survivors

11
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“what happened to you?” rather than “what's wrong with you?” (Center for Substance
Abuse Treatment, 2014).

45. The five core values of trauma-informed care are (1) safety, (2) trustworthiness, (3)
choice, (4) collaboration, and (5) empowerment (Fallot & Harris, 2009). This approach of
care shifts the relationship dynamic between the practitioners and clients from hierarchical
relationship to collaborating partnership. The important part of trauma informed care is
that the individual takes the ownership of their story and healing and the practitioners are
there to support the journey (Center for Substance Abuse Treatment, 2014: Wilson,
Pence & Conradi, 2013).

46. This understanding of trauma, and its core values were woven into the overall design of
the research, alongside carefully considered and culturally responsive recruitment, data
collection, and analysis methods. These values also contributed to our decision to invite
people who had experienced care to participate as Storytellers rather than survivors. We
were aware that some of the people we would eventually work with would tell stories of
abuse in care but not necessarily identify themselves as survivors for a range of reasons.

The key aspects of our research approach are briefly outlined below.®

Individually Responsive Methods (IRM)

47. To ensure Storytellers had choice and control over how they told their stories, the
research team used an Individually Responsive Methodological approach. Individually
Responsive Methods (IRM) was developed by researchers from the Donald Beasley
Institute (DBI) as a way of including the voices of disabled people whose experiences and
subjectivities are difficult to access using conventional research methods.” IRM offers
people the chance to design and control their research presence by working with a
researcher (writing partner, story gatherer) to design methods and narrative forms that
are personally meaningful to them. This is also responsive to the trauma informed care

approach.

48. Between 2021 and 2022, fifteen Storytellers were recruited via the DBIl's extensive
networks with the assistance of project champions working in mainstream and kaupapa

& A comprehensive report on “Tell Me About You” can be accessed from the DBI website
(www.donaldbeasley.org.nz) from July 2022.

" Milner, P. & Frawley, P. (2018). From ‘on’ to ‘with' to ‘by:' people with a learning disability creating a
space for the third wave of Inclusive research. Qualitative research pp. 1-17, doi:
10.1177/1468794118781385.
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69. It was common for stories to include descriptions of regular physical and emotional abuse,
including the lack of care or redress storytellers received if they did try to report bullying by

other children they lived with or abuse by staff who were supposed to be caring for them:

a. ‘I got putin a laundry bag once by staff and hung up high.
| told the big boss of Templeton on him — he got a warning.
| got strangled by another and that staff member got a warning also.
He later left Templeton cos he didn't like the big boss.
| saw a staff member slapping a resident’s face.
He kept slapping him. | rang the police. They came.
They saw marks on his face and knew | was right.
The police gave the staff member a warning.”

________________

mean just some of them. | really liked S at Templeton. She was my main
caregiver, she knitted me a jersey and was kind to me. | bought the wool.”

c. “l used to be called rabies and ra-ra woof-woof by other pupils because | was
scared of dogs. There was some people that would even hit me and even throw
stones at me and even do all sorts of things because | had a disability such as
Asperger's autism. | used to sometimes tell the staff and tell the teachers. But
some staff would just say | got upset when | was being bullied. They were not
being very helpful because some of the staff you know, thought | was just over
reacting when all | was just trying to do was get my point across and ask staff to
help me and support me when | didn't feel safe around some of the pupils. Or
you had to go and sit outside the seniors office. | remember that. If you were
outside the senior’s office you had to stay there till bedtime. When everyone else
was in bed, they took you over then. You had to be nice and quiet when you went

”

in.
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